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SPOON 



It was the touch like thunder that she always remembered. It woke her at night, it followed her during the day, and always it caught her breath and crushed her soul. 
The rain fell thick and fast from the sky. Like beads of glass, the drops rushed to the ground and shattered across the cobbles. Satinka hid in a doorway watching the water wash the city of Sunndan. But nothing could cleanse this city. This dirty, stinking, human city.



She was covered in dirt and her clothes were rags. All she had was a tattered blanket as she huddled back from the rain. Her fingers reached for the pendant around her neck. A small diamond-shaped crystal hung from a silver chain. It was the same midnight blue as her eyes and hair. The same blue as the marks on her skin. It was a fragment of the egg she had hatched from. The egg she had shared with Memnyir.



Satinka looked up through the rain at the giant stone wall before her. The pale stone polished white, now stained gold in the light of the torches at night. That wall separated the Palace of Sunne from the rest of Sunndan. It separated Satinka from Memnyir. Everyone else was dead. It was a miracle Satinka wasn’t. And if Satinka was alive, that meant Memnyir was alive too. All the little girl had to do was find a way in.



The night was bitter and the cold tried to seep into her skin from the stone she huddled against. She focused and burned her fire within her. The magic in her blood coursed around her body, and she burned the fire of it in every vein, keeping herself warm. If she could learn to maintain a constant temperature no matter the weather then guard duty at the Palace would be less of a struggle.



By morning she was exhausted, but she dared not sleep. With the morning came a bright watery sunlight after the rain. It reflected blindingly off the puddles on the ground, and every dip in the streets around her became a mirror of light. In daylight her patterned skin would stand out even more.



Down the end of the road a group of children came out to play. They were a scruffy lot. Probably near her own age. She listened to them for a while, but dared not join them. Their use of language was different from what she knew of human tongues, and they all called each other by funny names. It occurred to her then that perhaps, like her own people, various classes of humans used alternative versions of the same language. As though she didn’t stand out and struggle enough as it was. Her grasp of the human language wasn’t strong.



Her distraction was short lived. The gates opened and a group left the Palace and moved into the city. They were women. Satinka had never seen a group like them. They all wore identical white gowns that buttoned up to the throat and fell all the way to the floor. The gowns had long sleeves over longer gloves and every single one of the women had their face painted in the exact same manner. They looked like a collection of walking dolls, and not a trace of their skin showed. The girl crept out of her doorway, keeping the blanket pulled up like a hood, and followed them, ducking between alleys.



Satinka kept a safe distance, but never let the group out of her sight. They fascinated her, and she had to know who they were. She knew right then that they would be her ticket into the Palace. The women talked and laughed together as they walked, popping in and out of shops as they went. The snippets of language she managed to hear were spoken in the version of human language she was more familiar with, and that comforted her. Piro, her old advisor, would have only instructed her on formal human language.



Satinka stopped at the mouth of an alley to watch as the girls disappeared into a shop with bolts of brightly coloured fabric in the window. She was so focused on her prey she didn’t hear someone come up behind her.



“Why you following dem ladies?”



Satinka whirled around in shock. A boy stood behind her. He was barely taller than her and seemed mostly to be made out of coat. The coat in question was a warm dark wool, and it had seen better days. It was so large on him that the bottom trailed on the ground. The sleeves had been rolled up as much as they could, yet still covered his hands, and the tall collar covered most of his face except for a pair of curious dark eyes and a large mop of shaggy black curls wilder than the night. He was very, very dirty.



“Mind your own business,” she ordered.



He gave her a strange look, or, perhaps more accurately, he gave her accent a strange look.



“You got some weird voice miss,” he commented. “Not from round here. You stick out like a sore thumb.”



“Shut up,” she grumbled, turning back to the shop as the girls left.



“Bit of advice,” he offered. “Try not to act so strange. People will notice.”



“Leave me alone,” she told him harshly.



On those last words she left the boy behind in the alley and set off after the girls. She followed them for hours until finally they disappeared into a church and she knew it wasn’t safe to linger. At a nearby market she swiped a loaf of bread and disappeared back into an alley to hide with it. Away from the crowds, and in a private and empty little space, she sat on the stone ground by a building and pushed her blanket off as she looked down at her bread. Someone dropped down beside her and sat on the ground shoulder to shoulder with her.



“How’d you pinch that bread so fast?” the boy asked through his coat. “I’ve never seen anyone pinch bread that fast before. That was like magic that was. How’d you do that?”



She stared at him dumbfounded. He reached up and pulled the collar of the coat down under his chin, exposing a cheeky grin. The boy had dirty mocha coloured skin, although the dirty look could have just been dirt.



“You’re not from around here either,” she said, looking him up and down.



“Born and bred,” he disagreed. “Though me dad was one of them northerners, y’know from up in dem mountains. At least, that’s what me mam always said.” He held out a hand to her. “I’m Spoon.”



She didn’t take his hand. It was taking her a moment to register the idea of ‘spoon’ as a name.



“Why are you following me?” she asked.



“Honestly? I’m kinda hoping you’ll share that bread.” He flashed her an impudent grin.



For reasons she would never be able to explain as long as she lived, she ripped the loaf in half and handed one of the bits over. Spoon stared at it incredulously.



“You serious?”



“You said you wanted it, didn’t you?” she asked, once again nervous about her accent in front of him.



“Well thanks, miss.” Spoon took the bread gratefully.



Satinka watched him as his trembling hands took the free bread. He’d pushed his sleeves up to reach for it and she could tell by his bone thin wrists he probably didn’t get a lot of food. Spoon had the body of someone who likely hadn’t had a good meal his entire life. A large knot twisted in her guts as she looked at him. Once he seemed sure that the bread was his and that no one was going to take it from him he began to wolf it down. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.



“I’m,” she started, then thought for a moment. “I’m Tink.” It was close enough to her real name while still being strange enough to fit in with the odd names of the street kids.



Spoon stopped eating for a moment to look at her. He held out his hand again, and this time she shook it.



“Tink’s a cool name,” he managed around a mouthful of bread.



“It’s cold?” she asked, confused.



“No it’s…” he stopped short of explaining it. “Sunne’s bouncing eyeballs, Tink, where are you from that makes you speak so funny? How’d you not know cool?”



“I think you’ll find it’s you who speaks funny,” she answered primly.



“Yeah?” Spoon grinned. “So where’d you get them tattoos? Did your mam give you them so you couldn’t be a thieving dirtbag?”



She raised her eyebrows at him, but pulled the blanket around her self-consciously. He took another huge bite of bread and shrugged, chewing.



“Not the first time I’ve seen it done,” he admitted. “Some mams get their little ones marked so they stand out, see. Makes sure they can’t get into no thieving, cos people would pick them out and identify them real easy.”



Tink sat on the ground staring at her bread. She ripped an edge off and nibbled nervously on it. Spoon watched her.



“You wear that blanket,” he said. “You go to a lot of trouble not to be seen by anyone. Tell you what, Tink, you get me some more bread, and I will show you how to properly cover all them tatts, yeah?”



She turned her dark blue eyes to stare at him. He rubbed his nose with his sleeve.



“Can’t say fairer than that, yeah?”



Ten minutes later he had two whole loaves to himself.



Spoon led her to an old squat stone building on the edge of the district. Though different in design to how her own people did things she could still tell it was a smithy. Spoon led her quietly around the back of the building. They snuck around to the workroom where Tink could hear the clang of a hammer on steel. Someone was working in the dark and the heat. A fire was belching out smoke and the entryway was caked with soot.



“Lemons?” Spoon called. “You in there?”



“Spoon?” a man’s voice drifted out of the room.



Spoon nodded his head at Tink and led her inside where a lean, grubby, young man slaved over a pile of horseshoes. With a pair of tongs, the man who’d answered to ‘Lemons’ removed a glowing horseshoe from his bench and dunked it in a pail of water where it hissed and steamed.



“What can I do for you Spoon?”



“I need your help,” Spoon admitted. “This girl’s in need of a disguise of some sort. She’s covered in tatts and I’m thinking she’s just a bit too recognisable the way she is.”



Lemons didn’t look at them. He was busy. Tink’s eyes widened in shock as Lemons lifted his right arm. He had a hammer in place of a hand, and he was unscrewing it. The man’s arm ended with a stump at the wrist, and a fixture seemed to allow him to switch tools as he required. Once the hammer was removed he laid it carefully down on the bench and finally turned to look at them. His eyes narrowed and Tink shrank back. What could the man see?



“You don’t look like you’re from around here, miss,” he commented.



“I’m not,” she admitted, and knew her voice gave her away far more than her appearance did.



Lemons noticed too. “You think a disguise alone will help her?”



“Just help her Lemons,” Spoon grumbled. “I got the rest.”



“I doubt that,” Lemons grinned. “Come on lass, follow me.”



Lemons hung up his leather apron by the door, and washed his hand in a metal tub in the back before taking them out of the smithy and into the house itself. Inside he picked up a strange pincer-like contraption and screwed it in place of the hammer. Without looking at them he offered a friendly warning.



“Don’t steal anything, Spoon.”



“Not likely,” Spoon sniffed at the implication.



Lemons was already ignoring him and moving away. The house was small and wide and everything seemed to be coloured in old dusty shades of apricot and peach. The young blacksmith stopped at a trunk in the corner and began to rifle through it. It appeared to be full of old clothes that were in various sizes and conditions of age. He pulled a few items out and dumped them on the floor.



“See if you can make any of that work,” Lemons said.



Tink looked over the garments. There was a turtle-neck top that would cover most of her body. She pulled it on over her other clothes and rolled up the sleeves half a dozen times to get her hands out. The top reached down below her knees and the high neck was cosy up around her chin. The blue hooded cloak looked like it would actually fit her quite well, and a pair of very small frayed fingerless gloves fitted not too snugly. She turned down boots and socks. None of the shoes would fit her properly and she needed to be light and quiet on her feet. Her leggings were already long and baggy enough to cover the swirling marks on her feet and she didn’t need the protection of boots. Her skin was stronger than human skin, and she burned enough fire in her blood to keep herself warm. Lemons looked her over critically.



“That will mostly do, I think,” the blacksmith judged. “We just need to sort out your face.”



Tink put a hand to her face where the blue spiral pattern spread over her cheek.



“Sit,” Lemons ordered, indicating a seat.



Tink obediently perched on the edge of a couch cushion. Spoon was loitering by the wall, making sure his dirty hands were visible at all times in case anyone looked his way. Lemons moved through to the next room and banged about as he rummaged for things. Eventually he came back, and the fitting on his wrist had a large brush screwed into it. He carried a small tub with a warm peach-coloured cream in it.



“It’s the wrong colour,” Spoon protested.



“Would you like to make one that’s the right colour?” Lemons asked pointedly, as he knelt down in front of Tink. He dipped the brush into the cream, peering at her face. “It’s not my fault she’s so pale,” the blacksmith added in a slow and careful tone as he began to gently apply the cream over the mark on her face. The cream had a smooth texture and it was cold and wet against Tink’s cheek. Lemons was watching her with a highly focused and intense expression on his face as he worked, but there was something else. Spoon was watching her with a similar look: they were curious. The two of them knew something she didn’t, and her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 


Lemons saw the glare cross her face. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” he whispered.



She started and glanced his way in terror.



“You’re a refugee?” he whispered. Lemons licked his lips nervously and glanced in Spoon’s direction as the boy edged closer. “From the South? You’re escaping the monsters?”



Tink looked between them in fear, but there was only curiosity in their eyes. Lemons bit his lip and dabbed some more cream on her cheek before meeting her eye again.



“Look,” he began. “You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to, and I’m no expert, but those marks on you look tribal. There aren’t a lot of tribes left up here, and most of them live in the jungle. Sometimes they wander down into the cities to trade and the like, but none of them look anything like you. The markings are different, the accents are different, so it only stands to reason that you’re from somewhere even further away. You don’t have to worry though. Āni told us about the monsters, and we’re going to help you.”



Tink looked at him blankly through narrowed eyes. She hadn’t understood much of what he’d said. Spoon had snuck up to the couch and huddled on the side of it.



“He gave a speech a couple of days ago,” the boy said as though it meant something. “They’re recruiting  from all over the realm, gathering an army and sending dem all down to Undernal.”



Tink looked up at him, and then back down at Lemons. She wet her lips nervously. “Just pretend for a moment that I know nothing about your world,” she muttered. “Then try explaining it all again.”



Lemons and Spoon grinned at each other. It was as good a confirmation as they were likely to get. She wasn’t human. She was a creature from another world. The concept was deeply thrilling.



“Well, Āni told us about the monsters the other day,” Spoon started.



“Who’s Āni?” Tink interrupted.



“Āni is the Avatar of Sunne,” Lemons answered quietly, in awe of her ignorance. Remembering her request, he tried to explain. “Avatars are like a human counterpart to a god. In the old days there were seven gods, led by Kina, who ruled over humanity and raised their own separate tribes of people. However, they realised they did not have the connection to humanity that they needed in order to communicate effectively. They needed to be closer to their humans, but how can beings so fundamentally different ever hope to understand each other? Thus the gods created Avatars. They each chose a human, someone they considered worthy from their people, and imbued them with the power and spirit of their own form. The Avatars are part human and part god. They are the means by which the god and the people can communicate. The creation of Avatars was what led to the stability of the North, despite Kina leaving and Zyki killing Thzul. We could talk to our gods, and they could lead us. Āni is the current Avatar of Sunne. He is our god’s voice and wisdom.”



“Good job, Lemons,” Spoon congratulated him. “You sound just like dem dry dusty old books.”



Lemons gave the boy a dark look, but Tink wasn’t paying attention. She was thinking back. If Āni was the voice of Sunne then why hadn’t she met him? She had only spoken to Sunne himself. Although, if an Avatar was just a human blessed with power by a god, then it was possible that Āni had been there and she just hadn’t realised. The room had been full of priests and guards. How was she supposed to recognise one human from all the rest ‒ especially when she didn’t know what to look for? For now she would assume that Āni was aligned with Sunne and therefore an enemy, even if she hadn’t met him.



“You said something about monsters?” she asked.



Spoon looked at her with big eyes and rubbed his nose with his sleeve. Lemons nodded.



“Āni made a public speech,” the blacksmith reaffirmed. “He told us about the war in the South. How there are monsters rising up attacking people, and how we have to go down there and destroy them before they learn how to cross the sea and come after us. Cities all over the Great Realm have started recruiting. Soldiers are being sent to Undernal, our southernmost city, so that we can ship them to the war zone in the South.”



Tink just sat there. She didn’t understand. There were no monsters down south, there were only‒



She jumped off the couch and fled the house. Behind her she could hear the others yelling her name, but she had to get away. She had to see. Satinka sprinted as fast as she could with no idea where she was going. She crossed roads, streets, alleys, ducking under bridges and bounding over walls.



It was mid-afternoon when she stopped, curling up in an alley overlooking one of the town squares. The square was the third space of its kind she had encountered that afternoon. It was larger than the other two and closer to the Palace wall. And this one had a recruitment centre set up in it. A large tent with signs and posters had been erected in the square. They all advertised the glorious life of a soldier, and spoke of the need to save humanity from the monsters of the South.



But there were no monsters in the South. There were only her people, and they were all being drained so that they would struggle to fight back. She sat in the alley, watching as humans wandered in and out of the war tent, and she cried. She pressed her sleeves to her eyes, bunching all the tears in her lashes. The paste Lemons had put on her face felt dry and rough now, but she didn’t want her tears to ruin it so she wiped fiercely at her eyes. The crying would stop eventually, it always did. But right now she just felt guilt, shame, and an overwhelming fear. She had been tricked, betrayed, ambushed, and abandoned. Now her people were going to be slaughtered because she couldn’t get back into the Palace to rescue Memnyir. There was nothing she could do. It took her a while to stop crying, and afterwards she simply sat, staring at the tent with red puffy eyes. She barely noticed someone drop down beside her.



“Geez, you look awful.”



“Hi Spoon,” she mumbled. “How do you keep finding me?”



“I know this city better than you do,” he replied, sitting down next to her. “It’s just a case of working out where you’d go. There ain’t a lot of places people like us can get by ignored.”



He watched her curled up, sunk in her resounding misery for a few moments before he sighed the impatient sigh of someone who can only take so much self-pity.



“Come on Tink. Sitting on the ground like that won’t do you much good.”



She let him pull her up and lead her back down the alley, away from the square. Once they were back out of sight and safely clear of the masses Spoon sat her down on some old boxes and looked at her critically.



“That just won’t work,” he grumbled. “The rubbish Lemons put on you is entirely the wrong colour. Hold still, I’ll see what I can do.”



The boy grabbed a handful of dirt and started smearing it over her face. Tink’s noises of disgust and protest fell on deaf ears as Spoon slapped her objecting hands away while he covered her with dirt. The dirt hid the mess made by the paste and transformed her into another unobtrusive dirty child. Spoon stood back and scrutinised his work, it wasn’t half bad.



“Stop sulking Tink,” he told her. “It’s not very becoming.”



“What does that mean?” she asked. “Not becoming what?”



“I… don’t know,” Spoon admitted, rubbing his nose. “It’s just something me mam always used to say. I think it means you don’t look nice when you sulk.”



She pouted at him.



“See,” he said as though making a point. He squatted down to look at her. “Come on, it’s not that bad. Things are going to be alright.”



“No they’re not, Spoon,” she sniffled. Tink closed her eyes. She was angry and hurt and she didn’t want to cry again. “I think things are going to be very bad.”



Spoon didn’t say anything and when she opened her eyes again she noticed he wasn’t looking at her. The boy swallowed nervously.



“You got a knack for predictions, Tink?” he whispered hoarsely.



She turned to look behind her, following his gaze. There were three boys down the alley, standing just meters from them. The boys were bigger than them, and older by perhaps a few years. They didn’t look very threatening to Tink, but Spoon was obviously intimidated by them.



“We don’t have anything,” Spoon called to them. “Go away.”



The boy in the middle was the biggest, and clearly the other two followed his lead. He was blonde and heavyset, with cold eyes.



“What about that loaf of bread in your pocket Spoon?” he asked.



Spoon wiped his hands nervously on the sides of his jacket. “It’s hers.”



“Well yeah,” the boy laughed. “You couldn’t steal peanuts.”



Spoon didn’t argue his own case. “You wouldn’t hit a girl, Thunk. Just leave us alone.”



“Oh Spoon, I thought you knew me better than that,” Thunk chuckled. “I’d hit a girl for bread and a penny.”



“What’s going on?” Tink asked.



“They’re going to beat us up and take the bread and search us for money,” Spoon muttered miserably.



“Why?”



“Because they’re bigger than us and they can.”



The boys were drawing closer as Tink stood up next to Spoon.



“I don’t understand,” she protested.



“Look,” Spoon held the bread out to the bullies desperately. “I swear on Sunne’s great eyes this is all we have. Just take it and don’t hurt her.”



“No,” Tink protested, pushing the bread back against Spoon and moving between him and the bullies. She eyed up Thunk. “You think it’s less dangerous to steal from me than a shopkeeper?”



“Well, yeah,” Thunk laughed. “Those guys got swords, what are you going to do?”



“If I hit you, it’s possible you’ll never walk again,” she threatened him.



They looked down on her. She was tiny and dirty and strange, with a bizarre accent and mismatched clothes. The boys laughed at her. It made her feel better. She couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do more right now than hurt humans. She threw a punch at Thunk’s stomach. Spoon’s jaw dropped at the way Thunk flew off his feet and skidded half a meter on the ground from one tiny punch. Tink leapt at the others like a tiny rabid fairy. She brought them both down in a flailing heap. The first one to stand up she grabbed by the shoulder and swung around, crashing him head first into a wall where he slumped unmoving to the ground. The second one lay on the ground where he’d fallen with his arms raised protectively over his head.



“Please don’t hurt me!” he squealed.



Tink looked down on him. That one was fine, cowardly, but fine. She wandered over to where Thunk still lay moaning and writhing on the ground, holding his stomach.



“You’ll be fine,” she told him coldly before glancing at the boy crumpled up against the wall with blood dripping out of his nose. “But get your friend medical help, he may be dying.”



She returned to Spoon, her stance regal as she walked and her cloak billowing out behind her. The conscious boy scrambled desperately out of her way as she passed him again.



“Come on Spoon.”



Spoon followed her obediently, his mouth still open. He pocketed the bread and trotted along after her as she wandered through the meandering alleys. The walk helped calm her and settle the adrenaline that had pumped through her body during the brief fight. She had had to resist the urge to kick the cowardly one on the ground just a little too much. These weren’t the people she really wanted to hurt. They were just stand-ins. Finally, lost in a skinny space between two houses she stopped with Spoon just behind her. The alleyway was empty, and she couldn’t hear anyone else around.



“Did you see that?” Spoon whispered.



“See what?” she asked sharply.



“What you did back there? Did you see that?”



“Yes…” she answered slowly as though it was a trick question.



“You destroyed them! That was amazing! I’ve never seen anyone stand up to them ever. That was incredible Tink, the way you were just Bam! Pow! Smack! And they were all ‘ergheerrgh…’” Spoon raised his hands and shuffled a little in a poor imitation of a wounded human.



Tink smiled at his praise. It had been good. It had been three bigger humans against one of her, and she had still taken them down without even a scrape. It was amazing, just like he’d said, but more than that, it was hopeful.



“Oh Spoon,” she sighed, turning to hug him. She wrapped her arms around his skinny chest and buried her face in his coat. Spoon raised his hands in alarm with an uncomfortable look on his face. He had no idea what to do.



“I beat them Spoon,” she mumbled. “They were bigger than me but I was still faster and stronger. That means we can still beat them. Even the way we are now, if the humans come, we can still fight. We might be okay.”



“Uh…?”



“There are no monsters in the South, Spoon. There are just people like me, and Sunne’s going to try and kill us now that we’re weak.”



“What?!” Spoon demanded.



Tink didn’t know if he was horrified by the idea of genocide or the insult to his god. Either way, she could smell something cooking.



“Come on, I’ll get us some dinner and then I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”



Tink was careful snatching the food, and she didn’t take much. Only a few pieces of fruit from a market stall, and a piece of roasted meat they could have with the bread in Spoon’s pocket. As they ate she told him everything. Spoon listened to her in awe. She wasn’t sure if he believed her, but it didn’t really matter, she was just glad to be able to share her secrets.



“So… you’re like a queen then? And you’re connected to the other queen?”



“Memnyir, yes. And Sunne is using her to drain our magic, so I need to rescue her to save my people.”



“That’s heavy stuff, Tink.”



“What does that mean?”



“It means…” Spoon sighed. “It’s just how people talk.”



“Then I need to learn it.”



Spoon raised an eyebrow at her.



“I need to learn to blend in,” she sighed. “Spoon, I need to learn how to be a northerner.” She handed him a piece of fruit as he eyed her tone suspiciously. “If you teach me how to talk like you, and blend in with other people, then I promise I will look after you forever. Spoon, if you help me I will make sure you get three meals a day for the rest of your life.”



Spoon stared at her, his hand resting on the offered fruit. Slowly he took it, then got up and crossed the tiny alley they were sharing to sit beside her.



“You got to start saying things more like this,” he began.



Over the next few days Tink worked diligently on her pronunciation, tutored by Spoon. Any time she spoke he would correct her and make her repeat the sentence until he said it sounded ‘normal’. Every morning she made him get up and go and watch the church girls leave the Palace gates. Spoon obediently explained all the things about the North she didn’t understand. He told her that the church girls were the daughters of the priests and priestesses. Tink watched their costumes with fascination. They were completely impractical, and hid any hint of an actual person, but they would be a perfect disguise if she could get in there. Spoon understood, and suggested they ask Lemons for help.



Lemons had already helped her once for nothing in return. She hadn’t even thanked him before fleeing out the door. Spoon explained that that’s what Lemons does, because, in Spoon’s words, Lemons was one of them. Lemons, or Lemonsaley as it was officially, had been a street kid much like Spoon once. He’d had his hand cut off for theft. The knowledge that shopkeepers were allowed to sever hands on the spot here helped Tink understand Spoon’s own willingness to starve over stealing. With no other option, Lemons had designed the contraption that allowed him to switch tools out for his missing hand.



An old blacksmith had been so impressed he’d taken Lemons on as an apprentice and trained him up. The loss of his hand had, against the odds, been the best thing that could have happened to him, as it was now merely an occasional hindrance and the consequences of it had led him to a life with work and a home. That was why he helped others who were in the position he had been. Lemons had rules though. There were no special cases in his eyes. He couldn’t feed or house every child, so he wouldn’t feed or house any of them. But he found other ways to help. Those other ways were what Tink was counting on as Spoon led her back to the blacksmith’s house. When they arrived, Lemons was once again at the forge and working hard. He looked up when he saw them coming.



“You back already Spoon? How’s your little alien friend?”



“We need your help,” Tink told him.



“Sounding not quite so alien anymore, lass,” Lemons commented.



She accepted the compliment. “Spoon says you’re someone who can get anything. Someone who can make things happen.”



“Spoon says a lot of things.”



“Spoon’s usually right.”



“Thanks,” Spoon chipped in.



“You only think that because you’ve got no proof to the contrary,” Lemons grinned. “What do you want?”



“A disguise.”



“I already gave you one.”



“This one would be different,” Tink said. “I need more than just an outfit. I’d need to build up an entire fake identity ‒ a new life. It would need to hold up under scrutiny, and everyone would have to believe it.”



Lemons stopped working to look at her. “What kind of life are you after?”



“I want you to make me a church girl. A priest’s daughter.”



Lemons shook his head and went back to work. “Can’t do it.”



“Can’t or won’t?” she demanded.



“Both. Either. Take your pick,” he grunted.



“Why won’t you help me?”



“Look, lass,” Lemons sighed. “Even if I was willing to be a part of something like that, which honestly feels pretty blasphemous, I still couldn’t do it. The kind of money required to build up an identity like that is more than you or I are ever going to see in our lifetimes. I can’t afford to make something like that happen.” He gave her a shifty glance. “Can I ask why you want it?”



“It doesn’t matter,” she shrugged. “You said you can’t help.”



“Look, kid. Okay, believe me I would if I could,” he grumbled. “But I’m serious. That kind of money is more than we’re ever going to see. I’m sorry.”



“It’s okay,” Tink replied. “Thanks anyway.” She turned and walked away.



Lemons turned his gaze to Spoon.



“Spoon, lad. What’s going on?”



Spoon looked his way with big dark eyes and rubbed his nose. There was a newfound life in that gaze.



“It’s big Lemons,” he muttered. “Bigger than us.”



“What are you getting messed up in, boy? Imitating a church girl? Aren’t you worried about the priests? About Sunne? You know this isn’t right.”



“Actually Lemons, I don’t know,” Spoon admitted. “She’s told me a lot of things and I have to go with my instinct here.”



“And your instinct tells you to go with this little alien girl instead of your god?”



“Have you ever thought ‘bout your religion, Lemons?” Spoon asked. “Or do you just believe what they tell you? Because here’s how I’m seeing it: either Sunne is a kind and caring god, or he’s an all-seeing god. But he sure can’t be both. I don’t think there’s an all-powerful being looking down on me and caring about me. There just can’t be. Because if there was, then my life wouldn’t have happened. If Sunne can see me, he doesn’t love me.”



Spoon rubbed his nose nervously again and took off after Tink. Lemons watched him go, a sudden strange void welling up inside him and a dumbfounded look on his face.



Spoon caught up with Tink on the edge of a busy marketplace. As always, the girl was watching the world with deep blue eyes from under the hood of her cloak.



“So…” Spoon said softly at her side, barely moving his mouth behind the collar of his jacket. “We’re going to steal the money we need to give to Lemons?”



“We sure are,” Tink said from deep in her hood. “I don’t have a better plan and with a war looming we’re on a pretty tight schedule.”



Spoon turned his head to look at her.



“What?”



“You sounded pretty good, Tink,” he commented slyly. “Must have one fine teacher.”



Tink resisted the urge to smile.



“I know someone we can get the money from,” Spoon muttered deep in the safety of his jacket. “A carpet merchant over on the other side of the inner section. Wagonloads of gold he must have, probably rolls in the stuff. We can take it and give it to Lemons.”



“No,” Tink disagreed. “If fortunes were easy to steal Spoon then everyone would have one. We’ll have to take bits and pieces. Enough to build up money for Lemons, but not so much that we draw too much attention. Besides, we can’t take it all from just one person. What would they be left with?”



“That was half the point,” Spoon muttered. “The guy is a monster.”



“Your opinions aside Spoon, we’re not ruining anyone. Remember, we’re the good guys ‒ even if we are thieves.”



“That’s a contradiction but okay.”



“Well, we’ll put it right again later,” she grated. “Come on.”



Spoon kept lookout as they travelled and Tink stole. When they sat down in their newest alley for dinner that night Spoon looked through the money Tink had collected.



“It’s not enough,” he told her. “I’ve seen Lemons earn gold pieces before. When he said we were going to need a fortune he wasn’t kidding. We can’t take him silver and hope he’ll take us seriously.”



“What would you rather I do then? And don’t say rob that merchant!”



Spoon shut his mouth again. “I just think you’re going about this the wrong way, especially if you want to sort this mess before the war starts.”



“Alright, look. I’ll go after gold pieces tomorrow,” Tink relented. “But if we collect the money we need in gold then we will attract more attention. Attention is dangerous Spoon.”



“You’ll manage,” he yawned. “You always do.”



The next day they split up. Tink was to do rounds at the morning market in the biggest square in the inner section, while Spoon went off in search of easy prey for later. They agreed to meet back in their alley at midday and Tink would bring lunch. She made 12 gold pieces that morning. With a couple of savoury pastries in hand and feeling rather proud of herself she went to meet Spoon. Spoon didn’t show up for lunch. She waited all afternoon, her stomach sinking further and further down. As night came closer she heard a guard patrol coming by the alley and fled. She couldn’t wait forever, and guards didn’t come this way often. What if they were down here because Spoon had betrayed her? What if he’d given her up to the Palace in exchange for a better life? A better human life.



The next few days were torture. She hid from everyone, and every day at midday she checked on the alley just to see if Spoon was there. He never showed up. She couldn’t believe she felt this abandoned for the second time. He was just a human, but she felt like Memnyir had left her all over again. She was alone, and this time she didn’t know why. 


It was three days before she saw Spoon again. The day was dark and cold, with thick black clouds constantly threatening rain. She had returned to the alley only to find it empty. In despair she slumped down against a wall. If Spoon had left her, then all she could do was take as much money as time would allow and get her plan underway. 
Footsteps sounded at the end of the alley and she turned sharply to face them. Thunk and his friends stood only metres away, but fear flickered across their faces when they saw her. She sniffed disdainfully and looked away.



“You looking for Spoon?” Thunk asked carefully.



Her neck almost got whiplash from turning so fast. “What did you do to him?!”



“It wasn’t us!” the cowardly one squealed.



Thunk signalled her to follow them, so she did. The boys led her across town to a series of alleys in the inner section of the circular city. They stopped by a thin passage between two stone houses, it was little more than a crack and barely wide enough to sit in. The boys looked in with fear and nausea. Tink could smell it before she could see anything.



“A carpet merchant a block from here did it,” Thunk whispered. “Sunne only knows what the stupid boy wanted with carpet.”



Tink gave them a sick look and started down the passage. She heard the boys dash away behind her, and couldn’t blame them. Spoon was huddled down the very end. His breathing was shallow and rasped in his throat. For a moment Tink wondered if she was going to go into shock just looking at him. His eyes were glazed and unfocused, and his skin was a sickly grey-green colour that screamed death. The coat he wore was soaked with blood and something she didn’t want to know about. Spoon’s right hand was missing, and he held the stump to his chest wrapped up in his sleeve. She could tell from the stains on the sleeve, the smell of the area, and the condition of Spoon that the wound was infected.



“Spoon?” she whispered sickly. “Spoon. It’s Tink.”



His head moved slightly as though to look at her, but his eyes didn’t seem to register anything, and she wasn’t sure he could speak.



“Come on Spoon.” She put her arms around him, pulling him up and lifting most of his weight onto her shoulders. “Come on, I’ll find someone to fix you up.”



She half-carried, half-dragged him around the streets. Somewhere close by was a doctor’s office, and she knew she could find it. They made it in good time she thought, while keeping to the back roads so as not to disturb too many people. Through the main door was a plain room that served as an office for paperwork. It also hid the back room where the doctor did most of his other work. There was a guard just inside the door; private security no doubt. The doctor was a slim, stern-faced man dressed in black who looked up at her as she entered. As soon as he saw the two of them he shook his head.



“Please help him,” she begged. “He’s dying.”



“From the looks of him I’d say he’s mostly dead,” the doctor replied. “And I don’t work for free.”



“I can pay you!” Tink cried. She rummaged in her pocket and pulled out a gold piece, holding it out. “Here! Please save him!”



“Where did you get that?” the doctor sniffed. “I’m not taking dirty money.”



“I earned it!” she lied desperately.



The guard at the front of the room had come up behind her while she was arguing with the medic. He grabbed her, ignoring her cries, and shook her pockets out. All the gold she’d been collecting over the last few days fell out. The doctor sneered.



“Children like you don’t earn money like that. You’re a thief! You’re both thieves and the boy got what he deserved. Leave, before you go the same way.”



The guard dropped Tink back on the ground. She was crying again, she couldn’t help herself. She reached out quickly to try and gather up her spilt coins but the guard stepped harshly on her hand and she cried out.



“Leave it girl,” the doctor ordered. “You’ve no right to that money.”



“It’s mine!” she yelled. “You can’t take it and do nothing to help Spoon!”



Tink tried snatching for the coins again. She needed the money to go to another doctor, and she was faster than most humans. She hadn’t anticipated how fast the guard would be though. She heard the sound of steel, and there was barely time for her to cry out before the sword was brought down on her wrist. She gave a sharp cry of pain as the blade sunk through her flesh, and warm dark blood poured onto the floor. The sword sliced straight through her skin and muscle, cutting into the bone where it stopped. Syrene bone was harder and stronger than human bone. The guard wasn’t expecting it, and everyone froze for a moment, dumbfounded that her tiny hand hadn’t come straight off. Tink took the second she needed. With a roar of pain and anger, followed by the strength of a man, she brought her arm up with force. The back edge of the sword smashed into the face of the guard, and she ripped her arm free of the blade. With her good arm she grabbed Spoon and fled, racing out into the dark storm outside. She must have run for three blocks without stopping.



When she finally crashed down in an alley she was soaked with tears, rain and blood. She checked on her wrist. It wasn’t even bleeding anymore. The cut had been clean and it was healing fast, even though it still hurt. The magic in her blood helped her heal, but it couldn’t help him. She checked on Spoon. He was barely there, but he mumbled something incomprehensible to her as she held him under the eaves of a building out of the rain. She had no money to pay another doctor now. And even if she turned up somewhere else, she wasn’t likely to find help looking like this. She held Spoon tightly, huddled near the edge of a building as the evening storm rolled in.



“It’s going to be okay Spoon,” she whispered through her tears. “We’ll get out of this. We will. Everything will be alright. Lemons will help us and then we’ll stop the war and go home.”



Spoon didn’t say anything, but she kept making promises, she kept whispering to him as she cried. There was nothing else to do except try and make him hold on as they waited for dark. Spoon didn’t even make it to nightfall. As soon as she realised he was gone she left him and fled out into the night.







10 YEARS LATER…




THE SOUTHERN FOREST

The weather had stayed fair as they’d travelled up the coast, but the seasons were changing and rain had always been inevitable. At first it had started as a thin misty drizzle just after breakfast, and the trees had kept most of the water off them, but soon the leaves and branches had accumulated much of the wet haze and begun to drip fiercely. It wasn’t much longer after that that the rain had begun properly and now it fell steady and unrelenting in big fat drops from the sky. Arrio trudged along at the back of the group, bringing up the rear, with his long black leather coat pulled tightly around him and the collar turned high up around his face.
“I hate this,” he muttered for the hundredth time. “I absolutely hate it.”
“Arrio,” Satinka sighed. “Stop it raining or stop complaining: your choice.”
The young woman had donned a thin dark cloak over her small belted tunic and kept the deep hood pulled far over her face. The change in attire had not been entirely willing, and she also was enjoying the rain a great deal less with the excess wet fabric clinging to her skin. However, she had grudgingly conceded that covering the Syrene markings on her body was probably a good idea in the woods. They were all aware that they were not alone.
Taum was leading the group now as they travelled through the Southern Dilarkyrn Forest. It was a change from the way they had been travelling. Benji had been the first to lead them through unfamiliar, off-road territory, and that had been slow and unsystematic. The pace and frequency of their breaks had all depended on the mood of the riverman at the time, and the shift in his emotions could be violently rapid. He had changed since Elgárnd. Everyone had noticed it. Since Satinka had tried to heal his mind in the spirit lake in the Caverns of Brukna he had been able to control himself with greater ease, and the anger that had always burned such a painful self-loathing inside him was ebbing.
Yet, there was one thing that wasn’t getting any better. The small amount of bruising still left on Taum’s face around one side of his cheek and jaw had turned a horrible yellow colour as it healed, and it had reached that point that bruises do where it didn’t seem to be fading anymore. No one had mentioned it. Taum did his very best to ignore Benji and keep his distance. Benji gave him the cold shoulder in return and stayed away to try and avoid any feelings of guilt he still carried.
The pace Taum maintained through the woods was steady. They didn’t break often during the day, but when they did it was constant and scheduled. The huntsman had kept them as close to the coast as he could, but knew they would have to turn inland soon. He was avoiding that. Sabeh had made it understood that they should steer clear of the city of Woodell, and while Taum missed his home he could appreciate the point.
Woodell was owned by Sunne, and both the King and the High Priest would turn them over to the god if they heard Satinka was in their reach. That was why she had to stay covered up, and why they had to be cautious. The forest would be full of bands of hunters from the city and they couldn’t afford to answer their questions about what such a strange assortment of folk were doing in the forest. Taum knew better than anyone that the hunters would want to check over and escort anyone passing through the forest. This forest was dangerous. That was the other reason he was desperate to stay at the edge of it.
Unfortunately, the Pa Tai River was too wide for them to get across without a boat, and the only real barge over to the Northern half of the Dilarkyrn Forest was situated just above Woodell. They would probably have to cross into very dangerous territory to get to it, and Taum was trying to avoid that for as long as humanly possible.
For all the good it had done him, he had pulled the hood of his cloak up when the rain started. Now his usually sand-coloured cloak had turned a wet wooden-brown and the chill of it was starting to get to him. The sound of raindrops smashing on leaves echoed loudly around the woods and the forest felt dark under the terrible weather. Evening was approaching more rapidly than usual ‒ the way evening does when the sky is already dark.
Taum grimaced, they would have to find shelter soon for the night, but without tents it was going to be a long wet night. They hadn’t prepared for this trip. Even when they stopped in Elgárnd they hadn’t packed for a trip like this. They all carried small packs with only the essentials and travelled on foot. The horses they started out the journey with had been left behind at the first inn they’d stayed at, after they had had to flee into the caves by the marshes. Most of the equipment they had packed for the journey had been with them. Probably all of that was in the possession of the army now. Horses wouldn’t have done them any good in the marshes though, and the deeper they got into this forest, the more of a hindrance they would have become. All things considered, it was probably a good thing they were on foot carrying their own gear – it just didn’t feel like it right at this present moment.
The huntsman stopped and listened to the forest. As a Dileyrian he had the ability to communicate with the trees. Through them he could feel the areas around him and what was in them. There was a hunting party from Woodell out there, but they were leagues away and heading back towards the city at any rate. Taum could feel them making for the walkways in the trees and his blood ran cold ‒ they couldn’t be that close already. It was a very fine line to walk though. As soon as he sensed that they were in an area with walkways through the trees they would go up into them and any hunters they encountered could be damned. They weren’t staying on the forest floor longer than they had to. Tonight could be their last night under the faint shelter of the trees. He turned to the others.
“We need to find somewhere to stop for the night,” he told them grudgingly. “It’s getting late and making camp is going to be a dismal affair.”
“By ‘camp’ you mean find the biggest tree you can ‒ one that drips the least ‒ and try and cook a meal and sleep under it?” Francis asked darkly.
Taum didn’t reply. Even the sigh that hovered on his lips faded quickly. Francis had become waspish and difficult, but, his own compromising nature aside, he still couldn’t blame her. Francis was a petite blonde academic who had lived a sheltered life away from the rigours of hard work, and it was starting to show. She had been born and raised in Undernal and never had to travel anywhere before, so all things considered, she was doing extremely well to have made it this far. She was also the smallest in the group, which made keeping up more of a struggle. Somewhat surprisingly, it was Sabeh who headed off the start of any impending argument this time.
“I’ll go scout around for somewhere quickly,” he offered.
The small dark Ickian took off into the trees, and then Taum permitted himself a sigh. It would probably have been easier for him to take the few minutes he would need to search through the woods with his mind than to have members of their party run off, but whatever made them feel useful. Sabeh had grown quiet in the woods. The black-eyed young man had always been a source of command in the group and often fell to taking over when things got complicated. Here in the forest he was happy to defer leadership to Taum, but it had left him a far more subdued version of himself. What he really needed was someone to pick a good fight with. Taum shook his head to clear it and try and sense somewhere good enough to rest for the night. That was when he heard it ‒ a sharp noise that wasn’t quite right.
“What was that?!” he exclaimed, whirling around.
“I sneezed,” Francis sniffed bitterly, rubbing her cold little nose.
“No,” Taum insisted. “Something else.”
“The echo of a sneeze?” Satinka offered helpfully.
He resisted the urge to glower at her. Whatever he had heard was not a sneeze, but the sneeze had muffled whatever had happened out there. He couldn’t work out what it was though, and his whole body paused, tense, as he waited in case the sound came again. It didn’t.
“If I’m coming down with something because of this gods-be-damned weather I will make you all suffer for it,” Francis muttered miserably.
Footsteps sounded near them again. Soft light footsteps: like the kind a hunter would make. Taum turned to face them. It turned out they were also the kind of quiet footsteps bare feet make. Sabeh sauntered back towards them, pushing his sopping-wet black curls from his face.
“I found a cave over this way,” he told them pleasantly. “It looks big enough to keep us all out of the rain for the night.”
“There aren’t any caves in the forest,” Taum told him.
“Good,” Sabeh replied. “Come and tell that to this cave.”
He signalled to the others and they all followed him back through the trees. Taum sighed to himself. At least Sabeh was heading in an easterly direction and not going far. If they travelled too far west at night… he shuddered involuntarily at the thought.
They followed Sabeh east through the forest and came across a partial clearing. In the centre of the clearing, rising up from the carpet of sodden dead leaves, was a cave. It was not a natural structure, and clearly had to have been man-made. It had been formed out of earth mostly, with just enough rock to keep it from collapsing. The entrance was wide, and from the looks of it the cave was just one large room dug out of the earth. Taum still couldn’t quite work out how the earth had been packed tightly enough to stop it crumbling in the rain. It was, however, still a cave.
“There aren’t any caves in the forest,” Taum repeated numbly.
“Well explain that to it in the morning,” Sabeh told him. “I don’t want it figuring out what you mean and collapsing on us during the night.”
“Are you sure it won’t do that anyway?” Arrio asked a little dubiously.
“Pretty sure,” Sabeh nodded. “It seems to be a sound structure. I know it doesn’t look like much but it will keep the rain off, and if we build a fire pit along the front there it will warm up quickly. We might even get dry.”
“I’m sorry,” Arrio raised a hand. “You want us to go into a cave, and then block the only way out with fire?”
Satinka patted the big Zynaldini’s shoulder.
“Leave the fire to me,” she told him reassuringly.
Camp didn’t take long to set up. In truth it never did because they didn’t have a lot they could set up. The cave was dark and damp, but it kept the rain off them and was spacious enough for them to all sleep comfortably. The packs were all stowed away by one of the walls and Sabeh went out with Taum to collect firewood while Arrio sorted out a fire pit. Taum knew why Sabeh had volunteered to go out and get firewood. The Ickian was probably enjoying the cool of the rain. He’d take any kind of cold weather after so many years living without snow. Taum had joined him to keep an eye on him. He had this growing suspicion in the back of his mind… so many things just didn’t sit quite right anymore.
When Taum had been recovering from Benji’s attack back in Elgárnd, Satinka had waited for Sabeh before magically ‘acquiring’ ice from the canal. It had been Sabeh who brought the ice back in and helped Taum apply it to his bruises, and while the Ickian had been touching his face there had been an odd tingling: a strange warm feeling despite the ice. Then there was whatever had happened when ‘Satinka’ had slowed Elvac’s heart to stop the Darga poison from killing him. Only she and Sabeh had been allowed in the room that time, and while Taum had only learnt about the incident afterwards he wasn’t quite as ready to believe the story as everyone else.
Something about the Ickian was bothering him. The Shaman Yargi and the Avatar Saka had both behaved familiarly towards him, as though they knew something others didn’t. Sabeh was probably the most secretive person in their group, and that really was saying a lot. Everyone was perfectly happy to admit they knew almost nothing about him. Taum was starting to feel very sure that they were all missing something important. He dug through piles of old limbs on the ground and under logs looking for the few bits of dry wood left in the scant sheltered areas. When he turned around Sabeh was standing behind him with his arms full of wood, but not all of it was dry, and Taum felt he had to point that out.
“It doesn’t have to be,” Sabeh shrugged. “Some dry stuff to start off with is good but she’ll be able to dry the rest of it out before she uses it.”
Taum took the hint and added some wetter sticks to his pile as they started back. It would probably be better to have too much wood, even if it was wet, than not enough and have to go out looking for more in the dark. He didn’t want to go out into the forest after dark. He didn’t really want to be back in the forest at all. He’d felt it since he took his first step back into the woods a week ago. It hadn’t taken hold of him properly yet, but every night it got worse and he knew it wouldn’t be long. The closer they got to Woodell the worse it became. That’s why he’d had to leave.
Taum wrapped his arms around the branches and followed Sabeh back to the cave. That was the last piece of Taum’s puzzle: the cave. There were no caves in the forest, even man-made ones. But then Sabeh just magically found one. As if.
At the entrance Arrio had dug a wide shallow pit for the fire and Satinka was waiting for them just under the shelter. Sabeh dumped his bundle of wood in the mouth of the cave and Taum followed suit.
“Do you need help getting it sorted?” Sabeh asked his petite girlfriend. Satinka shook her head.
“I’ll be fine. This won’t take long.”
It never did, and Taum always found himself watching in fascination. Satinka bundled a stack of their firewood in the pit. It wasn’t arranged particularly neatly, but it didn’t need to be. The campfires they’d used to have out in the woods growing up had always been arranged like little wooden tents, and lit carefully with a flint and tinder. It was somewhat handy not to have to do it that way.
Satinka reached under the wood and, out of the corner of his eye, Taum saw Elvac turn away. The blonde soldier was far from the terrified wreck he used to be, but he still couldn’t watch this. The wood under Satinka’s hands began to catch alight as blue flames curled up from her fingers. There was something, aside from the obvious, that Taum found magical about Syrene fire. That cold blue colour was eerie but beautiful. As soon as the wood caught alight the colour changed, and for a moment the blue flames in her hands were mixed with natural orange wood fire. Then Satinka took her hands back and all that remained was a crackling hot orange blaze. She smiled to herself.
“You can turn around now,” she said.
“In a moment,” Elvac replied with a slight shudder.
Taum caught her eye and shared her grin.
“Hopefully the cave will warm up quickly this way,” she sighed. “Sabeh’s right, it would be nice to be dry tonight.”
As she stood up and backed away from the flames the Syrene woman picked up one of the sturdier branches they had brought back and snapped it into short pieces like it was a thin twig. She moved around the cave driving the fragments of stick into the walls. At first Taum couldn’t help but be alarmed, as he wasn’t sure yet of the cave’s stability, but he quickly realised she knew what she was doing, and her makeshift coat pegs would come in handy.
The huntsman pulled off his heavy wet cloak and thick leather tunic and hung them up on one of the pegs to dry before stretching out his hands by the growing fire. They were right: this was actually nice. As he stood warming himself by the flames, Taum noticed the pile of wood he and Sabeh had brought back. He was sure it looked drier than when they’d brought it in, but he hadn’t seen Satinka do anything to it. Just as he was about to look for Sabeh to glare suspiciously at him, Arrio came up behind him.
“Budge up,” the Zynaldini instructed. “If I don’t make supper now I’ll go to sleep in the corner and never make it.”
“Fair enough,” Taum yawned. “I’ll get out of your way.”
He left the warmth of the fire as Arrio started sorting out the few pots and pans they had with them. The tall dark man was the group’s resident cook. He seemed to enjoy it and everyone else was more than happy to live off his cooking. Washing up was, of course, done in turns by everyone else. Taum moved towards the back of the cave, and noticed as he moved down the dim space that even the cave seemed to have lost that damp chill it had possessed when they had arrived. There was no way two minutes of fire had dried it out this much.
He looked for Satinka to see what she was up to. After lighting the fire the Syrene girl had stripped off her soaking black cloak and hung it up to dry, before sitting down at the back of the cave and closing her eyes. She certainly didn’t look like she was up to much magic. He crossed over and sat down next to her. The cave wall was dry, almost warm, against his back through his thin shirt. There was no way that had happened naturally. He stretched his legs out in front of him and watched as Sabeh went to offer unneeded help to Arrio.
“Something bothering you, huntsman?” Satinka asked softly, her voice barely audible and her eyes still closed.
“No,” Taum lied innocently.
She let it lie, content that if he didn’t want to talk about it she could maintain her peace. He shifted slightly restlessly.
“Is there something up with Sabeh?” he muttered finally.
“There’s always something up with Sabeh,” she smiled discreetly.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then say what you mean.”
He thought about it some more, trying to work out what he wanted to say.
“You know how you’re magical?” he asked.
“In what way?” she teased.
“The supernatural powers kind of way,” he flushed irritably.
“Yes,” she answered with a slight smirk.
“Well, do you… can you… is it possible for him to catch it? Magic?”
Satinka laughed outrageously.
“Magic isn’t a venereal disease, Taum.”
His face burned and he wished she hadn’t said that.
“That’s not what I mean,” he mumbled. “I mean more can you give him special powers?”
“No,” she answered calmly. “For the Syrene people magic is in our blood. It’s produced by our hearts and pumped around our bodies. The only way for a human to use it would be if they happened to undergo a transfusion of Syrene blood. I don’t think that would be very healthy though. It would probably kill you. You creatures have terribly weak veins.”
“So he doesn’t get any magic from you then?”
“No.” Her response was firm, and she finally opened her eyes to look at him with a cool dark-blue gaze. Satinka’s eyes were hard, but not so daring as to make him flinch. Taum had a feeling that she knew what he was driving at, but wasn’t going to offer information. There was almost a warning in her sharp look, but he wasn’t sure if he was just imagining it.
“Is Sabeh a wizard?” he confronted her.
Satinka looked over to the entrance of the cave. Taum followed her gaze. Sabeh was standing by the fire trying to help Arrio cook, and it just happened to be that exact moment that the little Ickian burned himself and clutched at his hand cursing with every terrible word he could think of.
“You think that guy’s a wizard?” Satinka asked condescendingly.
Taum watched Sabeh, who was possibly inventing curse words under his breath as he bounced slightly in pain. He appreciated that this was not the best time to be asking the question, but he didn’t forget his initial reasons for asking either. Besides, while Sabeh was perfectly capable of traditional human idiocy, he was just as capable of borderline regal behaviour, and Satinka knew that. Taum stuck to his argument.
“I’m wondering that, yes,” he admitted, trying to keep his tone as sure as hers.
“Really?” she sounded cynical. “Why?”
“Don’t dodge the question,” he ordered. Satinka smiled respectfully.
“No, Taum, Sabeh is not a wizard.” She shrugged and mused thoughtfully for a moment. “Although that’s only to the best of my knowledge. He could be hiding the fact that he’s a wizard of awesome power from me.”
They both looked back over at him. Arrio was laughing at his pain after checking his hand. Sabeh didn’t seem to have a wound, but he was complaining all the same. The important thing was that it had hurt. Satinka smiled softly as she watched him.
“He’s not a wizard, Taum,” she said with soft honesty, no longer trying to bait him. “I’d know if he was a wizard. There are things about him you don’t know, but wizardry isn’t one of them.”
“I thought he healed me – healed my face – back in Elgárnd,” Taum admitted quietly.
“That was Saka,” Satinka reminded gently.
“Partly,” Taum agreed. “It stopped hurting after Saka did most of the work yes. But back in the hut, when he put that ice on my bruises, I felt something else… not like something I’d felt before. He put ice on my face, but it almost felt warm while he was holding it. And why did you need him to help you go and get that ice?”
“I– wha–” she looked slightly flabbergasted, but recovered quickly. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while, haven’t you? Been mulling it over a bit too much?”
“Maybe,” he admitted. “But there are no caves in these woods.”
“So he magically created a cave in less than a minute and he can heal people and… what else was there?” she questioned patronisingly.
Taum shrugged, but he knew better now than to let her tone fluster him.
“You can see why I asked,” he said.
Satinka watched him for a moment, but she didn’t speak. She just watched with those all-knowing dark eyes. Taum wouldn’t meet her look, but he knew he should say something to elaborate.
“I saw you heal Benji’s mind in a magic lake,” he began. “I saw a man walk on water. I saw snakes fly, and I stood in the presence of a god who told me how the world is going to end. Stranger things have happened than one young man turning out to be a wizard who can make a cave.”
Satinka nodded appreciatively.
“It’s true, and you had to ask. You would have wondered forever if you didn’t.”
“I just didn’t want to ask him,” Taum grinned.
Satinka smiled and reached out to ruffle his hair playfully before sitting back and closing her eyes again.
“Wake me when supper’s ready,” she instructed sleepily.
He nodded and left her to doze. There was someone else he wanted to speak to anyway. He subtly made his way across the cave to where Danni was watching Francis brush her long curls. Taum couldn’t imagine what it must be like to try and manage that much hair, but he saw Francis drag a brush through it at least once a day and that gave him some idea. Danni raised her eyebrows at him questioningly as he approached. He signalled her.
“Can I have a word?”
Danni picked herself up off the ground and brushed some of the dirt from her ripped and tattered trousers. She joined Taum in the most secluded part of the cave he could find. It didn’t really help, but she got the vibe he was giving off so she hunched up by him with her arms crossed and adopted a whisper.
“What’s up?”
“You travelled through here two years ago when you went back to visit Almenir for Lady Tamil’s funeral?”
“Yup.”
“How… how far had they gotten? What way did you travel?”
Danni gave him a dark look.
“I haven’t been here in six years, you know that,” he hissed. “You were the last one here out of all of us.”
“I stopped at Woodell there and back, and travelled to and from there going by Deka in Emer,” she answered. “Not the same way we’re going. Everyone says they gather around the city anyway. We’re not going to the city.” She looked pretty firm about that and got no argument from Taum. No matter how hard that desire pulled he ignored it. Having your head chopped off for treason took the fun away from catching up with old friends.
“Still…” Danni continued, finally acknowledging Taum’s concern properly, “from the city each way they covered an area that took us two days and a night to get through.”
Taum stared at her. She hadn’t mentioned that before. At no point during the hundreds of conversations that the group had had about travelling through the Southern Dilarkyrn forest had Danni bothered to bring that up.
“Danni!” he hissed desperately.
“What?!”
“Do you know how close that is? We’ll reach that territory tomorrow!”
“Yeah, I know. I thought about saying something, but then I figured that should be your department. You being the Dileyrian and all, I figured you’d have a plan.”
Taum fell silent for a moment. Thank Ahkma she’d had the sense to do that.
“Thanks,” he muttered. “That was actually very thoughtful, coming from you.”
“You’re welcome. So, what’s your plan?”
“I guess I should start letting people know, but maybe in the morning, or even after we’ve crossed over. I don’t want to scare anyone.”
“Prematurely.”
“Prematurely,” he agreed. There was no doubt people would be afraid when the time really came.
“Taum?”
“Hm?”
“That look on your face isn’t inspiring confidence.”
“Sorry. It should be fine. We’ll get up into the trees and then the paths are easier to follow. Most of the time there’s only one way to go, but if we ever get to a fork you guys just head towards Almenir.”
“What do you mean ‘you guys’? What about you?”
“Oh, I guess I meant ‘we’. I’ll still be tagging along.”
“Tagging along?”
“Yeah.”
“Taum, what happens to you?” Danni was taking the tone with him that he usually took with her. Huh, so that’s what it sounded like. It was a bit condescending.
“I’ll be fine, Danni.”
“What happens to you? I thought you being a Dileyrian would help us: is it going to be a problem?”
Taum took a deep breath. Yes, but he didn’t want to say that. Despite all the shit he gave her, Danni wasn’t actually stupid. She was now connecting the dots between the time Taum had been living in Undernal and the time the infection had started. She was probably also adding into the equation the state he had been in when they’d first met.
“It’s going to be fine, Danni,” he insisted. “I’ve got this. It’s all under control.”
“Taum if you do something stupid I will punch you in the face.”
“Oh come on – I’m the sensible one!”
“That doesn’t mean you won’t do something stupid. You’ve done stupid stuff before.”
“Please trust me,” he begged. “I know what I’m doing. This isn’t going to be an easy trip, but we always knew that. I don’t want to panic anyone, and I don’t want to think about it all until I absolutely have to. Whatever you say next you can’t deny that you were trusting me this far, so please just let me do this my way.”
“You’re an idiot.”
“Please, Danni.”
“Yes, yes, fine. Whatever. Just don’t do anything stupid.”
“Thank you,” Taum sighed and turned away. She reached out and grabbed his shoulder.
“If you need help tell me. Don’t keep it to yourself that way that you do. That’s one of those stupid things I’ll punch you in the face for.”
“Noted,” Taum smiled at her. “I’m alright for now, but thanks.”
“Good.” Danni shook a warning fist at him, but she was confident in his assurances and sauntered back off to join Francis. Taum was left on his own to consider it all. There was a very good chance Danni would punch him in the face at the end of all this, but it was a risk he was prepared to take. Tomorrow wasn’t going to be a good day, but it wasn’t like they’d had a day recently he’d write home about anyway. While there certainly were stories abounding, none of them were stories he wanted to tell.
Supper that evening was a simple affair and, as he so often did, Taum paid more attention to the distance between him and Benji than to what he was eating. It was strange that, despite everything, their new distance still felt very lonely. All these people were his friends, but his friendship with each one was different, and what he’d lost was a void none of the others could fill. He thought of Woodell and his chest hurt. Benji had been plugging an older and deeper void and, now that he was gone, Taum felt like he would suffocate from that old pain. The new pain made it all so much worse, but Taum couldn’t push something that wasn’t there. It wasn’t in his nature.
Darkness began to fall as they ate. It wasn’t that they could see it happen in the shadowy cave with the fire shielding them from the world: it was that Taum could feel it. As they had travelled deeper and deeper into the woods the feeling had gotten worse. He’d managed to keep it hidden from the others so far, but they were close now – so close. The shivers started as the last rays of the sun began to sink and Taum finished his meal, wishing he hadn’t. They were small at first, but began to develop as the darkness grew until he was trembling violently. That was when the others started to notice.
“Taum?” Satinka leant towards him. “Are you alright?”
He nodded, but couldn’t speak as he clutched at his body, trying to keep himself still. Danni gave him a dark look, but he ignored her. Francis got up and came over to him. She put a hand on his forehead.
“You’re a bit clammy,” she commented. “But not too warm.”
“I just feel a bit sick,” Taum chattered. “I’ll be fine.”
He thought he meant it as he said it, but a second later the noise started. His eyes rolled back into his head as he almost fainted. Arrio, Sabeh and Elvac were on their feet instantly and peered over their fire into the dark.
“Did you hear that?” Arrio hissed.
“It sounded like voices,” Sabeh replied.
They all strained their ears, and desperately listened for the distant sound they’d heard. After a moment Sabeh began to relax.
“Whatever it was, it seems to be gone now,” he sighed.
Unable to stay sitting but not quite unconscious Taum fell back onto the dirt. He regained awareness just lying down, but the girls were clustered around him now. They knew something wasn’t right.
“Taum, what’s wrong?” Satinka asked as she tried to check him over.
“Nothing,” he gasped jerkily. “I just…”
He managed to roll out of their grip and onto his front. He tried to claw and crawl his way towards the back of the cave. Satinka reached over and grabbed him roughly around the body, hauling him up and dragging him down to the end of the cave where she lay him down again. He huddled against the dry dirt as his breathing steadied again and his trembling calmed down to occasional spasms. Satinka knelt down beside him and pushed his brown hair back from his face.
“Are you alright now?” she asked calmly.
Taum nodded. He hadn’t realised moving such a small distance back would help so much, but the things in the forest were probably moving away from them too. He could feel it, feel them move in the forest, like they were moving inside him. He retched emptily for a moment. Francis came over with an empty bowl and laid it next to him.
“Just in case,” she told him. “I can take that out and clean it, but I’m not finding us a new cave in the middle of the night if you puke in this one.”
“There are no caves in the forest,” Taum whispered weakly.
The huntsman found if he closed his eyes he felt better, but he clutched the bowl to him all the same. He felt dizzy and faint. It was taking all his energy to control his spasms and nausea. Satinka had left his side to go and retrieve his cloak. She came back and laid it over his body, tucking it around him like a blanket. He was too far gone to even realise that his heavy cloak was, against the odds, already dry and warm. The Syrene girl touched his face once more and left. That was the last thing he remembered before sleep took him.
Across the cave the others were all watching nervously. Whatever it was that had just happened hadn’t felt normal. That wasn’t just a bout of the flu or a stomach ache. Danni watched Taum darkly with her lips pursed in thought, but she didn’t say anything. Satinka met her boyfriend’s eye across the cave and he signalled to her. She nodded and crossed the cave. Satinka moved her hand slightly through the air and a gap appeared in the middle of their fire. She stepped through it and Sabeh followed her. The fire consumed the gap again after them.
The night was dark in the forest outside the cave, but a faint mist of moonlight filtered through the trees as the moon rose. Sabeh looked out west into the trees, but he couldn’t see anything. Satinka came up behind him.
“Do you want to go look for whatever’s out there?” she asked quietly.
“Gods no,” he turned to her. “Do you feel that?”
She looked around, trying to work out what he meant.
“That… emptiness?” she checked. He nodded.
“Remind you of anything?”
“Mildidar,” she answered softly. “It’s like the godless marshes.”
“Do you remembered that night before Elgárnd?” he whispered, moving closer to her so the words barely had to travel between them. “When we spoke to him and he said he’d felt that feeling before?”
“He said it was ghosts,” she murmured. “He said the place he’d felt it before had been haunted.”
The look Sabeh gave her was very serious.
“You think we’re in a haunted forest?” she asked sceptically.
“It makes perfect sense,” he hissed fiercely. “If the forest is haunted that would have a serious effect on Taum as a Dileyrian. It could make him sick. That’s why his people would have sent him down to Undernal, away from the ghosts. He has a shared consciousness with this forest, if something happens in it he knows about it.”
“Speaking of,” Satinka commented dryly. “How did you think you could get away with this cave?”
“Rationalisation,” Sabeh shrugged. “He wouldn’t know what was happening even if he did feel it, and he wouldn’t suspect me.”
“He asked me if you were a wizard earlier,” she told him. “You’re being careless. Once he started getting suspicious too many things started making sense, and this cave was the final straw. You’re right about him trying to rationalise what’s been happening, and his logic points to you being a wizard, that’s why he asked me.”
“What did you say?” Sabeh asked nervously.
“No, of course,” she snorted. “You’re not a wizard, and I told him so.”
Sabeh looked away from her and scratched his cheek anxiously. His eyes followed the trees, but saw nothing and he turned back to his girlfriend.
“What if he’d guessed right?” he asked.
Satinka shrugged.
“Satinka!” Sabeh exclaimed.
“If Elvac had come back from the war and guessed what I was correctly would you have confirmed it?” she asked pointedly.
He didn’t say anything. She could see the words ‘that’s different’ hovering on his lips, but he didn’t say them because he knew it wasn’t true.
“I guess we’ll never have to know,” he answered coolly.
“And if Taum never guesses right then we’ll never have to know what I’d do either,” she replied in a matching tone. “The safety of your secret is up to you. If you don’t give him any reason to be suspicious he’ll lose interest.”
“Fair,” Sabeh nodded. Satinka looked around the woods sceptically.
“You really think there are ghosts here?”
“I think there’s a good chance,” he glowered. “That’s what Taum said in Mildidar.”
“You don’t know that was about the forest,” Satinka pointed out.
“It’s too much of a coincidence not to be,” Sabeh argued. “We’re travelling through a forest of ghosts and, if it gets worse, we’ll have to be very careful.”
Satinka laughed at him. She tried not to, but she couldn’t help it. He glared furiously at her.
“I’m sorry,” she apologised, covering her smile. “Sabeh there is no such thing as an army of ghosts.”
His stony look didn’t even falter. She reached out and touched his face.
“But I’ll stay up and keep watch for you tonight just in case,” she promised. He gave her a concerned look.
“You’re having nightmares again?”
Satinka shrugged half-heartedly.
“I slept well in Brukna’s cave, but otherwise it hasn’t really stopped. I just try not to sleep.”
“That isn’t good for you,” he sighed, placing his hands on her arms nervously.
“There isn’t another option.” She shrugged at him again. “You don’t know what it’s like. I can’t sleep. It’s too awful.”
Sabeh pulled her into his arms and held her. There wasn’t anything either of them could do, and she had already told him she didn’t want to talk about it. He cast one suspicious glance out at the trees and then guided Satinka back to the cave to join the others.
Her name was Alera. She had dark skin and eyes, and a long ebony braid of hair. She didn’t know where she was or what she was doing. She was terrified of the fire and wouldn’t go near it, but didn’t know how long she had been faced with it. She didn’t know any human dates or times and had nothing to get her bearings with. All anyone could tell was that she had been very sick, but was starting to recover from her drug addiction. Khol had taken her back to the start of the caves with Yuhio. She wouldn’t go outside them again. Out there was fire. Khol wasn’t going to object.
He led Yuhio back out to the Tuotams. The blaze had grown stronger. They had some supplies stored in one of the rocky crevasses near where the battle now raged. Or, perhaps more accurately, where the slaughter was taking place. It was practical to have the stocks close at hand. Khol led Yuhio over to them and pulled out a medical kit. He removed the makeshift bandage from his friend, sprinkled some powder over the wound, and applied a new bandage – one that would help compress the injury. Yuhio watched him quietly as he worked, but couldn’t maintain his silence.
“What… what did she say to you?” he asked.
“She asked me not to kill her,” Khol replied, tying the new bandage tightly. “She was begging for her life.”
Yuhio looked to the ground as Khol packed everything away again. The general dug through their supplies.
“She…” Yuhio heard his own voice sound soft and weak. “She looked like one of the sick ones.”
“Yes she did,” Khol replied. He stood again, not looking down at the injured man on the ground. In his hand he clutched a small food box. He turned with it and headed back to the caves. Yuhio struggled to pull himself up, but his wound had already stopped bleeding. The pain would ease soon too. Someone moved behind him.
“Hello Terro.”
“Yuhio. You are injured.”
“Yes. Khol helped me get rid of one of the groups of humans. I guess the others are hunting down whatever’s left of the soldiers that made it back there.”
“Where is Khol?”
“Back in the caves. We… we found another one. One of those sick humans.”
“What is he doing with it?!” Terro demanded.
“I… I think he just took it some food. It’s too scared to come back out where the fire is.”
“He is feeding it?”
“I think so.”
“Good,” Terro breathed slowly. “Good. If he is feeding it he will not kill it. It was unarmed then? It surrendered peacefully?”
“Yes. Well, I’m not really sure it knows what it’s doing. It was pretty traumatised.”
“They usually are. It is good to know Khol still has his eeratathine. I was worried about him.”
“Most of us were,” Yuhio shrugged. “But, well… we all understand too. None of us judge you two, Terro. We’d be worried if he hadn’t been like this. After all: this is war.”
“Yes, Yuhio,” Terro agreed. “But war is when our compassion matters most of all.”
Khol returned to the darkness of the caves. Alera was huddled against the stone crying again. Khol crouched down and approached her cautiously. She looked up as he neared – fear and anguish apparent in her dark eyes.
“Alera?” Khol asked as he came closer. He noted comprehension in her gaze and put a hand against his chest. “Khol.”
“K-Khol…?” she repeated.
He nodded and stopped a couple of feet from her. He held out the food box. She stared at it, then back at him.
“Food,” he mimed. “You eat.”
With long trembling fingers she took the box from him. She looked at it nervously, as though she wasn’t sure she trusted it, then she looked back up at Khol again. His accent was sharp, but she could still understand.
“You speak our language?”
“Some,” he tilted his hand from side to side.
“Where am I? What’s going on? What am I doing here?” she cried urgently.
Khol breathed heavily through his nose. He was familiar with these questions. He had heard them many times, to his immense frustration. All the questions he wanted to demand answers to were the first questions the humans always asked him as soon as they got their minds back. He didn’t know the answer. No one had been able to tell him what the humans were doing on the southern continent. He replied the same way he always did.
“You. Tell. Me.”
Alera fell silent. They always did. Quietly she took the lid off the food box and pulled some of the contents out, shoving it into her mouth. Her face remained sad and frightened as she ate. After a mouthful she pointed in the box.
“Poisoned?” she asked.
“Ha, no.” Khol shook his head.
“Then why?”
“You are sick and starving. You will need your strength back.”
“Why? What are you going to do with me?”
“You surrendered to me?”
Alera thought about it for a moment. Then she nodded slowly.
“Then you are now my prisoner. You will go with the other humans like you and you will work. I will take you to the camp.”




DILARKYRN HUNTSMEN

Taum woke with the sunrise that morning. The first gentle rays fell golden on the forest floor and sparkled on the wet ground. It was cold; not quite cold enough for a frost after all that rain, but there was that icy chill of a morning that promised a fine day. He’d barely moved in the night and his side was numb after lying on it for hours on the hard dirt floor. Taum shifted carefully, sitting up and pulling off his cloak. The others were sleeping across the cave floor where they could fit, all except Satinka.
The Syrene woman had put her cloak back on and pulled it around her to ward off the chill as she sat silhouetted against the opening of the cave. Last night’s fire still burned small beside her as she looked out into the hazy morning light. Taum stood carefully and picked up his cloak. Cautiously he made his way around the people sleeping on the floor and joined her at the mouth of the cave. She smiled up at him as she saw him approaching.
“Didn’t you sleep at all?” he asked.
“No,” she replied softly. “I don’t need to, and it seemed like a good idea for someone to keep watch.”
Taum didn’t say anything. He didn’t know anything about Syrene biology, and she seemed alright, but he’d never seen anyone try and go without sleep for as long as she had. He also knew what she meant and didn’t want to elaborate on what happened last night. Instead he turned away and took down his tunic from the makeshift coat hook he’d hung it on. It was dry and smelled slightly of wood smoke. He pulled it on over his other clothes and belted it up, fastening his cloak over it and slinging his weapons back on. Satinka eyed him up.
“You want to get going soon?” she asked. He shrugged.
“Let the others sleep a bit. I don’t want to wake them.”
“They’ll be fine,” Satinka smiled. “I’ll start on breakfast. That’ll wake them up.”
“Arrio won’t mind?” Taum grinned.
“If he does he won’t say anything,” Satinka smirked back. “He’s much too polite. Besides, it’s probably about time he got to sleep in while someone else cooked for a change.”
Satinka was a fine cook, not quite to Arrio’s standard, but she didn’t need to be. Arrio had a love of food that aided him in every meal. He didn’t cook ‒ he crafted. Satinka’s one benefit over him was that she could control the fire. She had power over the height, the temperature, and the consistency of the flames. As she had predicted the others began to wake as they smelt food cooking and rose to meet the day, and their first meal. Despite the hard ground and the cold air, they had all slept surprisingly well in the cave. It had maintained a pleasant heat overnight with the fire going in the opening and eight bodies crammed into the dark space. Everyone was in better spirits now that they were dry and rested, and the rain seemed to have moved on.
When Satinka began dishing up, Taum accidentally found himself passing Benji. His hands clutched his bowl tightly and a knot began to form in his stomach, but there was something he had to say and he couldn’t just let the moment go by.
“Happy Birthday.”
Benji froze. For the first time in weeks their eyes met, but Benji glanced away again as quickly as he had looked over. Everyone else had frozen too. For a moment no one knew what to say, and the uncomfortable silence that had reigned between the two friends encompassed the whole group.
“Have we really been travelling that long?” Satinka asked.
“I think so…” Francis was counting on her fingers. “To be honest I haven’t kept track of the days, but now that I think about it – yeah, Taum you’re probably right. Happy Birthday Benji.”
The others joined in the congratulations and everyone started to move again as the awkwardness dissolved. Benji himself shook his head, and kept his green eyes fixed on his bowl as he sat down to try and ignore it all.
“Honestly,” he muttered, “it’s weird now to think that I spent the last seven years imagining that I would spend today signing up for the war.”
“Glad you didn’t?” Satinka asked. He nodded at her. Benji had been a lot warmer to Satinka recently. Elvac was quietly telling everyone it was because the riverman was growing up. Sabeh laughed and looked over at Taum.
“How much would you have paid me to tackle him on the way to the signup station?”
“All of my military salary,” Elvac answered abruptly to spare Taum. “And anything else I could find.”
The tone lowered instantly in the way that only Elvac talking about the war could manage. He clearly noticed, but also clearly didn’t care, and Taum was just grateful the attention wasn’t still on him.
“Nagatoa-Zu always writes that charity is what you make it. I would have given everything I owned to stop any of you from signing up, and if that didn’t work I would have stood sword-drawn in front of the desk. I made the mistake once so that the rest of you didn’t have to.”
“You didn’t make a mistake, Elvac,” Satinka murmured. “I did.”
Taum looked over at her, and he wasn’t the only one. She looked exhausted. Lines of sleep deprivation and dark bags under her eyes aged her momentarily, but she shook it away and continued to dish up in silence. Elvac watched her with eyes that clearly said they had agreed to disagree on this before. Taum had long ago decided that those two were a bear he didn’t want to poke.
They ate quickly and packed up even faster. Taum’s eagerness to be on the move proved to be contagious. The whole time he watched Benji. He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. The riverman never spoke a word to him anymore. He never looked his way and he never moved to acknowledge him at all. Taum hadn’t realised how dependent he’d grown on Benji’s company over the years. Living without him was so much worse than he’d thought it would be, and it wasn’t something he could put right alone. Benji had to forgive him for what he’d said, and that didn’t look like something that would happen in a hurry. Still, today would just be another day like the others travelling through the forest. Taum would lead the group and Benji would trail along behind somewhere near the back where they could safely ignore each other.
Satinka would place herself somewhere between them, the way she always did. She was subtle about it, but he’d noticed the way she put herself protectively near him. When Benji had attacked him with a rage that bordered on murderous, Satinka had been the one who stopped the fight. With superhuman force she had pulled Benji off him and thrown him across the ground. Taum knew she’d also had several talks with the riverman that had added to his calmer outlook, but she hadn’t patched the rift created by the two men. She had just made sure it didn’t get worse.
Once they were packed, Taum set off through the forest again, trying not to think about the home he wasn’t going to get to visit, the people he wasn’t going to get to see, and what was almost certainly going to happen to him tonight as they travelled further west. Instead he thought about Benji, and how their friendship had become so damaged by a bunch of angry words and a few bruises.
His thoughts clouded his mind and he tried shaking his head to clear them. Taum needed to keep his awareness with the forest. There were hunting parties out there, and, with every step, the group were getting further and further into their territory. The blanket of soggy, golden leaves on the forest floor muffled most footsteps, so he would have to rely on the knowledge of the trees to know who was out there.
By midmorning they were well into hunter territory, which meant that when night came they would be in the territory of something much worse. Taum knew the pace he kept was quick, but as long as the others could keep up it was for the best. In the very back of his mind the ground told him it was happening, so he was already halfway turned around when Francis yelled out. The tiny girl had to move faster than he did to keep up, and when she tripped she skidded across the ground, skinning her knee and the bases of her palms. She didn’t cry, but the string of curses she unleashed would have shocked the gods.
“Oh quiqui,” Danni exclaimed.
The Almenian woman picked up her injured girlfriend and sat her down against a tree, gathering her skirts up so she could look at the wound on her knee.
“It’s just a graze,” Francis grated from between clenched teeth.
“Yes, but it’s covered in mud,” Danni pointed out. “We can’t leave it like that.”
“Here,” Satinka came over. “I filled up the water last night.”
The Syrene woman unscrewed the lid off one of the water-skins and poured some of it over Francis’s bleeding knee. Over where she’d tripped Arrio brushed away a patch of leaves with his foot to reveal a long piece of timber. It ran between two trees, and as his eyes followed it he could see that more timber had been laid out as far as they could observe, as though marking a fence along the ground.
“What in Zyki's name is that?” he asked.
“A fence?” Benji guessed.
“For what?” Arrio replied scathingly. “Even ants could crawl over that.”
“It’s some kind of barrier,” Elvac suggested, peering at it. “Maybe it just marks territory.”
“Whose?” Arrio questioned.
“It is a fence,” Taum interrupted them. His eyes were wide as he looked at it in fear, and he ignored the way his claim just sounded like he was agreeing with his old friend. “It was designed to keep things in, but…” he swallowed. “It’s been moved. It’s bigger than it used to be, much, much bigger. We’re still two days from the city… it’s…” He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. Danni was right. But still… seeing it himself…
“What’s it keeping in?” Sabeh asked dangerously.
Taum looked up at him wide-eyed, but didn’t say anything. They both knew what he was thinking. Satinka rolled her eyes at them.
“Taum,” she addressed him curtly to pull him away from his superstition. “Are there any plants around here we can use to help clean these wounds?”
“Do you grow any gehra?” Francis asked him. Taum shook his head.
“There’s usually a fair amount of ougno in the forest though.”
“That would do,” Francis nodded.
Taum closed his eyes and focused. He let his mind move through the plants around him, hearing their thoughts. He found some.
“Got it,” he told them. “Wait here. I’ll be five minutes.”
Before they could reply he dashed off into the forest. The trees in this area were thick and dense. After only a few seconds they couldn’t even see where Taum had run off to. Satinka sighed and poured water into Francis’s hands so she could wash more of the dirt away. After a few minutes Benji spoke.
“What does he think something like this is going to keep in?” he scoffed, kicking at the timber.
“Ghosts,” Satinka sighed.
Everyone stared at her. They all looked frightened and shocked by her dismissive statement.
“Oh come on,” she groaned.
“Ghosts are real,” Arrio told her firmly.
“I am aware of that,” she conceded gently. “Believe me Arrio, I am completely aware that the occasional lost spirit of the dead can stick around, if they have a good reason. But you don’t get armies of ghosts haunting forests.”
No one looked convinced.
“Humans,” she muttered derisively.
She was scornful of their superstitions, and they were scared of the stories she dismissed. No one knew which argument to make next and they were all so busy thinking about it that they didn’t realise what was happening until it was too late.
Satinka didn’t hear the footsteps. She only sensed someone behind her after they were ambushed. She felt the head of the arrow by her cheek. It rested close to her neck as she still sat crouched down by Francis. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the group of hunters surrounding them – bows drawn. Francis was looking over Satinka wide-eyed at the man with his bow drawn on the cloaked Syrene woman, and it was the one with his arrow on her that spoke.
“What are you doing in this forest?” he asked.
“Tending to my injured friend,” she grated. “Why? What does it look like?”
“What business do you have in Dilarkyrn?” the huntsman asked.
“None of yours,” Satinka replied coolly.
“Lady, we make the business of travellers in these woods our business,” he told her. “You do not know what you’re getting yourself into.”
“Really?” she answered scathingly.
She could hear his hand creak on the handle of his bow near her ear, so when she turned to face him she turned slowly. The hunter allowed her the movement without injury or warning, and she stopped as soon as she saw him.
This man was clearly the leader of the group, but he looked nothing like she had expected and she was forced to spend her energy covering her surprise. The leader of the huntsmen would only have been about their own age. He was young, and quite possibly the prettiest human she’d ever seen. He had fiery green eyes and smooth golden skin with perfect straight black hair. His face was composed of flawless geometry and he looked like the kind of man grand masters used to battle over the right to paint. Satinka had no idea what she’d been expecting, but this beautiful young man had most certainly not been it. It tied her tongue as she tried to recover from the shock.
“Really,” he agreed. “If you knew what you were getting into, you wouldn’t all be sitting in the mud surrounded by my men. Anyone could tell you: you shouldn’t leave yourself open to ambush in these woods.”
“They didn’t,” another voice said.
Now it was the hunter’s turn to be surprised. Satinka hadn’t even heard Taum come back. He was silent on his feet, and now his bow was pointed straight at the head of the attractive young man trying to arrest the group. The leader of the hunters turned his head. His eyes were wide in disbelief, but he didn’t look angry at being outdone. He dropped his bow instantly, and shoved Taum’s arrow away as he leapt over to him, throwing his arms around his neck.
“Taum!” their ambusher yelled, embracing his friend.
There was a sigh from one of the other hunters and they all stood down, lowering their arrows. Clearly at the sight of Taum they had expected this. Everyone else was slightly more surprised. The hunter stood back, gripping Taum by the shoulders and looking him up and down.
“Look at you, all grown up,” he grinned. “What in the seven realms of the gods are you doing here?”
“I’m leading this group to Almenir,” Taum replied. “They needed safe passage through the forest, and no one knows Dilarkyrn like I do.”
“Well that’s the gods’ own truth,” the hunter agreed.
For a moment silence fell between them, then the hunter hugged Taum again.
“By Sunne’s floating eyeballs it is good to see you again,” he sighed.
“You have no idea,” Taum agreed, hugging him back.
The group stared on, still waiting for the surprise to wear off. One of the hunters slung his bow back on and came over to where the girls sat watching. He opened a pouch at this belt and took out some thick dark green leaves.
“Here,” he offered. “You should get some ougno on those wounds.”
“Thanks,” Francis grinned wryly. “That was the plan.”
The tiny medic took the leaves and rubbed them over her grazes, wincing fiercely at the pain. The hunter who’d joined them dug around in the pouch to produce some bandages and a tiny bottle. He took the stopper out and poured a couple of drops onto the bandages before putting the bottle back.
“Here,” he offered. “This will sting a bit.”
He began to bandage her knee and Francis hissed intensely.
“Yep,” she grimaced. “That does hurt.” The hunter grinned at her.
“You’re the best patient I’ve had in a while. Most of the men just cry when I do this.”
“It’s not so bad,” Francis winced. “And I’d rather you sterilised the bandage.”
“That’s because you understand,” he replied. “Not a lot of the men here know much about medicine, and all they know is that it hurts more when I do it this way.”
“Yeah,” Francis grinned through the pain. “But I bet none of your patients end up with green and puffy wounds.”
“I know, it’s a miracle they haven’t accused me of witchcraft,” he joked.
Francis chuckled and nodded her head towards Taum who was now talking quietly to his friend.
“So what’s the story there?” she asked.
“Oh, Taum and the Captain have been best friends since they were knee-high to a chipmunk,” the hunter shrugged. “Nothing could separate those two when they were little. We always thought they’d end up in the same brigade until the elders shipped Taum off to Undernal.”
“The Captain?” Satinka smiled.
“Captain Lei,” he elaborated. “He’s the captain of our brigade. We’re the 89th east unit.”
“He’s young for a captain isn’t he?” Satinka asked. The hunter shrugged.
“Determined though. Lei’s been one of the leading players in the war for the last six years. His determination and effort earned him his position. He’s going to save us, so people want to follow him.”
The hunter didn’t notice Satinka’s stony expression at the mention of ‘war’. Elvac, however, found that part of the conversation confusing. The blonde soldier wasn’t one to eavesdrop, but something about what the hunter had said didn’t make sense.
“I’m sorry,” Elvac cut in. “But the war is going on all the way down in the south, what are you lot doing for it here?”
“Wrong war, soldier,” the hunter told him darkly. “You lot in Undernal aren’t the only ones with monsters to fight. Most of the soldiers you guys get from Woodell are just running down to join your war for that amnesia drug. Lord Sunne knows the men here could use that some days.”
“What’s going on here?” Sabeh asked nervously. “Is it true what they’re saying?”
“It’s worse than you know,” one of the other hunters muttered warningly.
Satinka wasn’t even paying enough attention to roll her eyes at all of them. She was watching Lei. Taum had dragged his old friend back from the group and the two of them were conversing in hushed whispers. She wouldn’t have cared, except that the Captain would stop every now and then and look at her with large, startled eyes until Taum grabbed his chin and directed his attention back to what he was saying.
She knew what Taum was telling him, and it made her very nervous. This pretty stranger didn’t need to know what they were doing, and he certainly didn’t need to know who she was. Still, there was no way she could jump up and stop him from talking without causing a great deal of trouble. She watched Taum talk, then she watched them argue, then they both took turns trying to explain things to the other, then they argued some more. All in all she figured it must have gone on for about twenty minutes. Finally they came back over to the group, Lei was looking somewhat wild-eyed as he directed a brief bow Satinka’s way.
“Your Majesty,” he addressed her. “Taum and I have been discussing your dilemma.”
“Which one?” Satinka asked dryly. Lei flashed her sarcasm a quick smile and she was once again struck by his prettiness.
“Your passage through Dilarkyrn,” he answered. “Taum tells me you have to make it to the barge and across the river as soon as possible, without passing through Woodell.”
“Yes,” Satinka agreed slowly, watching the other hunters shift nervously in the edges of her vision.
“Then you’re lucky you came by us,” Lei told her. “Or that we came by you,” he shrugged away the difference. “The way Taum meant to take you is gone. That walkway was taken down after he left to lower risk to visitors and to help extend our perimeters.”
“Alright,” Satinka relented. “Can you give us instructions on the right way to go?”
“Can I tell you how to get from here to the barge on the river without passing through Woodell?” Lei clarified.
“Yes.”
“No. It’s impossible. All the walkways lead to Woodell now; we decided that was safer. To get to the barge you will have to go through the city. That was the dilemma Taum and I were discussing.”
“Your city is one small part of a large forest,” Satinka glowered. “I think I could pass around it easily if I wanted.”
“Then, Your Majesty, you’re a fool,” Lei told her. “This forest is a dangerous place, especially at night. You cannot make it to that barge without passing through the city. Woodell has been redesigned by men to be the centre of the forest. All paths lead to it.”
“Then we won’t take the paths,” Satinka said simply.
“Then you’ll be a dead fool,” Lei replied bluntly.
“You don’t need to threaten me, hunter.”
“I’m not threatening you, I’m warning you, and it’s Captain,” he said pointedly.
She gave him a sharp look.
“If I can wrap my tongue around ‘Your Majesty’ you can manage ‘Captain’.”
“Very well, Captain,” she answered coolly. “I gather Taum had enough time to tell you a lot of things. Did he tell you that I have no need to fear your forest and that I can move through it as I like?”
“Actually, Your Majesty, he told me the opposite,” Lei admitted. “Taum told me you and your companions don’t have any real idea what is going on in Southern Dilarkyrn and that you’ll probably do something stupid ‒ like trying to wander around Woodell through the forest.”
Lei came closer and squatted down in front of Satinka where he could meet her eye.
“Your Majesty I want to make you a deal,” he started. “I can get you to the barge in three days, but we go my way and we go through Woodell. I swear you won’t spend more than an hour in the city, and I can get you in and out the other side before anyone realises I’ve done it. You and your people will be under my personal protection, and in the care of my men. On my life nothing will happen to you or your companions.”
“I don’t trust you,” Satinka told him bluntly. “I have no reason to.”
“No,” Lei agreed. “But I’m your only chance. You don’t get another one. This is it. You do it my way, or not at all. Your Majesty, if you were willing to let Taum lead you through this forest that means you trust him with your life ‒ he trusts me. That will have to be good enough for you. He’s my best friend. I won’t let anything happen to him, or to you. You don’t realise it now, but you can’t do this without me.”
Satinka didn’t look pleased, but her displeasure was short lived as she regarded the honesty in his eyes.
“Call me Satinka,” she sighed.
“Lei,” the Captain held out his hand to her.
Satinka shook his hand.
“Get me to the barge and I won’t burn down your forest.”
“Sounds fair,” he agreed coyly.
Lei stood and looked over his men. Without a word from anyone all of them were suddenly at attention with their bows in front of them.
“You all did the appropriate amount of eavesdropping?” Lei smirked.
“Yes Sir,” the hunter next to Francis answered.
“Then you know what the deal is,” Lei nodded to them. “These people are our responsibility, and nothing will happen to them under our watch. I’m serious: we do not give anyone reason to be suspicious.”
“Yes Sir,” the hunters answered in unison.
“Everyone else,” Lei turned to the group. “This is Kale, my second in command,” he indicated the man by Francis. “If I’m not around you follow his orders like you would mine. The others down the back there are Taka, Sele, Bran and Yorn. They’re good, loyal men who follow orders and right now your safety is their primary concern. Please do not abuse their hospitality.”
“We won’t,” Satinka promised curtly. “Captain, what do you mean by giving people reason to be suspicious?”
“Wanted notices that accurately describe your group have been circulated around Woodell,” Lei told her. “All patrols have been ordered to arrest you on sight and deliver you to the King and High Priest.” Lei looked back over his shoulder at a guilty-faced Taum. “I’m committing treason for you,” Lei teased him with a sardonic grin. The Captain turned back to the others. “We’re only an hour from the nearest safe-house. Once we make it there we’ll start travelling through the walkways, and we won’t come down again until we reach the city.”
“Yes Sir,” the hunters echoed.
“Good, form up and move out,” he ordered. Lei turned his smouldering green eyes to Francis. “Can you walk M’lady? I can have someone carry you if you need.”
“I’m good thanks,” Francis nodded to him as Danni helped her to her feet.
Lei gave her a brief nod and turned to lead the group out into the woods. The hunters formed up like an honour guard around the travellers, ignoring the obvious suspicion in the eyes of many who weren’t entirely sure they weren’t being arrested. But while things were tense for some, Lei looked like a cat that had got into the cream. Before Satinka could reach either of them, Lei grabbed Taum and linked their arms together.
“Well?” the Captain asked presumptuously.
Taum looked perplexed and shrugged at him. Lei laughed and half shoved him.
“Moron,” Lei accused with a heart-melting grin. “You’ve been gone six years, tell me everything!”
It was the sounds he noticed when he packed. That soft sound of fabric on fabric, the rattle of coat hangers, the noises the wardrobe hinges made, and the occasional stiff clunk of a drawer. But most of all he noticed the click of the latches on the trunk; they were the loudest thing. Or they were until the clunk of the heavy leather trunk hitting the floor happened. There was always a clunk.
Karli, the one packing, was a small boy and he always had difficulty lifting the trunk from the bed to the floor. It wasn’t that the trunk was that large or heavy, it was just that Karli always seemed to struggle with it. He had a skinny delicate frame with ghostly white skin and large grey soulful eyes. His silky hair was a smooth off-white platinum. Today he looked about eight years old.
He belonged to Āni, the Avatar of Sunne and High Lord of Sunndan. Āni was a tall man with a cold composure and a cruel disposition. People were afraid of Āni. Karli wasn’t. He didn’t think that Āni was a bad master; harsh sometimes, but not evil. He was never nasty to the boy, never took his anger out on him or raised a hand against him. Āni had never beaten him, which was nice. In truth Āni had saved him. The Avatar had rescued him from Kai Mo and brought him to the Palace in Sunndan. Life here was easier in almost every way. The only thing that wasn’t easier was that he had to behave better, and that wasn’t a hard thing to do. Āni said he was always well behaved.
Karli moved around the bedroom, making sure the closets were closed and the drawers were shut. He neatened things so that no one would know he’d been in here. Āni always expected things left the way he’d left them. Karli looked around his master’s bedroom to make sure Āni wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. The whole room was walled with mirrors. Many of the rooms in their private apartment were. Everywhere he went Karli couldn’t escape his reflection. It stared back at him all the time, but he was sure it’s eyes looked more frightened than his own.
Āni needed the mirrors. Karli had never met anyone in his whole life who spent as much time staring into mirrors as Āni. But it had nothing to do with vanity. Āni didn’t see himself in the mirrors; Karli wasn’t even sure if he could. For all he knew his master didn’t know what he looked like when he got up every morning. Āni saw things in the mirrors ‒ to him they were like windows. In the apartment Karli always felt like the mirrors reflected everything, but for Āni mirrors really did reflect everything. He saw so much just walking the halls of his house.
Karli picked up the trunk and shuffled to the door of the room. Satisfied that Āni wouldn’t find anything wrong with his room if he looked, Karli left and dragged the trunk down the corridor. He ignored all the reflections that followed him to his master’s office. They were just small petty boys with scared little eyes. The door to Āni’s office was open and Karli stood in the empty space still clutching the handle of the trunk.
The Avatar was sitting at his desk, staring with unblinking eyes deep into the surface of a mirror. Karli waited. He didn’t mind waiting. In truth he wasn’t sure he wanted Āni to go. While he was looking forward to having Taal look after him for the next few days he didn’t actually know what it would be like to be left alone with the young priest. Taal might be his only friend, but he was also plotting something that he wanted Karli’s help with. Even though the boy wanted to help he was nervous about what might happen while Āni was gone.
The Avatar was a good master who always watched out for him, and while, if he was honest, his favourite times were when Āni forgot about him, he still liked to know the Avatar was there if anything should happen. So he stood, waiting for Āni to notice him and say it was time to leave. It was basic protocol not to rush or disturb an Avatar. Karli sat down on his trunk, and all the other Karlis backed up in the hall behind him sat on their trucks too. They waited together.
The caves were dark and cold, and the paths travelled in many directions in and out of the mountains. Some days Alera even saw sunshine as they moved across valleys between tunnels. She was sick and weak and travelling was slow. Khol didn’t make a good travelling companion either. He was deliberately vague about what he had meant by ‘the camp’ and Alera’s muddled and incoherent thoughts conjured all kinds of horrors in her imagination.
She was living a nightmare. Khol was her only companion, and the only thing that could distract her from her memories of the battlefield and the withdrawal she was suffering. However, he didn’t seem to have any desire to talk to her. She couldn’t answer any of his questions, and he couldn’t answer any of hers. Sometimes he simply pretended he didn’t understand her when she spoke, but she could tell he was much better at the common human tongue than he wanted to let on.
Alera could feel a wave of memory coming at her. It was building up to crush her. She stumbled and felt like she was going to throw up. Khol didn’t notice. It hit her and she cringed as she waited for the horrors to appear. She remembered the wounded and the dead, but mostly… mostly she remembered running. Running and hiding. She remembered back and knew she made a poor soldier. She was a coward. She had left the Zynaldini Desert and joined the war to try and rid herself of her cowardice, but Zyki had not blessed her with bravery or courage. The only reason she wasn’t dead was because she fled battles and never engaged the Syrene. She stumbled again and her stomach heaved.
“What’s wrong with me?” she whispered to no one as she clutched at her body.
“You are very sick,” Khol replied. “It is an illness all humans have. You are all given something that makes you sick. Some of you even die from it. I am not familiar with the substance, but I have been informed by others of your kind that it makes you angry and it makes you forget.”
“The amnesia drug?”
“Is that not what you think it is?”
Alera thought about it. In some ways it made sense, but why would Sunne be giving them a drug that could kill them? She wasn’t sure what to make of information from Khol either. He was the enemy, so it seemed foolish to trust him. Yet, at the same time, he had spared her and fed her and helped her. What reason did he really have to lie?
“I’m trying to understand…” Alera whispered. “But I feel like I don’t have all the pieces.”
“Pieces of what?”
“I’m not sure… Why would Sunne give us all a drug that might kill or severely incapacitate us?”
“Why would he kidnap our Kakai and start a war with us?” Khol responded.
“He said that there are monsters in the South, and that we have to wipe them out and stop them before they come north and attack us.”
“There are no monsters down here, human.”
“Yes there are.”
Khol stopped dead in his tracks and turned to face her. Alera was a tall woman, but Khol was taller and the patterns on his face were ferocious. He wore a damaged human chainmail-shirt that didn’t fit properly and pulled roughly across his broad shoulders. He still carried a war axe in one hand and his dark-blue hair was messy. It was his eyes that were the most powerful thing about him. He looked down on her.
“Do you think me a monster?”
“I don’t know what you are,” she replied. “I know you’re not human, but I don’t think that is enough to qualify a monster. But there are dragons down here. I’ve seen them in the caves. I know they were real.”
“Tuotams.”
“I don’t care what you call them – they’re dragons. Dragons are monsters.”
“So you are here to kill them. They are part of us. You can only kill them by killing us. What have we ever done to you? You kill us simply because we are different?”
“We fight to protect our own! Sunne told us we have to kill the monsters before they come to the Great Realm and kill our families.”
“There are no monsters in the South that want to kill your families! Human, no one down here has any interest in your species or your land. Time after time humans tell me that they are just trying to stop us from crossing the seas. We do not care for the lands of humans and Áshra. We never have. We were betrayed by you – not the other way around. In ten years of war all I have learnt is that humans know nothing of why they are here. They are stupid creatures that follow orders blindly and kill and die for causes unknown.”
Alera bit down a retort. She didn’t have anything good to come back with. Telling him to shut up wouldn’t do anyone any favours. She wanted to argue, but the truth was that Khol had all his memories and a firm grasp of everything that had happened in the last decade. Alera didn’t know anything. She didn’t even know how long she had been gone. She had followed orders blindly and been drugged so that she didn’t know what she was doing or where she was.
In the memories that were returning she could feel that she wasn’t herself. There had been times when she had been worked into a frenzy and hacked at things – rocks, trees…bodies. Anything she attacked that turned and attacked her back she had fled from. The drug didn’t overrule her survival instinct. But… if that was true… then everything they had been told was a lie. The foretold monsters weren’t raging beasts. They were sentient and intelligent creatures that were probably smarter than humans. How could humanity have been lied to like this? Alera hugged herself and hunched over as the withdrawal sent pangs of pain and sickness through her body. She felt so conflicted. So betrayed. She began to cry. Khol looked confused.
“What is wrong? Why do you cry?”
“I-I d-don’t know,” she lied unwittingly.
“Is it a symptom of your withdrawal?”
Alera shook her head as she thought. It wasn’t that.
“Worse. It’s a symptom of my betrayal.”
“Your betrayal?”
“Yes. S-Sunne lied t-to us! Didn’t he?!”
Khol didn’t answer. There was no way he would know for certain, no matter how strong his suspicions were.
“W-What am I d-doing here, K-Khol?! Why am I h-here?!”
The Syrene general rubbed his tired face.
“If you cannot answer that, human, no one can.”
Alera cried harder as she struggled with everything going on inside her. Her mind and body weren’t hers to control and they were punishing her for everything she had done. Khol was not one for sympathy, although his eyes suggested that he once might have been. He had no emotional scope for comfort and condolences, but he let her cry. There was only patience as he stood back against the cave wall and watched her weep.




RECEPTIONS AND FAREWELLS

The promise of a fine day turned out to be a guarantee as the sun continued to filter into the woods and stain everything golden. It was late in the year for the leaves to still be changing, but the seasons lingered in the forest now the huntsmen said. They had travelled together throughout the morning and, despite Lei telling Taum he wanted to know everything, it was the Captain who was doing all the talking. Taum had used up his interesting story trying to convince Lei to help them. Lei would talk about almost anything, and he talked endlessly to Taum about life since he’d been gone ‒ and how it wasn’t nearly as much fun.
“You know I haven’t broken a bone since you’ve been gone,” Lei complained outrageously. “It’s been a long time since I just got to do things for the sake of doing them.”
“You’re surprised?” Taum asked. “We always knew we’d grow up and get responsibilities. At least you got to stay in the forest.”
There was a trace of bitterness in his voice at the last few words that he just couldn’t hide. Lei had heard it and he turned to look at his friend as the two of them walked side by side through the trees. Taum stared at the ground and kicked at a pile of leaves as they walked. The look in the Captain’s eyes was strange, almost sad, despite his positive and light-hearted demeanour.
“It was wrong of them to force you out,” Lei said quietly.
“You don’t believe that,” Taum muttered.
“Hey, I didn’t want you to go,” Lei defended. “I was inconsolable when you left. You’re my best friend. I’d never felt so alone.”
“How do you think I felt?” Taum asked bitterly. “I was alone, sent off to a whole new city, by myself.”
“I’m sorry,” Lei murmured.
“Yeah,” Taum sighed. “Me too. But they were right though.”
“If you say so,” Lei agreed. “You look better, I mean, better than when you left.” He grinned impishly. “You know, you haven’t really changed that much. You’re still a lot like I remember you.”
“You haven’t changed at all,” Taum admitted shyly. He looked up overhead into the trees. “And neither has that.”
“Holy gods!” Francis exclaimed behind them. “What is that?”
“It’s a tree house,” Taum explained calmly as though that was obvious.
The difference between what most people thought of as a ‘tree house’ and what the huntsmen of Woodell built as ‘safe houses’ was mostly the size. Sitting in the branches of about three different trees was a house the size of something you might find in the suburbs. It was at least two storeys, with additional attic space. It looked like something one might try and advertise as a five-bedroom two-lounge home with a great view over the forest. It was bigger than most city houses in Undernal.
“That’s a tree house?” Francis said suspiciously. “It’s almost as big as my parents’ place.”
“It’s one of our safe houses,” Lei confirmed. He reached the bottom of one of the trees and pulled on a rope that was hanging down. Somewhere above them a knot pulled loose and a rope ladder rolled down the side of the trunk.
“I would say ladies first,” Lei offered. “But then, you tend to wear skirts. One of those situations where you just don’t know how to be chivalrous.”
Satinka arched an eyebrow at him.
“Ladies first,” he offered cheekily.
“Wow,” Sabeh commented drolly, folding his arms. “Someone with a worse sense of humour than Saka.”
“I loved Saka’s sense of humour,” Francis said snootily.
The tiny girl gathered up her skirts and twisted them into a knot at her hip before starting to climb the ladder. With a slightly satisfied smirk Satinka pulled her cloak around her and started after the blonde girl. Danni placed herself at the bottom of the ladder with her arms folded.
“Those are quite some ladies you travel with,” Lei grinned at Taum. “Do they always like to show other people up?”
“You have no idea,” Taum smiled. “Between them they could probably take the world, if they wanted it.”
“That’s weirdly kind of you,” Danni acknowledged the compliment.
“Hey,” Taum grinned at her. “I know my place.”
As the two smaller girls reached the top Lei indicated the ladder to Danni.
“Please,” he invited. “All ladies first, even the ones wearing trousers.”
“Well, come on,” Taum eyed up Danni’s ripped and tattered clothes. “It’s not like she’s trying to hide anything.”
“That’s a bit more like you,” Danni admitted coolly.
“Wasn’t even trying,” Taum replied, buffing his nails on the front of his tunic.
Danni made an obscene gesture his way and then turned to climb up the ladder. Lei looked at Taum with surprise.
“It’s a love/hate relationship,” Taum shrugged. “She’s like the sister I never had, and it brings out the worst in me.”
“I’m looking forward to meeting this new you,” Lei grinned.
The Captain swung himself onto the ladder after Danni and followed her up. Taum followed his friend to the top and the hunters waited until the rest of the group had gone into the trees before they brought up the rear. The one called Taka rolled the ladder up after them and tied it back in place for the next people. There was a door at the top that everyone had filtered through as they made it up the ladder.
While the house was large and spacious it was very plain. The most of anything it seemed to contain was bedrolls. People began to look around and examine the place. Once they were up here the term ‘tree house’ became more apparent. The whole building was constructed of single layers of timber, and you could peer through the cracks in the floor to see the forest below. While it looked grand from the outside, inside it did start to feel like one very large tree house. There was an open doorway in the western wall that led out onto a wooden walkway constructed in the trees. Lei was standing by it, watching the group.
“So, who owns this place?” Sabeh asked.
“The city,” Lei told him. “There are dozens of safe houses like this throughout the forest. They all belong to the city of Woodell.”
“But these aren’t part of the city?” Sabeh checked.
“No,” Lei answered. “Woodell is just like every other old city. It’s a cluster of buildings huddled together with a giant wall around it.”
“The idea of the wall was always more practical than the wall itself,” Benji chuckled. “In Elgárnd the marshes kept out more people than the wall ever did.”
“The wall around Woodell’s the only thing that’s kept us safe for six years,” Kale sighed. “All the gates are bolted and barricaded. Nothing’s gone through that wall for a long time.”
“What about you lot?” Satinka asked.
“We go over it,” Lei told her. “These walkways lead to the top of the city walls.”
The Captain indicated the wooden path through the trees beside him.
“Come on,” he ordered. “We’ll stop at a place just like this tonight. You can look around then.”
Taum moved quickly to Lei’s side as they set off with echoing footsteps across the bridges in the trees. He never thought he’d feel this comfortable again. He’d missed Lei. The two of them had done everything together as children. It was one of those friendships that felt like it would last forever. They’d been fourteen when the elders had sent Taum away, and Lei had been the thing he missed the most. Above everything else Taum had been lonely when he’d left. All the men he knew, everyone he’d grown up around, stayed behind. Taum had never been a confident child, and for most of his life his role had been to act as Lei’s constant companion and sidekick, which had suited them both just fine.
Six years ago the elders told him that was over. He hadn’t wanted to go, and no one really wanted him to leave, but it had been for the best. He’d cried every night the whole way down to the military city on the southern coast. When he’d made it to Undernal he’d been taken straight to the hospital, and after that had hid himself away. Shy by nature, it had taken him a while to find the courage to make new friends.
The hole created by Lei’s absence had eventually been filled by Benji, and the tall pale riverman had become his new best friend. But it hadn’t been the same, and now the two of them weren’t talking. The gap Benji had been leaving was suddenly full, almost overflowing, now that Taum was back with his childhood companion. Lei hadn’t changed at all. He was exactly how Taum had remembered him ‒ just six years older. It was no surprise he’d become Captain of his own brigade already.
The pretty young man was watching his friend out of the corner of his eye. Taum caught him looking.
“So you still haven’t told me anything about Undernal,” Lei reminded slyly.
“There’s not much to tell,” Taum shrugged nervously.
“Really? Have you been living under a rock for six years then?”
“No, I just…” Taum trailed off awkwardly. “I’m not like you. I didn’t go off and find adventure and excitement. I just studied a bunch of useless crap to kill the years.”
Lei laughed at him. Taum didn’t actually think his dig at academia was all that funny, but Lei wasn’t laughing at that.
“You didn’t go off and find adventure?” he echoed. “Then what was that crap story you spun me about these people and what are you doing with them?”
Taum opened and closed his mouth repeatedly at a loss for words, then flushed a warm pink.
“No excitement my arse,” Lei chuckled. “You haven’t even told me what happened to your face.”
“My face?” Taum echoed, touching his cheek with a startled hand.
“Those bruises,” Lei said pointedly. “What did you do? Did you beat someone’s fist with your face?”
“It’s nothing,” Taum defended in shame.
“We’re not boy scouts,” Lei drawled. “You don’t have to worry about being called a nark.”
“I just–” Taum started.
“If you say ‘walked into a door’ I’ll hang you over the railings by your ankles,” Lei cut in quickly. Taum grinned.
“I got punched in the face, several times,” he admitted. “Then saved by a queen and mostly healed by an Avatar. After that I met a god and eventually ended up getting thrown out of a cave onto the east coast.”
The expression on Lei’s flawless face was almost blank, as disbelief mixed with total trust and his brain struggled to cope. After a moment he started to process both logic and emotion at the same time. Even in bullet points the story was hard to swallow, but there wasn’t anything Taum could say that the Captain wouldn’t believe.
“Okay,” Lei said slowly. “Start from the beginning.”
Taum sighed. “It actually all started when Elvac got back.”
“Elvac?” Lei inquired.
Taum turned around and signalled. Lei turned around. Elvac was tall and blonde, with sky blue eyes and a collection of war-obtained scars. He had a serious look about him and a noble aura that suited his strong body and hard jaw. He raised a hand in a half wave in their direction, exposing part of a shiny burn scar on one arm. Lei turned back to Taum.
“Soldier?”
“Ex-soldier,” Taum nodded. “Nice guy.”
“Handsome,” Lei approved. “Would make a good knight.”
“Probably,” Taum bit down on his smile. Lei liked to characterise people, and Taum had got his share of laughs over the years at the way his friend’s mind worked. “Anyway, everything started happening to us after Elvac came back from his first tour,” he continued. “See, it’s a long story…”
It was a long story, and much of the day flashed by as Taum told Lei what had happened in Undernal, in surprising detail. He managed to neatly ignore the uncomfortable love triangle of Elvac, Satinka and Sabeh, sidestepping all the drama involved with it. He stuck instead to the truth about the war and the damage it had done to Elvac and other ex-soldiers. He briefly covered what he’d been told about the House of Cards, and then went on to describe carefully how they had been arrested by the church.
It was the time spent in the dungeon of the Palace of Sunne that he talked about the most. Taum wasn’t the kind of man that talked a lot, but he was a good storyteller, and everyone listened in rapt attention to his tale – even the people who’d been there. It was clear from his story that the dungeon had been a significant and defining moment. At the time the fear of dying down there had been very real for all of them. He continued on with Satinka and Sabeh’s timely rescue of them and their escape from the city. At this point Lei stopped him.
“You’ve already mentioned all this,” the Captain interrupted. “You told me about it when we found you.”
“You said start from the beginning,” Taum pointed out.
Lei rolled his eyes.
“Am I boring you?” Taum asked sweetly.
“No!” Lei exclaimed. “No, I want to hear everything.”
“Alright,” Taum continued in a satisfied tone.
He sketched out the battle on the plains they had fought by the inn, and how their original plan had fallen through, which led to them all fleeing into the Troll Caves after the earth cracked. The story of those caves was one he had a great deal of fun telling. For anyone who knew the mythology around those caves the idea was terrifying, and he could see the way Lei and his men tensed as he described the way they were cornered in the dim passageway of rock. He enjoyed the fear in their eyes as they all wondered what happened, despite the fact that clearly none of the party had been eaten by trolls.
It certainly took away from the tension when he had to finally confess the truth about the creatures in those caves: how they knew Satinka and didn’t actually eat people. From there the story moved into the marshes, and began to change. It was subtle at first, and only the people who’d been there noticed it. Taum was leaving things out, sketching over more things than he had to. He glossed over how miserable the trek through the marshes had actually been, as though he didn’t want to offend… anyone. The snake-fight with the unagi was embellished enough to make up for it, and a slight sigh ran through the group of hunters when Taum told them how Elvac had fallen as the snake blood had poisoned him.
“Man,” Elvac grimaced, running his fingers through his hair. “Even I’m worried how this is going to turn out.”
Everyone laughed at him as Taum continued, telling of the marathon struggle to get to Elgárnd and save the soldier. Elgárnd was where his story got even more interesting, for those who knew it. Elgárnd was suddenly managing to be the most interesting and boring city in the whole world. It was apparently a deeply fascinating place, where supposedly nothing happened. Or, at least, nothing worth mentioning happened there. Nothing they’d done was discussed. The healing of Elvac by the shaman Yargi was focused on, and Kale cut in with a look at Benji.
“The Shaman Yargi is your grandmother?” Kale asked.
“Yeah,” Benji half-shrugged. “I didn’t know she was famous out here though.”
“Only in the last week,” Lei admitted. Taum gave him a sharp look, but Kale was the one who spoke.
“We had word recently about an incident in Elgárnd. Our King is dealing with Yargi now: who has all but taken over the marsh city.”
“Grandma?!” Benji exclaimed. “In politics? She’d never!”
“I don’t think she had much choice,” Kale muttered. “Word is the Chief went crazy. The people needed someone to step in, and the Shaman was the only person everyone could agree on.”
“The Chief went crazy?” Taum asked.
“His daughter…” Benji whispered bleakly from the back of the group. A shiver ran through the crowd of people who had been there. None of them had forgotten.
“You know what happened?” Kale asked.
“We saw it…” Taum murmured sickly. Nervous and suspicious glances were cast their way, and Taum continued his story – it was as good a place to pick up as any. Taum rushed his telling of Elvac’s recovery, and jumped straight into the attack of Sunne’s monster assassin. He left out the severed head and simply stated that the monster had killed the girl. It was enough. They fled the city to lure the thing away, met Saka in the caverns, and had the Avatar lead them to meet the snake god Brukna.
Taum tried his best to explain the prophecy Brukna and his Avatar had told them about Satinka, and how the war with her people was connected to the prison Sunne kept Saka and his god in. Once he felt that all those points had been explained well enough he left the caves and came out on the beach on the eastern coast.
“And from there we just followed the coastline up into the forest,” he shrugged. “We’ve come more westward than I would have liked, but I wanted to make it into the walkways before we reached the mouth of the river.”
“That…” Kale began slowly. “That cannot be a true story. There’s no way.”
“But…” Bran started. “It is an explanation as to why no one’s heard from Brukna or his Avatar for ten years.”
“Sunne wouldn’t do all that,” Kale argued.
“The fear of death could make anyone do something stupid,” Sele mused. “Even a god, I guess.”
“And was it really Ko who sent Sunne to war?” Taka asked. “You have to face it, Kale, some of this makes sense. Lots of us wondered why Sunne was so set on killing the monsters in the South instead of reasoning with them like he does with humans. If he’s been manipulated by the demon Ko that would answer some of those questions.” Taka suddenly realised what he’d said and turned apologetically to Satinka. “I didn’t mean monsters, My Lady, uh, Your Grace, I just–”
“Don’t worry,” she waved him down and brushed his apology aside. “I didn’t take offence, you were only referencing the story you’d been told.”
She regarded him calmly and he blushed under her gaze. The Syrene woman still wore her black cloak with the hood pulled up, exposing little of her face in an effort to hide the blue spiral pattern on her cheek. It shadowed her eyes and made their midnight-blue colour seem darker. The whole effect gave her face an almost luminous beauty. The impact it was having on some of the huntsmen wasn’t lost on anyone.
Many of the hunters had a strong cautiousness about them, which seemed to be about more than just the strange party they travelled with, and the even stranger story they’d heard. Despite their confidence they were a lot like Taum had been when the group had first met him. It had taken the Dileyrian a long time to get used to the constant presence of women. The huntsmen of Woodell were raised with men, by men, and as boys usually had as little as possible to do with women.
“To be honest,” Satinka continued, “I didn’t really expect any of you to believe the story. Sunne is your god. I completely appreciate that you don’t like what we’re telling you, but I swear every word Taum told you was the truth.”
“I know,” Lei responded calmly. “I’m risking all our lives on that theory.”
A few nervous looks were thrown at his back, but the Captain didn’t see or care about any of them.
“It’s a wild story,” Lei admitted. “If anyone else had told it I wouldn’t have believed them. I do just have a couple of questions though.”
Taum looked at him nervously.
“Where did you getting punched in the face come into that story?” Lei asked shrewdly. “And how many other things did you leave out?”
Taum hung his head and kept his mouth shut. It was clear he didn’t want to talk about it and, from the way he’d framed his story, it had been obvious that he was trying to deliberately avoid the issue.
“We used to tell each other everything,” Lei complained accusingly. “Now I don’t even get the whole story? What am I risking if I can’t trust you?”
Taum didn’t look up at him. He just stayed staring at his feet as he walked slowly, his brown boots thumping softly over the bridges. There was a strange pressure in his head, as though he was trying not to cry, but there were no tears in his eyes. He’d never felt so torn, and Lei’s accusing eyes staring at him made it all so much worse. Behind him came a soft resigned sigh.
“He was punched by one of us,” Satinka said finally. “That’s why he doesn’t want to bring it up.”
Lei turned to look over his shoulder at her in surprise. She met his gaze calmly and continued.
“I have a sneaking suspicion that the only things Taum left out of that story were things you wouldn’t want to know,” she announced. “Mostly what he left out were the emotional issues people began to develop out of fear, exhaustion, sleep-deprivation, and a certain amount of unwanted constant companionship. Travelling through Mildidar wasn’t really a pleasant experience for any of us, and by the time we reached Elgárnd most of us were at the end of our tethers. One disagreement turned into a fight. I was the one who stepped in to stop it before Taum got himself killed, but I gather that he doesn’t want to talk about it because it’s still tender territory.”
Lei gave her a slight nod, but his eyes were scouring the group. He was looking for guilt. Satinka rolled her eyes under the cover of her hood. She came forward.
“Walk with me, Captain,” she requested.
“Certainly, Your Majesty,” he answered.
He offered her his arm as she came to the front of the party and she hooked her hand around his elbow with a discreet smile. The pace quickened with the two of the in the lead, and while Taum loitered behind them, he looked glad to be out of the spotlight. The conversation the two of them were having was lost under the echoing footsteps of the crowd, and that seemed to be the plan.
“You care about him a lot,” Satinka sighed.
“Of course,” Lei agreed.
“It wasn’t a question, Captain,” she responded. Her expression was sympathetic, but cautioning. “If you care about him even half as much as I think you do, then you should let this lie. Don’t make his life harder because you want some kind of justice. They will sort it out on their own if you just give them a chance.”
“How long is a chance?” Lei asked. She laughed at him.
“Sometimes emotional wounds take longer to heal than physical ones. Once they don’t feel quite so sore they’ll work it out.”
“Who was it?” he inquired.
“I’m not going to tell you that,” Satinka reproved.
“It was the riverman, wasn’t it?”
“I said I wasn’t going to tell you,” Satinka reprimanded crossly. “If I catch you trying to make trouble, Captain, I’ll be forced to step in, and I can assure you with absolute certainty that neither of us wants that.”
The way he looked at her was slightly amused, but still cautious.
“Did you really set that creature in Elgárnd on fire?” he asked. “Just like that?”
“Oh Captain,” she smiled at him. “You would not believe the things I can do.”
Caution gave way to intrigue and Lei grinned at her, just waiting to see what she’d have to say next. He was only slightly disappointed when she took her hand back from his arm and spoke.
“I’m going to give you back to Taum now,” she told him. “But play nice this time.”
“Whatever you command, Your Majesty,” he replied mockingly.
“Yes Captain,” she warned. “Good to see you understand. Now be a good boy,” she patted his cheek insultingly before slipping back into the crowd behind them. Lei waited for Taum to reach his side again.
“Is she always like that?” he asked.
“Like what?” Taum responded.
“Never mind,” Lei shook his head. “I think I like her.”
“She’s dating the Ickian,” Taum said quickly.
“Not that way you dolt,” Lei laughed. “I just like her. She’s a bit different to anyone I’ve ever met before.”
“She’s different from everyone we’ve ever met,” Taum agreed. “She’s not even human. Did I tell you that in the Caverns of Brukna Saka told us she hatched from an egg? Her people hatch from eggs!”
“Huh,” Lei took the information without much surprise. “Does she have a bellybutton then?”
“I…” Taum looked perplexed. “I have no idea.”
“Wouldn’t it be strange to see a human stomach without one?” Lei mused. “I don’t really think egg hatching was what I was getting at though. I’ve never talked to a queen before, and she’s not really like Almenian women. She’s very… composed. I respect that.”
Taum watched his friend nervously. Lei was obviously considering Satinka very carefully. Taum knew Lei always paid attention to things, but it was making him uncomfortable.
“And she’s dating the Ickian?” Lei asked suddenly, as though he’d only just realised he’d heard it. Taum didn’t like the hint of disbelief in his friend’s question.
“For about a year now,” Taum said.
“That’s kinda weird,” Lei commented, but didn’t seem to have any interest in elaborating on why he thought that. “Did he at least know she wasn’t human before they started dating?”
“Yes, I’m pretty sure he knew,” Taum chuckled.
“Oh the drama,” Lei sighed wistfully. “Your story didn’t have enough of that.”
“I left all that gossipy crap out,” Taum laughed.
“You left out the gossip!” Lei cried. He put a firm hand on Taum’s shoulder. “I love gossip! Tell me the gossip.”
Taum rolled his eyes, and relented a little. He kept this story more private, as he didn’t really want anyone to know he was talking about them. So began a long afternoon spent discussing the triangle of Elvac, Satinka and Sabeh, and everything that had occurred around it in the past year. Taum was usually one to stay out of the business of others on his own, but he remembered quickly the trouble he had ended up in during his youth gathering scandalous intel for his nosy friend.
Lei ate up the dramatic issues of the love triangle with relish, and Taum was scathingly mocking him even as he continued feeding him information. If Lei hadn’t ended up Captain of a hunting party Taum was pretty sure his handsome friend would have spent his time writing trashy, soft-core, romance fiction. He was suddenly very glad Lei had got the position he did. He didn’t think he could stomach having to read something that bad just because his friend had written it.
Sunndan was a large neat city. It spread out in three rings from the Palace like ripples. From the towers of the Palace Āni could see the whole thing. He hated it. Āni had no real love for Sunndan. He just hated it less than every other city in the Great Realm.
He stood with his hands behind his back, dressed in his regal white robes. His white hair and goatee almost glowed in the sunlight, and his pale olive skin made them that much brighter. While Āni still possessed the face of a young man, his cold grey eyes betrayed someone much older. The room he stood in was one of the few with windows. He liked looking out the windows in this room. It reminded him what limited humans could see. The room had a breathtaking view of Crescent Lake glittering beyond the city. The sight used to tug at his heart, now it almost turned his stomach. Nothing had changed. Nothing but him.
He had spent the morning going through the mirrors. He talked to the generals, the priests, and then he had composed a letter. That letter was on its way to Kai Mo. The dragons had made it to the battlefield and the idiot soldiers didn’t have anything to stop them now. If they continued this way the war would be over in a few months and humanity would lose. Āni needed help, and he knew where to get it.
If he was going to win against the Syrene he needed something they didn’t have. He needed the power of flight. Sunne had taken that gift from the dragons and their riders, and now they needed to use it against them. That was why the letter was going to Kai Mo. The servants of Kai Mo had helped Āni create the creature known as the Raven – a creature designed for killing Syrene. Something that could fly if it chose, with claws devised to stab a rider’s heart. The one sent after the Kakai may not have performed as well as he’d hoped, but it wasn’t over yet and, despite still being experimental, it was the best weapon they had. Now he had ordered an army of them.
There was a knock at the door, and it opened a fraction.
“My Lord,” Taal addressed him. “Your carriage is ready.”
“Thank you,” Āni told him coldly, without turning around.
The door shut again and Āni watched the world out the window. He wasn’t usually so cold to Taal, but he was nervous about his trip and leaving Karli behind in the young priest’s care. Of course, it wasn’t like he could leave Karli with anyone else.
Āni waited until he knew Taal would be out of his chambers then he called through the apartment with his mind. Karli came obediently up to the tower room. The boy seemed smaller today, younger somehow, but that wasn’t unusual. It was hard to tell his age from one moment to the next sometimes. There were moments when Āni felt like the boy was all that was left of his humanity.
Karli liked this room. He liked the view and having a space away from all of the mirrors. Whenever Āni was busy, and Karli became idle, the Avatar would find him up here reading, or sometimes just staring out at the lake. Karli still liked the view, and seeing that contentment in the boy’s eyes made Āni like it again too, if only for a moment.
Karli wandered into the room sober faced. He wore long wide pants made of thin white linen and a matching vest. Āni always dressed him this way. White was Sunne’s colour, and it encouraged the boy to stay clean. He came and stood by his master and the two of them looked out the window for a moment.
“You’re going now, aren’t you?” Karli asked eventually.
“Yes,” Āni replied. “They took my things down to the carriage. It’s ready to depart.”
“Will you be gone long?”
“I don’t know,” the Avatar admitted. “I hope not. I don’t want to be.”
Silence fell between them. Karli was out of questions.
“I left some books by the stairs,” Āni told him. “You won’t have a lot to do while I’m gone, especially if Taal is busy.”
“Thank you.” Karli nodded.
The Avatar turned to face the boy and knelt down to meet his eye. Karli stayed perfectly still as Āni hugged him.
“You’ll take care of yourself, won’t you?” Āni asked, kissing the top of Karli’s silvery head. “I’ve told the kitchens you’ll be up here so they know to make sure you’re eating properly, and Taal will be checking in to make sure you’re getting your meals.”
“Okay,” Karli nodded.
“Be good,” Āni ordered firmly.
“I will,” Karli promised.
“And remember to bathe regularly.”
“I will,” Karli promised.
“Make sure you don’t get too lonely,” Āni continued. “If you want to go out make sure Taal will supervise you.”
“I will,” Karli promised.
Āni reached into his pocket and pulled out a small paper bag. He gave it to Karli who could already smell the sweet tang of candy. The boy clutched the bag to his chest.
“Don’t eat them all at once,” Āni cautioned.
“I won’t,” Karli promised.
“I’ll know if you do.”
“Okay.”
Āni sighed and kissed Karli’s head once more as he stood up. He turned and started towards the door.
“Āni?”
The Avatar stopped and looked back at the small boy.
“Be careful of Ko,” Karli requested.
“I will,” Āni promised.
He turned again and left the room, shutting the door softly behind him. By the time Āni reached the bottom of the stairs he had a resolve of steel and a heart of ice again. It was only ever Karli who could soften him. Something about the boy’s presence filled his mind with suggestions of love and trust. Karli was his weakness. That’s why the boy had to stay hidden.
Āni remembered how he’d found him, and anger suddenly burnt through his veins at the memory. His blood was still boiling as he left the Palace and crossed the courtyard. As always it settled in his eyes, and it was those eyes people fled from. No one stayed around Āni if they didn’t have to: no one but Karli.
Out by the gate a golden carriage was parked up waiting. Two black horses snorted and stamped at the front of it and the driver held them back tightly.
“My Lord,” the driver greeted him, in that fearful tight voice humans always used with him.
“Take me to the edge of the Sleepy Valley,” Āni ordered as he swept up into the carriage.
He seated himself on the velvet cushions and shut the door with a harsh snap. The driver took off immediately. After what must have been at least an hour the sound of cobbles beneath him changed to soft dirt. Āni pulled the heavy drapes aside for a moment to look out the window. In front of them the rolling plains of Emer stretched on. Behind him Sunndan rose up like a perfect marble peak. He could see the top of the Palace rising out of the city. Somewhere up there was Karli. The boy was probably rationing his sweets into organised stashes.
Āni let the curtain fall back and rested back in his seat. He pulled out the small pocket mirror he always kept on him and flicked it open. The dark-blue hair stretched across it by the frame was like a perfect crack. Āni smiled to himself. It was the little things. He had a long way to go to reach the Sleepy Valley. They probably had two days to reach Mo Ta, then another day’s travel to reach the valley. Āni didn’t know how long it would take him to reach the cave this time. The trip through Sleepy Valley took as long as it needed, and then, at the end of it, he would have to face Ko.
Taal watched through the window as Āni’s carriage left the city. The young serious-looking priest adjusted his square-framed spectacles delicately. He couldn’t believe it. Āni was actually leaving. Things were working out just as he had thought they would. When he had asked Lemonsaley to deliver the first set of candelabras to the Palace, Taal had known that somehow Āni wouldn’t be around. He’d been promised by the voice in his head that things would come together.
It wasn’t that he had ever doubted the voice of his god, it was just that he had worried about how things would turn out. But, just like magic, Āni had left on a journey that would probably take him a week. That meant he had plenty of time to get Lemonsaley up to the Palace. Perhaps even on multiple occasions. Taal had to show the blacksmith what he had seen. He couldn’t be the only one anymore. Someone else had to know about the coming of the new god of light, and Lemons was the person Taal had been shown. It was too much of a coincidence. Besides, Lemonsaley had admitted during Taal’s last visit that he had also heard the voice.
The priest moved back into the room toward his desk. He scribbled a note: It is safe now, come when you can. He did not sign it. He wasn’t stupid. Even his handwriting was scrawled as opposed to the usual neat precise font he wrote in. Taal folded the note up and wax sealed it with the emblem of the Church. Lemons would know who it was from, and there would be no absolute trace back to him if someone else found the letter. Besides, Taal was a fine liar, and he made sure there was nothing definitely criminal in his activities – nothing he couldn’t talk his way out of. There were other priests out there who would want to use something like this to take Āni’s right hand down a few pegs. Taal wouldn’t give them the chance. All the note said was that it was safe, and everyone was afraid of Āni. Taal left the room and locked up after himself. He had to find someone to run this down to the smithy, and then he had to go and check on Karli.




FOREST OF GHOSTS

The Dilarkyrn Forest was large and thick, with densely clustered tall straight trees. The walkways built through them were surprisingly wide and steady, as though the huntsmen had tried to mimic the paths on the ground up in the branches. Late afternoon found the group coming to a stop in one of the safe houses, which, as Lei had guaranteed, was almost exactly like the first one.
“We’ve still got an hour of daylight left,” the Captain admitted. “But the next safe house is two hours away, so we’ll camp here.”
“I’ll sort out an early supper,” Taka offered. “You lose your appetite after dark.”
He moved to a brick lined pit at the side of the house and Arrio followed him. Satinka, however, turned to Lei.
“What is this ‘after dark’ business?” she asked.
The Captain turned to regard her. The way he eyed her up was steady and calculating.
“You’ll see what we mean tonight,” he told her finally. “Words don’t really capture it, and I don’t think you’d believe me anyway.”
“You believed Taum’s story,” Satinka pointed out. “And those were steep odds.”
“Not as steep as you think,” Lei replied. “And I’m more open than you are.”
The Captain turned away from her and disappeared out a doorway onto the next bridge. He left Satinka almost open-mouthed in outrage behind him. The tiny Syrene woman followed him, trembling with indignation. Lei stood on the walkway, leaning on the railing and staring down through the leaves to the forest floor. Satinka bowled on up to him. Her bare feet were silent on the wood.
“What makes you think you’re so much better than me?” she demanded.
“I didn’t say better,” Lei answered calmly. “I said I’m more open than you.”
“What do you know about me?” she asked challengingly.
Satinka leant on the rail next to him. Her expression was stern and angry. When Lei turned to look at her he seemed to resonate an understanding.
“How many times have you teased those folk about talk of ghosts?” he asked in a hushed whisper.
Satinka was slightly taken aback for a moment, but then she narrowed her eyes suspiciously at him. Lei leant in closer to her, so that no matter what he said, his words wouldn’t get further than them.
“I used to tease the boys growing up,” Lei admitted. “The stories we told around the campfires when we were little… that crap never scared me. I told the nastiest, scariest stories I could think up. I sent other boys off crying in fear and then I’d laugh at them. They were just stories, and they didn’t scare me. I never believed in anything. I didn’t even care about gods. I wasn’t empty, just… faithless. I lived in this world and believed in the things I could see and touch, and that was fine by me. I thought it was a good space-of-mind for a hunter. But I think it made those things all that much harder for me to deal with, because even if I could get over the horror of what was happening, I still had to deal with the foundations of my world ‒ my beliefs ‒ cracking.”
Lei leant in even closer, and Satinka couldn’t look away from the truth burning in his green eyes.
“The first time I saw one of the men die, I hid behind one of the huts and cried for hours. I was fourteen and I’d never been so scared in my life. I didn’t sleep at all for three days, and then I passed out one morning after a shooting lesson. Taum was the one who found me, but he didn’t wake me up. I’ve never slept properly since. You don’t get used to it, and that fear grips me every night. Satinka, I can’t explain to you how terrifying the night is. You don’t believe and I completely understand: I didn’t believe either. Not until they came. You’ll see tonight, then you can believe what you like.”
Lei moved his face away from hers to look back down through the trees. Then he stood up properly and turned towards the door. He stopped for a moment, and rested a reassuring hand on the startled little queen’s shoulder, before leaving her side and returning to the house. She followed him in and was almost set on continuing to follow the Captain to pester him more when she was distracted.
“Satinka,” Arrio called her over from the fire pit. “Come give us a hand.”
She obliged, going over to join the tall dark Zynaldini and Taka. The brick lined pit had the structure for a neat little fire built up in it.
“Can you light this for us, denden?” Arrio asked.
She gave him a withering look.
“Are you trying to show me off?” she asked dryly.
“Actually, I wanted to see it,” Taka admitted. The hunter looked slightly bashful, but equally as imploring. “Can you really do it like he said?”
Satinka raised her hand casually above the firewood, as though she wasn’t even trying. Blue flames curled out of the kindling and turned orange, settling into a steady fire with ease. Satinka dropped her hand and winked at Taka who stared at her with his mouth hanging open.
“How do you do that?” he asked in wonder.
“I’m a sorceress,” she shrugged. “At least, that’s what your people would call me.”
“But all of your people are like that?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “For us it’s normal.”
“What could you do if Sunne hadn’t weakened you?” Taka pestered.
“More than you could imagine,” she replied simply.
With that she left them to join Sabeh in one of the corners of the room. The black-eyed young man looked surprisingly weary and he sat sprawled on the floor, dozing against the wall. His girlfriend curled up beside him, and held his hand.
Taum smiled as he watched them. He’d been gazing around his friends wondering if there was a place he could go: a place he could hide. He knew there was only so much daylight left, and he didn’t want them to see him when it went dark. Enough of his own people were giving him nervous looks, and Lei had come over and placed himself protectively by him. The Captain didn’t say a word, but Taum could see it in his eyes: fear, concern, and pity. He wanted to hit him.
“I’m not going to spontaneously combust,” Taum assured bitterly.
“I certainly hope not,” Lei agreed. “There’s only so much I can take in one day.”
“Well then stop looking at me like I’m going to sprout fangs or something,” Taum grumbled.
“I’m not,” Lei replied.
“That’s what it feels like,” Taum complained.
“Really?” Lei’s surprise was mocking. “Well I guess you better get used to it then.”
Taum glowered at him, but Lei was completely unfazed. The beautiful young man was confident and protective. He always had been, and Taum was going to have to get used to that again. It had been a long time since he’d had someone looking out for him.
Lei stayed by him the whole evening. The sun began to set while they were eating, and the huntsmen all wolfed down their food. It was clear they really did believe in the night putting you off your dinner. As the sky turned a burnt orange and darkened, the hunters began to tense up and hunch their shoulders. The stress and anxiety were contagious, and soon everyone was on edge with night approaching. Suddenly footsteps sounded outside. At least a dozen boots thudded towards them over the walkways. Lei was on his feet instantly and in a few swift steps he was out the door and on the bridge.
“Lei!” a man’s voice screamed as soon as he was in sight.
Everyone in the house got up to come and look. The man running for the house at full speed wouldn’t have been more than sixteen years old, and the half a dozen kids chasing after him would only have been between ten and twelve.
“Lei help us!” the man cried.
Lei caught him by the shoulders as he collided with the Captain, barely holding himself upright.
“Lei,” he gasped tearfully. “One of the kids is missing. He stormed off after a fight with the others and I can’t find him. I’ve looked everywhere, please, you have to help me.”
Lei steadied the panic stricken man and looked him in the eye. Slowly he turned to check the level of the sinking sun, and with a blank, sick looked turned back to the young hunter.
“I’m sorry, Ty,” he said very softly. Lei turned to his men in the doorway behind him. “Gather up the boys,” he ordered. “Take them up to the second floor and look after them. Close the shutters on all the windows and don’t open them for any reason.”
In military fashion, the 89th east unit rounded up the scared little kids at the back and took them into the house and up to the second floor, where the sound of windows being closed over echoed through the trees. Lei half dragged Ty back inside. The teenager was almost crippled with distress.
“Lei we have to find him,” Ty begged.
“Not unless you can fly,” Lei told him coolly. “With any luck the kid went straight home. Otherwise you better pray that he’s smart enough to climb a tree for the night.”
“What am I going to do?” Ty moaned.
“Pull yourself together,” Lei ordered. He dropped the boy against a wall. “My men aren’t babysitters. You’ll have to look after the rest of those boys yourself. Why in Sunne’s name aren’t they back in Woodell anyway? You know the scouts aren’t supposed to be out after dark.”
“We went looking for Lyn,” Ty whimpered. “When I realised he’d gone I made them all search for him for as long as I possibly could.”
“Idiot,” Lei accused. “You should have taken the boys straight back, then sent real search parties out looking for him.”
“I didn’t want to have to go back without him,” Ty pleaded.
“Well tomorrow you’ll have to go back late, and explain why those kids upstairs were out in the woods all night,” Lei pointed out. “And that boy is still gone. If people had been looking for him in the afternoon he might have stood a chance.”
Under the heat of the Captain’s rage Ty began to cry. He rubbed desperately at his face as Lei looked down on him in cold steady fury.
“You shouldn’t have let him out of your sight, Ty,” Lei scolded. “You know that. These rules are there for a reason. If you didn’t want this kind of responsibility you shouldn’t have signed up to be a scout leader.”
Ty didn’t respond. He stayed curled up on the ground, rubbing his wet face pathetically with his sleeves. Lei turned away from him and brushed a hand over his forehead wearily. That was when he noticed Taum. His friend was still sitting on the ground but he was rising slowly to his feet. He was frighteningly pale and there was a slight greenish cast to his skin.
“Taum,” Lei started, moving towards him.
“That kid’s in the woods,” Taum muttered weakly. “He’s close, he’s…”
Taum’s eyes rolled back in his head and Lei lunged forward to catch him as he fell. Both of them hit the ground. Lei was on his knees as he supported Taum by the shoulders. The Dileyrian began to seize as he fainted.
“Kale!” Lei roared up the stairs.
Everyone gathered around Taum in concern.
“What’s wrong with him?” Benji asked in shock.
“He’s having a seizure,” Francis answered, ripping open her pack and grabbing her med kit. The tiny blonde woman was beside Lei in an instant. The Captain had grabbed a bow and forced the grip into Taum’s mouth to stop him from biting off his tongue as he thrashed. Kale came bursting down the stairs and ran over to help hold Taum down.
“You know what you’re doing?” he asked Francis.
“Better than you do,” she replied.
With Lei supporting his head and Kale, along with Sabeh and Arrio, holding him down, Francis was able to get close enough to Taum. She uncorked a small glass jar and will a pair of long tweezers pulled out something that looked like a large oily kidney bean.
“Take the bow out of his mouth,” she ordered.
Lei did as she asked and Francis carefully dropped the bean into his mouth before it closed again. Quickly she put the stopper back on the jar and set it aside. Taum began to make choking sounds and his chest heaved. In the background people were vaguely aware of Ty screaming Lyn’s name into the woods, but their attention was focused on their friend.
“He’s choking,” Lei accused.
“No he isn’t,” Francis replied.
Taum’s chest heaved and his body attempted one final lurch before falling limp against the floor. His breathing began to regulate again and his head rolled weakly in Lei’s lap.
“He’s never been prone to seizures before,” Francis frowned finally.
“He only gets them in the forest,” Lei said quietly. “At night. It started six years ago and we figured it was because he’s a Dileyrian. He’s connected to the forest, so he reacts when it starts.”
“When what starts?” Francis asked him.
Lei wasn’t paying attention anymore. He heard the ladder unroll down from the front door.
“Shit,” he cursed.
Lei carefully forced Taum’s head on Francis and leapt across the room, catching Ty and smashing him against the wall.
“What in Sunne’s name do you think you’re doing?” Lei bellowed at him.
“Lyn’s out there!” Ty cried. “I can hear him.”
Out in the forest a boy’s voice screamed Ty’s name. Lei’s whole body just slumped, but his grip on Ty didn’t falter. The kid screamed twice more and each time he sounded closer. Lei didn’t move.
“You have to let me save him,” Ty begged hysterically.
Lei didn’t move. The next time Lyn called out something else sounded too. The noise came from everywhere at once. It was all around them. It sounded like thousands of voices all chanting in unison. The sound was soft, almost calming, and it echoed around the forest like a song of prayer.
“Please,” Ty begged in tears. “Please Lei, he’s just a boy.”
Lei didn’t move. His face was blank. Out in the forest Lyn screamed for help. Satinka got up and ran to the window, she could feel others following behind her.
“Up here,” she yelled out into the darkness.
From out of the trees a little boy stumbled into view. He looked about ten years old. Lyn was dirty and crying and he looked lost and exhausted. At that point Ty shoved Lei, trying to make for the door. Lei caught him and pulled him in with bone-wrenching force. The Captain grabbed the teenager in a bear hug, crushing him against his own body. Lei held Ty’s face to his shoulder.
“Don’t look,” he whispered into the boy’s ear.
Ty struggled against him, but Lei was much stronger and Ty was weak and shaky as he began to cry again. Out in the woods Lyn was running for the ladder as fast as he could. It looked like he was going to make it, and Satinka moved to the doorway to help pull him up when he got there. He never did.
They were everywhere in an instant. They seemed to appear from every single space between the trees all at once – like a blanket of fog. They were ghosts. Tall white misty spirits that drifted over the earth. Each one seemed to have a space at the top of it like a gaping maw and dozens of spindly groping arms that reached out towards the boy. Satinka’s blood froze at the sight and she knew she was not alone in her sudden deep fear.
“Help me!” Lyn screamed into the trees. “Somebody please help me! TY! HELP!”
Ty wept against Lei’s chest and the Captain held him tighter.
“Don’t look, Ty,” Lei whispered, keeping the boy’s face hidden against him. “Don’t look.”
The others wished he’d done the same for them. They couldn’t turn their eyes away as the creatures descended on Lyn. Satinka felt a faint cry die in the back of her throat as they reached the scared, screaming little boy. As one they all reached out for him and as their arms passed through him he collapsed in a heap on the dirt. The screaming was over and only the chanting remained. Lyn lay dead on the ground. His wide terrified eyes stared unblinking up at them. There wasn’t a mark on his body. The silence of the aftermath almost seemed louder than the ghost music. Lei looked over to where Danni, Francis and Kale still sat white-faced by Taum. He jerked his head at them and Kale staggered obediently to his feet.
“I think the doctor lady’s got us sorted down here,” Lei whispered weakly. “Can you get Ty upstairs? Get him looked after and make sure someone keeps an eye on him at all times.”
Kale nodded and took the shaking sobbing boy from Lei’s arms, supporting him firmly to keep them both upright as they started up the stairs. The Captain staggered slightly back to Taum.
“Is he going to be okay?” he asked.
Francis nodded slowly.
“He’ll be fine.” She took a bottle from her bag. “Help me get his shirt off. I’ll rub some of this on his chest to help him relax.”
Between the two of them Danni and Lei managed to half undress Taum and Francis smoothed some foul-smelling thick gel across his chest which seemed to help strengthen his breathing. Lei sat down by his unconscious friend. His own body slumped with fatigue. Carefully he pushed some of Taum’s hair back from his face. The Dileyrian was still deathly pale, but the green tinge had gone from his skin. Lei watched him carefully with tired, worried eyes.
On the other side of the room Satinka was still kneeling at the top of the ladder staring down at the ground. The ghosts were still there: tall thin but shapeless forms drifting and chanting. They crowded around the base of the tree, and stretched on forever through the woods, with their song echoing around them. She could still see the motionless form of Lyn lying on the dirt beneath them.
“They won’t go away,” she cried desperately.
“Don’t worry,” Lei told her wearily. “They can’t get us up here.”
“But they just won’t leave,” she started to panic.
The Syrene Kakai stood up in the doorway, staring down into the shambling fog. Almost as though he could sense her moving, Lei turned around.
“Satinka!” he yelled at her.
She was oblivious to him as she raised her arms. Her eyes burned fiercely and suddenly hot blue flames ringed the tree. The Syrene fire burned beneath the safe house, covering the ground and chasing after the ghosts that fled. Their chanting became a kind of screaming as they disappeared into the woods, escaping the magical fire. With a roar Lei leapt across the room again, this time bringing Satinka crashing to the ground. As they hit the floor in a tangle of limbs the fire went out.
“What in the names of the gods were you thinking?!” Lei bellowed at her. “Do you want to kill us all?!”
She shoved him back. Unprepared for her superhuman strength, Lei found himself flung back off her and across the floor. He hit the wooden boards with a grunt of pain. Before he could regain his feet she was standing over him. Blue fire burned in her hand and she held it so close he thought he might scream. It trailed down from her fingers and splashed onto the wooden floor, where it formed patterns and moved in pictures around him, finally rushing over his hand and vanishing. He pulled his hand up and touched it: it was completely fine.
“I control the fire, Lei,” she told him in a deadly tone. “It is part of me and only does what I order it to. Look,” she pointed out the door.
Lei crawled over and stared at the ground. It was completely unmarked by the fire, not even Lyn’s body seemed to have been touched by it. Also, all the ghosts were gone. Their chanting still drifted through the forest, but he couldn’t see any of them.
“I know what I’m doing,” she stated darkly behind him.
He turned to glare at her, but she had turned away and now stalked furiously across the room. Lei saw Sabeh reach out a comforting hand towards her, but she brushed him away, still angry. It took Lei a while to calm down. Too much had happened today for him to cope properly, and he was onto his second night without sleep in a row again.
Satinka had curled up watchfully next to Taum. The Syrene woman had offered to keep an eye on him while Francis got some sleep. Danni was over on one of the bedrolls with the tiny blonde medic, and most of the people left down here had found somewhere to sleep once the adrenaline wore off. Finally Lei got to his feet and crossed over to Satinka. He sat down at her side, but they didn’t look at each other.
“I’m sorry I reacted so badly,” he apologised. “But next time you try doing something I’m not going to understand, please take the time to warn me first.”
“Alright,” she conceded. “I’m sorry I scared you.”
“Apology accepted,” he replied.
For a moment the two of them just sat and watched Taum sleep as still as death. Eventually Satinka looked over to Lei.
“How do you do it?” she asked. “Dealing with those things, dealing with the people, dealing with the deaths, dealing with Taum… how do you keep going?”
“Is there another option?” he asked. “Please let me know if there is something better, but if it exists I’ve never found it.”
“You just cope because you have to?”
“Pretty much,” he nodded. “I do find it helps to have people to watch out for though. They can become your primary focus and then it feels a little less hard. It used to be him,” Lei looked at Taum’s sleeping face. “Then they sent him away. He went like this every night and I was the one who looked after him, but the fits he gets when the ghosts come were making him sick. So they sent him somewhere he couldn’t sense them. After that my focus became the ghosts. They drove me in every waking hour. I swore I would get them out of my forest even if it kills me, and I will. That is my life’s goal now: saving this place, saving my home and my people, saving him. That’s why they gave me a team to lead. They got sick of me running off and trying to find out how to defeat the ghosts on my own, so they gave me people to watch and keep me occupied, although they said it was to aid me at the time.”
“I’m sure that’s what they meant,” she smiled.
“Yeah,” Lei agreed. “And they do help, if only because they give me something to cling to.”
“I can understand that,” Satinka said softly.
“I bet,” Lei looked over at her, peering though his messy dark hair. “You know that single-minded drive: that one thing that matters more than anything else?”
“Finding Memnyir,” she sighed.
“You’ll get there,” Lei told her. “If anyone can it’s you.”
She smiled coyly at him. He barely knew her.
“I’m just being honest,” he shrugged.
“I hope you’re right,” she responded. “And I hope you save your forest.”
“I will,” Lei said confidently. “One day I will find out how to kill them, and then none of them will be safe. I won’t rest until I’ve rid the forest of these ghosts.”
Satinka watched him brood for a moment, and then placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.
“Maybe rest a little, Captain,” she advised. “I can keep watch tonight, and if you can sleep, you need to.”
“I want to be here for him when he wakes up,” Lei protested.
“He won’t wake until dawn,” Satinka pointed out.
Lei sighed, but he didn’t move. Satinka smiled at him. Eventually he would see it her way. It might just take him another hour or so. She could wait. At least if he fell asleep sitting up she could always carry him to a bedroll somewhere.
She was the first one to fall asleep. Lei found it funny to watch the tiny girl drift off. She clearly didn’t have his experience at staying up. Little did he know the truth, but he was soon to find out. Satinka drifted off peacefully as her exhaustion caught up with her, but it wasn’t long before a grimace carved itself into her face. At first Lei found the expression wasn’t unlike those he had seen on the faces of the ghost-plagued hunters, but after a moment the look began to frighten him. It was worse. Satinka began to toss and turn. He knew that pain. She was running in her dreams. She muttered. Inside her head she would be fleeing and screaming. Lei reached out to wake her.
“Satinka,” he whispered, shaking her shoulder. She didn’t wake. Her terror worsened. “Satinka!” he hissed.
Suddenly Sabeh was there and Lei felt himself draw away. The look in the Ickian’s eyes was enough to make him want to run. Sabeh pulled Satinka up by her shoulders.
“Satinka wake up,” he ordered softly. She struggled weakly against him in her sleep.
“No… keep away…” she muttered groggily.
“Wake up,” he ordered. The command was absolute. Even Lei felt compelled to wake by the sound of it and he hadn’t gone to sleep.
Satinka opened her eyes. She screamed. Blue fire poured from her hands as she attacked Sabeh. He couldn’t move fast enough to get away and brought his arms up to protect himself as she rained fiery blows on him. Everyone except Taum woke to that. Suddenly the whole room was up and involved. Sabeh grabbed Satinka’s fists and the fire went out, but she didn’t stop trying to hurt him. Arrio was there in a flash. He grabbed Satinka around the waist and pulled her struggling body off her boyfriend.
“Satinka it’s me. It’s Arrio. Can you hear me?”
She stopped struggling instantly and slumped against him. He put her down but held her close.
“It’s okay, denden. It was just a dream. I have you. It’s alright.”
Satinka leant against him. Her little fingers clutched the black leather of his jacket and she buried her face in his huge chest as she started to cry. He shushed her and patted her back as he rocked her against him, trying to calm her down.
Lei turned his gaze back to Sabeh who was still kneeling near him. Sabeh caught his eye with a thunderous look that terrified the Captain.
“Are you–” Lei began.
“Fine,” Sabeh cut him off harshly. “She didn’t hurt me.” He got to his feet roughly and stormed past a room of nervous eyes to the doorway. Lei watched him silhouetted against the night. Sabeh let out a deep breath and his breath steamed in the darkness. Lei’s eyes narrowed: it wasn’t that cold. Sabeh punched the wall with a solid smack that nearly cracked the wood. Arrio’s warning look earned an apologetic glance from Sabeh, but his mouth stayed shut.
Arrio sat Satinka down in the corner while he grabbed something from his pack. It looked like a tiny coloured glass orb. He twisted both halves of the sphere slightly and handed it to Satinka as music started to play very softly from it. She clutched it to her ear as she huddled down. Arrio sat with her and kissed the top of her head reassuringly, keeping a comforting arm around her as she calmed down.
Elvac pulled himself quietly from the floor and approached Sabeh, who was far more tolerant of company when it was his best friend.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
“I’m fine. She didn’t hurt me.”
Elvac ignored the fact that his friend should probably be developing scars to match his own and stared him down.
“That wasn’t what I meant,” he clarified astutely.
Sabeh sighed wearily and messed his black curls.
“I wouldn’t be worried, y’know, it’s just that we’re in a forest. We’re hiding in trees. It’s not a great time or place for her to have a panic attack.”
“Funny, because I’m worried and I thought you cared about her as much as I do.”
“More,” Sabeh bit back. “But I know she’s stronger than he is. He can’t beat her. He can’t beat us. That’s why I’m not afraid. This is just pathetic scare tactics that won’t work – unless she sets the forest on fire.”
Elvac and Sabeh held each other’s gazes throughout the conversation. Elvac relented. Sabeh sounded confident. He sounded like he really knew, even though the argument itself was terrible. For all the fighting talk he brought, his eyes were pained. There was an aguish there that no one had seen in him before, and it proved he was aware of what was really going on, but Sabeh was the kind of person who didn’t let weakness in. He knew there was a chance he was lying, but he’d die before he’d say that out loud. The Ickian turned his eyes out to the darkness and Elvac rested a hand on his shoulder. Sabeh kept his voice low so that only his friend could hear.
“He knows who I am,” he whispered with a sick grief. “He’s trying to drive us apart and put a wedge between us so that I can’t help her. He’s trying to make sure she doesn’t trust me.” Sabeh had never cried as long as Elvac had known him, but for a moment it looked as though there were tears in his eyes. He took a deep breath. “At least I have you two. If… if things start falling apart I need you and Arrio to look out for her. He doesn’t know who you are.”
“It won’t get that far,” Elvac assured him firmly.
“But if?”
“You don’t have to ask, Sabeh. If it would help her, I’d throw you over a cliff in a second.”
“Thanks,” Sabeh replied drily.
“You know it’s true.”
“You’re an arse.”
“Yeah, but you just smiled.”
Sabeh’s grin was wry, but it was still there. He clapped a hand on his friend’s arm.
“This is why we’re friends.”
Elvac nodded and patted him gently on the back.
“It is. Man is his own greatest enemy, but also his own greatest joy. Know me where I stand, for I am the one who stands beside you, not just in your victories–”
“–but in your losses,” Sabeh finished.
“You really did read that book while I was gone.”
“From cover to cover, but philosophies have never really been my thing, even the ones by Nagatoa-Zu.”
“Only in our differences can we learn from each other.”
“Please stop quoting that thing. I just want to sulk.”
“I don’t want you to sulk,” Elvac explained. “We’ve got a long way to go and at this rate it’s only going to get harder. I don’t want you turning into a problem too.”
Sabeh’s retort died on his lips as he saw Satinka approach them. Her eyes were red from exhaustion and crying, but she seemed composed now. Her hands clutched at the jewel she wore around her neck as though she needed something to fidget with to calm herself. Her eyes were pleading and Elvac moved away. He rested a hand on her arm briefly and offered a few words of comfort as he passed her, but left her to talk with Sabeh. Understanding the look she wore, Sabeh pulled her into his arms and held her. He could still feel her tremble.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered weakly. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s alright. Are you okay?”
“No,” she muttered into his chest, “but I will be.” They kept their voices low and their conversation private. “I attacked you.”
“I’m not worried about that.”
“I am! Sabeh, if you had been anyone else right now you’d be dead. You were able to put my fire out and protect yourself. What if it’s one of the others next time? What do we do then?”
“It won’t come to that. You stopped fighting as soon as you saw Arrio. No, this is a personal battle between him and us. He’s specifically coming after you and me, and we won’t let him.”
“We don’t have a choice.”
“It’s not about choice,” Sabeh placed a hand on the side of her face and looked her in the eye. “Tink, I love you. That is stronger than all the magic in all the world. Let the old man sit in his ivory tower and rot. He can’t beat us.”
“That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said,” she smiled gently.
“I should probably up my game then,” he admitted.
“No,” she kissed him softly. “That was sweet.”
“And right. Remember that I am always right.”
“Okay.”
“You don’t want to fight me on that?”
“I’ve had enough fighting for one night.”
“Fair enough,” Sabeh nodded and led her back inside.
Lei watched them as they sat down against one of the walls and curled up together. Everyone else had settled down again and looked to be dozing back off. Clearly outbursts like these weren’t too uncommon. He tried not to let that worry him. It could prove to be a long night.




FIRST LIGHT

Lei woke when the chanting stopped and the first light of morning turned the world grey. He was somewhat surprised to find himself lying on a bedroll in the middle of the room. As he opened his eyes he looked to his side and saw Taum still unconscious on the floor. Someone had covered him with a blanket in the night. He had a pretty good idea who that was. Lei turned his head the other way.
Satinka stood near the door. She had her cloak drawn about her but the hood was pushed down as she looked out into the faint dawn light. She looked composed again and Lei almost wondered if he had dreamt the whole ordeal. Slowly and quietly he got to his feet and looked around. Everyone else was asleep. He crossed the room to join Satinka at the door.
“How are you?” he asked.
“Alright now,” she answered. “I’m sorry about last night.”
“What happened? I mean, I thought I had it bad, but your nightmares make me look stable. At least, I hope I don’t look like that.”
“Was it that terrible?”
“You seemed pretty traumatised,” Lei admitted. “And you’re lucky you didn’t kill your boyfriend.”
“I know,” she sighed sickly. “I just… I just can’t…”
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
Satinka gave him a surprised look.
“I very much doubt it, but thank you,” she answered.
“We have been developing methods to help people deal with trauma–”
“It’s not trauma. The moon spirit knows I’ve lived through enough trauma. I’ve practically built up a resistance to it. This is different. I… I’m being attacked in my sleep.”
“Attacked?” Lei echoed. “Who? How?”
“Āni,” Satinka answered honestly. “I don’t know how, but he’s in my head. Whenever I sleep he’s in my dreams waiting for me, and he tortures me and lies to me. He–” she stopped very abruptly and Lei got the impression she didn’t want to talk about it. He wasn’t really sure he wanted to hear it. It sounded awful.
They let silence lull as he stood by her side. Out the doorway he could see what she was looking at, and that couldn’t still be there when the others woke up. He crossed over to a tall cupboard at one wall and opened it. It was full of useful junk. Old lanterns, rope, blankets, bandages, an array of tools and spare arrows. Lei took a shovel out of the cupboard and hooked the string on the tool over his shoulder. Satinka nodded to him and the two of them climbed down the ladder to the ground. He dropped over the last few rungs onto the dirt beside her.
“You’re not going to take him home then?” she asked softly.
“No point,” Lei shook his head. “They’d just bring him back out and do this anyway. Besides, I’m not carrying him all the way back just so people who don’t want to see him like this can. Those boys upstairs shouldn’t see this either.”
“I’ll carry him,” Satinka offered.
Lei gave her a brief nod as she went and gathered the little boy’s body into her arms. Together they wandered off into the forest. It was still surprisingly dark and the two of them couldn’t help but peer nervously through the trees.
“I’m always like this in the morning,” Lei sighed resentfully. “I know that they go away when the chanting stops, but I still get scared shitless by every little thing that moves. Almost killed a squirrel in fear once.”
Satinka smiled at him.
“I haven’t seen many animals in this forest,” she admitted.
“You won’t,” Lei replied. “Most of them have moved out of this area. Plenty live in areas you would have been travelling in before, but they’re all on the edge of the forest – out of the range of the ghosts. There are still birds left, which is nice.”
“It must be hard,” Satinka murmured sympathetically.
Lei didn’t reply. He just kept trudging through the woods. After a couple of minutes he stopped where two roots formed a small U shape at the base of the trunk.
“Here’s good,” he said finally.
The Captain put shovel to earth and began to dig up the ground. Satinka watched him for a moment, then carefully laid the boy down against the tree and crossed over to Lei.
“Here,” she offered. “I’m stronger than you are.”
He handed over the spade and watched her dig. She threw her cloak back across her shoulders as she worked and Lei stared at her in awe. He had seen the mark on her face, despite her efforts to keep it hidden, but he hadn’t realised just how much of her body was covered with the long swirling blue patterns. His eyes traced them over her limbs, watching as they disappeared under her dress. She stopped digging and leant on the spade. His eyes shot up to her face instantly, and he prayed she hadn’t caught him looking. Still, the seriousness of her expression as they shared a glance suggested something much worse than that.
“They came back last night,” she told him as she started digging again. “Twice.”
He knew she was talking about the ghosts. Honestly though, he didn’t know what to make of it. That they came back twice also implied that she had made them go away again, and he’d been asleep for it. No one had been able to make the ghosts go away before.
“Every time they saw me standing in the doorway they left again,” she continued slowly, this time without looking at him.
So they learnt then, Lei thought. They knew to be scared of her now. That was something. He hadn’t realised they were creatures that learnt. The hole Satinka had dug was deep enough and large enough now for Lyn’s body, so the Captain went and collected it. They avoided each other’s eyes as he laid the boy in the ground, and then stood together by the open grave. Lei sighed.
“Sorry Lyn,” Lei said softly. “May the forest protect you now.”
With that he began to push the dirt back over the hole. Satinka watched him curiously as she helped. Together they covered the grave, but he could feel her eyes on him.
“What?” he asked finally.
“What you said,” she replied. “Most humans I know say a prayer to their god at a funeral, but you asked the forest to protect him.”
“It’s standard practice in Woodell,” Lei shrugged. “Sunne may have colonised us, but we belonged to the forest first and we always will. We have a saying here – the most important motto of Woodell: Ea te Kao Tataom – which literally translates to: The Forest First. The forest is more our god than Sunne is, even if we don’t really admit it.”
Something that he’d said had got her attention. It was almost like something had clicked in her head and she stared at him. Her large dark-blue eyes were trying to tell him something.
“They’re not ghosts, Lei,” she told him softly. “I’ve been watching them and they’re not ghosts.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
Satinka stuck the spade into hard earth and came closer to him, as though she was afraid someone might hear them talking.
“You asked me last night how many times I’d mocked the others about being afraid of an army of ghosts in the woods,” she reminded him. “That’s because you don’t get armies of ghosts. It just doesn’t happen. I knew it couldn’t happen so I wasn’t scared of it. So you can imagine my surprise last night. Every time they tried drifting back near us last night I watched them. I was watching them so intently I almost missed it. It was so obvious once I realised, but it means something worse.”
“I don’t understand,” Lei shook his head. “What are you saying?”
“They’re not ghosts, Lei,” she whispered. “They’re spirits.”
“And the difference is…?” he started suggestively.
“Ghosts are the souls of things that are dead,” she answered. “Those spirits out in your forest are the souls of living things, being pulled from their bodies, which is why they suck the life out of everything they touch. They’re trying to get their life back so they take it from others.”
“Okay,” Lei said slowly. He could appreciate that understanding the creatures would help, even if he wasn’t sure how. Satinka could see the incomprehension in his eyes. She sighed.
“The creatures get stronger and weaker with regard to the patterns of the moon, don’t they?” she asked dryly.
“How could you possibly‒!”
She cut him off.
“I’m a sorceress, remember? Magic is my area. Lei, you are missing the big picture. This is so much worse than you realised, but now you know how to stop it,” she exclaimed.
“I do?” he swallowed nervously.
“Living spirits do not leave their bodies to go haunting forests as a hobby,” she told him cynically. “They have to be summoned – by someone capable of magic. Somewhere out there, a very real, very live witch is summoning those creatures into your forest – someone you can stop.”
Lei’s eyes narrowed sharply.
“You said it yourself,” she insisted. “The forest is more a god to the men of Woodell than anything. Someone else knows that, someone who knows to attack you through it.”
“What do you mean ‘someone’?” he asked suspiciously.
It was her turn to look perplexed.
“You think Sunne is trying to scare us out of our own forest?” Lei accused. “I get you have a mission but don’t try and bring me on it. You won’t turn me against my god that easily.”
“I didn’t say any of that,” Satinka defended angrily. “Don’t put words in my mouth Lei. I’m not accusing anyone – not anyone specific. I’m just saying that this isn’t some random occurrence.”
“Who else in your plan would want to compete with the forest?” Lei demanded.
“You really think that’s all there is?” Satinka raised an eyebrow at him. “My war is with Sunne, and your war is with the witch summoning ghosts. I never said they were the same thing.”
“Okay,” Lei relented sulkily.
“Besides,” Satinka added. “You didn’t lose any love when Taum told you Sunne was evil, why do you care so much when you think I’m implying it?”
“I trust him,” Lei shrugged. “We haven’t been apart that long, and I’ve always trusted him more than anyone. I met you yesterday and, let’s be honest, if he hadn’t said something I would have tried to arrest you.”
“Good luck with that,” she replied flippantly.
“How can you prove you’re telling me the truth?” he asked.
“What reason do I have to lie?”
“I don’t know,” Lei grimaced. “And that’s what’s worrying me.”
“I can’t prove it’s the truth,” Satinka admitted. “If you had any books on witchcraft I could show you academic evidence to support my claim, but I can’t just show you I’m right. You’ll have to decide if you trust me for yourself, and even if you manage that, you’ll then have to come to the realisation that I know more about this than you,” she added the last bit with a note of cynicism in her voice.
“Alright, alright,” Lei grumbled, rolling his eyes. “It’s a lead: thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Her tone was deliberately over-sweetened as an act of sarcastic revenge against the ungrateful hint in his voice. He clearly didn’t appreciate it. “Don’t worry Captain, by your own count you only have to put up with me for two more days.”
“Less than that if we keep travelling at night,” Lei smirked. “But then what? You’ll take Taum off again, and go back on your suicide mission?”
“I’m not taking him anywhere,” Satinka stated firmly. “I’m not taking any of them anywhere. They are only with me by choice. All of them chose to follow me. They wanted to be part of this, and they know they can drop out whenever they want. I’m not going to make them come along.” Satinka paused to watch this register on his face. She could tell he didn’t like the idea. There was an agonised haze in his beautiful green eyes, and she could see he didn’t like a lot of what was going on. “Would you keep him here instead? Would it really be better for him to stay in this forest? They sent him away once already. Would he really be safer with you?”
Lei didn’t meet her eye and he didn’t answer. He looked out into the faint misty light of dawn creeping through the trees. There was dirt on his hands, his clothes, even his face from burying a small boy only minutes before. A child that had died in the woods last night. If he was honest with himself he knew the answer. This forest wasn’t safe for anyone, and it had only been getting worse. Still, it was probably safer than trying to go up against a god.
“Come on,” he instructed, avoiding her questions. “We should be getting back. He’ll probably be waking up soon, and we ought to be there.”
Lei passed Satinka and moved back towards the safe house. She slung the spade over her shoulder and followed him. Her questions were hanging over his mind, but she wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t like she had any answers for them either.
The sunlight streamed in through the windows and doorways. It was weak still, and not yet warm. Taum stirred slightly from his coma as the light fell across his face. He woke with a sensation like surfacing from a dark pool – opening his eyes and gasping for breath. Slowly and stiffly he sat up, grimacing as his body ached. Over by the fire footsteps sounded, and he heard the creak of the wooden floor as someone came towards him.
As he turned to look, the hot smell of kamakao floated over. Kamakao was a hot beverage the people in the forests made from the crushed dried beans of two different plants. One on its own was too bitter to drink, while the other was far too sweet, but together they had a pleasant thick taste that could get you up in the morning. Taum was slightly surprised to find Kale coming over to him with a mug. Lei’s second-in-command was the only other huntsman in the room. He had been loitering over by the fire with an especially sour looking Sabeh, standing guard over a large bubbling pot of kamakao.
“Here,” Kale offered as Taum pushed off his blanket. “You look like you could use this.”
“What happened?” Taum asked groggily, taking the mug.
“You’ll have to be more specific,” Kale spoke in a hushed voice to avoid waking anyone. “If you mean what happened to you, it was just the usual.”
Taum rubbed his face miserably with his hand, then took a sip of his drink. It had been a long time since he’d had kamakao and he could feel the buzz down to his toes as he drank. Six years ago he’d practically been living on the stuff to help with the seizures. Now he was going to have to get used to both again. He looked over the rim of his mug and saw Sabeh approaching on silent feet. Kale turned to look over his shoulder and shook his head. Sabeh ignored him.
“What’s wrong?” Taum asked as Sabeh reached them.
“I know you might be a little worse for wear,” Sabeh began. “But can you find Satinka for me?”
Taum was taken aback at the request. He looked around and realised she wasn’t in the room. Something about all of it was odd.
“Okay, enough,” Kale grumbled. “I said I was sorry. I get it wasn’t funny, now leave him alone.”
“What wasn’t funny?” Taum asked.
“I trust her completely,” Sabeh responded to Kale. “I’m just worried about her after last night and I want to know where she is.”
“I told you,” Kale sighed. “She will have gone to help Lei bury Lyn.”
Taum felt his blood ice over as the men talked over him.
“The kid didn’t make it then?” he asked in a dead voice, thick with grief.
“No,” Kale replied stonily. “He didn’t. He was never going to.”
“I should have known he was out there,” Taum whispered blankly.
“How could you?” Sabeh asked sympathetically. “You can’t spend all your time with your head in the trees just in case someone’s lost. That kid’s death was a terrible accident, but you couldn’t have done anything. It’s nobody’s fault.”
“A terrible accident?” Taum echoed. “Nothing about that was an accident. Those things don’t kill people by accident.”
“No,” Sabeh relented. “But you can’t hold humans accountable for their actions.”
Taum rubbed his aching head. He knew the Ickian was right, but Lyn’s death held a strong guilty weight over him.
“What do you need to find Satinka for?” he changed the subject.
“He doesn’t,” Kale growled. “He’s just bitter because I made a joke about what she was doing in the forest with the Captain.” The huntsman’s tone said it all.
“Oh,” Taum felt heat rise up the back of his neck like the sun, and a hot flush covered his face. “No.”
“The absurdity was what made it funny,” Kale grumbled. “That and it made him grumpy.”
“I’m fine,” Sabeh defended. “She had another one of those nightmares last night and I’m concerned about her. Also I don’t care about your joke either. It just wasn’t funny.”
“What wasn’t funny?” a voice by the doorway called.
Satinka climbed up into the room from the ladder and turned to offer a helping hand to Lei. She pulled him up through the doorway as she shrugged the spade off her shoulder. The Captain put the spade away and everyone eyed their dirt smeared hands uncomfortably. Lei didn’t notice or care about their observations – he crossed straight over to Taum.
“How are you feeling?” he asked with concern.
“Fine,” Taum shrugged.
“Are you sure?” Lei checked. “No dizziness? Nausea?”
“Nothing,” Taum shook his head. “It’s the first time it’s happened in a while so it won’t be as bad as we remember. If you recall, by the time I left, this had been going on every night for four months. Honestly, I’m a bit sore, but nothing unusual.”
Lei didn’t want to believe him. He wanted to coddle him and find something wrong that he could make better so he felt like he was helping, but there wasn’t anything he could do. He settled for just resting a comforting hand on his friend’s shoulder.
“Captain,” Kale addressed the leader politely. “The men are still upstairs with the boys. They’ll want you to address them with the plans for today.”
Lei sighed reluctantly. He took his hand back and stood slowly, brushing some of the dirt from his palms on his leather tunic.
“What is the plan?” the Captain asked his lieutenant dryly.
Kale smiled wanly at him, but didn’t say anything. Lei sighed again and started up the stairs. Kale gave the group a polite nod and followed the Captain. Sabeh and Taum watched Satinka as she washed the dirt from her hands with some of the water. There was a frozen awkwardness about the moment. It stank of the smothering blanket of uncomfortable silence that death brings with it. No one knew what to say. Sabeh went back to the pot and poured a mug of the hot drink for his tired looking girlfriend. He brought it back to her and she took it gratefully, kissing his cheek with a weak smile. She’d never had to bury anyone before, but there was more to it than that. They all knew there was more.
“Are you feeling any better this morning?” Sabeh asked her.
“I’m not sure,” she answered him honestly. “I’m tired, but I feel like I’m going to be tired for the rest of my life. That’s a problem I don’t know how to solve for now, so I’ll just keep pushing through. However, I don’t like being surprised either. Dusk wasn’t something I was prepared for. At least I know what we’re getting into now.”
He nodded sympathetically. With nothing else to say he moved off and left Satinka and Taum sitting on the floor with their drinks. Between them the silence deepened, and Taum found the longer it went on, the harder he tried to ignore it, and ultimately the worse it became. He was almost grateful when Satinka broke it.
“Why didn’t you tell us?” she asked finally. “How did you think you could hide it?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted miserably. “I just… it wasn’t as motivated as that. There wasn’t some kind of plan to keep it from you. I just didn’t want to think about it, let alone talk about it. Danni’s probably going to punch me for it. It’s… it’s a very taboo topic among my people. We don’t talk about the ghosts. If Lei hadn’t shown up I would have said something. I wouldn’t have just left you guys in the dark, but then he was there to deal with it, so…”
“So you left it to him to sort out?” Satinka didn’t sound impressed.
“What do you want, Satinka?” Taum asked with a resigned sigh. “I can’t go back and change how everything happened. I was forced out of my home because when the ghosts come in the night they trigger seizures in me, and after a while it started to feel like I was dying – like they were killing me. No, I don’t like talking about it. I don’t like to have to think about everything I lost, and everything I left behind, and how much it hurts when it happens.”
“What exactly does happen?”
“I just,” he shrugged. “It feels like someone reaches inside me, and pulls out my soul, then begins to tie it in knots. It’s more than just a physical sensation. It’s connected to my ability as a Dileyrian, but… well, of course everyone already knows that…” he muttered the last bit in awkward shame.
“Taum,” Satinka’s eyes creased in worry and pity. “Are you embarrassed about it?”
“How can you ask that? Of course I’m embarrassed!” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Being a Dileyrian was my greatest strength. Now it leaves me crippled at night and sick by day. I end up a hindrance to everyone I used to help. Now they spend all their time helping me, because after a month here I wouldn’t be able to stand or walk by myself. I can’t feed myself. I can’t do anything. Yes, Satinka, falling from grace is embarrassing, but surely you already know that.”
Satinka stared at him, and her blue eyes were large with astonishment. She realised from his tone of voice, and the cruelty of his words, that she must have crossed a line with her question. Taum had never spoken so ferociously to her before. The huntsman stared bitterly down into his drink.
“I never wanted any of you to see me like that…”
Satinka’s eyes flashed a quick glance over to Benji. The tall skinny man lay sleeping under a blanket, with his spray of white hair poking out. He was a long way across the room from them. Taum was still staring into his mug with a sick dead-eyed expression.
“It’s the way people look at me, like I’ve got some kind of disease,” he grated. “What used to be awe became pity. He just looks at me with pity now. I hate it. I’ve never hated anything more.”
Satinka turned her gaze back to the huntsman quickly, but his glare was still fixed steadily on the thick dark drink, and his hands gripped the mug with tight white knuckles. Watching him like that she could see his pain, and she knew what he was talking about. He looked up when he felt her eyes on him. His face was a resigned and bitter mask of anguish.
“He’s the strongest person I’ve ever known,” Taum muttered to her. “There’s no one else like him. Nothing has ever stopped him from getting what he wants. There’s nothing he can’t do, and I used to be a part of that. We were partners. We did everything together. He was amazing and I was special, so we were equals. We were a team. Everyone loves Lei, they always have, and he always made me feel important, because I was his sidekick. You know those people who make you feel special just being around them? I was a Dileyrian, but people respected me because he did. He looked at me in a way that made me think I could actually be as impressive as him one day. Then suddenly our home was a war zone, and I was bedridden, and worst of all: Lei was taking care of me. Someone like him wasting his talents on… that’s just… he was too good to spend his time taking care of me. I felt like I was holding him back. That’s why I didn’t kick and scream when they tried to take me away. I knew it was better for him. It was in his eyes. I can still see it – that pity when he looks at me. It’s worse than the ghosts.”
Satinka gave him a sharp look.
“Does Lei know you think that?”
“Of course not.”
“Because he’d punch you in the face?”
Taum grinned and hid behind his mug.
“Don’t try and make me feel better. Yes, he’d be horrified if he knew.”
Satinka sighed and leant against him, resting her head on his shoulder.
“You poor thing,” she murmured. “What is it with you and green-eyed men?”
“It’s not like that!” Taum said with enough outrage to stir people from sleep.
Satinka just laughed and curled up against him.
“Stop trying to make me feel better,” he pouted, trying to hide the hint of amusement in his voice. She said nothing, but stayed where she was, smiling. Taum grinned reluctantly and rested his cheek on her head.
“You’ve gone and ruined it,” he complained.
“Yes.” She seemed quite smug about that.
“Ruined what?” Danni grumbled as she rolled over. Taum’s outburst had woken her, and she turned on the ground to glower at them.
“I was perfectly miserable,” Taum sighed tragically. “And she went and ruined it.”
“Was it about pretty boy?” Danni asked from the floor.
They both just stared at her.
“What?” Taum asked numbly.
“Your lingerie model buddy,” she teased.
“Lingerie actually refers to woman’s underwear,” Satinka corrected.
“She knows that,” Taum said wryly. Danni laughed at him.
“Well I have to ask, come on. I’m usually utterly immune to any charms men might possess, but I swear if that man smiles straight at me, my pants might just hit the floor.”
Like a jumping bean Francis sat bolt upright, her eyes wild.
“You’re awake huh, quiqui?” Danni asked sweetly.
Francis stayed frozen, and she did not look impressed. Footsteps sounded on the stairs and everyone looked up. They were all still looking when Lei and Kale descended, and the Captain felt eyes on him. Many eyes. He looked to the group.
“What?”
Like a knee-jerk reaction, Taum’s hand flew to cover Satinka’s mouth. That set her off into helpless gales of laughter and from there no one could save it. Lei gave them all a strange look: something halfway between startled and suspicious. Kale, however, knew. There was no way to explain how he knew, but it was clear from his expression that he had worked it out.
“Ignore them, Captain,” he instructed.
The failure there was that Lei turned to his second in command while the man was still smiling, and worked out that there was some kind of joke he wasn’t getting. Lei didn’t like being left out. Satinka uncurled herself from Taum and crossed to the Captain, who looked like he was hoping for some kind of explanation. Satinka, however, placed her lips by his cheek and whispered in his ear.
“I need to talk to you in private, when you have the time.”
“About what?” he asked.
“Taum, but don’t worry, it isn’t urgent.”
Their faces were so close they looked like they were touching, and Lei could feel the warmth of her skin near him. He looked around her to where the others were all watching with a curiosity like wildfire. Clearly they didn’t know what the queen was whispering to him, but he felt a tugging interest of his own at the worried expression Taum shot them. As far as Lei was concerned, if it was about Taum, it was urgent. He caught Satinka’s arm as she tried to move away.
“What’s going on?” he hissed.
“Nothing, don’t worry,” she shot him a winning smile and he relented.
Taking her arm back she drifted off across the room. He watched her go, gliding away on silent feet, and couldn’t help but be curious. Deep down he could feel her presence bringing a change, but his noticing hadn’t gone unobserved. He could feel dark eyes on him. Several meters away Sabeh watched. Lei hadn’t met the Ickian properly since the two groups joined, but the expression on Sabeh’s face told him he was about to. Lei was suddenly gripped by a strong urge to postpone that meeting, and fled upstairs again.
That whole morning was a mess. The children were all scared and distraught, and Ty was practically crippled with grief and guilt. Lei took it on himself to organise the kids in an attempt to avoid Sabeh. That left Kale to try and sort the group downstairs, and Kale was decidedly unimpressed with what he was supposed to assume were a bunch of adults. With his Captain avoiding Sabeh, Taum avoiding the Captain for whatever reason, and Benji avoiding Taum, Kale found himself sitting back and dealing with only the serious issues as he watched tensions rise. He thanked Sunne that breakfast was a quick affair so they could get on the move, and decided to avoid the last minute responsibilities by checking on Francis’s injuries.
That turned out to be a bad move, as not only did the tiny medic seem to know she could handle her own minor grazes herself, but she was also decidedly peevish this morning. Kale almost sagged with relief when the rest of his companions brought the children down to leave. Taka was the one who caught his eye, and came over as everyone was herded out the door to the walkways.
“Kale?”
“It’s like being back at academy,” Kale shook his head in disbelief. Taka chuckled.
“We always assumed that people grew out of dramas and childish behaviour, but it’s all lies.”
“The more I watch people; the more I think humans are just a bunch of crazy monkeys,” Kale chuckled to Taka.
“You are.” Satinka passed them out the door.
Both men looked at each other as she swept outside in her hooded cloak. Taka pulled a face at her back and Kale had to hold a hand over his mouth to stop himself laughing. Today was going to be a long day.
As the group fell in on the walkway and formed up, Taum sought out Satinka. He dropped back beside her and she rolled her eyes when she saw his face.
“I didn’t tell him anything,” she sighed. “Don’t give me that look.”
“I was just…” he tried to defend. “Okay. I got nothing.”
“Of course you don’t,” she chuckled. “I wasn’t with him nearly long enough to spill out all your secrets.”
“Would you have?” he asked nervously.
The look she gave him was direct and criticising.
“You told him everything.”
Taum cringed. It was definitely an accusation.
“You told all of them everything,” Satinka continued. “They know more about our mission now than we do, and they’re citizens of Sunne’s church! I get that you trust them, I really do. You must trust them more than anything, because you know that if they turn us in I will burn down this whole damn forest and anyone in it to escape.”
Taum stared at her wild eyed, his mouth slightly open, trying to work out if she meant it. The girl he knew wasn’t that brutal, but, he conceded, if it was her only way out of Woodell she just might go that far.
“I trust Lei,” Taum defended. “He won’t turn on us.”
Satinka looked ahead of them and her eyes came to rest on Lei’s back as he guided the group ahead. She sighed and her gaze softened ever so slightly.
“If I’m honest I also trust the Captain,” she relented. “But what about his men? Taum, I don’t know any of them, how can I trust them?”
“Lei trusts them,” Taum pointed out. “We trust him and he trusts them: that’s enough.”
“Not for me, Taum,” she sighed. “Not for my people. Too much is riding on this.”
“Look,” he began. “Your ways aren’t our ways. Hunters are loyal to their captains before anyone else. You don’t need to do anything rash, just wait. We’ll reach Woodell by nightfall, then you can see for yourself. They won’t turn us in.”
“By nightfall?”
“Hopefully. It’s still a long way, but we need to get these kids back to the city as soon as possible… as well as getting away ourselves.”
The way he added the last comment gave Satinka food for thought, but she didn’t say anything. They weren’t going to make it to Woodell until nightfall. Well, they’d carefully forgotten to mention that to her. Then there was the hint in Taum’s voice – that note he probably didn’t even realise he was adding. He read her silence as acceptance, and she left it that way, choosing to continue silently on.
Satinka didn’t speak again until they stopped for a break near midday in another safe house. While the hunters sorted out food for everyone and made sure the kids were resting she hunted out the Captain. Lei was refilling waterskins from a sink at the side of the room. The hunters had built rainwater tanks over the huts, mostly for the purpose of giving them access to water during the night. Satinka stopped at his side and he gave her a rough smile.
“Your Majesty.”
“Captain,” she replied. “I’ve been talking to Taum.”
“Yes,” he shot a quick look back over his shoulder. “You wanted to talk to me about him?”
“He says we’ll reach Woodell by nightfall.”
Lei picked up what Taum hadn’t and grimaced.
“Yes,” he admitted. “I hope to. We have to get the kids back tonight at least.”
Satinka’s gaze didn’t falter.
“The others will need to rest tonight, and Taum can’t travel after dark.”
Lei stared down at the sink, his eyes fixed on the water so that they wouldn’t accidentally meet the look of the woman at his side. Satinka leant in to hiss in his ear.
“You told me you could have us in and out of the city in an hour!”
He’d known that was coming. With a sharp sigh Lei turned to face her, and found her so close to him that all he could see were a pair of angry dark blue eyes.
“Just because I can doesn’t mean I should,” he said. “And, for the record, I don’t want you in my city any more than you do, but we might have to accept that this is actually going to be the best way. Besides, I want Taum in the city tonight. I’m not leaving him out here.”
“Why does it matter where he is?” she demanded. “He won’t be in a position to care.”
“He will if he’s in the city.” Lei stopped to register the pause of uncertainty in Satinka’s battle stance before he continued. “The city is different. Those things are forced to stay well clear of it, and it doesn’t affect him so badly inside the walls. Taum can even stay conscious at night if he’s in the city. It doesn’t hurt him as much.”
Satinka’s eyes narrowed.
“He didn’t say.”
“He wouldn’t,” Lei agreed. “He doesn’t want to ask you to stay in the city overnight for his sake, just like he doesn’t want to ask you for your help to save us even though he believes you could.”
“He thinks I can help Woodell?”
“If you can’t no one can. I know more from twenty four hours with you than I learnt on my own in six years. We never got taught much about magic. He’s seen what you can do, and probably thinks that with your abilities you could out-magic whatever is happening here.”
Satinka bit her lip nervously as Lei told her this. The two of them huddled close together by the sink to make sure no one else eavesdropped on their conversation.
“He really thinks that?”
Lei shrugged. It was a shrug that conveyed an overall tone of ‘what-do-I-know?’, but underneath suggested ‘I-know-him-better-than-anyone-and-he-doesn’t-have-to-say-it-in-so-many-words-for-me-to-understand’. Whatever Taum thought, Lei believed the Dileyrian felt that way.
“It’s the way he looks at you,” Lei whispered to her. “Like you’re hope.”
Satinka sighed.
“That’s funny, because he said he hates the way you look at him.”
Lei couldn’t have looked more mortified if she’d just told him to drown a bag of puppies. The beautiful young Captain didn’t have to say a word. His green eyes had grown wide and begged ‘WHY?’ in the most pathetic way possible. She sighed again.
“He mistakes your concern for pity, and he hates being pitied.”
“I don’t pity him,” Lei defended in outrage. “I admire him.”
“I know,” Satinka dismissed. “That’s why I phrased it the way I did.”
“He hates the way I look at him?” Lei repeated sickly.
Satinka just looked at his horrified face.
“But we’re partners!” It was almost a wail, but he was sensible enough to keep his voice down.
Satinka patted his shoulder comfortingly.
“I think this is the first time ever that I’ve seen a relationship where the hero-worship goes both ways.”
Lei’s misery vanished and he gave her an inquiring sidelong glance.
“I always thought friends were just people who loved each other and looked out for one another,” she continued. “But with you two it seems like you’re always in competition, and convinced that the other one is the greatest person alive. You think he’s braver and stronger than you because of all he’s been through? Well, he thinks the same thing about you. It’s not about letting the other one be the best, Lei. That isn’t how friendship works.”
“It’s about being the best we can together,” Lei finished her thought for her. “We used to be like that.”
“It’s something to bear in mind anyway,” she shrugged. “Especially if you want to convince him you’re just trying to help. He thinks you’re better than he is, and doesn’t want to feel like you’re looking down on him.”
“Huh,” Lei looked deep in thought. “I never considered it that way before. I mean, he’s a bloody Dileyrian, for crying out loud. How do you get better than that?”
Satinka shrugged.
“All I’m saying is keep this in mind next time you go over to him strutting your stuff.”
“Strutting my what?”
“Stuff.”
“I don’t strut.”
Satinka chuckled, and placed an arm around his shoulders.
“Oh Captain, I’ve seen men strut, and you, Sir, strut with the best of them.”
“As bad as or worse than your boyfriend?” Lei asked slyly.
“It’s difficult to say,” Satinka shot a quick glance Sabeh’s way. “He, at least, knows that he’s doing it.”
Lei also shot a look over his shoulder at the dark-eyed Ickian. He was still in no hurry to meet him. With a sigh, the Captain turned back to the sink.
“I’m sorry I tried to trick you into spending the night in the city, but I promise I wasn’t trying to deceive you. I just had Taum’s best interest at heart.”
“I believe you.”
“My men won’t turn you in. I promise you’ll be safe. After all,” he grinned wryly, “my safety rests on that too.”
“It’ll be your head if they catch us?”
“I wish,” Lei muttered.
Satinka gave him an inquiring look. When he turned to her again he had an expression of sick dread: one so strong his sarcasm couldn’t hide it.
“Do you know what they do to traitors?” he asked hoarsely.
She could guess.
“They take them to the city wall at night… and they throw them over the edge,” Lei shuddered.
Satinka repressed her own shudder. She could tell just from looking at him this was Lei’s worst nightmare. There was nothing he feared more than the spirits haunting the forest. That was the moment she finally realised just what his promise meant. He was risking everything for them. When he said they were safe he meant it with every fibre of his being. It was his skin on the line, and the price of failure was too high to pay. The Captain felt her eyes on him and when he met her gaze he knew they had finally reached an agreement. She touched his shoulder softly in thanks and moved away. At least now she wasn’t going to be any trouble tonight. He had enough to deal with as things stood already. He avoided Taum during the rest of the break, keeping Satinka’s words in the back of his mind. If there were things about him Taum didn’t like he would have to remedy that, but during the mess they were in now probably wasn’t the best time.




WOODELL

Lemons stood with his cart outside the gates of the Palace of Sunne and waited. He’d never been this close to the Palace before, and he wasn’t really sure he wanted to go inside. What if he never came back out? The fat little horse hitched up to the cart snorted with impatience. Lemons held onto the reins tightly, and wrapped them around the flat shovel-like contraption on his wrist. That contraption helped him lift the boxes that were sitting in the back of the cart.
The gate began to creak open and, with a deep breath, Lemons led the fat horse through. A young priestess stood in the centre of the courtyard like a statue. She was younger even than Taal.
“Master Lemonsaley,” the priestess greeted him. “We have prepared a stable for your horse.”
Lemons was too nervous to speak, so he wordlessly led the horse across the circular courtyard. Guided by the young priestess Lemons led the horse into the stable and tied the reins onto a pole. He gave the fat animal a withering look as it automatically began munching on a bale of hay. The horse ignored him. As the blacksmith moved to unload the cart he found his path blocked by his guide.
“I will send some of the servants down to unload this,” she smiled pleasantly. “Father Taal has asked to see you. He instructed me to bring you straight to him.”
“They, uh, they’re quite heavy,” Lemons warned.
“Don’t worry, Sir, I assure you the people we employ are quite capable.”
The way the priestess smiled made Lemons incredibly nervous, but he followed behind the guide with only minimal hesitation. The young priestess led him across the courtyard to the doors to the Palace itself.
The large building known as the Palace of Sunne rose up in towers from the centre of the walled compound. It was common knowledge that the walled off area known as ‘the Palace of Sunne’ was almost a separate city from the rest of Sunndan that the clergy and their families lived in. But the city part of it was separated from the gate by the Palace itself. The Palace was the only reason outsiders had for visiting, and they were not permitted to travel through the city and homes of the clergy to get to it.
The blacksmith stared on in awe as he was led through ostentatious doors that bore the symbol of Sunne and into gleaming halls of white. The Palace was an extravagant building that made one feel incredibly small if one was not a part of it, and Lemons found himself hunching against the magnificence. It was the kind of absolute glowing purity that made one feel dirty. All around were gleaming white halls and people in pristine white robes. Lemons felt like he was being shown the halls of Paradise, knowing full well it was not yet time for him to see them.
His young guide led him up to the third floor. Lemons couldn’t help noticing as he travelled that everything seemed to be circular in design. The rooms, the staircases, all the towers seemed to be interconnecting circles. The courtyard had also been circular now that he thought about it. Although, the discovery was unsurprising. This whole place had been designed to reflect Sunne, and when you’re three floating eyeballs you probably do think in circles.
When the young priestess stopped, the blacksmith found himself beside a pair of glass doors. He had never seen glass doors before. They were expensive and impractical, but also impressive and beautiful. Beyond them was a garden. Lemons could see grass and trees through the glass – an open area in the middle of the building. The priestess smiled the smile that made Lemonsaley’s skin crawl and indicated the door.
“Father Taal is waiting for you.”
Lemons gripped the silver handle with a sweaty palm and pushed the door open, letting himself out into the garden. He expected it to be a trap, and it was too late to turn and run now. Part of him was wondering if there was some ferocious jungle beast like a tiger waiting for him in the brush. The rest of him felt that that was extremely unlikely given that all that separated him from the hallway was a glass door.
Slowly and nervously Lemons wandered through the trees, casting uneasy looks around him at every sound. The sun shone through the leaves and cast patterned shadows over the ground. Birds chirped somewhere above him. He came through a cluster of trees and found a perfectly circular pond sunk into the ground. The water was clear and blue, and a duck on the other side was causing thin delicate ripples across the surface. A priest stood looking down into the water with his hands clasped behind his back. The young man had short brown hair and square-rimmed spectacles. Lemons recognised him.
“Father Taal?”
“Lemonsaley,” Taal smiled as he looked around. “A pleasure as always.”
Lemons approached him with a great deal less caution, now that he knew he was in fact meeting the right person.
“You found your way here alright?” Taal asked.
“I was led up here by… uh… um…” Lemons didn’t know the girl’s name, and the most distinctive feature he remembered wasn’t something he felt he could politely describe. He didn’t know a civil term for ‘disturbing’.
“Don’t worry, I know her,” Taal said as though reading his mind. He looked back at the pond. “I think she’s a psychopath. But that’s the amazing thing about Sunne. He can see the good in anybody. It’s something humans can’t fully understand, but it’s why we end up with a lot of the clergy that we do. If they didn’t follow Sunne so devoutly, who knows what other passions they could have decided to pursue. He keeps us in line, and reminds us that whatever happens he will always forgive us, no matter what, if we but ask.”
Lemons nodded slowly. He noticed the way Taal stared at the surface of the pond as he spoke. It was a casual and contemplative stance, except that Lemons was fairly sure Taal was doing it deliberately so that Sunne could see what he was saying. The god could see everything the priest saw, which wasn’t so bad during their usual conversations because Taal made sure he wasn’t near things that were reflective. He also took great pains to casually let his eyes wander during their talks if it looked as though Lemons was going to say something dangerous. Right now it seemed as though he wanted Sunne to see everything they said, which meant this wasn’t the time to bring up anything except the expected business.
“On that note,” Taal continued, “I hope that my message didn’t worry you. I will be the first to admit it was somewhat blunt when it came to the wording. It’s just that… I am aware how many of the common folk feel about our Avatar, and I wanted to let you know that you are more than welcome to make the most of his absence, if it is more comfortable for you to deal here without him around. I hope I didn’t hurry you though.”
“Thank you, Father,” Lemons nodded. “To be honest I hadn’t really thought about it at all. I guess I assumed that, no matter when I came here, I wouldn’t be put in a position to meet Lord Āni. What could he possibly want with me?”
“If I’m truthful Lemonsaley, I like you, so I wouldn’t want to find out. Between the two of us, Āni can be… temperamental. Sunne will forgive me for saying it, but I have seen first-hand some of the things Āni can do, and you would be no loss to him if he took a dislike.”
Lemons paled slightly. He had met Āni once. It shouldn’t strike him as surprising. He had been fairly sure in that moment that he would die, but knowing that Taal was using the possibility that Āni might kill him, over a temperamental dislike, as an excuse to Sunne for why he was holding this meeting now… it made him want to faint. Did the god really know his Avatar would do such things and not care? Well, supposedly he’d forgive anything if someone asked. The blacksmith had seen the pieces of Nauel’s body after the ‘execution’. If anything, he was probably surprised he hadn’t ended up the same way.
“Anyway,” Taal turned to him. “Let us see about these candelabras. I have a room I want to test them out in.”
“Certainly,” Lemons nodded, trailing behind as Taal led him away.
“Sorry, there’s just one quick thing I need to attend to,” Taal apologised, looking out into the park. “Karli!” he called. “A child I’m watching,” he explained quickly to Lemons. “I bring him outside each day for a bit.”
Lemons felt his eyes narrow as he watched on. Something about this was fishy. The priest spent his time babysitting? That was a stretch. Taal called out the child’s name again and the blacksmith heard footsteps running towards them. Karli burst out through some trees. He looked about ten years old today, and he shook his silvery halo of hair from his eyes as he reached Taal. There was a slight smear of dirt on his cheek, but nothing that wouldn’t wash off.
“Karli, I have something I need to take care of down here,” Taal told him softly. “Can you take yourself back upstairs now?”
The boy nodded and Taal rested a fond hand on the child’s head.
Lemons was barely standing. His eyes were so wide it felt like they would fall out of his head and he was shaking all over. It was like the time he had met Āni, but somehow so different. Karli saw him, looked at him, through him. Lemons dropped to his knees as the child approached him. Karli’s serious grey eyes stared into his, and Lemons felt his breathing stop as though his throat closed up. Then the little boy kissed his forehead and turned with a smile to the priest.
“Take good care of him, Taal.”
Taal gave the boy a brief nod. With one last pat on Lemonsaley’s cheek the child turned and wandered off. Lemons felt his breathing return as a single tear dropped from his cheek. Taal was looking down on him with serious eyes in his expressionless face.
“I told you,” the priest said. “I told you that you had to see it to believe it. I told you that you wouldn’t understand until you’d come here.”
“What…” Lemons croaked. “What is he?”
The group in the forest set off again after everyone had rested for a bit and had something to eat. Lei wasn’t overly happy about how long they had stopped, but at least they were making good time despite travelling with children. The kids would make good hunters one day. He just wished they could have learnt with slightly less fear hanging over them. None of them spoke, and he knew they were still shockingly haunted by the screams they’d heard last night. Ty was still grief-stricken, to the point where he was making things worse. If the young man could just pull himself together for the sake of the rest of the children he could help them recover, but all they saw was their leader sucked into morbid depression. They didn’t know how to react.
Lei gritted his teeth. Part of him had to remember that in his own way Ty was still just a child too, and the truth was that none of them should have to be dealing with anything this horrible. But they did have to, and Ty knew that. If he wasn’t cut out for this he shouldn’t have pretended to be. Other people were relying on him. What would have happened if Lei and his men hadn’t been there? Those were the kinds of questions he shouldn’t have to ask.
His mood was bleak as they travelled through the afternoon. There were too many things that had gone wrong, and too many things that could still go wrong. He didn’t want to have to think about any of it. He was so caught up in his potential human problems that he didn’t think about the ghosts again until the sun was starting to fall behind the trees. Not ghosts, he thought, spirits. Whatever the bloody difference was. The Captain watched the sun create a halo over the forest, eyeing the pathway they travelled. He stopped a moment, calculating. Lei cursed.
“What’s wrong, Captain?” Kale asked.
“We’ve still got about forty-five minutes before we reach the city at this rate.”
“Yes?”
“We’ve only got roughly half an hour of sunlight left,” Lei grunted.
Kale caught on. There was only one thing the Captain ever worried about. They both turned to look at Taum. Satinka saw the look and came forward to join them.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Taum’s going to collapse before we reach the city,” Kale answered. “Probably about fifteen minutes before we get there.”
Satinka considered this.
“You said he isn’t affected as badly in the city?”
Lei nodded.
“Will he suffer from seizures?”
“Not in the city,” Lei answered. “Often in the city we can even keep him conscious, but out here he will be very sick. He’s not safe until we cross the wall.”
“You helped Francis with him last night,” Satinka addressed Kale. “Is there something we can give him to stop him seizing?”
“Probably, Your Majesty,” Kale replied. “I’ll talk to your medic about what she has.”
“If you can get him to sleep I can carry him to the city,” Satinka told Lei. “I’m strong enough to carry him easily, but it would help if he wasn’t thrashing about. We can still get him there for the night.”
“He won’t like that…” Lei muttered, remembering what she’d told him a few hours earlier.
“He doesn’t have to. I’ll tell him how it’s going to work. He won’t fight me.”
Lei looked like he was about to argue, but decided against it. Instead he moved back through the group to speak to his friend as Kale sought out Francis. Satinka was quick to follow the Captain.
Taum did not like what he was being told, as she knew he wouldn’t, and it wasn’t long before she had to step in and make it clear that unless he could walk by himself when the ghosts showed up this was the plan.
A few minutes later Lei and Satinka were leading the way to the city, with Taum kept close on their heels by Kale and Francis who formed up behind him. Today was not his day. They waited while they walked. Everyone was tense. The walking came to them second nature as everything else about them paused for the moment when Taum would falter and the chanting would start.
As predicted it began less than twenty minutes from the city. It was a small thing first. Taum stumbled. Everyone had been waiting for it. He knew they had been and he barely even tried to fight them as Kale and Francis came at him with medicine. Lei ordered everyone to put their hoods up. He wanted everyone cloaked and no one in danger of drawing too much attention, or, at least, more than they had to. Satinka wrapped herself up carefully, making sure she was fully covered, before lifting the suddenly dozy Taum into her arms. She held him close, like a child, and heard him whimper slightly as he passed out. Softly the chanting began. One of the boys began to cry.
“Move,” Lei ordered.
The huntsmen formed up like a guard around the group, keeping the children in and clustered around the strangers. They struck out for the city.
The pace they kept was quick and edgy. As soon as the gate was in sight they ran for it. The wall around Woodell was unsurprisingly like the one around Elgárnd. Giant stakes rose from the earth to form a huge ring around the city. Some of the sharp spikes at the top had been removed to make way for the walkways to attach. The spikes that had been removed had been as tall as a man, so the ones that remained rose up like a gate either side of the walkway. Guards stood by the gate, one either side. They looked like all the other huntsmen of the city. The bridges were still three to four storeys off the ground. The wall must have been gigantic. One of the guards raised a lantern to peer into the dark as he heard the group coming. He didn’t recognise Lei until they were almost on top of him.
“Lei?”
“Captain!” the other man saluted, his partner quickly following suit.
Lei came forward, ushering the children in front of him and hauling Ty behind him by the front of the shirt.
“Men this is urgent,” he addressed them. “These kids were taken out two days ago. Someone will be wondering where they are. This is their leader.” He hauled Ty forward. “One of the boys was lost: a kid called Lyn. We buried him near safe house eight. I need you to escort Ty and the kids to the right people and tell them what’s happened. If anyone wants me they know where to find me. I have a wounded soldier to deal with now.”
It was the way he spoke, Satinka noticed as she hid in the background, holding Taum. Lei gave orders. He commanded in a tone of voice that not only told anyone listening there was no option but to do as he said, but that doing what he’d said was the right thing to do. The guards saluted and rounded up the kids and Ty, leaving their posts to do as they’d been ordered. Lei nodded his head at the others and lead them onto the platform behind the gate where a zigzagging staircase took them down to ground level. Satinka heard Francis breathe a sigh of relief as they got into the city.
“Lucky those guys knew Lei,” she grinned at Kale.
The Lieutenant wasn’t impressed.
“It wasn’t luck. Everyone in this city knows Lei, especially the men on the wall.”
Around them the city of Woodell spread out. Rising up from the centre was the Palace of the King. It was a large structure as high as the very treetops, and didn’t seem to share the militaristic feel of the rest of the city. Houses surrounded the Palace, and after them came clearly divided clusters of huts that could only be barracks. Satinka could read little brass plates on them as they passed. The clear division of the city sections left the streets wide. She could only imagine the opportunities that left for marching.
None of the streets were cobbled. The huntsmen hadn’t covered the dirt of the forest floor, but she did concede that over the years it had been trampled down to something as hard as rock. She remembered the way Lei had shown her how the hunters thought of the forest – the way he had behaved. It was probably blasphemous to suggest they put something between themselves and the earth. Taum stirred in her arms. She tried to push ahead to Lei, to let the Captain know Taum was waking up, but Lei had already stopped. The brass plaque on this building read: 89th east unit.
“Come inside,” Lei invited.
They all traipsed into the low wooden building. Arrio had to duck his head to get inside. It was a long oblong building that was clearly designed to have lots of people in it. Lei hung up his cloak and moved to the fireplace.
“There’re bunk rooms through that way if you want to rest,” he told the group, pointing to a door. “We’ll sort out some supper for everyone, but it might be best if you all take it easy tonight. People are probably going to come looking for me and I don’t want you around when they get here.”
“Why are people looking for you?” Sabeh demanded.
“A kid died,” Lei reminded him. “People are going to want my version of events, given that I’m the one who returned the boys.”
The Captain finished building up wood for a fire and Satinka came to his side. She lay the slowly awakening Taum next to Lei who was pulling flint and tinder from his pocket.
“Don’t waste it,” she told him, and flicked her hand negligently at the fireplace. Flames poured out of the wood and turned orange, just the way they had done the night before.
“See, that,” Lei grimaced, “that is what I don’t want anyone to see later.”
Satinka smiled and rested a comforting hand on his head as he stayed knelt down before the fire. Taum stirred near them and they both turned to him as one. The Dileyrian groaned as they converged on him, and tried to roll onto his side.
“Bowl!” Francis said sharply.
Lei reached out hurriedly and grabbed an empty ash bucket from near the fireplace, passing it to Taum just in time. The dazed huntsman pulled himself into a sitting position and was violently sick as he cradled the bucket. Lei stayed on his knees beside his friend, rubbing his back soothingly.
“I hate this place,” Taum muttered into his bucket. His words echoed back to him off the tin. He looked up slowly and met Lei’s worried gaze.
“Are you okay?”
Taum almost laughed.
“That has to be the dumbest question anyone ever invented. If you have to ask, I’m probably not.”
“Well at least you’re not thrashing on the ground,” Lei pointed out.
Taum snuffled and rubbed his nose, still clutching the bucket.
“We can’t stay here.”
“Everyone needs to rest Taum,” Satinka told him. “Not just you. We can set off first thing in the morning.”
Taum looked accusingly at Lei.
“What did you say to her?”
“Think of it this way,” Satinka cut in. “Do you really think I’m going to carry you all night if we leave the city?”
That shut him up pretty quickly. Taum’s body shuddered horribly and he was sick again. Francis came over and knelt down by Lei, checking over Taum.
“Where does it hurt?” she asked.
“Everywhere,” he answered miserably.
“I’ll see if I can find something for the nausea,” she offered.
She moved away to check her medical supplies and Sabeh moved to stand over the Captain. Lei felt the Ickian’s shadow fall over him, but the dark eyed man clearly wasn’t going to start anything right now.
“Where do you want us to go to get out of the way?” he asked with a surprisingly mild respect in his tone.
“Um,” Lei was taken aback at the Ickian’s amenability. “The bunk rooms will all be fine. Hopefully you’ll all be able to sleep through it and no one has to know you were ever here.”
Sabeh nodded.
“Are you expecting officials?”
“Not really,” Lei scratched his head. “The elder of whatever group the kids are from will probably want to talk to me, as well as Siku Samao, but I doubt there will be a large enquiry.”
“Siku Samao?” Sabeh asked.
“Elder Samao,” Kale clarified as the men made themselves and their guests at home. “He’s the Elder in charge of us and our unit. We’ve all known him since we were boys.”
“He’s a crazy old man,” Taum mumbled from his bucket. “From the gods only know where.”
Lei shrugged at the curious looks cast his way.
“We think he must be from one of the jungles over in Karm Tor. He has a bizarre accent, doesn’t speak the common tongue very well, and has a few strange customs. Mostly he’s just a harmless crazy old man, but it can be hard to get stuff past him. He came to Woodell before most of us were born, but they say he seemed old even then. No one actually knows where he came from, but the king swore him in as an elder and he’s been helping to raise the children since then ‒ including us. As long as he doesn’t see you things should be fine.”
Taum shuddered and puked again. Lei rubbed his back sympathetically.
“Get it out,” he advised. “There can only be so much in there.”
“My ears register your words,” Taum muttered. “But my body rejects your theory. This isn’t food poisoning.”
“How is the city protected?” Satinka asked, watching Taum cope. “What makes it so different?”
“The ghosts can’t get in here,” Kale told her. “The only thing we know about them is that they can’t cross wood ‒ that’s why we leave the planks on the forest floor: to keep them in. They can’t cross the city wall, and you probably couldn’t see in the dark, but there’s a collection of wooden planks around the city to keep them away from the gates. It’s also why we’re safe in the trees. But there is no special magic protecting the city, well, none that we know of.”
Satinka made a curious contemplative noise at his explanation but let it lie. Francis came back with a jumbled collection of bottles and an expression that suggested they try a little bit of everything.
“And you call yourself a doctor,” Taum told her expression.
“Oh I’m sorry,” she remarked sarcastically. “I skipped class the day they told us what herbs to use on magical curses.”
Lei backed away and got clear of the impending fight to make room for Kale. The Captain stood up and made sure he was far enough away that he couldn’t be dragged back into the debate if it got heated. That was when he saw it. Satinka was standing in the doorway looking out onto the city. He almost choked in fear and incredulity as he rushed over. He grabbed her by the arm and hauled her back into the building.
“What in Sunne’s name do you think you’re doing?” he hissed. “I shouldn’t have to tell you to stay away from the doors and windows! Satinka, we can’t risk anyone seeing you.”
“There are no trees in the city,” she murmured numbly.
“No, I’m pretty sure our ancestors used all the trees that were in this space to build the city.” Lei stopped when he saw the look on her face. He felt a thin wave of dread hit him. “What?”
“I told you that the spirits haunting your forest were the souls of living things pulled from their bodies at night and forced to roam,” she said quietly. “There are thousands of them Lei, thousands. Yet, none of them can enter the city. Taum almost dies when he’s out among them, but here ‒ where there are no trees – he’s only weak and ill. He’s a Dileyrian and his exact words to describe the pain were ‘it feels like someone reaches inside me, and pulls out my soul, then begins to tie it in knots’. They can’t get back into their bodies until the sun comes up – that’s why they can’t cross wood. They can’t touch it.”
Her words were like ice under his skin, and he felt his blood freeze as she spoke. He knew what she was getting at. Even if he hadn’t been listening he could see it in her eyes. They shone with the truth.
“I can’t prove anything, Lei,” she whispered. “But I’d bet my right arm that your forest is haunting itself. Those ‘ghosts’ are the souls of your trees.”
Lei stayed frozen, his expression hard. He didn’t say anything, and the most he did was clench and unclench his hands in rage. She touched his shoulder sympathetically. This was probably worse than anything he’d ever imagined. The forest was sacred to the huntsmen. Attacking it was the worst kind of blasphemy. Probably worse than striking down their god, she thought to herself. If what she believed was true, then someone out there was committing a crime that could never be forgiven.
“The King needs to know this,” Lei breathed.
Satinka nodded understandingly.
“How do I tell him?” Lei begged. “How do I put this to him so that he’ll believe me? I have no evidence, and I can’t tell him about you. What do I do Satinka?”
“I… I’m not sure,” Satinka admitted. The truth was she did have an idea, but it was an idea that was bad news for everyone, and she didn’t want to try and pitch it to Lei.
“I could present it as my gut feeling,” Lei suggested.
“You could,” Satinka agreed, with no real conviction. Lei didn’t believe in the idea either.
“I don’t know anything about magic,” he admitted weakly. “No one would have any reason to believe me, and, even if I made the King believe, we wouldn’t know what to do with the information. The whole thing reeks like last week’s laundry, and I can’t make it work. I can’t make it useful.”
Satinka watched him. For a moment she thought he looked just like Taum, not that the beautiful young Captain looked anything like any human she’d ever seen before, but there was a similarity that went soul deep. Neither of them would ask her for her help. She knew in Taum’s eyes that the thought had crossed his mind before, and she knew Lei wasn’t far off it, but they would never ask her to get messed up in their problems when she had so many of her own. She opened her mouth to speak: to say those final committing words that would throw her off track, when Lei started violently. He went from outraged to terrified in a split second, and she turned to look at what had affected him so badly. A man stood in the doorway.
“Siku Samao,” Lei choked. “Wha‒”
“Captain,” Samao addressed Lei pleasantly in a halting accent. He gave a small nod to Satinka. “Your Majesty,” he bowed slightly. The next words he spoke were in a strange language.
Everyone stayed frozen, locked in surprise and fear, until Satinka made a small noise like a sob. Her eyes were huge and tearful as she looked at the old man. That was the moment Taum realised how long it had been since the queen had heard her own language.
The days carried on. Inside the caves Alera lost all sense of time, and was occasionally surprised by the position of the sun when they stepped out into the fresh air of a valley. Khol had told her that the camp was several days travel away, but she still didn’t know anything more about it. It was a camp for human prisoners where they were made to work. Alera wondered if that was what she deserved.
As she overcame her withdrawal, her thoughts cleared, and they always lingered on her predicament. Humanity was being lied to. She was sure of that. She just didn’t know why. Maybe Sunne had a good reason. But what was it? What was really going on? Alera – like so many others – had been tricked into coming down here and attacking the Syrene. The humans probably did deserve to be put into working camps for everything they had done to the dragons and their riders, but she couldn’t stop wondering how to get home again. Would she ever get to see home again?
“Khol…?”
“Yes? Are you hungry? Do you need to rest?”
“No…”
“Then what?”
“Do… do you ever try talking to the other side? Have you ever tried to bargain with them? You could try telling them you have prisoners–”
“I cannot send you home, Alera.”
“But you could ransom me! Anything you want! My family are merchants. They would pay!”
“They will never hear the message. The highest contact we have ever had has been with the priests. We have tried to ransom prisoners before. It does not work.”
“But…” Alera was crestfallen.
Khol stopped and she almost ran into the back of him. He turned to face her. His look wasn’t vicious, but she still shrank back from the power in his dark-blue eyes.
“I have tried communicating with the priests who run your campaign, human. They do not want you returned. Their soldiers are either victorious war heroes or killed in action. They do not want anyone who has been a prisoner. I tried to barter with the first group of prisoners I took. Humans do not take Syrene prisoners. They kill all my kind – even the ones who try to surrender. There was nothing for me to trade for, and the priests didn’t want them. They told me that if I had prisoners I should kill them. They wouldn’t take them.”
Alera stood in absolute silence. The priests had told him to kill his human prisoners?! They had abandoned them all to death?! Why?!
“W-what happened?” she stammered.
“I built the first camp,” Khol replied, turning around again and continuing. “Those people had surrendered to me. They were injured and sick and scared. I was not going to kill them.”
“It is possible humans don’t deserve the kindness you have shown them,” Alera murmured, feeling sick.
“It is possible humans don’t deserve the cruelty their own kind has shown them,” Khol replied darkly. “I have no fondness for your kind, Alera. Do not be fooled. In battle I would wipe humanity from the face of this earth, but I am not an unreasonable man, and without battle I would not look for the destruction of humanity. Eeratathine is an important concept to the Syrene. We cling to it in life and in war. We mustn’t forget it.”
“What is it?” Alera asked. “I’ve never heard the word before.”
“It is a Syrene term. It means…” Khol thought hard. “It is kindness and compassion. It is the sympathy and tenderness one can extend to others that some species are not capable of.”
Alera felt herself go very quiet. Humans had a word for that too, but she didn’t feel comfortable telling Khol about it. Given the circumstances it felt very inappropriate. Perhaps the Syrene word was better.
“Ear-a-tath-ine…” she sounded it out. “Eeratathine.”
Khol looked back at her over his shoulder. She blushed in the darkness. The word probably sounded very strange in her Zynaldini accent.
“Do you mind if I use it?” she asked softly.
“No,” Khol shook his head. “You are not the first human to attempt our language. Some of the others try as well. Many of us are learning to communicate with you – I see hope for your people that you have the willingness to do the same.”




THE FOREST KING

Lemons sat in a high backed wooden chair. The room he was in was circular but the walls jutted out around alcoves like a jigsaw piece. Twelve new candelabras sat on shelves around the room, glistening silver in the soft daylight that drifted in through the windows. Taal had spent a while arranging and then rearranging them to his liking. The whole time Lemons had sat in the chair at the little round table, barely watching him. The blacksmith made occasional sounds of indifferent approval when his opinion was asked for.
He knew it would have looked strange to Sunne, but then, the whole situation would have. The boy’s behaviour was surely unusual, and Lemonsaley’s own reaction to the child had surprised even him. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that had come over him when he first saw Karli. A wave of complete love and trust like he had never felt before had hit him with force. Taal had finished making a show of his ‘business’ and now sat at the table opposite Lemons pouring tea. He gently pushed a full mug across the table to his guest. Lemons tried to pick it up, but his hand was shaking too much and the cup rattled loudly in its saucer. He gave up and looked over at the expressionless priest.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“No,” Taal agreed. He paused as he finished pouring his own tea and waited for a reflection to form before continuing. “The truth is that I don’t know. All I know is that Karli is a strange boy who belongs to Āni. He has that effect on most people though, which is why Āni treasures him. Sometimes having something around that can soften the Avatar is a blessing. Apologies, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this.”
Lemons nodded. So, Karli must be the new ‘slave’. The blacksmith had heard stories – many people had. There was a rumour that Āni kept children. The same rumour called those children ‘the slaves of Āni’. Taal himself had confessed to being one as a boy. Lemons could only assume that Karli had been the one who replaced him when he got too old. But what did it have to do with this new god Taal had told him about?
The young priest took off his glasses for a moment. He fogged them with his breath and wiped them with his sleeve, leaving his vision hazy.
“I cannot say with any kind of certainty what Karli is, but I have my suspicions.” He slipped his spectacles back on and regarded Lemons through them carefully, before dropping two cubes of sugar in his tea and stirring rapidly so that he could continue. “I have told you before that a new god of light is coming. You and I have heard his voice and know that he has plans for us.”
Lemons sweated nervously and sipped his tea. He couldn’t believe Taal was talking about the overthrow of Sunne in the god’s own Palace. Still, if Taal thought it was safe perhaps he should trust that.
“It is my belief that Karli is going to be the new god’s Avatar.”
Lemons felt his eyes go wide and he set his cup back down for fear of dropping it. Taal stopped stirring and placed his spoon down gently, casually resting his elbows on the table and linking his fingers over the liquid.
“I can’t prove anything, and I don’t know for certain, but I think that, as our new god nears full creation, Karli’s powers are growing to match it. As we speak, the girl you once helped is on her way north to face and destroy Sunne. When that happens our new god will be born, and then Karli will rise up in Āni’s place. I’ve heard him speak of gods and Avatars and how he thinks the world should be. Deep down I feel I’m right, even if I can’t know for sure. But you met him, you felt his touch – that is more than human power.”
“So… what do we do?”
Taal unlinked his fingers and exposed the cup.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “The boy belongs to Āni, anything else is just speculation. If I knew how or why he had such an effect on the world I could answer all of life’s questions. As it stands I just watch him, and take care of him. That’s the most important thing I can do. Anyway, enough about Karli, if Āni knew you’d seen him he’d string us both up.”
Lemons nodded. That he could believe. Hopefully no one would know. Clearly Taal was under the impression that Sunne would not relay any of today’s events back to his Avatar. Lemons was not a man who had a great deal of trust for the god or the Avatar, and felt that perhaps a bit more caution would be prudent. Still, Taal knew them both better than he did, and the priest wasn’t a fool. He had said a lot of things today that the blacksmith would have to dwell on. Except the thing about Taal was that half the time it was what he didn’t say that was really important.
Siku Samao was a not tall man, but he was sturdy and broad. While he did wear the greens and browns common of the city he was dressed in robes rather than the traditional hunter’s garb. A smooth grey stone carved with a symbol of interlinking circles hung on a long piece of string around his neck, and was just visible amongst the layers of clothing he wore. His silver hair was bound in a braid down his back and was only slightly shorter than his impressive moustache, which drooped each side of his lips in thin tails down to his chest. He stood in the doorway with his hands clasped before him, and a pleasant, but still somewhat unreadable, expression on his face. Satinka said something to him no one else understood, and he smiled and shut the door behind him.
“You are safe here, Kakai,” he told her. “You have my word.”
“But if the King finds out–” Lei began.
“So?” Samao cut him off with a shrug.
“You… you told us that the order to arrest this group came from the King…”
“What order? I don’t remember any order?” Samao said. “I old man – very forgetful. If the King give me order I doubt I remember. I probably don’t pass it on to hunters anyway. You wouldn’t know about order.”
Everyone in the room shifted slightly. By some bizarre stroke of luck they had been given a free pass out of jail. They’d been caught red-handed by their elder, and he was giving them an alibi. Samao turned his smiling face to Taum.
“It is so good to see you again Taum,” he said warmly. “We have missed you here. I trust you simply paying social visit with friends?”
“Something like that,” Taum grinned from his bucket.
“Good.” Samao had a joyful smile that lit up his whole face and almost completely closed his eyes. It was a trusting face: one that looked like it didn’t believe anyone would lie to it. The old man must have been able to get away with anything.
“You… you’re,” Kale stuttered from by the wall.
The old man looked up at him.
“Siku Samao, you’re from the South, aren’t you?” Kale murmured. “That’s why no one can place where you’re from? Why you know her language?”
“I know many languages,” Samao said happily. “All of them well, none of them perfect. I speak good though. Enough for understanding.”
“He’s right though,” Satinka sighed. “You are from the South. Your accent is far eastern Dryemskape. You must be…” she trailed off and the old man looked at her with sharp eyes, not a trace of the joyful foolishness left.
“I echu,” he stated. She grimaced.
“That’s an ugly word.”
“What make word ugly? Word just word, and it true ‒ which help it a great deal.”
“What’s… echu?” Lei asked carefully trying out the pronunciation.
“It’s a Syrene term,” Satinka admitted. “And not a very nice one. It’s insulting.”
“Mean half-breed,” Samao told them. “My mother human, so I human. My father… not so much. Good thing Woodell takes all sorts, eh?” he chuckled to himself.
“You’re half Syrene?” Sabeh asked in amazement. Samao shrugged.
“I half human. That’s what important. Still, should surprise few, you make more of it than it is. Better question, what you all doing here with the Syrene Kakai?”
Everyone was silent for a moment.
“He’s right,” Arrio announced unhelpfully from a corner. “That is a better question.”
“I’m travelling to the Five Stars of the North to rescue Memnyir,” Satinka told him. Samao shook his head.
“Is a terrible thing to separate the Mantra and the Tuotam. You lucky you ran into Captain Lei.”
“He’s lucky he ran into me,” Satinka said slyly. “You’re from the South, what did you pick up about the spirits you’ve been living with for six years?”
The old man’s face became dangerously serious and he didn’t say anything. There was a look in his eyes – something dark and warning. The intensity of his gaze as he looked at her told her what he couldn’t: they shouldn’t talk here. That to her meant only one thing.
“What does the King know?” she asked.
“Not enough,” Samao told her.
“Do you have any sway with him?”
“Some. He value my opinion,” Samao admitted. “He also listen to Captain. The King know to listen to Lei.”
Lei looked somewhat surprised by this. Satinka noted that his men did not. That raised another question.
“The King,” Samao continued carefully, “is man who listens. He is wise and keeps himself aware, but he like evidence. He not a man who does much with suspicions or feelings.”
Satinka nodded. Everyone else watched. There was something about their conversation that suggested more was happening than met the eye. Samao was speaking with particular care to her. There was a deeper meaning under his words. She looked thoughtful, as though she was trying to work something out. The old man watched her carefully, but she seemed to sink deeper into her mind. Samao’s expression told the room that he knew what she was thinking.
“Kakai?” he addressed her carefully. Her eyes focused on him again. “No one try and make you do anything. Your purpose bigger than this.”
“My purpose is what I make it,” she disagreed. “I can’t argue that I’m doing the right thing if I walk away from this. Besides,” she turned to look at Taum, “what kind of person walks out on their friends when they need them? Taum has put his life on the line to help me save my people. How could I not return the favour?” Satinka looked directly to Lei. “Find a way to get me in to see the King.”
He gawked at her. Most people followed suit.
“Satinka,” Sabeh growled nervously.
“No!” Taum argued from where he sat with his bucket. “Satinka you can’t do this. If he sees you he will try and arrest you, and I don’t want to know how you’re going to stop him.”
“He won’t try and arrest me,” Satinka disagreed. “And he needs to hear what I’ve got to say.”
“He doesn’t have any more reason to believe you than us,” Lei told her. “Taum’s right: the Siku and I can try to talk to him, but he will try to arrest you if he sees you.”
“No he won’t,” Satinka smiled at him sweetly. “Because you and Samao will convince him not to. Before you say you can’t, think very carefully about what’s riding on this.”
“How…” Lei wet his lips nervously, “how can you prove all this?”
“I convinced you, didn’t I?” she replied, but cast a look to Samao.
“The King has extensive library,” the old man murmured. “One of the biggest in the realm.”
Satinka nodded.
“I can prove I know enough about magic to back my claim – which none of you can do. After that we move to find evidence.”
“What evidence?” Lei asked suspiciously.
Satinka and Samao shared a look. Clearly the old man had a theory that he had somehow conveyed to her. They dodged his question.
“Captain,” the Siku addressed him. “Please take the Kakai and find her a suitable disguise. We will need to get her through the city.”
The reluctant but obedient Lei moved to do as he was told. As Satinka went to follow him Sabeh came forward and grabbed her arm with a sharp whisper. The conversation that followed was brief, and so near silence it could barely be called conversing. Finally she kissed his cheek reassuringly and pulled herself away to follow the Captain. Silence fell as the two of them left the room, and many of the hunters shifted uneasily. Samao watched their discomfort patiently.
“Well?” he asked the room.
Everyone glanced around each other awkwardly.
“We were just going to make some supper for everyone,” Kale muttered. “Would you like some, Siku?”
Samao smiled at them.
“Thank you, but we should be away before then. Maybe keep some warm for us?” He looked around the room, smiled his happy smile and settled back into his joyful manner. “Now, are we finish with polite courtesies? You tell me what wrong?”
No one dared speak. The old man sighed and shuffled over to a chair where he seated himself comfortably to wait. The whole room watched him. Even the people who weren’t hunters could tell things were converging on him. The huntsmen still paused uncomfortably around the room. Samao’s sharp eyes watched them through the slits of his eyelids as he maintained his content grin.
“Nothing changed, you know,” he told them. “You not want to say, that fine, but nothing is different.”
“We didn’t say anything,” Kale defended instantly.
“I know,” Samao chuckled, acknowledging the problem. “But you think. You think: he Southerner like that girl. He not from around here. He on her side. Want to kill our god like she does. That what you think. But I tell you: nothing changed.”
“Well, can you blame us?” Kale asked.
“Yes. I can. Why it matter where I from? I raise you boys. You don’t trust me because I can get on a boat and cross the ocean? I am still your Siku, still your Elder, nothing changed.”
“But…” Kale muttered. “When you were just a man from Karm Tor you were still one of us. It just… it all makes sense you coming from the South. You don’t worship Sunne, and we all just figured you wandered out of the jungles with no god, but now we hear that you come from the same place as someone who wants to kill him…”
“I come from a time long before the war,” Samao pointed out. “And I am still one of you. Nothing changed. I was once of the South, now I am of Woodell. Have been of Woodell most of my life now. And I not godless, far from it. True, my god not Sunne, but not Syrene moon god either. My god is god of South and North. You would know him. We call him Kika, but you all call him Kina.” He indicated the stone around his neck.
“The reincarnation god?” Sabeh cut in. “The old god of light? He left this world a thousand years ago!”
“No,” Samao smiled. “He left the North a thousand years ago. Kika is reborn over and over wherever he is needed. He has been wandering the South as a shaman for a while now, taking many forms from babe to man as he is eternally reborn. Many of the southern peoples worship him as the northern peoples used to. Kika is god of the world, not god of a land.”
Slowly and carefully the room began to relax. It was the cautious realisation of those who had been wrong understanding what is right. Siku Samao hadn’t changed at all – they had just learnt something new about him. And while some of the information was unexpected and unsettling, some of it was also familiar, and comfortably so.
Kina had once been the largest force of the North, rumoured to be the father of Sunne, and one of the original seven gods that had shared the Great Realm in the beginning. While he had disappeared roughly a thousand years ago no one had forgotten him. Kina had left, granting his lands to Sunne, and leaving the message of peace his son had taken across the North. He had been the first god of light – the one who brought wisdom to the people, and as such was unique in generating only respect and love from all around him. Most gods made enemies: not Kina.
“I’m sorry,” Kale apologised. “We just… we’ve been told so much recently we’re not sure what to believe.”
“You don’t need to be sorry,” Samao smiled at him. “Just make me a cup of tea. We call it even.”
Satinka sat patiently on the edge of a bed and waited. Through the door, they had entered a hallway that led to room after room of beds. There was no privacy here. Everyone, it seemed, had to share with two or three other people. While it wasn’t as bad as it could have been, she could believe it would still drive someone crazy. After living most of her life alone she couldn’t imagine a world without privacy.
Lei was on his hands and knees digging through the contents of the floor of a cupboard. Satinka tried to look everywhere but at him as she waited with her hands folded in her lap. Occasionally he would stop and throw something into a growing pile behind him. It wasn’t that he was angry, she figured, more that he was frightened. He caught her eye as he stood and looked at his pile critically.
“It should do,” he glowered.
“You don’t like this.”
“How could you tell?” he drawled sarcastically.
“Trust me,” she told him. “I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t our best option.”
“You say ‘our’ like you know what you’re talking about.”
“Lei, you need an outside perspective on this. It could even be more serious than you think.”
His expression struggled as he tried to decide how he felt about all this. He knew she was right, but too many things could go wrong, and too many of those things ended with either him getting thrown to the ghosts or his forest burning down. He did not like those endings.
“Put those on,” he sighed finally, gesturing to the pile.
“Which ones?”
“All of them.”
She looked at him in horror.
“You want me to wear all of that?! I’ll melt.”
“Don’t be such a baby. All the hunters wear that gear.”
She picked up a few pieces.
“But it all laces up!”
“Most of it. It’s a bit of a one-size-fits-most structure and then you tie it on.” He took a moment to register her expression and sighed again. “I’ll help you with it.”
She managed to get into the trousers and boots with very little difficulty, and so far the only problem was that the boots were a bit too big. More problems were currently arising though. Satinka stood in the middle of the room with her arms clasped tightly around her bare torso. Lei was holding up a ribbed garment held together with long string.
“I have no idea how this works,” he admitted.
“What?” she growled.
“It’s one of the things the girls who sneak in as hunters wear to… squish…” he looked at her and quickly looked back at what he was holding.
“The girls who sneak in as hunters?”
“Apparently that happens,” Lei nodded.
“Apparently? Like you have no idea?”
“I don’t,” he protested innocently. “Never seen it happen. No idea why they’d bother.”
She arched an eyebrow at him neatly.
“Lei, it’s just us here. You don’t have to feign ignorance to protect anybody.”
He flashed her a quick grin. “Fine. Now, how do I work this?”
“I think it goes over my head, around here, and then you pull the string on it to tighten it.”
“That doesn’t actually sound so hard,” he approved. “Okay, arms up.”
The look she gave him was murderous.
“What?”
Very deliberately she turned her back on him and carefully raised her arms. He laughed at her as he came over and helped lower the garment over her head and around her body.
“Please give me some credit. It’s not like I’m going to freak out and run away if I see you naked.”
“That would only be the first assumption people would come to if they actually knew you well,” she commented slyly. “Most people would think something very different.”
He blushed despite himself, and was glad her back was turned so that she couldn’t see. Although, he had a horrible suspicion she knew anyway. He tightened the cord zigzagging up her back and pulled it closed.
“Ow,” she offered in a monotone voice as he almost lifted her off the ground with the force he placed on the cord. “If you pull that any tighter I won’t be able to breathe.”
“But it won’t work if I slack off,” he protested.
The door opened and Lei let go so fast she fell over as he fled to the closet. Sabeh stood in the doorway. He gave the closet a look, and then turned the exact same gaze to his laughing girlfriend who was picking herself up off the floor. Satinka stood up, holding the corset carefully over her chest as she tried not to laugh.
“Could you help me with this?” she asked.
Obediently he came over and wrapped the cord around his hand.
“You scared off my last helper - ow!”
In one swift movement he hauled the cord tight behind her and tied it shut. Satinka leant forward, gasping for breath and trying to refill her lungs after having the air pushed out of them. She turned to look behind her and stalemated his gaze. Sabeh’s look was cold, but he knew he’d been too rough. He was annoyed, and she was unapologetic.
“What?” she demanded harshly, knowing he wouldn’t say it. From there he faltered.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pull so hard,” he lied.
“So what’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” he lied again. “Don’t worry about it. Tell the Captain he can get out of the closet. I was just… coming to check on you.”
With that he turned and left the room. She watched him go. The curl of guilt in her stomach and smile of triumph fought each other for dominance. Once he’d shut the door behind him she turned her head.
“You heard him, Captain,” she called. “You can come out of the closet now.”
Lei scrambled awkwardly back out.
“That man is terrifying.”
“He’s really not,” Satinka smiled. “Once you get to know him.”
“He has this death stare… like he could crush you with one fist.”
“Okay, that never actually goes away,” she laughed. “But if he gets to know you then he should stop using it on you.”
“I somehow doubt that will happen,” Lei said dryly. “He really seems to hate me, and I feel like that has a lot to do with you. Why are you torturing him?”
“Why aren’t you stopping me?”
“Because it’s none of my business.”
“Well there’s your answer,” she replied primly.
“It’s not a healthy way to have a relationship, Satinka.”
“Thanks, Captain, but you’re the last person I’m going to take relationship advice from.” She gave him a look and he blushed deeply. “Besides, there isn’t anything serious to this. It’s just a fun little distraction from everything that’s really going on. Sabeh and I are fine. I’m just teasing him because, frankly, this is the slowest he’s ever been.” She smiled gently to herself. “Ours has always been a stormy kind of love. Other people don’t have to understand, but it’s not like we’re an ordinary couple.”
“Yeah,” Lei sighed, picking up a shirt from the pile on the floor and handing it to her. “That’s certainly true. Just don’t let him kill me.”
She laughed as she took the shirt, but looked critically at everything still left on the floor.
“Do I really have to wear all of that over all of this?”
“And a cloak,” Lei confirmed. “Because there isn’t actually anything I can do that will make you look like a man. Sorry.”
Satinka sighed and continued to dress.
The warmth of the fire was spreading through the hall and giving off a comforting glow against the cold chill of the night. Outside, the darkness drifted along on ghostly chanting, and meandered hauntingly through the streets. When Sabeh came back to the hall he was stony faced and no one wanted to ask why. He crossed the room and sat down next to Taum who was still curled up in a wretched ball on the floor. Sabeh sighed bitterly, and Taum joined him, feeling it was appropriate. The Ickian smiled.
“No offence, but I think I hate that guy.”
“None taken,” Taum smiled. “I get it. You guys have too much in common for you not to butt heads.”
“In common?” Sabeh echoed incredulously.
“You’d be surprised how alike you are,” Taum nodded. “I mean, he’s nicer than you are, more attractive, more modest and endearing, less bitter and jaded, but you do have a lot in common.”
Sabeh was not impressed. “How’re you feeling?”
“Kinda like I’m hungover,” Taum admitted wearily.
“Good.”
Taum gave his irate friend a wry smile. After the dig he’d taken at Sabeh he had to admit he’d seen the retort coming.
“Think about it this way,” Taum continued. “It’s okay to be jealous. Most of us feel like that every day.”
“I’m not jealous,” Sabeh disagreed. “I trust Satinka completely.”
“So?” Taum asked. “That’s got nothing to do with it. This is all to do with how you feel about Lei, not her.”
“I want to grind his annoying girly face into the dust.”
“He doesn’t have a girly face.”
“Yes he does.”
“No, he doesn’t. Not everything attractive in the world is female.”
“You lost me,” Sabeh admitted.
Taum sighed. A dizzy wave washed over him and for a moment it felt like the chanting was coming from inside his head. When the feeling passed he found Sabeh’s arm around him, propping him up.
“You looked like you were about to faint.”
Taum nodded at him weakly and grimaced as the aching pain pulled through his body. Sabeh patted him on the shoulder.
“She’s going to make it all better.”
“I didn’t ask her to,” Taum breathed.
“You didn’t have to,” Sabeh smiled. “Even if you wanted to.”
Taum looked up and saw the look in Sabeh’s eyes.
“I didn’t want to ask her,” he sighed. “I mean, I thought about it, I really did. But it was going to be after. I thought if I could help her save her people then I could ask her to help save mine. She’s too important to risk on something like this, and right now, with us being fugitives, it’s too dangerous to try and get involved. If we save the world then people will listen to us. Then we could make a difference.”
“Too late,” Sabeh interrupted. “You gave her a problem to solve. She’s committed.”
“But‒”
The door opened. Lei entered the room and Satinka followed him. It wasn’t perfect, but the hunter’s garb made her less obvious. She strutted out and twirled. There was enough leather tied on around her to make the corset almost work, and the brown cloak she wore hid most of her body. With the hood up there wouldn’t be enough for anyone to see to get suspicious.
“The last person who wore that used to twirl in it too,” Kale laughed.
The rest the room joined in the laughing, aside from Lei who cast an offensive gesture the Lieutenant’s way.
“This was yours?” Satinka asked him.
“Most of it,” Lei replied. “You say that Kale, but she’s wearing your pants.”
“That’s because no one knows what happened to yours, Captain,” Kale smirked.
“Or they would’ve been too tight,” Taum chuckled, leaning on Sabeh as the laughter wracked his body.
“You too?” Lei asked him with an overdeveloped sense of betrayal. Taum shrugged at him with a smile.
“You used to mock me plenty. I have only ever given back what I got, if you’ll recall.”
Lei sighed and Satinka put a comforting arm around him, grinning with the rest of them.
“Don’t worry, Captain,” she smiled. “They don’t hate you because you’re pretty.”
“That’s exactly why they hate me,” Lei said completely deadpan. “Unless you were going to go for a term along the lines of god-like?”
“And you said he was modest,” Sabeh looked at Taum.
“I also said he was like you,” Taum shrugged. “At least he’s being honest.”
“Oh come on!”
Satinka laughed at her boyfriend’s irritation and moved over to kiss the top of his curly head.
“Darling,” she chuckled, “Don’t hate him because he’s pretty. Hate him because he’s the single most beautiful human I’ve ever seen.”
Sabeh went absolutely still and Lei looked frantically around for a closet as the room tensed, waiting to see if she’d actually started a fight. The Captain caught sight of old Samao, sitting patiently on a bench with a cup of tea and a dreamy smile on his face.
“I think now would be a good time to leave, Siku.”
“When I finish my tea,” Samao smiled.
Lei gave him the look. Samao sighed tragically and drained his cup. The old man stood up and patted himself down as though he’d forgotten something. Satisfied that he wasn’t leaving anything behind he moved to the door.
“Come then pretty children,” he teased. “Hoods up, and Captain ‒ you protect Kakai with your life. Okay, go now.”
The Siku ushered them through the door and shut it as they left, leaving only silence behind them.
The flames in the fireplace crackled and broke the stillness. Arrio was the first to move, leaning forward on his chair to try and get a view of his little Ickian friend.
“Sabeh?” he asked.
“I want to wring his girly little neck!” Sabeh exploded, his hands choking the air in front of him.
Francis’s laughter to his reaction was enthusiastic, but most people in the room also laughed, if only sympathetically.
“He doesn’t have a girly neck,” Taum insisted.
“You lost me again.”
The streets of the city were deserted and Lei had to point out to Satinka that night was the best time for them to make a move at the king, because in these hours everyone was either trying to sleep or manning the city walls. Samao led them on with every confidence. This was just another night for the old man, and they knew they should emulate him. Lei kept his hood down and walked with the air of someone who owned the city. From deep inside her hood Satinka watched the quiet city they stalked through on the way to the Palace.
No one who saw them bothered them. At first this worried her, and then she began to perceive what was really happening. No one was bothering Samao or Lei. People took one look at them and moved on. It was at the doors of the Palace that her suspicions were confirmed.
She was surprised as they neared the building that the Palace had no gates. The decorative wall around it had a hole as a gateway and couldn’t be shut. Anyone could just walk up to the front doors, which were only guarded by two men. The place was designed to be easy to access. It was a palace for the people, and somewhere they could feel welcome.
Samao led them up the stairs to the guards at the doors. The Palace was grand compared to the rest of the city, but there was something more to it – something modest about it. It didn’t exude wealth and royalty. It felt like the heart of a democracy. No one had lived here just because their parents had been important. A great deal of the men of Woodell didn’t know who their birth parents were. Kings of this city weren’t born; they were made. This building was ornate and beautiful because it had been created by the pride of Woodell, but no one was trying to show off to anyone else. When the three of them stopped at the door, the guards bowed to them. This was not like any kingdom Satinka had seen before.
“Siku Samao,” the guards addressed him respectfully.
“Men,” Samao nodded to them. “My Captain and his man have business with King. It urgent.”
“Of course,” they complied.
Samao nodded to his followers and they trailed after him as he showed them inside. Satinka kept her face down and stuck close to Lei.
The front doors opened into a gigantic hallway – the kind you could have raced elephants in if you weren’t worried about the décor. The floor was richly carpeted, and the walls were a dark oak panelling. Doors of the same wood, that were barely visible against the walls, were evenly spaced out, interspersed with little red lanterns that marked out the pathway. Satinka snuck up close to Lei, touching his arm nervously.
“They didn’t even check me,” she whispered under her breath.
“No,” Lei replied, barely moving his lips. “You’re with us, so they have no reason to suspect you. Let’s hope we get as lucky with the next lot.”
He nodded his head and she saw at the very end of the corridor two more guards standing before a door. Like the men outside, they held bows and stood patriotically upright.
“Did it ever occur to your people that, if they really had to deal with someone, close range combat might be an issue?” she hissed.
Lei grinned but didn’t say anything.
Samao kept them at a stately pace along the corridor, moving with purpose. When they reached the guards the old man spoke first.
“He still awake?”
“Yes, Siku,” one of them told him. “We just heard about the boy. He was hoping for a report so he’s been expecting you.”
“Is it true you saw it, Lei?” the other asked. Lei nodded.
“We did. My man and I need to see Totoum now.”
“Of course.”
Satinka noticed, as Lei took her by the elbow and led her through the doors after Samao, the way the men bowed to him. There was a strange respect in that bow. It was something she was sure everyone in the city was showing to him that had nothing to do with his title as Captain. Lei was one of many captains that served under King Totoum and his elders. The respect he’d gained came from something else.
Lei pulled her into a large wide rectangular room with a low beamed ceiling, and Samao shut the doors behind them. The soft thick carpet continued into this room and covered the creaky wooden floors. A tall-backed modest throne sat in the centre of the room on a dais, and the two looked to have been carved from the same block of wood. It would have taken a team of strong men to move. Two braziers warmed the room and gave off a small amount of light, one at either end of the hall.
At the end furthest from them stood a man warming his hands by one of the fires. He was tall and lean with dark hair that was going very grey, and weathered brown skin. His hunter’s garb had been embroidered in gold and he wore a luxurious heavy green robe over it. As soon as he saw them enter he crossed back to his throne and sat, leaning forward toward Samao.
“Siku, is it true?” he asked carefully as they approached. He had a tired deep voice, hoarse from years of commands. “I heard another boy died out in the woods.”
“From what I understand,” Samao replied gravely.
Totoum slumped back in his chair and placed a weary hand over his eyes.
“I told them, I keep telling them, if the children leave the city they have to be back by dark! How hard is that? What am I supposed to do? Order a lockdown? Keep the boys inside all the time? I can’t do that, they’ll never learn anything.” The King sighed and shook his head sadly. Lei’s presence in the room had not escaped his attention. “You were there, Captain?”
“I was,” Lei answered carefully. “The boy’s name was Lyn. I saw him die and I buried him the next morning. The boys’ handler was a man called Ty. My recommendation is that he be taken off leadership duties until further notice. He isn’t fit to lead any groups out, and, honestly, I believe that in his present condition he should be watched. Perhaps partner him with someone on guard duty so that an eye is kept on him. The incident has taken quite a toll on him and the guilt he carries is dangerously heavy.”
“Guard duty?” Totoum echoed.
“Not on the wall,” Lei clarified. “We don’t want him… jumping anywhere.”
“And you took care of the situation when the boys’ handler became… defective?”
“I did.”
“Of course you did,” Totoum rolled his eyes.
“Your Majesty?”
“Nothing, Lei,” the King sighed. “It’s nothing. I’m glad it was you. No doubt there would have been more casualties had you not been there.”
“I can’t say for sure, Sir, but Ty was distraught to the point of foolishness. Not that he doesn’t have his share of the blame to bear, but possibly someone should look into who appointed him. Ty is young and emotional. Someone had to sign him off and I don’t think he was ready. I met him and the rest of the boys well outside their designated zone. They should never have been that far out in the forest.”
“Alright,” Totoum nodded. “I’ll need reports from you and every witness who was there regarding exactly what happened.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Thank you for bringing this to my attention straight away. I don’t know exactly what I can do about it, but we will need to work on some kind of policy to keep the children safer. Get some rest Captain. I’ll want the reports from you and your men in the morning.”
Lei didn’t move. He didn’t salute and he didn’t turn to leave. He hesitated. Samao stepped forward, his hands clasped in front of him. His wise old face was serious.
“We not done, Totoum,” he said. “Not yet.”
“There’s more?” the King sat up aghast.
“We have way of getting rid of ghosts,” Samao told him. “But you not going to like it.”
“It’s okay, someone already suggested we burn down the forest,” Totoum joked. “I’ve ruled it out, to save you some time.”
“No,” Samao ignored the attempt at humour. “We have way of getting rid of ghosts, maybe even for good. We put things back the way they were, back to normal.”
The King’s eyes narrowed sharply.
“But you not going to like how.”
“Why?” Totoum asked carefully. “Does it require a king’s blood?”
“No King Totoum,” Satinka stepped forward and pushed her hood down, “it doesn’t.”
The King was on his feet in an instant. His eyes flashed at the sight of her, but Samao moved between them.
“Your Majesty, I present you her Majesty, Syrene Kakai, Queen of the Southern Sorcerers, Satinka. She can help us.”
“I ordered her arrested,” Totoum hissed. “Sunne himself is after her. My orders come from Avatar Āni. Lock her up.”
No one moved.
“Captain!” the King ordered. “Arrest her!”
“No Totoum,” Lei sighed. “I don’t think so.”
The King’s eyes were wild as he looked around them. Slowly he realised that he was outnumbered, and sank carefully back into his throne.
“You don’t think so?” he repeated numbly.
Lei sighed and moved away from Satinka. He moved straight up to the King and stood just in front of him, meeting his eye.
“Totoum I told you I would do anything to save this city,” Lei reminded him. “Six years ago I told you I would die to protect it, and when you made me a Captain I told you I wouldn’t rest until the curse was over. I will do anything for this place, and right now that means trusting her.”
“This is treason, Captain,” Totoum hissed.
“At the moment, maybe,” Lei admitted. “But you might reconsider that if this works. She is the first real and only chance we’ve had to save ourselves. We can’t pass this up. Sunne said he couldn’t help us and he hasn’t done anything. She says she can and I believe her.”
“She’s a heathen witch we’ve been ordered to destroy. For all we know this is a trick and she’ll destroy us.”
“If she wanted to destroy us she would have done it by now,” Lei growled. “She didn’t have to come here Totoum. I was going to get her out safely and no one was going to know. She offered to help us at her own risk.”
“Lei!” Satinka barked, realising it was too late and he’d already incriminated himself.
The Captain didn’t seem to care. His eyes flashed with a determination and anger that matched the King’s. Slowly he stepped up onto the dais and leant forward. He boldly rested his arm on the back of the throne and forced the King back against his chair. The two of them stared each other down, eyes locked.
“Ea Te Kao Tataom,” Lei warned. “The Forest First. You can’t sit here and call yourself the city’s king if you turn her down, Totoum.”
The King glared. He got up, shoving Lei back and forcing him off the dais. Satinka moved forward to catch him, steadying the Captain as he stumbled off the edge. But the King didn’t move for them. He didn’t call anyone to come and get them. Totoum paced in front of his chair glowering. He wouldn’t look at them as he struggled with his thoughts, biting a knuckle in worry. Everyone watched him. Finally he turned back to look at Lei who still stood, wound like a spring and half caught in Satinka’s arms.
“Ea Te Kao Tataom?” the King repeated. With a furious sigh he flopped back onto his throne. “What do you need?”
“We need you not to tell Father Amata what is going on,” Lei said.
“Obviously,” Totoum rolled his eyes. “You, girl, you’re a sorceress?”
“A queen of a race of sorcerers,” she replied coolly.
“Prove it.”
Lei looked like he was going to have another go at his King, but Satinka stopped him with a hand. Totoum was not her king, so his lack of courtesy didn’t embarrass her. She had something to prove. Satinka signalled gently to Lei and Samao and the men moved back. She looked over to the brazier the King had been standing by when they entered and held out her arm towards it, twisting her hand slightly. Something moved in the flames.
The fire grew in size and moved over the top of the metal, crawling to the edge. A small dragon made of burning orange flame sat on the edge of the brazier. It cocked its head and watched them curiously. Satinka called to it and the tiny beast spread its fiery wings and took flight, sailing through the air on a stream of sparks. It landed on her hand with a slight chirp and scuttled to her shoulder, leaving no more than tiny ash prints on her sleeve. She reached up to the creature on her shoulder and touched it lightly on the head. It chirped at her once more and she blew on it. The fire dragon went out like a candle flame. Only a small curl of smoke drifted away from her shoulder.
“Can your magicians do that?” she asked the King pointedly.
“No,” he admitted with a grudging respect. “So you know about the ghosts then? You know how to stop them?”
“I know that they’re not ghosts,” Satinka said. “They are the spirits of living entities, and I believe probably the souls of the very trees of your forest.”
There was a sharp intake of breath from Samao. He hadn’t been told that and, like all the men of Woodell, he took crimes against the forest very seriously. Even Totoum’s face had paled slightly at her claim.
“You can prove this?” he asked quietly.
Satinka hesitated but Samao was ready and covered for her.
“We need access to your library,” the Siku spoke quickly. “We think find proof there. You have many books, yes? Many collections come to Woodell over the years. Somewhere in there we find book with the spell that show you we right.”
“Okay,” Totoum relented.
“Let us prove to you what’s happening,” Lei begged. “Then we can all work to stop it once we know what it is.”
“Alright. If you really think this will work Captain, then I’m on board.” The King sighed. “But understand that you are asking me to walk a fine line here. I’m risking everything for the sake of the city and the forest.”
“Then you’re making the right call. The one a king should make,” Lei told him.
“I’ll show you to the library,” Totoum muttered.
The King stood and swept from the room, his back straight with indignation. Satinka pulled her hood up and they all followed Totoum, trying to look inconspicuous. Lei trailed along stiffly, his body tense and his mind uneasy, but the King never made a move to betray them as they wandered through the Palace. Totoum might not like what was happening, but he knew the stakes. If this really was their chance to be free again they had to take it. He took them through one of the side doors in the large corridor, leading them down a smaller version of the same corridor.
“None of the rooms are different?” Satinka asked nervously. “It would be easy to get lost in here.”
“The Palace isn’t that big,” Totoum assured her. “Our designers back when the city was built were simple hunters, they found a design they liked and stuck with it.”
“I suppose that makes it easier to build,” Satinka shrugged.
“And you?” Totoum asked. “What kind of a place do you come from?”
“Somewhere built by people with too much time on their hands,” she answered. “But I haven’t seen it in ten years. I have no idea what the war has done to it.”
Totoum gave her a strange look. He, of course, didn’t know her story. He didn’t know the sins of his god or the great task that lay before the Syrene woman. He didn’t ask either. As the King opened another barely visible panel door to lead them into the next corridor, running footsteps approached them. They all turned to see a lone guard racing towards them.
“Your Majesty,” he addressed the King as he reached them. “Siku Bara is here to talk to you. Apparently the boy they lost was his.”
Totoum sighed.
“Thank you. Tell him I will be with him presently.”
The guard gave them a sharp nod and ran off.
“Captain,” the King began, “you’d probably better come with me. Samao can help your friend.”
“Ah, maybe I come,” Samao said delicately. “I heard account from men. I can talk to Bara. He take my words at… face value.”
Totoum considered this while Lei glared.
“Perhaps you’re right,” the King agreed. “Lei, if you follow this passage the library is at the end. You’ll need to light one of the lanterns before you go down the stairs, and take extra matches with you if you want to light any of the lamps down there.”
With that, the men turned away and started back down the corridor, leaving a fuming Lei and curious Satinka behind them. The Captain stood, rooted to the spot, until his elders were out of sight.
“Lei?”
He ignored her and turned roughly down the new hallway.
“Bastards,” he cursed under his breath.
Satinka scampered after him as he strode forcefully down the corridor. His face was dark like a thundercloud and his cloak billowed out behind him as he walked. His footsteps echoed on the floor under the carpet.
“Lei?” she tried again as she caught up with him. “What was that?”
“Apparently my accounts of events aren’t an interesting enough story for everyone,” Lei grated. “I don’t embellish things.”
He stopped at the library door and shoved it open. Darkness spilled out of the doorway and pooled around their feet. Inside was pitch black. The room was too shadowy to let the dim corridor light in. Satinka reached out a small hand and touched Lei’s shoulder. His body slumped at her touch.
“They’ll all be sitting through there talking about what a hero I am,” he whispered bitterly. “How more people would have died if I hadn’t been there.”
“Isn’t that true?”
“I held a man down and made him listen to a little boy die!” Lei yelled. “What’s heroic about that?”
Satinka took a deep breath and sighed as she rubbed Lei’s shoulder.
“Sometimes, Lei, the heroic thing isn’t to magically save everyone and come out unscathed. Sometimes the heroic thing to do is to be the one that makes the right call ‒ when it’s the hardest call to make.”
“You sound like them.”
“That’s because they have a point.”
Satinka stopped for a moment, she wanted to ask what was going on, why everyone treated Lei the way they did and why it bothered him. She just didn’t know how to phrase it while he was like this.
“Come on,” he interrupted her thoughts. “Those books aren’t going to find themselves.”
He stepped into the darkness and she could hear him fumbling around for a lantern. Satinka rolled her eyes and lifted a tiny blue flame in her palm as she followed him inside. The fire glowed brightly and illuminated a table stacked with lanterns. Lei was looking for matches among the clutter and she almost smiled to herself. Carefully, making sure he wasn’t watching, she flicked her hand slightly and lit one of the lanterns on the edge of the table. The wick caught and the blue flame quickly turned orange. Lei turned around and gave her a very direct look.
“Did you want a different one?” she asked innocently, lighting two more lanterns.
Lei pinched out the extra flames and picked up the lantern she’d lit for him.
“You never worry about getting caught, do you?”
“After that stunt I pulled in the throne room? Are you serious?”
Lei shrugged. He held out the lantern in front of them and the glow cast over the beginnings of a wide staircase.
“The King said there were lamps down here?” Satinka asked.
“Around the walls,” Lei nodded.
The Syrene woman held a hand to halt the Captain and closed her eyes. Her brow creased momentarily as though in thought, and then she raised her other hand, twisting it slightly in the air. Tiny flames sprang up along the walls, filling the space with cold icy blue light that just as quickly turned into a warm orange glow. Tiny red lamps like the ones in the hallways lit the staircase down the left side. Down the right, a balustrade blocked off the steep drop into the library. From where they stood they could look down onto shelves after shelves of books that stretched all over the room beneath them like a maze. Tiny red lamps lined the walls and dotted themselves around the room, casting a warm smoky glow around them. Lei moved to put the lantern down.
“You’ll still need it,” Satinka told him. “They might have put enough light in here to let you see where you’re going, but I doubt we’ll be able to read any books by it.”
He nodded obediently once and followed her as she started down the stairs. Watching her walk in the hunter’s uniform made him smile. She was straight-backed and light-footed, but still carried about her an air of awkwardness. It was barely noticeable, but he could see in her movements how strange she felt tied up in so much fabric. Lei rushed slightly to keep pace with her. When he reached her side she cast a slight smile his way, and he felt a sudden strong urge for conversation.
“What’s the deal with Taum and that riverboy?” he asked, diving right in.
“Benji?” her tone was surprised.
“He is the one, isn’t he?” Lei pestered. “The one that hit Taum?”
“They had a disagreement,” Satinka sighed. “Don’t your men ever have fights?”
“What about? It looked pretty serious.”
“Why don’t you ask him?”
“Because he’d never tell me,” Lei admitted. “When we were kids I was always the one that got into trouble. Anytime something went wrong with him he’d evade the issue and refuse to ask for help. You’d always have to wring every drop of information out of him.”
“Nothing’s changed then,” she smiled.
“So you don’t even know what’s wrong?” he demanded.
“Of course I do. I was the one who broke up the fight,” she reminded him. “But it’s personal. You have to understand it’s their business, so we keep out of it.”
“Are you serious?” Lei’s voice was blank. “You’re supposed to be their friend!”
“I am!”
“No,” Lei shook his head. “Friends look out for each other. They care for each other. Your friends are supposed to be the people who know something is wrong even if you won’t tell them, and they help you fix things. They don’t just turn a blind-eye and hope it gets better on its own. You can’t just leave them to self-destruct and say that you’re their friend. It doesn’t work like that.”
“Why? Because you think Taum can’t cope on his own?”
“No, because I think he shouldn’t have to.” Lei looked over to Satinka and his expression was direct. “Taum is my best friend. I know we haven’t seen each other in years, and we might not be what we once were. Things change, and maybe he’s found a new best friend, but what we did have hasn’t gone. He’s still the most important person in my life and I care about him. I don’t want to see him trying to make it on his own, because no one should have to do that.”
Satinka’s expression was darkening, but Lei continued.
“I get why you might disagree. You’ve always tried to do things on your own, but aren’t you glad you’re not anymore? Weren’t you glad when you got someone else to help carry your burden? We shouldn’t have to make it on our own. There should always be someone to catch us. You have that Ickian guy. I know he knows more than he’s letting on. He’s your support when no one else is – your best friend. How can you deny your friends that support when they need it? You know they’d never ask for it. People don’t ask for help. They just cry alone, but they shouldn’t have to.”
They reached the bottom of the stairs. Satinka’s face was almost unreadable, her expression was blank and her eyes were dead.
“People don’t change. We’ll always cry alone,” she said, and turned away from the Captain, disappearing down an aisle. Lei rushed after her.
“How can you be so cold about this?”
“How can you judge me?” she asked. “You haven’t lived my life.”
“You don’t know where you’re going,” he stated boldly.
They both stopped. His statement had been somewhat off topic, but it was true, and it was enough to head off the impending fight. Satinka looked to the shelves either side of her. There was enough light at the end of the aisle for her to see that the titles of these books were in a language she couldn’t read.
“Where do we go?” she asked meekly.
“I’m… not sure,” he admitted. “But there should be markers at the start of each aisle.”
He held up the lantern and led her out of the aisle, moving the light over the end of the bookcase. Satinka saw the plaque attached to it.
“I can’t read that,” she complained.
“Don’t worry,” he told her. “I can. Most of the stuff in here is still in our own language. Y’know, the one we used before Sunne came up with the idea that all humans should be able to converse with each other without pointing at things and yelling.”
Satinka chuckled and nodded.
“The common tongue was his one good idea.”
“He had more than one good idea,” Lei defended. “See that,” the Captain pointed behind them to the back corner of the library. There was a small shrine set up with almost a dozen books set in it. “Those are all books on the gods, mostly on Sunne. Father Amata, our priest, set it up when he arrived so that the men could come and learn of the wonders of their creators without having to dig through the shelves. He’s a good man, and he wanted to help others learn what he found in his god’s service. You might find some time with those books would do you good as well.”
“Are you seriously trying to convert me to a god that’s trying to kill me?” she asked in disbelief.
“No,” Lei laughed. “I just mean that maybe you should take some time to learn about Sunne. If he really is doing what you guys say, then I agree that he needs to be stopped. Power and fear don’t give you the right to commit genocide; nothing does. But I think you should maybe learn that Sunne isn’t all bad. He’s a good god to a lot of people, and he was good enough once that Kina trusted him to lead the Great Realm into the light.”
“Kina?” Satinka asked as they moved along aisles.
Lei roughly explained who Kina had been. Satinka’s eyes widened as she listened.
“I know him,” she murmured in awe. “We call him Kika. I met him once when I was a child. He came to visit my father.”
“You met Kina?” Lei scoffed.
“He is the eternal wandering shaman of the South,” she insisted. “He was an old man when he came by, but father said he had met Kika as a younger man, and a wise old Java Kun said that he even remembered when Kika had been an old man in his last life.”
“So…” Lei looked thoughtful. “When he left the North he went to the South?”
“Kika goes wherever he is needed,” Satinka replied knowingly. “That is why he is the eternal wanderer. He is reborn in the next place that needs him most.”
Lei gave her a long look and then shook his head.
“Gods be damned, maybe they are the same person after all.” He moved to the next aisle and made a small noise of excitement. “This one.”
Satinka followed him down through the books. More and more of the spines showed words she could read as they moved down. They seemed to be on the right track.
“There’s a book I know…” she started slowly. “If you have it then it will be the best one. It should be about…” she scampered down towards the middle of the aisle and Lei chased after her. The tiny woman stood on tiptoes, inspecting the higher shelves. By the time Lei reached her to hold up the light she was already bent over looking at the lower shelves. Her fingers traced over the spines, searching. Finally they stopped. With trembling hands she pulled the book from the shelf.
There was a lot less dust on it than she had expected. Lei peered over her shoulder as she held it up to open it. Something dropped out of the back of it. It hit the floor with a tiny thud. It looked like a thin carved wooden bookmark. Satinka bent over to pick it up and stopped. Something moved down the other end of the isle. Something huge. She looked up as it came through the shadows towards them. Lei dropped the lantern. It hit the floor and shattered. The light went out. The thing came in sight of them. Satinka screamed once in blood curdling terror.




BLOOD AND FIRE

It was becoming one of those moments when everything was just too much, Taum decided. Almost as though he’d accidentally said ‘things couldn’t get any worse’ and then fate had spat on him. He liked Danni and Francis, most of the time, but right now he was sick, and illness has a funny way of making everything harder.
Kale had been kind enough to show most of their guests where the washhouses were, while Taum stayed curled up on the floor and Sabeh sulked beside him. The problem had arisen when the girls had decided not to get changed and come back to join everyone prancing around in their towels. He wasn’t a prude; honestly he couldn’t care less what they wore, because he usually didn’t pay any attention. But somehow, in the lodgings of Woodell soldiers, it felt inappropriate. Which, he conceded, was probably why they were doing it. To mess with people. But there was a time and place for jokes, and in his house while he was puking in a bucket was not the time or place. He shifted slightly, trying to decide how to handle this.
“Girls,” Sabeh called out. “Put some clothes on. You’ll catch a cold.”
“What’s your problem?” Danni retorted as Taum looked on in relief.
“Please Danni, we both know I’ve never been able to narrow it down to just one.”
She smiled despite herself. Like many people she had a soft spot for Sabeh’s self-deprecating humour. Francis took a long look at the Ickian hunched up on the floor before taking her girlfriend’s hand and leading her from the room.
“How did you do that?” Taum asked in disbelief. “They just left without starting a fight or anything.”
“I used my magical powers,” Sabeh replied sarcastically, wiggling his fingers at him.
“Oh,” Taum’s face fell. “She, uh, she told you then…”
“Of course. I’m flattered, by the way.”
“Don’t be,” Taum grated. “I never meant it as a compliment. I thought you were highly suspicious.”
“Thank you,” Sabeh said with far too much appreciation, resting a hand on his back.
“Go away,” Taum sighed.
“But we’re bonding…”
“Piss off Sabeh, I’m not feeling well.”
“You’re taking my mocking tone entirely the wrong way.”
“No I’m not. Go shower or something, you smell like a week’s worth of dirt.”
“That’s because I’m wearing a week’s worth of dirt,” Sabeh smiled pleasantly as he got up to leave.
Taum watched him darkly until he was out the door.
“He is going to annoy everyone as long as he stays in that shitty mood,” Taum glowered.
“I’ll stay away from him then,” Kale commented from where he sat by the fire. “Why do you hang out with these people Taum?”
“They’re my friends.”
“They’re trouble. Taum, the elders sent you somewhere to be safe. How did you end up in more danger than if you’d stayed here?”
Taum chuckled.
“If I’d stayed here I would have died. I dunno Kale, it just happened. One of my friends turned out to be an alien queen, and from there things just kind of spiralled.”
Kale laughed weakly. He did at least know the story. The door opened and the girls traipsed back in, fully dressed and followed by Benji. Taum looked away as soon as he saw him. He could feel the way Benji refused to look at him too. He knew they were being obvious, but he didn’t want to start anything again. He didn’t want to make things worse. Benji felt guilty for what he’d done, and so he should. But Taum felt guilty too. He’d been the one to start it by losing his temper and saying things he’d told himself he would never mention. That barrier of words and bruises was still as thick as the day it had started, but the pain was old and tired now. It was becoming normal.
“I still don’t see why you lot all have to be part of this,” Kale shook his head. “Why do you have to go to the top of the world? Can’t you just explain all this to Sunne and go back to your lives? You’re his people after all.”
“Firstly, Kale,” Danni cast him a look, “we might be human, but we’re not all ‘his people’. Secondly, he made it pretty clear that he doesn’t mind if we’re casualties. That’s why we’re trying to get to Almenir. Some of us do just want to be safe.”
“You’re still planning on leaving us when we get to Almenir, then?” Benji asked.
“I have to,” Danni replied. She looked over at Francis, but the little medic was digging through her med-kit. They all knew what she meant though. Danni wasn’t going to risk Francis on a suicide mission when there was somewhere she could keep her safe. Francis wasn’t cut out for this kind of dangerous life on the road. She needed to be somewhere she could call home.
“But Sunne is a god,” Kale insisted. “How can you go along with it?”
“How can we not?” Benji demanded. “In case you don’t remember, he was the one who started it when he locked us all up and threatened to kill us ‒ scratch that, he started it when he began drugging and killing human soldiers to try and commit genocide!”
Taum stared on in amazement. He’d never seen Benji argue in favour of the cause before. The riverman was always the first to tell everyone that they should get out while they could and hide, but the difference now was that he was part of it. Taum didn’t know the reason Benji had packed up and come with them when he had had the chance to stay home. They had made it to Elgárnd, but for some reason, at the last minute when they had been forced to flee by the creature known as the Raven, an injured Benji had decided to come too. Until that moment he had fought tooth and nail, albeit in a passive-aggressive manner, to try and stop them from taking part in the quest.
Something had changed, and now it seemed as though Satinka was the one who knew the most about him all of a sudden. In a strange turn of events she was coming to be the one who knew the most about each of them. She had tried to heal Benji in the spirit lake under the marshes. She had helped him and now he followed her. At this moment she was risking her life to help Taum and his city. He sighed. It was like she was trying to pay them all back for their support. She’d helped Elvac too. Saved his life and his mind on multiple occasions. If she could save this forest, Taum knew in his heart he would have to help her finish her quest.
He’d always thought it was going to work the other way around. That she would help him after he’d helped her, but now, if she did fix everything, he’d have a home to stay safe in. He could have what Benji and Elvac had walked away from. His people would take him back and look after him. He could be the first to drop out and leave, and he could get his old life back. The way Lei and his unit behaved… Taum could slip back in like the last six years had never happened.
Deep down he knew Satinka wouldn’t even hold it against him. But what about his own guilt? Would it be bad enough to stop him from doing it anyway? Being back here, back with his own people in his real home, it was what he’d always wanted. He’d left because the effects of the ghosts were killing him. If they were gone was there anything big enough to make him leave again? Only time would tell.
Kale was looking at him with an expression like he could read his mind. The hunter hadn’t said anything in response to Benji’s outburst. He knew that the cause was personal for some of them. He knew that Elvac was a victim of the war and that this wasn’t just Satinka’s fight, but the soldier’s as well. Kale wasn’t stupid. He could tell from Benji’s heated words exactly what the riverman’s main motivations were.
“What about you?”
“Huh?” Taum asked dumbfounded.
“Why are you still a part of this?” Kale pestered.
“Because they’re my friends and what Sunne is doing is wrong,” Taum insisted. “I get why this bothers you Kale, I do. Sunne is supposed to be our god. The idea that he’d do any of these things is hard to swallow. But you weren’t there. You didn’t see it happen, so no one actually expects you to understand. We’re just grateful you didn’t turn on us.”
“I’d never betray one of our own, you know that.”
“Even if you thought they were a traitor?”
Kale shrugged.
“I don’t know what to think. That’s why I just follow the Captain’s lead. He’s not going to be happy to see you go again.”
“It’s not like I’m going to be stoked to say goodbye either,” Taum pointed out.
“Yeah,” Kale nodded. “Would you stay if he asked you to?”
“I… I don’t know,” Taum admitted. “Maybe. I’ve been wondering that myself.”
Kale opened his mouth to speak but Benji cut him off.
“Are you serious?!” the riverman yelled. “You were going to leave the safety of Elgárnd to join the stupid quest, and, now that your home might turn out to be alright, you’re going to ditch us?! What happened to the guy who was so busy being everyone’s moral superior?”
“He said ‘might’,” Danni cut in. “And in case you forgot, Sabeh asked him if he wanted to join to get us through the forest. He’s done that now. Anyone who wants to is free to pull out. You can’t get mad just because you gave up your best shot.”
“I joined up because I realised it was the right thing to do,” Benji replied hotly. “And because if I stay behind now and don’t help, and then we lose, I can’t complain when the world ends around me because I did nothing to stop it. We know what’s at stake now. How can any of you think that dropping out and abandoning this mission is a good thing?”
“We have our own priorities,” Danni grated.
“You might, but he’s just a coward who’s all talk and dresses up like the good guy to hide the fact that he’s a spineless user. Face it, he plays at being better than everyone else and then acts the victim if anyone confronts him.”
Danni punched him in the face without blinking. The force of her fist was enough to send Benji staggering back, and he clutched at his face in shock as blood poured from his nose.
“Pot-kettle-black-much?” she yelled at him. “How dare you! You’ve been treating him like shit since we left Elgárnd and he never did anything to deserve it. He didn’t do anything bad enough to warrant those bruises you gave him either. He’s a coward? Are you serious? You’re the one who doesn’t even have the guts to say you’re sorry when you know you’re in the wrong, and I for one am sick of it. I should just give you some purpling up to match him.”
“No, don’t,” Taum tried to struggle to his feet.
Everyone else in the room had jumped up when Danni hit Benji. She still stood with her fist raised, ready to strike again. The Almenian woman paused when she heard Taum protest, and Francis ran forward and took hold of her girlfriend’s arm to stop her doing anything stupid.
“Leave him alone,” Taum mumbled, stumbling and tripping as a wave of dizziness washed over him. He swayed dangerously and crashed into someone. Hands grasped his shoulders and steadied him.
“Don’t try and move,” a deep voice warned kindly from above him.
Taum could smell the warm leather of Arrio’s coat as he leant against him. The big Zynaldini kept him upright. Taum winced as the pain and nausea washed over him, but with Arrio’s help he stayed on his feet.
“Danni, you don’t have to‒”
“Do not defend him, Taum, or I will hit you too,” she warned.
Silence fell in the room. No one wanted to do anything to make the situation worse. In the silence they could hear the chanting floating through the air. Taum grimaced and clutched at his stomach as a sharp pain shot through him like an electric current, aiming for his spine and ricocheting off everything it touched. He trembled in Arrio’s arms.
“Perhaps, Danni, this isn’t the time or place to address the issue?” the Zynaldini suggested carefully.
At his look she settled slightly back against Francis, but the tension still hung in the air like a thick cloud of smoke, and it was enough to choke on. With Danni standing down, the room seemed to relax inch by inch. Just like he had done once before, in a similar situation, Benji saw his opening and bolted for the front door. He was across the room before anyone else moved, and he hauled the door open as a serious voice called out his name warningly. Benji stopped and turned slowly. Elvac stood in the other doorway, he was towelling his damp blonde hair and the short zip down the front of his vest was undone, exposing part of another scar.
“Don’t even think about it,” Elvac cautioned. “This is a town we don’t know and we shouldn’t be in. I’m not dressed to go chasing you through the streets to bring you back, and if you get us needlessly discovered over a tantrum, Satinka will hang you from the top of the wall and leave you there. The rest of us will let her.”
Benji raised another hand to his face to stop the blood from dripping on the floor. The vivid red against his ghostly white hair and skin was shockingly vibrant. Behind all the blood the boy was devastated. He couldn’t have looked more distraught if he’d tried.
“Close the door,” Elvac ordered. “Come back inside. Francis can take you through to the other rooms and get you cleaned up.”
Slowly and shamefully Benji did as he was told. He wouldn’t look at anyone as he shuffled across the room, dodging awkwardly around Elvac to get into the hallway. The soldier looked Francis’s way and jerked his head at her. She picked up a small kit and obligingly followed the bleeding young man from the room. Elvac sighed wearily as he let the door shut after her.
“You handled that very well,” Arrio said approvingly.
“I meant what I said,” Elvac replied. “Besides, I think Satinka and I are the only people he listens to, and she’s not here.”
There were dark shadows under his eyes as he said it. The soldier always had a haunted look about him, even though the hallucinations had stopped and the nightmares had lessened. The haunted look this time was something else. Taum recognised it. He’d seen it in the eyes of others before. It had probably been a look others had seen in him before, and it wasn’t so different from the clouds brewing in Arrio’s eyes. They were worried. No one had particularly liked Satinka’s plan, but she seemed to have teamed up with Lei on some kind of mission that left everyone else anxiously out in the cold. Elvac was in love with the tiny queen, and Arrio was as close to her as a brother. They knew that the people on high in this city wanted to kill her. She shouldn’t even be here, let alone putting herself in the path of danger.
“She’ll be alright,” Taum told them.
They didn’t ask what he meant, but they didn’t look reassured at his faith either.
“Trust me,” Taum promised, trying to ease his own fears, “we would know if something had happened. The forest would have alerted me if a fight was happening in the city. They’re not in any danger.”
Some of the tension eased, and Taum felt himself ease with it. People trusted him and his gift. But none of them had heard Satinka’s theory about the spirits yet, or what it could be doing to his perception of the forest around him.
Lei was crouched down on the floor leaning back firmly against a bookshelf. Somewhere in the library another light went out and the darkness grew stronger. He clutched his bow tightly in his hands. It wouldn’t be any good to him, but being armed was his natural instinct against mortal danger. Besides, if he was going to die he was going to do it with a weapon in his grip.
Satinka was huddled on the ground at his side. She was curled up over her knees, her arms on the floor, and her face on her arms. Lei knew she’d been crying. From the way her shoulders trembled he figured she still was. There was a strange sound to her breathing. At first Lei had thought it was because she was sobbing in fright, but he listened closer and thought he could hear words. They tumbled out on her breath, barely audible, and in her native language. It sounded like she was praying.
Another light went out. Like the spirits in the forest, this thing extinguished the life of everything it touched. Except this one was huge. Almost as tall as the shelves and as wide as an aisle. It had a more humanoid figure, with distinguishable arms and legs. Although it shifted like jelly in the air, its half-mix of ghostly white and inky blackness wobbling unsteadily in its hulking form.
Lei gritted his teeth and clenched his bow tighter. They couldn’t just sit here waiting for it to find them. Satinka sat up beside him. Her face was heavily tear-streaked and her eyes were still frozen wide in horror. Lei knew his own fear wasn’t to be misjudged, but Satinka was truly terrified. He met her eyes when she looked over to him. When she spoke it was in little more than a whisper, and she more mouthed the words than said them.
“You remember asking me what the difference between a spirit and a ghost was?”
Lei’s eyes narrowed.
“That’s a ghost.”
So the difference seemed slight then. This was a different shape, but it had probably belonged to a different kind of body. There was more darkness in this shape, as though more of what had once made it was missing.
“What‒” Lei wet his lips and tried again as softly as he could. “What was that thing that dropped out of the book? I swear that thing appeared at the same time.”
She nodded.
“A talisman. If we break it that might get rid of the ghost.”
“Might?”
Satinka didn’t say anything. Lei sighed.
“It’s that or die behind a bookshelf, isn’t it?”
“Probably,” she nodded again.
“Could you do your flame thing to drive it away? Then I’ll run back for the bookmark.”
She shook her head. He gave her a look that demanded answers.
“The spirits were afraid of the fire,” she explained. “As the spirits of living trees seeing fire made them run. They were terrified of it. But this thing, whatever it is, it’s dead. What could it possibly have to be afraid of?”
Lei thought long and hard about that. So they didn’t have any kind of weapon to use against an evil spirit. They had fled at first sight of the thing and run to the other end of the library, away from the talisman they now needed. He looked at Satinka.
“Stay here,” he ordered. “I’ll go try and break that thing and come back for you when the ghost is gone. If anything Taum said is true then we can’t risk your life, and we’ve put you in too much danger as it is. Wait for me. I’ll be back.”
He turned to go and felt a hand grab his arm in a claw-like grip. Satinka was giving him a death stare.
“I read horror books,” she told him coolly. “We are not splitting up.”
There wasn’t time to argue, so he just nodded. Personally, he was glad she was coming along. That way they could both keep a look out. They got silently to their feet and crept to the end of the bookshelf. There wasn’t anything down the aisle. Another light went out deep in the library where they were headed. Satinka gripped Lei’s arm tightly. He could feel her fingers tremble against him. Carefully they started down the aisle. Their eyes darted around for the ghost hiding in the darkness.
They made it down a dozen rows of shelves without anything happening. Lei grew increasingly nervous. Where was the damn thing? The darkness pressed in thickly around them. They were in its territory now. Lamps at the edge of the library still glowed and cast their light far and wide, but it only served to tease and taunt those lost in the dark. Another light went out and they looked around wildly. They still couldn’t see the ghost. There was the sense that it had gotten darker, but they didn’t know where the light that went out had been. Carefully they crept down past the last shelves. There was the aisle. There was the book lying in a heap on the floor, and the little wooden talisman lying beside it. The broken lantern glittered beyond them.
“I… I expected it to be here,” Lei whispered. “Y’know, guarding it or something.”
“Me too,” Satinka added nervously.
Lei slung his bow back over his shoulder and pulled a knife from his boot.
“I’ll go down and chop that thing up. You stay and keep a lookout.”
Satinka nodded, but her fingers let him go reluctantly. The hood of her cloak had fallen back when they were running before, and her blue hair framed her large scared eyes and the wet tear tracks down her face. She was pale with fright and it made the pattern on her cheek look black against her skin.
“It’s okay,” he consoled her. “I mean, we’re here now, nothing’s going to happen.”
She nodded meekly, and still he didn’t move. Lei stared down the dark aisle. Not being able to see the ghost was a good thing, wasn’t it? It meant it wasn’t in their path, blocking them from their goal. But it also meant that it was still out there somewhere, lurking in the darkness. Lei shook himself and took a deep breath. He squeezed Satinka’s hand once, half to comfort her and half to reassure himself, then he took off down the aisle on light feet. He tried to move quickly but he didn’t want to run.
What would once have been a short walk became a marathon slog. The hallway seemed to stretch beneath him, extending for miles. Lei stepped carefully over the carpet, letting it soften the sound of his footsteps. He put his foot down and the floor creaked. It was like a scream in the night. He froze. Nothing happened. Over his shoulder he saw Satinka with her hands pressed to her mouth in anxiety. He shook his head at his own skittishness. He’d made it. The talisman was right there. What did he have to be afraid of?
The writing on it was in a language he couldn’t read, and the wood was thin and fragile. It would take longer to hack through it than it would to snap it. He re-sheathed his knife and picked up the flake of wood. Something went dark. Behind him Satinka screamed his name. Lei looked up just in time to see the ghost, towering above him, step through the bookcase. It was practically on top of him. He threw his arm up reflexively to shield himself, even though deep down he knew he was dead as soon as it touched him. The thing made a low sound as it reached for him ‒ halfway between a moan and a growl. He could almost feel its cold touch of death. Then it burned. With an almighty burst he was thrown back.
He hit the floor as though blasted back by the lantern oil exploding. He only wondered what could have caused that much heat for a moment. A wall of scorching cold blue fire ran between the bookcases. The ghost snarled and howled at the blaze and began to step through it. Lei stared up at it in horror as it moved through the flames to get him. He had seconds. With all the force he could muster, he lifted the talisman up and smashed it against the shelf of a bookcase ‒ cracking it into three pieces. The flames went out. The ghost vanished. Gasping for breath, Lei used his right hand to pull himself up into a sitting position against the bookcase. He leant back against it, breathing raggedly. Footsteps sounded as Satinka sprinted down towards him. She crashed to her knees at his side, and he could see she’d been crying again.
“You’re alive!”
“Of course,” he grimaced. “Thanks to you. I froze up when I saw that thing. If you hadn’t made it pause with that fire I think I would’ve been done for.”
“I wasn’t sure it would work,” she admitted.
“I’m glad it did. If only for a second.”
Satinka nodded. She lifted the edge of her cloak to wipe her face. Lei watched her, blinking rapidly as he tried to focus himself again.
“So… so that’s the book then?” he asked. “The one with the spell? Did it get burnt?”
Satinka crawled over and picked it up off the floor.
“It’s just a bit singed,” she said, picking it up and brushing some ash off the corners. She crawled back with it to show him. “Here, look, this is the spell I was thinking of. The page has even been dog-eared before. Does this look like it fits the events?”
Lei looked it over, his eyes still watering. There was only one thing he wasn’t sure about.
“It looks like it could be. But it says that more of those talismans are required. Where would someone be able to keep that many bits of junk without being found out?”
“Your city, not mine,” she pointed out. “Lei… who has access to this library?”
“Anyone the King lets in,” he replied. “And that is pretty much anyone who asks. We’re not stingy with our knowledge here. If someone asks then they’re usually let in, unless there’s a very good reason not to allow them. We should take it to Totoum and prove that you were right!”
“No,” Satinka whispered. “We can’t.”
“That was the whole point of this,” he protested.
“Lei, we were just attacked by a trap left in this book ‒ this dog-eared book. What does that tell you?”
He stopped, leaning his head back against the bookshelf and closing his eyes.
“Lei, are you alright?”
“Yeah.”
“You don’t look so good…”
“You think this is an inside job. Someone here ‒ someone from Woodell ‒ is doing this to the forest?”
“I think Samao thinks that too,” she muttered. “He thinks it’s an inside job, and I really think the odds are in favour of that theory right now. I’m sorry. We can’t take this to Totoum, not yet. Not until we can prove that he’s not involved.”
Lei didn’t say anything. He just sat there with his eyes closed, resting his head.
“Lei‒”
“What is it with you and ghosts?” he cut her off.
“Pardon?”
“You and ghosts,” he repeated. “When I first told you about the spirits you were so sceptical. Then the first time you saw them you completely freaked out, until you came to the conclusion that they were spirits rather than ghosts. Now here, in the library, you were terrified of that thing. It’s ghosts, isn’t it? Ghosts scare you. You’ve seen one before.”
Now it was Satinka’s turn to be silent for a moment. She looked down at the book in her hands, refusing to meet his eye.
“Once, maybe, look it’s not really…” she trailed off nervously. “The thing about ghosts is that they’re unnatural. There are only two ways to get a ghost. The first is to summon one using the blackest kinds of magic, and necromancy is something my people absolutely forbid. The other way ghosts are formed occurs when a spirit who’s been wronged finds a way to stay behind once they’re dead. That’s why I was so sure you don’t get groups of ghosts.”
“So… which kind have you seen?”
“I was just a little girl,” she whispered. “Days before I came here and my life was ruined, my father died, leaving me the crown. I was there when he passed away, and I swear I saw something. My father was incredibly young for a Syrene on their deathbed. He was sick. It doesn’t happen often with my people, but it does happen. Except, when they died, Aveal ‒ his Tuotam ‒ did something strange. It was like something tried to break free of Aveal’s body. I swear it was his ghost trying to stay behind. It was terrifying. And it’s always made me wonder about the circumstances of my father’s death… and what came after it. I think Aveal had a reason to stay behind, he just didn’t quite have the power to manage it.”
She looked up and found Lei staring at her. His green eyes were wide with amazement at her story, and he looked like he empathised with her explanation. But there was a pain there too. A pain that had nothing to do with her.
“Lei? Lei what’s wrong?”
“That explains why you panicked when you saw the ghost here.”
“Lei stop dodging my question!”
He grimaced again, his eyes closing. It was a brutal pain that creased his beautiful face. Slowly, and with great care, he lifted his left hand from the floor beside him, where his body had been shielding it from her sight. His glove and part of his sleeve had burnt away, and left the mangled blistered flesh beneath exposed. She stared at the remains of his hand in horror. It was her fault. His arm had been in the way when she set off the wall of fire. He could see the tortured guilt in her eyes.
“Don’t,” he winced. “If you hadn’t done that I’d be dead, and I’d much rather be injured than dead.”
“It’s my fault you’re hurt.”
“Again, at least I’m not dead.”
“No, I can fix this!” She grabbed the remains of the talisman and shoved them in the book, passing it to him to carry with his good arm. “Hold on, I’m going to help you.”
Khol was kind. He clearly didn’t want to be perceived that way, but Alera knew he was. He made her stop to rest and eat regularly even though she couldn’t tell what time it was. It was as though he was trying to build up a routine for her to help her recover. She marked out what was probably night by what times he got her to stop and sleep. At first she had been afraid of him – this huge pale tattooed dragon rider. But she was beginning to realise that there wasn’t much to be afraid of as long as she didn’t do anything to threaten his people. He was a man of his word, and he only fought and killed in defence.
“What do the Syrene people do?”
“I don’t understand,” Khol stated in response to the ambiguity of her question.
“Before this war, before humans, what were the Syrene people like? Did you have tribes that fought each other? Were you amassing an army?”
Alera was very suddenly taken aback as Khol laughed. She had never heard him laugh before. She had never even seen him smile. It wasn’t a happy laugh though. He wasn’t entertained or amused – he was resigned and bitter.
“That is such a human way of thinking. Syrene are one tribe – one people. We have never had an army. Armies are for humans.”
“But you have an army now.”
“We do not have a trained army. We have never had the time. We have the strong, the brave, and the desperate protecting their home. Syrene people are creators and traders – much like the other southern races. Outside of the city of Syrene we have many towns and villages and farms–” Khol fell abruptly silent. “We had,” he corrected. “We had many. We yearned to live outside the mountains, and back in the days when we could fly that was a dream we lived. But the boats do not always go to the tip of the peninsular. Sunne wants to destroy us so he comes at us from many angles. Some places have evacuated to Syrene, but many others have not. We lost another village that was further down the east coast only eight months ago. Families – children – hacked to death in their beds and in the streets.”
“How?” Alera whispered with dread. “If it’s where they live aren’t their dragons with them?”
“Of course, but that doesn’t make them unstoppable. You know what it is like to be encased in steel – to wear armour no weapon can penetrate. But even that would not be enough if you were surrounded by armies hacking at you. That is what it is like for our Tuotams. They are beaten down until the heart of their Mantra is destroyed. I remember a pair of boys who were only twelve. The Tuotam was putting up a fierce fight, but he was facing off against more than fifty humans. They were both young and they were swarmed. The Tuotam fought back and none of the humans hacking at him did any damage, but he couldn’t fly himself and his Mantra away. As soon as his Mantra was killed they both dropped. That’s how it works. That is why our numbers grow so low. Once the fighting starts we can’t get away.”
“Why don’t you evacuate everyone then?”
“Some don’t want to go,” Khol shrugged. “Some don’t know where else to go. There is not enough room in Syrene for our entire race. We could not house and feed everyone. It would become a nightmare. This is war. There is no easy way. There is no sure answer.”
“You should train armies. Get them started now so that you can send them out once they are trained and win back what you have lost.”
“Are you telling me how to defeat your people, Alera?” Khol asked with a raised eyebrow.
“I want this war to be over, Khol. It’s a lie – a sham! I don’t know why humans are being sent to kill Syrene, but I don’t think we should be. I think this is a mistake. I don’t want you to kill us, but I don’t want us to be killing you either. This is wrong. Humanity are practically breeding soldiers – do the same and make a stand.”
Khol went quiet as they walked. Alera didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what she’d said that had stopped him from replying to her in the first place. The thought of breeding soldiers probably felt abominable, but if humans only had numbers on the Syrene that should be something they could fix.
“Khol… all you need to win is numbers…”
“I know.”
The way he replied made her feel cold.
“The Tuotams have begun to join us at the front. That will have to be enough.”
“They certainly have the firepower,” Alera conceded weakly, although actually thinking about it made her want to faint. “But will it be enough to stop it all?”
“It has to be. I have nothing else to try. I asked the other races to help us and they turned me away. They consider it a Syrene battle, and will not risk their lives for us if it does not concern them. I learnt the hard way that we are not as close to our neighbours as I thought.”
“So you only have Syrene people to fight with?”
“Yes. Only us, and our numbers grow fewer and fewer.”
“Are humans really managing to kill so many of you?” she asked sickly.
Khol went quiet again. Alera considered that this must be a difficult subject for him. She came from Mikdyal in the Zynaldini Desert – far away from Sunne and the focus of his war. Back in the North the effects of the war weren’t felt so badly. No one really brought it home with them, especially given the use of the amnesia drug. Alera had never been on a tour before this one, and the war had only been a part of her life for a matter of months. Khol had been living with it for the last ten years. He had been forced to remember everything, and he carried it with him everywhere he went.
“It is more than that…” he finally admitted.
Khol clearly wasn’t sure why he was talking to Alera about this, but if he was prepared to be honest with her then she was eager to listen.
“There… have not been any Syrene children since our Kakai was taken ten years ago.”
Alera felt her steps slow as though weighed down by dread, but she kept pace behind Khol.
“When our power was drained we…” Khol trailed off weakly. He was trying to find the right words – the right human words – to describe what was happening. “Our fire has lost its intensity. We have lost much of our heat. Mantras cannot even melt through rock anymore, but it also means we cannot keep our eggs warm enough. I… my… my grandchild never hatched – along with many others. No eggs have hatched in ten years. All of them, like my little hiridiki, we have watched helplessly as the heartbeat fades and the egg turns to stone.”
Alera was cold all over. There was such emotion behind his emptiness, but he wasn’t prepared to face it. He wasn’t prepared to grieve for everything they were losing until he could count the final tally. If the Syrene lost then Khol would never truly grieve. His losses in this war were personal – they were more than the fear for his race. Yet, he kept them buried because he had too much left to do. The war didn’t take any breaks. It didn’t let up. The Syrene kept dying. And still no one knew why.




DEEPER MYSTERIES

Benji was sitting perched on the edge of the bed. He had a rag pressed to his face. Francis was carefully applying something cold and sticky across the bridge of his nose.
“Try not to touch it,” she advised. “It will help hold everything in place while it heals. She shouldn’t have hit you so hard.”
“You don’t think she just shouldn’t have hit me then?” he muttered.
“You get what you give, Benji.”
He didn’t say anything, moving his eyes away so that he didn’t have to meet her gaze.
“Oh?” Francis quipped. “You don’t think so?”
“I… I thought she at least would understand…”
“Why? Because you think she understands you? Trust me, Benji, she doesn’t. What you said back there was horrible, and you didn’t even mean it.”
“She says horrible things to him all the time!”
“That’s not the same, and you know it,” she told him firmly. “They are both children of Dilarkyrn. What they have is akin to sibling rivalry ‒ their insulting banter is a game. Contrary to what you seem to think, they don’t hate each other; quite the opposite, in fact. If you’re looking for an explanation of what just happened: you insulted her brother, so she broke your nose.”
Benji looked down and took the cloth from his face to check the bleeding. Francis turned away to clean and pack her med-kit. She closed her eyes at the snuffling sounds behind her as she closed the clasps on her bag.
“Try not to touch it,” she reminded softly.
“H-he n-never apologised eith-either,” Benji stammered.
She turned back around. Benji was carefully wiping his eyes with the edge of his sleeve, trying to avoid his nose and the blood on his face.
“He didn’t do anything that he needs to apologise for. Words were spoken, yes, but just because you didn’t like what he said doesn’t make it wrong.”
“You know?!”
“I think everyone has worked it out,” she admitted cautiously. “Your falling out with Taum was more of a confirmation than a denial. Besides, we all knew how you felt about Elvac before you did.”
“Does Elvac know?!”
Francis walked over and sat down on the bed beside him, gently placing a comforting hand on his back.
“It’s not actually possible to die of shame, Benji,” she told him. “Trust me, I’ve looked into it.”
“I… I wish Satinka was here…”
“I never thought I’d hear you say that.”
“I never thought I’d say it. She’s not so bad though…”
“She understands?”
“She doesn’t judge…” Benji whispered. A single tear rolled down his cheek. “I hurt him. I hurt him so badly and I don’t know what to do. I can’t fix it so I keep making it worse.”
Francis pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of her dress and wiped away the tear. She took a hard look at him and then held the cloth in front of him.
“Spit,” she ordered.
He gave her a look, but her tone of command gave no room to argue and he did as he was told. Carefully she cleaned the blood off his face. She had cleaned him up earlier, before she put the cast over his nose, but he had bled slightly again since then.
“Benji, why haven’t you just apologised to him? He’s your best friend. Why is this such an issue?”
He shrugged and she eyed him suspiciously.
“You haven’t forgiven him for what he said.”
“What? No!”
“That’s what you said: he hasn’t apologised either ‒ like you expect an apology.”
“It’s not‒ it’s just‒”
“It’s just that’s how your relationship works? You two fight and he apologises? That’s not how friendship works Benji.”
“How can I expect him to forgive me?!” Benji yelled. Francis gave him a long slow look and dabbed at his face again. “If he has nothing to apologise for then it’s all my fault ‒ everything that I did and everything that happened is all on me. How can I expect him to forgive me, Fran?”
“Well, firstly, don’t,” she answered. The blonde girl sighed at his bewildered expression and continued. “Don’t apologise like you want to be forgiven – apologise like you’re sorry. You’re not supposed to do it for you to make yourself feel better: you’re doing it for him. You need to let him know that you were wrong and that you regret it. That should be what makes you feel better ‒ knowing that you tried to fix your mistake. Forgiveness is only half the reward.”
“Stop making sense…” Benji groaned miserably.
“Sweetheart, sense is exactly what I think you need right now.” She reached up and ruffled his feathery white hair. “Who knows, maybe if you experience enough of it you’ll start using it one day too.”
He shoved her off half-heartedly but she saw the smile pass over his face behind his hands.
“Now that you know what you have to do, and how simple it really is, do you think you can do it?”
“What, now?”
“Yes, Benji. He’s sick and none of us are going anywhere, so there’s no excuse not to.”
“But‒” he faltered under her gaze.
“Come on,” she grabbed him by the arm and pulled him up. “I will take you through and you can say it now. I’m not going to wait for you to get cold feet and put it off even longer. Suck it up and get through it because I will make sure it happens.”
Benji felt his stomach drop out and stay behind in the bunkroom as Francis dragged him back to see the others. The room was much the same as they’d left it. Danni was sitting away with Elvac, Arrio, Kale and Taka and she still looked mad. Sabeh had come back and was with Taum. Not him, Benji thought – anyone but him. Taum looked up as soon as they entered. The huntsman had a sickly pale cast to his golden skin and he didn’t look well. His brown eyes were dim with his illness but they sparked up when they saw Benji’s injury.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Benji nodded weakly. “Yeah, thanks. I… I was just‒”
The door burst open with force and smashed back against the wall. Everyone jumped and all eyes fell onto the doorway. People began shouting and cursing at the sight.
“Get me a bucket of water!” Satinka ordered, hooking the edge of the door with her foot and kicking it shut.
She was still dressed in her hunter’s garb with her face hidden deep in the hood of her cloak. Lei was curled up in her arms and she held onto him protectively as she strode across the room. Kale had scrambled out the back and returned seconds later with a wooden pail.
“Will this do?”
“Put it on the table,” Satinka directed, carrying Lei over.
“What’s happened?” Taum clambered unsteadily to his feet. “What’s wrong?”
Satinka sat Lei down on the edge of the table. He murmured something to her and she took the book from him carefully, using her body to hide him from the room. Kale set the bucket down on the table next to them with a slight slosh, and Satinka passed him the book. Kale took it with trembling hands.
“Give me your hand,” Satinka whispered softly.
Lei’s face was a twisted grimace of pain and he clenched his teeth as he pulled his injured arm away from his body. There were sounds of horror as the room saw what had happened to him.
“Captain!” Kale cried, almost dropping the book.
“Lei!” Taum yelled. The Dileyrian stumbled towards his friend. Danni was the one who moved forward to catch him as he staggered. She pulled him up and helped him closer. Lei looked up at them.
“Taum, are you alright? Did it affect you?”
“Did what affect me?” Taum cried staring at his friend’s injury.
Satinka carefully moved Lei’s arm to the water in the pail. He made a small sound of pain and squeezed his eyes shut.
“What are you doing?” Francis asked. They both ignored her.
“Taka,” Lei called, taking deep breaths to focus. “Get back up to the Palace and get Samao. We need him here now.”
“Yes, Captain,” Taka saluted, his face pale with shock. He ran off into the city without looking back.
“Satinka,” Francis began slowly and patiently, “that won’t help him now. He’s too badly burnt. The hand needs to go.”
“No!” Satinka barked at her. “I’m going to heal him.” She looked up at the room and her eyes scanned the scared faces looking at her. “T-this will work.”
The tiny medic eyed the uncertainty in her voice. Satinka held her hands out over the bucket and focused. Nothing happened. Lei started trembling.
“Satinka he’s going to go into shock,” Francis warned. “We have to amputate the injury before infection sets in and does more damage!”
“NO!” she screamed at them. The fire in the back wall leapt up and turned blue, casting a cold light and a burning heat over the room. Everyone shrank back from her fury and her panic. She leant on the table and her whole body shook in fear.
“N-no, you c-can’t… y-you c-c-can’t…” The table began to smoke under her fingers as she stared at the bucket. The blue light from the fire intensified the shadows and they danced like demons around the room. Everyone had backed away from the sorceress in fear except Lei who looked barely conscious.
Suddenly the water in the pail began to glow. It surrounded Lei’s hand and travelled up his arm like a spotlight. The light was the same blue as the flames that slowly began to die back down in the fireplace. Everyone stared on in wonder. Slowly the fire sank back and faded to orange, casting its warm glow back out as the water stopped shining. Lei lifted his dripping hand from the bucket with an awed expression on his face. He flexed his fingers and twisted his wrist. There was a mass of spider web scars over his limb, but otherwise it looked completely fine.
“You… you just…” he stammered, staring at his hand.
Satinka slumped against the table. Without thinking Lei reached out and caught her, pulling her up into his arms.
“Satinka?”
She squeezed her eyes shut as a single tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. Lei scoured the room.
“Where’s Sabeh?” he asked.
Everyone looked around.
“Come on,” Lei insisted. “He was here just a minute ago? How did nobody see where he went?”
The room remained silent. No one wanted to point out that they had all been staring at his injury and the bucket of magic water. Arrio came forward.
“I’ll take her,” he offered, holding out his arms.
Lei handed her over and Arrio bundled her up, pulling her close.
“Hush there, denden,” he consoled her. “Everything’s okay now.”
The small woman looked like a child in the giant Zynaldini’s arms as he carefully carried her away from the crowd and took her over to a quiet corner of the room. Lei watched them go with an almost dazed expression. Taum chose that moment to haul himself from Danni’s arms and stagger forward.
“Lei,” he said his friend’s name urgently as the Captain reached out and grabbed him to stop him falling again.
“Taum,” Lei pulled him up by the shoulders, supporting his friend’s weak body with his own. “Are you alright?”
“How can you ask that after what you just went through?!”
“I’m fine,” Lei replied. “I can deal with pain.”
“I would have hurled,” Kale murmured.
“I don’t have a gag reflex. Stomach of iron.”
“Lei,” Taum tried to grab his chin to get him back on track. “What happened?”
“We were attacked,” Lei answered. He pulled Taum up onto the table beside him so that both of them were sitting. The Captain gestured at Kale who handed the book back. “We met with Totoum, and he agreed to give us a chance to prove we were telling the truth. Satinka and I went to the library to find the spell she thought was behind all this.” Lei opened the book to the dog-eared page with the pieces of the talisman in it. “This is the spell. By my accounts I think she could be onto something, but I already thought that.”
“This spell summons spirits from their bodies through the creation of talismans,” Taum read slowly. “These… are these parts of a talisman?”
“Yes. It was inside the book, guarding it. As soon as we took the book off the shelf and disturbed it we were attacked by a ghost ‒ a real ghost ‒ inside the city.” Lei looked over to the corner where Arrio was cradling Satinka. “She saved my life. I panicked when it came after me. If it weren’t for her I’d be dead.”
“A… a real ghost?” Taum echoed. “In the city? Like the others aren’t real?”
“This was different,” Lei insisted. “I can’t explain it. I guess if you haven’t seen it you can’t understand ‒ which is why we needed her to point it out. Those things out there are just the spirits of the trees, pulled out of their bodies by talismans, and forced to walk through the night until the sun rises. That’s why they can’t cross or touch wood, and why they have such a serious effect on you. But we can stop this by finding and breaking the talismans ‒ that’s how we got rid of the ghost in the library.”
Everyone became stony faced at the concept. Someone was messing with their forest on purpose. This wasn’t an accident.
“Did you show the King?” Kale asked.
Lei shook his head nervously. He didn’t have to elaborate. They were all looking at the broken talisman and the dog-eared page. Someone inside the city was doing this – one of their own. Taum shakily got to his feet.
“Taum,” Lei moved to steady him.
“Let go of me,” he ordered coldly. “I’m going to go find them.”
“You can’t, not in your condition,” Lei insisted.
“I can. I can and I will. I will crawl there if I have to but I am going to find who did this, and I am going to make them pay for what they’ve done.”
“Taum, stop, you don’t have any leads,” Lei caught him and held him back.
“Then I’ll find some! I have to make this bastard pay for ruining my life!” Taum yelled.
Lei stopped dead at his friend’s fury. The whole room stared. Taum wasn’t someone who lost his temper. Lei stood back, letting his hands fall weakly to his sides.
“T-Taum…”
“Don’t. Don’t try and make this about Woodell ‒ this is personal,” Taum spat in an uncharacteristic cold rage. He stood pale and shaking in front of them all. His body trembled in pain and anger. “Whoever is doing this ruined my life. I’m going to find them and make them tell me why. I am part of this forest, Lei. I am its defender. I have been tortured and driven from my city by them. I spent the last six years in exile while this unholy cretin attacked my home. One of our own, Lei. One of our people has done this to us. Done this to our forest. My forest. They tried to rip out my soul and they stole the last six years of my life. I will make them pay!”
He turned away from the room with a sigh, squeezing his eyes shut against a jolt of pain that shot through his body. He couldn’t explain it to them. He couldn’t make them understand. They didn’t know. They hadn’t lost everything. They hadn’t felt the pain of the forest, or the fear of being sent away from everything they knew. He breathed out raggedly as he trembled. Hands touched his shoulders. Slowly Lei pulled his shaking friend into his steadying embrace. Barely thinking, Taum clutched at him, supporting himself as his strength drained out. Taum rested his head on his friend’s shoulder as Lei held him tightly. Taum could smell the scent of fallen leaves and dirt and the worn old leather of his friend’s tunic. It smelled like home.
“You don’t have to do it alone,” Lei whispered in his ear. “I’m right here.”
Taum didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. Standing there in Lei’s arms he felt… protected. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this way. Living in Undernal his friends had been the people he looked after. There hadn’t really been anyone who took care of him. The closest he had come to that recently was… well… Satinka. She had been the one to care for him and shield him since his fight with Benji, and Danni had just defended him in the face of the riverman’s jaded cruelty. Still, it never felt like protection. It always felt like people just doing the right thing in the face of perceived injustice. Lei felt like protection. Lei wasn’t here because of what had just happened, he was standing here ready to defend him against what might be coming.
“I want this to be over as much as you do,” Lei continued. “But we can’t just run out there screaming accusations until someone confesses. We’ll talk to Samao first. Satinka thinks he knows something. After that we can make our move.”
Taum nodded into his shoulder. He was used to being the one that thought logically about things. It was nice to know he had someone around now who could still do that even when he couldn’t. There was something about being sick that turned the brain to mush. Lei led Taum back over to the table and sat him down again, keeping a steadying arm around his shoulder. Danni was the one who approached them with a slightly worried look.
“Taum, can I get you something to eat? You… you don’t look so good,” she muttered nervously. He shook his head.
“I’d just throw it up.”
“You haven’t had much today though, and most of that… well…”
“Don’t worry Dan,” he sighed. “I’ll be alright. I’m sorry I lost it before.”
“Lost it?” she echoed. Against her better judgement she laughed at him. She couldn’t help it. “Please, that was probably the healthiest thing you’ve done all year. Didn’t anyone ever tell you yelling is good for the soul?”
“Ah, well that finally explains you then,” he smiled.
Danni moved to punch Taum on the arm, but Lei pulled him closer and she hit the Captain’s fingers instead.
“Ow,” he protested without even flinching. “Ow, that’s my good hand.”
“Don’t get it in the way then,” Danni snorted.
Taum bit down on a smile as his listened to them. Lei lifted his other arm. The sleeve around his elbow was bloody and scorched, but in the orange light of the fire the network of scars on his arm looked faint. He made some weird gestures at Danni but nothing happened.
“Do you think I could get magical powers in this arm?” he asked. “Because that would be pretty awesome.”
“I seriously doubt it,” Danni replied. “A few of the boys have been magically healed and there’s nothing special about them. For instance: Taum had his face magically healed by an Avatar, and that hasn’t done it any favours.”
“I resent that comment!”
“Resent away,” she invited.
“You’re only against it because your girlfriend’s a doctor who thinks there’s something unnatural about magic,” Taum retorted.
“Isn’t there?” Danni shrugged. “It is pretty cool though,” she admitted, taking Lei’s hand in her own and pulling it closer to look. “It almost looks like lightning on your skin. It’s fairly impressive when you think about it all.”
“It’s amazing…” Taum breathed, also peering closely at his friend’s arm.
“Yeah,” Lei agreed, his eyes drifting over to the corner of the room. “Yeah it’s really something…”
Satinka was still nestled up in the corner with Arrio. Lei could see the Zynaldini’s lips move but couldn’t hear what he was whispering. The Syrene Kakai had saved his life, but something was still upsetting her.
Elvac had poured a mug of water and crossed the room to take it to her. The blonde soldier knelt down beside them and offered the drink to the girl. Worry creased his face. She closed her eyes but a brief smile touched her lips as she noticed.
“I’m alright, Elvac,” she told him softly. “You worry too much.”
“Say what you like,” he replied. “I can never worry about you too much.”
“Sabeh’s already in a foul mood. Do you really want him to hear you talking like that?”
“Sabeh isn’t threatened by me.”
“Fool,” Arrio murmured in his deep voice with a sly smile.
Despite himself, Elvac grinned, turning his face down so that they wouldn’t see. The soldier so rarely smiled with such honesty now, and when he did he cast his eyes away to hide it. The war had changed him. He hid any shred of his own happiness now, as though he thought he didn’t deserve it. But Satinka had seen. She always did. She watched him with her large deep dark eyes.
“When you were in a coma in Elgárnd I asked the shaman about you,” she whispered.
Elvac looked up at her. His blonde brows lifted politely over quizzical blue eyes. She sat nestled back. It was one of those moments Elvac could see the witch in her. Deep in her eyes he knew that cold fire burned, and the blue of her hair and the pattern on her cheek made her appearance so alien at times. The hulking Arrio in all his black leather acted as her backdrop, and framed her like a flame-haired guardian.
“I asked her if you’d ever be happy,” Satinka continued delicately. “She told me you already were.”
Arrio lifted a doubtful orange eyebrow at the statement, but Elvac just cast his eyes down again. He nodded his head slightly and turned to look at her out of the corner of his eye.
“I can think of a few reasons she might think that…”
“I can’t,” Arrio added instantly.
Again Elvac quickly turned his smile to the floor. Satinka just sighed at him.
“If it makes you feel better, think of it as penance,” Elvac told her as he turned his warm blue gaze back to them. “If how I feel about you bothers you so much then think of my behaviour as penance for everything I’ve done.”
“You were drugged,” she replied. “You don’t need to atone for anything.”
“You don’t actually believe that. I know how you feel about what I did to your people.”
“You’re not the only one who’s done things they’re ashamed of, Elvac. In your defence you didn’t even know what you were doing, and now you’re doing everything you can to put things right.”
“Reminders are a little hard to swallow when they come from the person who, before long, will have saved the life of every single human they come across.”
“And you don’t think that is penance for something?” she asked coolly. “Some of us, Elvac, have killed people while in complete control and with full intent.”
“You mean the way I killed Malkin and then those soldiers in and around the Troll Caves?”
“Self-defence in both cases. I was only ten years old the first time I killed a human, and it was for revenge.”
Elvac stared at her, taken aback in disbelief. He clearly hadn’t been expecting that. She looked away. Shame and grief coated her face.
“When I was living in Sunndan, before I infiltrated the church, I got a little boy killed. So I murdered the people I considered responsible, even though I knew it was my fault.” Satinka hugged herself tightly. Her hands clutching at her shoulders and her eyes turned to the ground as she remembered. “He… he was the first human I ever told my true identity to. He just wanted to help me, and I wanted the help. But he got caught. He should never have been stealing in the first place! It was stupid, so stupid! I killed the merchant who hurt him and the doctor who wouldn’t help him. I murdered them in cold blood and burnt their houses to the ground. I still tell myself they deserved it, but… it was my fault. My fault…” She shuddered. “He died of blood poisoning. It got infected and he… he…”
Elvac and Arrio stared at each other in shock over her hunched form. Stealing? Both of them turned to look at Lei and then back to the girl. That explained her behaviour before. The way she’d panicked when Francis had told her they needed to remove Lei’s hand had been so uncharacteristic. Except if you knew that the first human she’d ever trusted had died that way… Arrio put a comforting hand on her shoulder. His dark eyes were ringed with sympathy. Elvac just sat there struggling to imagine what she’d been carrying on her shoulders all these years. She’d never told them the full story of what had led them to this quest, but he could believe there were tales of other horrors to come. Still… one thing bothered him.
“Why…” he started awkwardly. “Why didn’t you just heal him? The way you healed me, the way you healed Lei, why didn’t you do that?”
The breath she let out was shuddering, as though years of tears had built up trembling on it.
“Because…” she whispered in grief, “because…”
Satinka leapt from Arrio’s lap and fled across the room. Elvac moved to stop her but Arrio caught his arm and held him back as Satinka disappeared through the door to the hallway. Elvac looked back but the Zynaldini shook his head warningly. As much as he hated to admit it, Arrio knew more about the girl than he did. The quiet dark giant was the closest thing to family she had, and he subtly played the role of protector in her life when he felt she needed it. She had just managed to confess an old and painful secret to them. They needed to give her some space for now.
Out in the corridor she stopped and pressed against the back of the door breathing heavily. She wasn’t the only one out there. Sabeh was hunched down on the floor of the corridor just down from the doorway, leaning against the wall. He looked over to her with dark eyes at first, but stood when he saw the expression on her face. She crashed into his arms, burying her face in his chest as she cried. He pulled her in gently, holding her close in comfort.
“I love you,” she whispered against him.
“I love you too, Tink,” he replied tenderly.
She cried harder. He’d always been able to get an exaggerated reaction out of her by calling her ‘Tink’. While he had suspicions on the matter, he had never actually asked about it, and he didn’t intend to.
“T-thank you for bef-f-fore,” she wept. “I d-didn’t realise y-you would h-have t-to leave the r-r-room.”
“I didn’t want to risk anyone noticing,” he said. “And it was a fairly serious injury. Did it turn out alright?”
She nodded. “A b-bit of sc-scarring.”
“Well as long as everything works. I know you’d rather I just came out about this, but I don’t want anyone to know. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is. I’m keeping this hidden. No one can know who I am.”
“It’s okay.” She took a steadying breath. “I don’t mind. As long as you keep helping people you can have it any way you want. I’ll keep your secret ‒ anything you ask.” She breathed a trembling sigh and snuffled. “If only you’d come into my life sooner…”
Sabeh sighed in resignation. Everything he’d been angry about before seemed to be crumbling away in the face of her anguish. He kissed the top of her head as he held her close and stroked her hair.
“Do you want to tell me what’s really wrong?” he asked.
“It’s a long story,” she replied, pulling away from him to wipe her eyes.
“Well if you want to talk I have nothing but time,” he offered. Sabeh raised his hand and used his thumb to brush away the tears on her cheek. “Like I told you the first time: you don’t have to tell me anything, but I am here if you need me to be.”
She nodded and continued to wipe at her face, keeping her eyes turned down. Her reply was in a barely audible whisper:
“His name was Spoon…”
Sabeh pulled her back in and held her while she told her story.
It took almost an hour for Taka to arrive back with Samao. Lei had spent the time with Taum pouring over the book of spells. While it was written in a language they could supposedly read, to their eyes most of it seemed to be made up gibberish. Importantly, there didn’t seem to be a counter or reverse spell they could simply cast to make the spirits vanish. It was looking more and more likely that if they were going to finally save their city they would have to find the culprit first.
Fortunately, Taum had discovered a sentence that suggested that killing the ‘witch’ when they found them would be enough to undo the magic. However, Lei was grudgingly willing to admit that they were both possibly just reading what they wanted to see out of that sentence. Either way it didn’t get them closer to finding the person responsible.
The room was still tense. Lei’s announcement and injury and Satinka’s display of magic had crawled under the skin of everyone watching. They didn’t like what they were facing. The hunters had adapted to the idea of magic over the last six years they’d spent in their haunted forest, but that hadn’t actually prepared them for the concept of sorcery. To think that not only was witchcraft responsible for what had been happening, but that one of their own had caused it, was starting to feel like too much for some of them. Satinka’s distress hadn’t helped either. Sabeh had brought her back to the room since she had calmed down, but he wasn’t letting anyone go near her and they could all tell she was still fragile.
The door burst open when Taka got back. He stood open-mouthed in the doorway as he looked over the brooding room. Lei lifted his newly scarred hand and waved at him. The poor hunter’s eyes glazed over like he was about to faint as he registered the sight. From behind him Samao carefully reached out a hand and steered the young man into the room so that he could close the door. The elder regarded Lei shrewdly.
“Taka say it urgent. He say you injured badly and I must come instantly.”
“I was injured,” Lei conceded, “and we do need you urgently, but those aren’t as closely related as you might think.”
“Oh?” Samao crossed the room to them. “What happen to you then?”
“Satinka and I were attacked in the library. Someone set up a trap and we triggered it. There was a ghost ‒ a real one. I was injured in the fight, but we destroyed the ghost and Satinka healed me.” Lei raised his arm to show the old man his scars. “We found the spell Samao ‒ I’m sure this is it. Now we just need to find who cast it, and I think it was someone from the city.”
Samao gave the Captain a long firm stare. The Siku cast his eyes over the scars with some interest, but Lei felt himself shrink back from the look his elder was giving him. Finally Samao spoke softly.
“Anyone ever tell you, Captain, that you talk loudly?”
Lei cast his eyes about nervously. Samao sighed.
“Captain, that dangerous accusation to make ‒ especially for you. You cannot go throw around allegations like that unless you absolutely sure.”
Lei’s gaze hardened at those words and he lifted his head confidently.
“I am absolutely sure,” he stated. “Someone used this spell to set a trap over this book in the library. The page is old, worn and stained ‒ someone has used this spell more than once. I am absolutely sure this is the spell being used to summon those spirits, which means somewhere out there are the talismans being used to draw them out. I am also sure that the trap set over the book in the library implicates someone in Woodell who didn’t want anyone to find out how they were doing this to our city.”
Nervous silence met his statement. Everyone had already been thinking about it for the past half hour, but to hear it aloud and spoken by their Captain chilled the blood.
“Alright,” Samao murmured. “Then what do we do?”
“I… I don’t know,” Lei admitted. “That’s why we need you. We need your advice.”
“Well, what you want your first move to be?”
“I… I guess I want to clear Totoum. I don’t like thinking of my King as a suspect, and if we can prove he doesn’t have a hand in it then we can use his power to help find the real culprit.”
“It’s his kingdom getting destroyed,” Taum pointed out. “Surely that suggests that he’s innocent.”
“Not necessarily,” Sabeh replied softly. “It wouldn’t be the first time a King brought down his own city. If someone was after his crown he could have used the plague of ghosts to stave off the competition. Equally, if he didn’t want to rule, then what better way to avoid the crown than by making sure there isn’t a kingdom to govern? I mean, what would have happened if after all of this someone found a body in the library and a ghost in the city?”
“The end of Woodell,” Samao answered. “If people found ghost in city everyone would panic and flee. Woodell would crumble and the men would be scattered across the North as vagabonds.”
“But none of that makes any sense,” Kale interrupted. “There wasn’t anyone in contention for Totoum’s crown six years ago, so there goes that theory, and if he didn’t want to rule he could have handed the crown over by now.”
“Excellent,” Sabeh nodded. “That helps to rule out the obvious reasons to suspect him then.”
“I’m sorry,” Elvac cut in delicately. “How can there be no one next in line six years ago? Surely even if he didn’t have a son he had relatives.”
“Oh probably,” Lei agreed. “But do you know who they are?”
Elvac looked flabbergasted.
“Kings and Queens of the forest aren’t born, Elvac,” Sabeh muttered. “They’re elected. The people vote for who will rule for a certain period.”
Elvac just stared at him.
“It’s weird, I know, but it actually makes a lot of sense too.”
“I never thought you’d support it,” Taum said.
“I’m fairly open about systems of government,” Sabeh shrugged. “Besides, from where I’m sitting, election seems like a good idea. Stonehall is currently ruled by one of the worst Kings in history. The man is an absolute monster and being able to vote him out would be miraculous.”
“Digressions aside,” Lei interrupted. “The important thing is that this all suggests Totoum has nothing to do with what’s going on.”
“Agreed,” Samao nodded. “But it not prove anything.”
“So we’re still at square one…” the Captain sighed.
“We have to think about this logically,” Satinka suggested. “Who benefits from the fall of Woodell?”
“No one,” Kale replied. “If anything it would become a burden on the other cities of the North. Woodell is Sunne’s third largest city. It won’t help anyone to have it crumble. Well… except…”
“Don’t look at me like that, Kale,” she ordered. “I’ve only been here a few hours and I’ve done everything I can to help.”
“From what I’ve heard it’s your people who would benefit from causing this kind of anarchy in Sunne’s empire,” he muttered.
“Kale,” Lei’s tone was warning. “We’re not blaming her.”
The hunter fell obediently silent at his Captain’s tone. In the wake of the argument Samao made a contemplative noise. The Siku had taken the book from Taum to look over the spell, and it looked as though he had found something.
“You looking for someone not born in the forest,” he told him carefully.
“What makes you say that?” Lei asked.
“This,” Samao took the remains of the talisman from the book and placed them down on the table, arranging them in order so everyone could see how it had looked before it was broken. “This symbol carved on it is word. Is word from long dead language of the west. It mean ‘bear’. You go up against the ghost of bear.”
“It was much bigger than a bear…” Lei commented. “So you think it’s someone who came to Woodell from another region?”
Samao nodded.
“It’s not me!” Bran yelled, raising his hands.
“Calm down,” Lei grinned at him. “No one’s suspecting you. Besides, I’d know if it was one of my own men.”
“Also, you from Quam,” Samao added. “This language ancient language of Emer. We looking for someone from the centre of the North.”
“But why?” Kale demanded. “Why would someone from Emer do this to us?”
“When we find them you can ask,” Lei promised.
“Did any of you stop to think this might not be politically motivated?” Danni asked scathingly. “You do realise this only takes one person, and that person could just be a sad, angry, emotionally challenged dickhead who has had enough of Woodell. Boys get sent here from all over the place ‒ kids whose parents don’t want them, the occasional orphan. Any of them could have decided that they never wanted to come here and now they think if they dismantle the city they could go home.”
“That is still a kind of political motivation,” Sabeh replied.
“Shut up Sabeh,” she ordered. “I’m just saying you don’t have to go looking for power in the powerful. The person who’s brought the city to its knees could just as easily be the weak little social reject.”
“Danni’s right,” Satinka sighed. “We can’t know for sure who’s behind this until we find the rest of the talismans that are being used to call those spirits.”
“Well we could just start kicking down doors,” Taum said. “If I was the bad guy and I heard that someone was calling witchcraft and starting a hunt I’d turn around and scream that they were crazy. We could just narrow the search to everyone who thinks we’re mental.”
“Nice thought,” Bran smiled, “but we can’t do it. We’re all associated with Lei, so if we start, everyone sees it as coming from him, and if Lei starts screaming witchcraft the city will start lynching people.”
Taum looked slightly taken aback. Then, with understanding dawning in his eyes, he turned on his best friend.
“You’re Amacakiel?” he exclaimed.
“Well that was accusatory,” Lei muttered in embarrassment.
“What does that mean?” Satinka asked.
“Amacakiel is the chosen one,” Taum answered. “The people’s favourite.”
“Wait a minute,” Sabeh stopped them. “If something happens to Totoum, he’s next in line?!”
“Wow, try to sound a little more outraged Sabeh,” Lei grimaced.
“Ignore him,” Satinka advised. “He just feels threatened.”
Sabeh gave her a dark look.
“Well don’t you?” she replied coolly.
Taum was still staring at the man beside him.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked plaintively.
“Because I don’t want it!” Lei exclaimed. “No one ever does. It’s not like I stuck my hand up for the job. Totoum didn’t volunteer either. The crown of Woodell is something people get landed with. It just so happens that he’s done a good job with it and now the city’s gone mental and they think I will too.”
“They’re not mental, they’re right,” Kale said patiently, as though it was a conversation they had had many times before.
“Still, what this means is that we can’t publicly go about witch hunting while Lei is involved,” Satinka clarified. “If we do we’re just giving the culprit time to escape.”
“So what do we do then?” Taum asked bitterly.
“What about the library records?” Arrio inquired softly in his deep voice from the corner of the room. The Zynaldini giant had spent the debate sitting away from the others and keeping out of the arguments, but now he spoke patiently as though he was worried no one was going to come to the logical conclusion on their own. His black eyes regarded them all carefully as he continued. “I know this isn’t my place, but it looks as though my friends are all set to get involved, so maybe it’s too late already. Your only lead is that book: why aren’t you using it? Surely your library will have records. All you have to do is find out who was using that book six years ago when all this started.”
Everyone stared at each other.
“Well I feel stupid,” Sabeh muttered.
“Don’t worry,” Arrio told him, innocently scratching one dark cheek. “You all look stupid.”
“Excuse me!” Francis demanded.
“I mean it with love, chichina,” he grinned at her.
“Arrio’s right ‒ like usual,” Satinka looked at Lei. “We should head back to the library. There must be some clues there and, even if it doesn’t give us a definitive answer, it should help us narrow our search.”
“Agreed, the faster we can get this all dealt to the better.”
Across the room Sabeh’s voice echoed with a very cold finality.
“You’re not going anywhere.”
Satinka turned to him and found his arms folded and his shoulders set.
“Excuse me?” she demanded.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Sabeh repeated. “If he wants to go gallivanting off to save his city no one’s going to stop him, but you’re not going to be a part of it anymore.”
“And who are you to make that call?”
“I’m your guardian and the one who promised Saka and Brukna that I would keep you safe. This is too dangerous and you’re too important to risk when there are dozens of other people to go in your place.”
“You’re my boyfriend,” she corrected. “And Saka and Brukna aren’t here. I don’t need protecting. I can handle myself. You don’t get to order me around Sabeh, not ever. This isn’t your call, it’s mine.”
“You’re wrong,” he disagreed. “The last time you went off on this side-quest, you and the Captain over there almost got yourselves killed. This stopped being your call when the fate of the world came to rest on your life. This isn’t just about you anymore. You can’t afford to be that selfish.”
“Selfish?” she practically screamed, moving forward to close the gap between them. “I’m trying to help people. Where do you get off trying to order me back when it’s your kind doing the dying this time?”
“I’m trying to protect you,” he yelled. “Your life isn’t your own anymore. Brukna said the fate of the world hangs on your last breath. That means you can’t risk your life for anything that isn’t earth-threatening.”
“Who says this isn’t?” she demanded.
“It’s one city!”
“And it’s part of the world. If I let every city fall apart individually isn’t that the same?”
“That’s just a hypothetical situation!”
“It might not be!” she insisted.
“Stop fighting me!” he ordered.
“I won’t stay here!”
“But I can’t lose you!” he yelled. The words echoed around the room as the air almost crackled between them. “I can’t risk losing you, not when we haven’t even made it to the top of the world. You could have died in that library before Tink. Don’t you even care? You can hate it all you want, but I can’t lose you.”
Satinka watched him with big dark eyes. Slowly she raised a hand to his cheek with a sympathetic sigh.
“Sabeh, if I let this city die then you already have.”
He didn’t fight her point. He knew what she meant. Once he even would have agreed with her. They were supposed to be saving the world, even the little parts of it. He closed his hand over hers.
“If you’re going,” he conceded, “then I’m going too.”
“So are we,” Arrio added, moving to stand beside Elvac and Benji.
“Uh, I don’t really need an escort to check library records,” Lei said. “I can just go on my own.”
“Actually, Captain, you can’t,” Kale disagreed. “The Ickian is right. You and Satinka almost died down there. If you’re going then we’re going too.”
“Well if you lot are all going then I’m going too,” Francis added.
“No you are not, quiqui,” Danni said firmly.
“Dan, we just witnessed this fight ‒ we know how it turns out,” Francis reminded her. “All these fools are going because they’re worried there’s going to be trouble. That means there could be injuries which means I have to go too. We can’t expect Satinka to get her magic bucket out for everything. Also it’s completely unnatural.”
“Well, who’s going to stay here with Taum?” Lei asked.
“I’m sorry? Stay?” Taum echoed. “I’ve already said I’m going to find the bastard who did this. I’m not staying anywhere. I was just waiting for a lead.”
“You can barely walk!”
“Well isn’t it good I’m going to have you to lean on then.”
“I’m not taking an entire entourage down to the library just to look at one book!” Lei protested.
“Everyone or no one, Lei,” Kale told him. “We all know what happened last time you went down ‘just to look at one book’.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“So is dying over library records.”
“Children!” Samao barked. “Enough.”
Everyone fell silent before the old Siku who glared at them. He stroked his long moustache thoughtfully.
“Unit 89, find clothes to dress our guests in,” he ordered. “I take you all to Palace and get you inside as witnesses to Lyn’s death. After we have records you can all keep fighting.”
“Siku‒” Lei started.
One look from the old man cut him off. The hunters looked the other group up and down. Sele’s eyes rested on Arrio. The elder’s simple instructions might prove harder than they first seemed.




CITY OF SECRETS

The sun was setting when the coach stopped. Āni had had a tiring few days. No one could know where he was truly going. That meant that every inn they stopped at had people that needed to be adjusted. Āni was the only one who could make those adjustments. The mind was a fragile thing. Altering, abusing, erasing, it all took so much work. Still, the carriage crested the last hill.
Out the window dark orange light faded from the sky, blazing at the horizon of the Western Ocean. The sun stained the water and the bottom of the clouds. Slowly the Avatar opened the door and stepped out. The Sleepy Valley spread out like a red floral blanket reaching for the coast. All the blood red flowers looked black against the failing remnants of light the night hadn’t yet touched. Already Āni could smell their sickly sweet scent that sent so many creatures to an eternal sleep. He reached back into the carriage and grabbed a cloth and a waterskin. He wet the cloth slightly before tying it to his face to block out the pollen. Already he could feel his drowsiness fading. He turned to the driver. The man’s eyes had the glazed look of someone who wasn’t completely in control of himself.
“Wait here for me,” Āni ordered coldly.
“Yes, My Lord,” the man slurred dreamily.
Āni approached the valley and looked down on the border of blood-lilies. They turned his stomach. He knew how those carnivorous plants worked. Their scent wafted over creatures and put them to sleep. Once something lay down in the flowers to rest that was it. They would never wake up and the vine-like tendrils beneath the flowers would crawl out and eat through the creature’s flesh. The flowers would absorb what they ate, and the petals were always stained the colour of blood. Nothing escaped the Sleepy Valley. Well… nothing was supposed to.
Āni already knew one thing had. One small Syrene girl who kept slipping through his fingertips. Maybe it was her magical blood that had helped her withstand the pollen of the flowers and escape. Āni sighed. The plan had been good. How was he supposed to know the limits of her powers? The valley had always worked on humans before. Āni looked down on the flowers with distaste. It reminded him that he was still all too human. Carefully he focused his energies. The white glow began in his eyes, filling them with light. Slowly the aura around him began to shine too, brighter and brighter until he looked like a star on the plains. He couldn’t let the plants touch him, couldn’t risk them starting to eat him as he headed for the cave.
Focusing Āni levitated. He could feel himself rising off the earth. A meter high would do, there was no need to go overboard. He hung glowing in the air while he got his balance. Levitating was something any Avatar could do through use of a god spirit and it wasn’t particularly impressive by their own standards. Usually an Avatar would levitate without realising if completely consumed by godly power, or when bringing their full force on something. Those situations of extreme power usage lasted only minutes. Āni needed to be able to stay above ground for most of a day. Keeping a tight grip on his power, the Avatar of Sunne disciplined himself and drifted slightly over the valley of flowers. He needed to be careful. At the other end of this journey he had to face a demon, and after that he still needed enough power to get back across. He had to remain focused. If he used all his energy up now he would be left trapped in the Sleepy Valley ‒ with Ko.
The costumes weren’t overly convincing. Taum would be the first to admit that. Lei had done a fine job with Satinka before to try and smuggle her into the Palace, but this time everyone just tried to make the others look good enough to blend in with the group. Mostly they had come to the conclusion that as long as everyone had a good cloak, then what was underneath it could afford to be a little haphazard if it needed to. Generally speaking, none of the outfits would have been effective alone, but with Lei and his unit amongst them they had worked. Samao had gotten them all back inside.
Lei had also changed his shirt and found new gloves. For now, it would be better if no one knew what had really happened to him. At the moment they were all waiting outside the library entrance. Samao had gone to ask the King for access to the library records. He had suggested Lei go too, but the Captain had declined. Lei was currently acting as Taum’s crutches. The Amacakiel hadn’t taken no for an answer and, given that the Dileyrian could barely walk on his own, Lei had taken it upon himself to shoulder his friend’s weight. They walked with their arms around each other’s shoulders and every now and then Taum would pause to lean on his friend as he waited for his head to stop spinning. Now, while they waited for Samao outside the library, was one of those times.
“Are you okay?” Lei asked him.
“Dumb question,” Taum muttered. “Stop asking.”
“I’ll stop asking when you stop looking like you’re going to faint.”
Taum gritted his teeth. For all that he wanted to hug his friend he also wanted to punch him in the face. Lei frustrated him like no one else in the world. It was a strange relationship. Lei could be a complete and utter jerk that made you feel like a punching bag, and at the same time a caring companion that suggested you were one of the most important people in the universe. There it was now. Lei was helping him, looking after him like he was the centre of the universe, and at the same time there was something so condescending in his tone it felt as though he was being treated like a child. Taum slowly let out a steadying breath and opened his eyes to see if the world had stopped spinning. Satinka was standing near him with her hood pulled up to cover her face. It wasn’t hiding the cheeky white-toothed grin she was directing his way.
“What?” he demanded of her expression.
“Nothing,” the smile responded without faltering.
Taum was trying to think of a way to counter what was clearly a lie when Samao returned. The Siku came trotting down the hallway with a ring of keys jingling in his hand. He stopped in front of Lei.
“Totoum, Bara and Amata all wish you well,” Samao said. “I tell them you fine.”
“Amata’s here?” Lei echoed. Samao nodded.
“He hear about Lyn and come to help out. Could be some of the men like to have a prayer said for the boy. Does mean you need be careful in here though.” He gave Satinka a direct look.
Everyone nodded. They knew if Amata saw them the game was up. Even if the priest didn’t recognise who they were from descriptions, Sunne would know them on sight and alert Amata to what he had seen. Samao pushed open the doors to the library and led them through. Like the first time, Satinka waved her hand at the table of lanterns. They all caught alight as she lit up the rest of the room again as well.
“Everyone take a lantern,” she instructed. “I’m not having a repeat of last time.”
Lei watched her move down the stairs after Samao and poked his tongue out at her back.
“Very mature,” Taum commented.
“Oh bite me,” Lei sulked. “It wasn’t my fault I dropped the last one.”
Taum took a lantern for the two of them as Lei decided both his hands were required to keep his staggering friend upright. Samao led them all down the stairs into the dim candlelight of the library. As soon as they reached the bottom the Siku took a sharp right and stopped. He raised his lantern to inspect the cupboards set into the bottom of the stairs.
“Now, Totoum say the records in here,” he mused, flicking through the ring of keys for the right one. Samao tried three keys before he actually got the door unlocked, but it could have been worse. He opened the cupboards on a stack of books and surprisingly little dust. Each book had a number on the spine that corresponded with the year it held the details of. Samao went back six years and pulled the book out. He sat it down on the table behind them and everyone crowded around. Well, almost everyone.
“Is that it?” Taum asked. “We came all this way with fifteen people just for this?”
“We said we were going to look at the library records. What did you expect?” Lei asked.
“Let me know what you find,” the Dileyrian sighed.
Taum shook his head and let go of his friend. He moved back and sat down on the stairs with his head in his hands. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. He just wanted it all to be over. Taum had dreamt of being back here ever since he’d first left. He’d dreamt of returning once the ghosts were gone. This wasn’t the dream. It wasn’t right. Everything was still so hard, and Lei still treated him like an invalid. He felt nauseated again, and the world still seemed to be lurching around while shocks of pain shot through him. He rested his head in his hands and closed his eyes. It was like being on a boat. He had no sense of balance. Taum just sat drifting, exhaustion building up on everything else. He was so tired. From the edge of his mind the forest was still talking, and he could hear what it said. Quietly he listened, zoning in and out on reality.
Half an hour passed at the table while the others searched frantically through the book. They just needed something, anything, to point them in the right direction.
“Sunne’s bleeding eyeballs this is hopeless!” Lei cursed angrily. “I can’t find anything useful. No one ever got the damn book out.”
“What if they did what we did and just took it?” Satinka asked.
“Then why bring it back?” Elvac asked. “If they stole it why didn’t they keep it?”
“The library does a stock-take every month to make sure books aren’t getting stolen,” Taka told them. “If someone stole it, and didn’t want anyone to know, they would have to have brought it back before someone noticed it was missing.”
“And if that was the case then there should be a record of someone coming into the library and not leaving with anything,” Lei grated.
“Not if they got out other books to hide what they were doing,” Kale suggested. “Also there’s a chance they just came in here to read the book and copied down the spell from it. Maybe they never took the book from the library and that’s why the page was bookmarked.”
“But there has to be a record somewhere,” Lei snarled. “There just has to. Unless they broke in at night ‒ which they can’t have without Totoum’s permission ‒ then they must have signed in when they came in. If they got out other books to cover what they were doing surely that would have stood out. There must be something!”
“What if they did break in at night?” Taum asked from the stairs.
“Then we would have nothing…” Lei hissed.
“Maybe not,” Taum groaned, rubbing his forehead. “Lei, would you do something for me?”
“Of course,” the Captain replied jumping up.
“You’re not going to ask what it is first?” Danni muttered under her breath.
“Can you go and take down that display on Sunne in the corner?” Taum asked.
“Taum,” Lei sighed. “I know you have problems with the god ‒ but he’s still god to most of the city.”
“No, it’s not that,” Taum shook his head, grimacing in pain. “I want you to move all the books and the table and tell me what’s under the trapdoor it’s all on top of.”
Silence met the Dileyrian’s request.
“The what?” Lei asked.
“The display,” Taum repeated groggily. “Move it.”
“No, the bit about the trapdoor.”
“The display is on top of a trapdoor. I think… otherwise the floor is just really unstable there. Look, I’m just translating what the forest remembers. Trees aren’t exactly talkative. They just… remember, and I remember with them.”
Lei stared at him. Taum sat on the stairs rubbing his head as though willing the pain to go away. The way he delivered information bombs drove Lei nuts. Taum was always so calm and composed. He hardly ever expressed strong emotions. He just spoke of the incredible as though it was mundane. Lei wanted to slap him, and hug him, and throttle him. It was conflicting.
“Men,” Lei addressed his unit without taking his eyes from his friend. “Try not to break anything when you rip that display apart.”
The hunters obediently moved over to the table and started stacking away the books. Lei watched Taum for a few moments longer, but, when the Dileyrian didn’t look his way, the Captain moved off to help with the disassembling. It only took a few minutes to move all the books to another table and carry the display table away. Lei knelt on the ground looking for the ring or dip he could use to pull up the trapdoor.
“There’s nothing here,” he called in confusion. “I can’t find it.”
“Looks like you got it wrong,” Kale sighed. “Damn, I thought we had it but it’s just unstable floor after all.”
“No there has to be something!” Lei protested scrabbling over the ground. “If Taum sensed something there has to be something here!”
“Aw,” Satinka smiled. “Now that is faith. That’s the kind of faith Sunne wishes he got.”
Lei turned to glare at her.
“You’re not helping.”
Satinka turned to Sabeh and smiled sweetly at him. He glowered. She batted her eyelashes at him. He sighed in frustration.
“Move Amacakiel,” Sabeh ordered briskly, walking up and shoving Lei aside.
“Wow, okay, what’s your problem?” Lei demanded.
Sabeh ignored him. He closed his eyes and moved his hands over the floor.
“You’re looking with your eyes, Captain,” Sabeh murmured quietly. “You won’t find something that’s supposed to be hidden from sight by eyeballing it.” He traced his fingers over the ground. “Got it.”
There was a sharp shifting sound and the ground moved. Sabeh grabbed the edges of the panel and pulled a block out of the floor. Lei felt his jaw drop as he watched Sabeh lift a large section of carpeted stone from the ground. The Ickian hauled the piece of floor up and shoved it out of the way.
“How did you do that?” Lei exclaimed.
“Practice,” Sabeh replied, rolling his shoulders. He peered into the large dark hole in the floor. “You don’t think anything nasty is going to jump out of there, do you?”
Lei grabbed one of the lanterns the others had set down and held it over the hole.
“There’s a staircase here,” he announced. “What is this? A cellar?”
“Probably a tunnel,” Sabeh grinned. “If I was going to sneak in at night to nick books, a tunnel here would be pretty handy.”
“It’s old though,” Lei inspected the wall at the lip. “This is a lot older than the ghosts. No one who made this is still alive today.”
“Well, that’s not all that surprising,” Sabeh chuckled. “Most castles come with built in secret passages and tunnels. It’s tradition. You can’t make one without them.”
“You mean there’s more than one of these?” Lei asked.
“Well not in the library,” Sabeh replied. “But if there’s one, then you can be sure there are more out there.” The Ickian gave him a very sly look. “You’re going to be King one day… one gold piece says there’s a tunnel like this in the royal bedchamber.”
Lei turned to look back at him stricken, and slowly a pink flush crept up the pretty boy’s golden face. Sabeh winked at him.
“Don’t accept the bet Lei,” Taum called out. “You’ll lose.”
Laughter erupted at Taum’s warning. It didn’t feel like the time or place, but sometimes that’s exactly when jokes can’t help but occur. They were all staring down a long dark tunnel into unknown danger, and it helped to lighten the mood. Sabeh picked up a lantern and held it over the opening.
“Well, shall we see where this comes out?” he asked. “Ladies, feel free to stay behind.”
“Over my dead body,” Satinka sneered, rushing over to join them.
“That’s what I’m trying to avoid…” Sabeh sighed.
Lei went back for Taum and helped him off the stairs as the others all crowded around the entrance. Siku Samao held back. Sabeh spotted him.
“You sitting this one out?”
“I bit old for spelunking,” Samao joked. “I take key back to Totoum. Don’t want anyone get suspicious and come looking.”
“Can you cover our tracks when we’re gone?”
“You want me to push rock back over the hole?”
“And set up the display again,” Sabeh nodded. “If anyone should happen to come down here it might be better for now that they don’t know where we went.”
“But how will you get out?”
“Hopefully we’re going to be coming out the other end ‒ that is the plan after all.” Sabeh looked down the tunnel the others had been filing down into as he talked. He was the last one still up the stairs. “But worst case scenario I can get us back out of here if I need to.”
“You can lift the stone and the display out of way?”
Sabeh didn’t say anything. He and Samao exchanged a long look. The Siku nodded.
“I thought as much. Must say I stumped for a little bit, but I remember eventually.”
Sabeh still didn’t reply and Samao gave him a knowing glance.
“Syrene cannot heal. They do not have that power.”
“I know,” Sabeh confirmed and disappeared into the tunnel.
Samao watched the hole for a moment, stroking his moustache. That rock was a large piece of the floor. It would be mighty heavy to lift. He sighed.
Down in the tunnel things scuttled and crawled. The smell of damp earth was overpowering and thin strands of cobwebs drifted down by their faces. Taum was once again leaning on Lei and the two of them had fallen in behind Kale and Taka who had taken the lead. It wasn’t an overly large space that they all crept through, and the things they heard but couldn’t quite see by lantern-light set their teeth on edge. Taum felt a slight involuntary shudder pass through his body, but he didn’t know if it was the ghosts or the claustrophobia. Lei pulled him in tighter. Somewhere behind them Francis sighed.
“Just once I’d like to go somewhere and have us not end up underground,” she complained.
“You didn’t have to go down here,” Danni snapped at her. “We shouldn’t even have come along.”
“No,” Francis bit back. “We should have just let our friends rush off into danger without lifting a finger to help. That sounds like us.”
Danni’s eyes hardened and she looked like she had a retort burning on her lips but she held it back. It wouldn’t help anything to start a fight here now. She fell back from the group slightly, feeling her stomach twist up in knots. Someone was still behind her. She turned. Sabeh stood at her shoulder, lantern raised and eyes dark.
“It drives you nuts, right?” he murmured.
Resignation crossed her golden face and she nodded, pushing her brown hair back from her eyes.
“I get it,” he sympathised. “We both just want to keep them safe and protect them, yet they don’t care. They’re dead set on running into danger and getting themselves hurt.”
“We were so close,” Danni whispered miserably. “We’re only a day’s trip from the river and once we cross Pa Tai we’re only two, maybe three, days from Almenir. I almost had her to safety and now this.”
“I know exactly how you feel,” Sabeh muttered. “But I guess what else can we do but get this over with?”
“This ‘side-quest’?” she smiled at him, quoting his term from earlier. He shrugged.
“It’s an appropriate term. We were on a giant quest to save the world and now that’s on hold while we sort out this other little quest on the side ‒ hence: side-quest.”
“If Fran gets hurt in a ‘side-quest’ someone is going to die,” Danni threatened.
“Dan,” Sabeh said patiently, “we’re on a hunt for someone who’s been killing their own people with magic and ruining the forest. There’s no way this story ends without someone dying. I’ve never seen Taum so bloodthirsty before.”
“It is out of character for him,” she agreed. “But then, all of us have changed a little since this whole thing with Sunne began.”
“You and I haven’t.”
“Well… maybe not,” she smiled. “But will we ever?”
“Gods no,” Sabeh grinned. “Ragnar’s beard will fall out before I change.”
“And Akhma’s roots will shrivel up before I do.”
“When this is all over, I could drink to that,” he smiled.
“It’s nice to know your girlfriend drives you as crazy as mine drives me,” she sighed.
“Hey, we probably drive them crazy too,” he shrugged. “I think it’s natural. We react so strongly because we care.”
Danni nodded and watched the collection of lanterns bobbing in the distance, indicating the rest of the group. Sabeh regarded her expression critically.
“You should go up and comfort her,” he suggested. “You might be mad at her for getting involved but she won’t like it down here and it will help her to have you around.”
“What about you?”
“I’m going to stay back here and brood a bit longer.”
“Brooding isn’t as sexy as guys think it is,” she grinned.
“Lies.”
Danni laughed as she left him behind in search of her girlfriend. Taum heard her coming and turned to look over his shoulder at her.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“Sabeh’s sexy brooding,” Danni replied flippantly.
Before they could ask, Kale stopped and lifted his hand. Everyone came to a halt behind him.
“Do you hear that?” he asked sharply.
“Hear what?” Sele asked.
“That clicking sound…”
Everyone listened. There was a slight clicking noise. It was odd. Almost like a paperclip rattling in a tin box, but more mechanical than that. No one could quite place what it was or where it was coming from until…
“GET DOWN!” Satinka screamed.
Everyone hit the ground instantly when they heard her yell. It wasn’t a moment too soon. A vortex of fire rushed them. Satinka stood with her hands outstretched. Her hood was blown back by the force and her hair and cloak swirled out behind her. The hot orange flames rushed them and just as soon as they had come they were gone. Satinka doubled over and coughed weakly a few times. Sabeh was the first up. He rushed up to her and put his hands on her shoulders while she coughed.
“Satinka!” he exclaimed.
“In the wall…” she wheezed, pointing quickly before returning to her cough.
Sabeh raised a hand and brought the side of his fist crashing into the wall. It shook more than a tunnel should have and a meter down from them a little metal box fell out of a notch in the wall. Kale picked it up and turned it over.
“It’s empty.”
“It had a fire spell in it,” Satinka told him. “When the box opened the fire came out. That means we’re on the right track though. You don’t set precautionary traps unless you’ve got something to hide.”
“Why a fire spell?” Lei asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“They’re easy to box,” Satinka grinned at him. “Also it would have quickly torched anyone poking around down here.”
“It didn’t torch us.”
“That’s because you have me.”
“What did you do?”
“I put it out,” she answered like it was obvious. “Syrene can control fire – any fire. We’re born with it in our blood which is why we can create it, but really we can do what we like with it. There are limits, of course. There are always limits.”
“Thanks,” Taum sighed. “Not being barbequed has always been a strong desire of mine. Also, getting the impression a witch has been down here is nice.”
Everyone nodded. It still felt strange ‒ the idea that a witch had been setting ghosts on the city and now they were on a hunt to find it. Still, it was better than living with dead ends and no leads for six years. 
A few more meters down the tunnel there came a grinding tearing sound, followed by a wet sucking ripping noise.
“That can’t be good,” Arrio predicted.
A low moan sounded before them as something shambled into sight. Francis screamed in absolute terror and the sound reverberated through the tunnel. There was the sound of a sword being drawn. Lei clung onto Taum in horror. Everyone froze in shock as the rotting corpse reached out, staggering towards them, moaning in hunger. Elvac came forward, sword drawn. Without blinking he severed the creature’s head, kicked its body down, and drove the point of his blade through its heart. It stopped moving. Nobody else moved either. They all stayed completely frozen.
“That-that was more like what I was expecting,” Kale muttered.
“You don’t look like you were expecting it,” Taka commented.
“You look like you just shit yourself,” Bran laughed.
“So does everyone else,” Kale replied. “I just meant that given that we’re dealing with someone who summons spirits, more undead things are probably not unexpected.”
“You’d be surprised,” Satinka told him, her voice shaking as much as her body. “It’s not easy. Raising a body is a lot harder than summoning ghosts. All those horror stories you humans tell about graveyards full of people rising up are rubbish. Get me a good necromancer and they would only be able to manage roughly one crypt. Zombies are hard to achieve. Sticking your desires into empty bodies is tricky and you start to go a bit nuts.”
“Start?” Sabeh echoed. “What’s this start business? If you’re raising the dead you are clearly already mental.”
“Touché,” she agreed.
Just in front of them Taum was starting to unfreeze. His limpet wasn’t.
“Lei, you can let go now,” he said.
“No I can’t,” Lei responded.
“I’m going to struggle to move like this.”
“There are zombies.”
Kale looked over their way with a raised eyebrow.
“You okay Captain?”
“In a word: no.”
Francis was still clinging to Danni in much the same fashion and she seemed to understand. Even after everything else, some things were just too unnatural to cope with. Taum was starting to get weak and queasy though.
“Lei I’m not going to be able to stand soon. Can I have my body back?”
“No.”
“You don’t have to worry, Captain,” Kale grinned. “We have our very own professional zombie slayer ‒ you’ll be fine.” The hunter looked over at Elvac. “How did you do that? You didn’t freeze up or anything. That was impressive.”
“I’m used to it,” Elvac replied quietly. “It was just reaction. I didn’t really think.”
Everyone stared at him. In the light of the lanterns his scars gleamed. He wouldn’t look at them though. He couldn’t look their way. He couldn’t meet Satinka’s eye.
“Come on,” he continued. “We should get going.”
“Elvac,” Satinka called after him gently.
He stopped, but didn’t quite turn back. She was still shaking.
“Thank you, for saving us all.”
“You’re welcome,” he responded politely.
They left it there. For the first time Taum saw what he’d been missing for a while. There was a barrier there that he’d never noticed before. No one had really seen it, but Elvac must have felt it. No matter what he did now, no matter how much he sacrificed for her, there was a wall between them that could not be breached.
He had helped to massacre her people, and they couldn’t come back from that. She could never feel the way she had before he left for the war, which meant that no matter what happened now, she could never love him the way he wished she would. Deep down Elvac knew that too.
Taum felt his blood chill slightly in sympathy. Loving someone who’d never love you back… he’d been there. Maybe he still was. 
Reluctantly, Lei let go of him to continue on, but the Captain wasn’t happy about having to pass the remains of the corpse. Taum took the moment to signal to Sabeh. The Ickian came up to join him briefly, his expression politely inquisitive.
“Tell me to shut up if I shouldn’t be asking,” Taum whispered. “But… to kill a Syrene, do you have to stab them in the heart?”
Sabeh nodded carefully and gave a small sigh of resignation. Taum grimaced.
“Destroying the heart is the only way to be sure,” the Ickian confirmed. “The heart is what produces the magic that gets pumped through their bodies with their blood. If you kill the magic you kill the person.”
“So… that’s why Elvac…”
“That’s why Elvac kills things that way by instinct now. He knows from experience that if you don’t they can get back up.”
Taum shuddered. At that moment another burst of pain shot through him and he stumbled. Lei grabbed him and pulled him back up, holding onto him again.
“See, you do need me to hold onto you,” the Captain said.
Taum chose not to respond. He looked for Sabeh but the Ickian had drifted back into the group. Up ahead of them the boys stopped.
“There’s a staircase here,” Elvac announced.
“Let’s go see what’s up it then,” Lei suggested.
Elvac paused while everyone caught up. Once the group was gathered he still didn’t move.
“What… what if we’re outside the city?” he asked. “Wouldn’t it be too dangerous to go outside?”
“Don’t worry,” Taum told him. “We haven’t travelled far enough to have made it outside the city.”
“What if there’s a witch waiting for us at the top?” Taka asked. “Wouldn’t that make it too dangerous to go out?”
“You cowards,” Kale grumbled, moving back into the front. He raised his lantern and started up the stairs.
“That’s why I made him my second,” Lei said proudly.
“Very nice,” Taum patted him on the back. “Now help me up there.”
Kale reached the bottom of the trapdoor and set his lantern down. He shoved at the rock surface but nothing happened. He shoved again. There was a very slight grating sound.
“Sunne’s teeth this thing is heavy!” he cursed.
“Sunne doesn’t have teeth,” Elvac pointed out.
“Shut up and help me move this,” Kale ordered.
Elvac passed his lantern to Taka and moved up to help Kale. The two of them managed much better. The rock slab lifted up and they were able to shove it aside. Kale picked up his lantern again and the light disappeared through the hole as he and Elvac stood up to look around. Down in the tunnel they heard the soldier whistle.
“You guys are going to want to see this,” Kale called.
The first two left the staircase and everyone followed them up. Lei helped Taum up the stairs and the two of them came up after the others into a basement. It was an old room with a dirt floor and stone lined walls. Lei raised one of the lanterns and felt a hiss in the back of this throat. Little wooden talismans like bookmarks hung from the ceiling. Each one had three or four symbols on it. There must have been thousands of them. They hung down in clusters, almost completely concealing the ceiling above them. Taum could hear everyone around him whispering curses in awe. He couldn’t speak. It was true. It was all true and they knew that now.
“Someone is going to hang for this,” Lei said, his voice cold with fury. He let go of Taum and snatched the knife from his boot.
“Wait!” Satinka stopped him as he raised the blade. “You can’t destroy them. They’re all the proof we’ve got.”
“Who cares about proof?” Lei snapped. “I drag whoever lives here out into an alley and gut them.”
“That isn’t justice.”
“It’s all they deserve!”
“But it’s not what your people deserve,” she reminded him. “They deserve to know what was done to them and why.”
Lei lowered the blade. His anger faded to a grudging acceptance.
“Those are two questions I’d like the answers to,” Kale agreed. He took his lantern and started up the stairs to the main building.
Satinka reached out and rested a hand on Lei’s shoulder. She knew how it felt to want revenge, but she also had practice in taking it.
“Do you think this is a one man job?” Taka asked, looking around all the talismans.
“Don’t know,” Bran muttered. “But that would explain why it’s been growing out so slowly all these years. These must take a while to do.”
“There aren’t that many places with basements in the city,” Sele added. “None of the barracks have basements, so it can’t be any one unit.”
Footsteps sounded on the stairs. They all turned to see Kale rushing back down. He stopped at the bottom looking dazed and sick. Slowly he turned to Satinka and crossed the room, collapsing on his knees at her feet.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he begged.
“Kale what‒” Lei started.
“I didn’t believe you. I didn’t trust you. Part of me thought you were playing us, but I trusted my Captain. My respect for Lei was all that stopped me from turning you in. I even thought about betraying you at the gate, but couldn’t turn on the Captain. I’m sorry, Sunne’s truth was all I ever knew, please forgive me.”
“I forgive you Kale,” she whispered honestly.
Everyone was staring at him. Slowly it started to sink in. Everyone felt a sick dawning comprehension in the back of their minds.
“Kale,” Lei whispered, “where are we?”
Taum could see in his face that he already knew, but they all needed to hear it. They all needed the words to be spoken.
“We’re in the basement of Father Amata’s church.”




THE PRIEST OF SUNNE

“We can’t be,” Satinka disagreed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“You were the one who told us Sunne was evil,” Kale reminded her. “What makes you suddenly think he’s not?”
“Yeah,” Benji agreed. “Personally I’ve got no trouble believing another priest of Sunne is trying to kill us. He can just join the club of robe-wearing-lunatics.”
“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Satinka repeated. “Why would Sunne attack his own city? Woodell belongs to him. You were the ones who pointed out this is his third largest city so why would he be trying to destroy it?”
“We could always go ask him,” Arrio suggested. “Take a few of these along to jog his memory.”
Satinka ran her hands nervously through her hair. Francis caught her expression.
“You think this is some kind of a setup?” she asked.
“It just feels…” Satinka sighed. “Only an hour ago Kale was implicating me because Sunne’s city was being attacked, and now we’re all supposed to believe Sunne is attacking Sunne’s city. It doesn’t add up.”
“Well maybe Danni is right,” Taka suggested. “Maybe there isn’t any political motivation behind this. Maybe Amata is just a psychopath who cracked and started killing people. Besides, Samao said that whoever was behind this would know an ancient language from Emer, and who would know that better than one of Sunne’s priests? Emer was Sunne’s first region. It’s home to Sunndan where all the priests train. Lots of the scriptures there are in old languages so he would know them. This part of the whole ordeal makes sense.”
“There has to be more to it than that,” Lei insisted.
“No there doesn’t,” Arrio disagreed. “We’d like there to be more to it than that ‒ but sometimes shit just happens. If that is all there is, then Amata wouldn’t be the first person who did terrible things people couldn’t explain. Until I found out about the involvement of Ko I couldn’t understand why Sunne was doing all the things he did either. I know my opinion is biased against the three-eyed god, but the idea of the priest being the witch isn’t hard to swallow. A priest is taught a lot of things that could be useful if one wanted to take up witchcraft.”
“It can’t be that,” Sabeh argued. “Amata can’t just have snapped. I hate to be the one to say it, but that isn’t an option. This is either Sunne or it isn’t. He can see through his priests’ eyes. If Amata was attacking his city against his will, Sunne would have stepped up to stop it.”
“Unless he’s not actually a priest,” Elvac suggested. “If he was just posing then Sunne doesn’t see through his eyes.”
“If that’s true then where’s the actual priest of Sunne who’s supposed to be looking after Woodell?” Kale asked. Elvac shrugged.
“Who was that guy I just chopped the head off?”
“If that corpse was an old priest, he’d been dead for a while,” Satinka pointed out. “Sunne would have sent a replacement who would have found Amata. No, for now we have to assume Amata is the priest he claims to be.”
“Then we also have to assume Sunne is behind all this,” Kale muttered. “Even if we don’t know why.”
Everyone stood thoughtfully for a moment. Lei still didn’t look like he was above dragging Amata into an alley and seeing if he could make all their problems go away. But he knew Satinka was right and doing that wasn’t really a feasible solution. The Captain turned his green eyes to Taum and took a long slow look at his ailing friend.
“What do we do?” he asked.
“Why are you looking at me?” Taum replied in bewilderment.
“Because you know more about what Sunne has been doing than the rest of us,” Lei answered. “You know us and you know Woodell. Sunne is supposed to be our god, he was supposed to be yours too, but you’re a Dileyrian ‒ your soul belongs to the forest. This should be your decision.”
Taum rubbed his head. It bloody shouldn’t be his decision. Everything hurt and he wasn’t thinking clearly. Part of him wanted to go find Amata and kill him to see if that fixed everything. That was everyone’s problem. No one knew whether or not they actually thought Amata was guilty. What if it was a setup? Still, there was all this evidence. With the proof right in front of them who needed reason? Motive was overrated. Even as he thought it he didn’t believe it.
As he stood there, his knees weakening again and his temples throbbing, he felt himself drift in and out of his own mind. This wasn’t his decision: it was the forest’s. The forest didn’t have an opinion of Sunne. It was indifferent to him. It was the one who was suffering and it knew what to do. Taum opened his eyes and looked up into the Captain’s patient emerald gaze.
“Cut some of those things down,” Taum ordered. “We’re going to go find Amata.”
The frescos and paintings of Sunne in the church stared accusatorily at them as they left, but Taum didn’t care. The thought that all this might be over soon and his city might be saved gave him energy over his illness. They cut across town back to the Palace and the outsiders kept their hoods up to hide their faces. Even if the city turned on the priest there was still no need for Sunne to know they were here. When they reached the front entrance they found Samao sitting with the guards. He looked like he was in the middle of an old story.
“Siku,” Lei addressed him as they neared.
“Captain,” Samao nodded.
“Stop!” One of the guards ordered.
Everyone looked slightly taken aback at his tone. They hadn’t been expecting this. They hadn’t made any accusations yet – surely they couldn’t be busted already.
“Lei, how do you keep doing this?” the guard demanded.
“Um…”
“You keep going in but you never come back out! You went in once with one of your men but you didn’t leave and then‒”
“Oh that,” Lei nodded. “Well that first time you remember a bit later two people running from the building ‒ one carrying the other. One of them was injured. You yelled stop but couldn’t catch us. One of them was me. I’m fine, by the way.”
“And before? When your whole group went in to see the King and now you’re trying to get back in without ever leaving?”
“Yeah… that’s a longer story,” Lei admitted. “But clearly we did get out because we need to get back in again.”
“Totoum isn’t in there,” Samao said. “He left with Bara and Amata to hold midnight funeral for Lyn. Some of the people want the boy’s spirit protected from the ghouls before it too late.”
“It was too late when they killed him,” Lei growled. There was a noticeable sour twist to his mouth at the idea of Amata claiming to protect people’s souls. “Are they at the drill square?”
Samao nodded.
“Good.”
Lei turned to lead them all away again.
“What you find?” Samao called out.
Lei stopped and turned back. He reached under his cloak and pulled a handful of the talismans out by their strings which he had tucked into his belt. Samao’s face went like stone.
“Where?”
“The basement in Amata’s church.”
The old Siku drew himself up like a thundercloud. He turned to the guards.
“Stay and guard door, even if you hear screaming from the square.”
“Siku, what’s happening?” they asked.
“Big changes,” Samao replied. “Big justices.”
With that the old man strode down the stairs after them and met Lei at the bottom. He gave the Captain a hard look and nodded once. Lei returned the gesture and they headed to the drill square.
The drill square was a large unpaved area near the centre of the city. There was a small raised platform, but otherwise the area was left empty for things like marching, gatherings, speeches, tournaments, and anything else the city’s Sikus thought would be fun to watch. There was a surprisingly large crowd there for the middle of the night. Braziers had been stood at either end of the platform, and a few more had been lit amongst the crowd to keep people warm.
Totoum stood on the stage wearing a crown of oak leaves and holding a large wooden sceptre. He didn’t look very happy about it, but it was a melancholy event anyway. With him were a large collection of the Sikus, and Father Amata who was giving a speech.
Amata was a tall man with snow white skin and protruding cheekbones. He wore the black robes that were customary of the priests outside of Sunndan, but kept the hood pulled up over his shaven head. Taum got the feeling a few too many of his friends found the appearance clichéd. For a priest, Amata was strange and he spoke in a deep soft voice. For an incarnation of the grim reaper, he was perfect.
Lei and Samao led the group around the crowd to the edge of the stage. People saw them coming and whispered when they saw Lei. It was the strangest thing Taum had ever been a part of, watching people point and stare at his friend like he was someone important. But he was. Taum was going to have to get used to the fact that Lei was someone important.
They reached the stairs and Lei and Samao walked onto the stage. The others followed behind but held back cautiously. All the outsiders made sure their hoods were pulled carefully up. The people on the stage saw them coming and Amata turned to address them.
“Lei,” he smiled. “I’m glad you could join us. From what I’ve heard you are the hero of the hour yet again. I want you to know how grateful we are to you for bringing back the other little ones safely to us. You do Woodell a great service. We only wish there were more men like you.”
“I wish there were more men like me too,” Lei replied bluntly. “Then I might not have to be Amacakiel.”
Everyone looked slightly taken aback by the Captain’s tone. Even Samao raised a pointed eyebrow at him. Amata recovered graciously though.
“Well, it is nice to hear you admit it finally,” the priest smiled.
“Then I stand before you right now not as the Captain of the 89th Unit, but as Amacakiel of Woodell.”
Amata smiled at the statement and nodded courteously, bowing slightly in his direction. Lei wasn’t finished.
“Father Amata,” he called across the stage. “I am arresting you for crimes against the city of Woodell and the entire Southern Dilarkyrn Forest, and the use of black magic that has resulted in the deaths of hundreds of our brothers.”
Lei’s accusation was met by stunned silence. Silence that quickly turned into an uproar. The crowd went berserk and Totoum was forced to step forward to deal with it. The King raised his sceptre and brought it crashing down on the front of the stage. The sound echoed around the square and silenced the yelling. Amata drew himself up, outrage covering his shock.
“That is preposterous!” the priest cried. “I haven’t done anything.”
“Then what are these?” Lei asked, holding up his collection of talismans.
“How would I know?” Amata retorted.
“Because we found them in your basement,” Lei answered. “After destroying the one you left in the library, and finding the spell you used to make them all.”
“I don’t even know what they are,” Amata replied.
“They’re talismans – the kind used to summon spirits,” Lei spat. “The secret is out. Those ‘ghosts’ out there aren’t ghosts at all. They’re the spirits of the trees pulled from their bodies by these talismans and forced to walk through the night. That’s why they can’t cross or touch wood, because they can’t re-enter their bodies. Each one of these has the symbol for three to four trees carved on it and there are thousands of them under your church!”
“That doesn’t make them mine.”
“It makes you look pretty guilty though,” Lei pointed out. “It’s only aided by the fact that the language used to carve the spell into the talismans is in an ancient language once used by Emer. Most people here wouldn’t know that language, but you would.”
“How could you possibly know that if I’m the only person who could read them?” Amata asked shrewdly.
“Because I also read language,” Samao answered. “I recognise text and I know where it from.”
“Really? You speak it? So it never occurred to you then, Lei, that your Siku might be the one responsible? You never thought that if he had the answers to everything, maybe he was guilty?”
“No,” Lei replied. “That never occurred to me. And standing here now, with you telling me the theory, it still hasn’t occurred to me. You won’t turn me against my own elder.”
Amata wet his lips nervously. He knew the crowd was growing restless. Lei had dropped the largest bombshell in the city’s history, right in the middle of a public gathering. The concept that the ghosts were the spirits of the trees had clearly upset a lot of people, and they looked like they wanted answers.
“Take your accusations back, boy,” Amata warned. “All you have are coincidences and wind chimes.”
“I have the spell that describes how to make these talismans and use them,” Lei said. “I have your basement full of the bloody things, and the tunnel that leads from your basement to the library where the book of magic spells is kept. That feels like a lot more than coincidences to me. As for these wind chimes…”
Lei took his handful of talismans and held them over the brazier beside him. He opened his hand and let them fall into the flames. Everyone heard it. True silence. The chanting out in the woods stuttered, going static and cutting in and out. It stopped. For the first time in six years total silence fell over Woodell during the night. Then the chanting began again. The spirits that were left started up once more, but some of their number had been allowed to return.
“Still think they’re wind chimes?” Lei asked a stricken audience.
Totoum was staring at him wide eyed, and the men in the square were awestruck as they watched the Amacakiel bring them hope. Amata swallowed nervously.
“Sunne has blessed us all that you have found a cure for our sorrows,” the priest praised. “But I swear you have the wrong man, and you cannot actually prove I was involved.”
Lei stared the priest down.
“He can’t maybe, but I can,” Taum said, throwing back his hood and striding up to take a stand at Lei’s side.
“Taum!” Totoum exclaimed.
“The Dileyrian!” Amata cried.
“Yes; the Dileyrian,” Taum agreed. “Exiled for six years because of you. I have come back to take revenge for my forest and my city. I know what you have done to this land, and I will make you pay for it.”
If there was any card Lei could have played to win the people over, it was that one. He hadn’t known it at the time, but Amata saw in the people’s eyes: the spirit of the forest himself had spoken. That should have been it, but Taum’s presence gave him another card to play as well.
“My Lord,” Amata addressed his king. “These poor boys tell only lies created by the illusions of a witch. It came to my attention a while ago that poor Taum had fallen under the spell of a powerful sorceress while he was in Undernal. There is no doubt in my mind that she is here and using her powers to sway everyone against me!”
“You’re going to try and blame her for something that’s been going on for six years?” Lei asked incredulously. “Trust me, there is no way we could have hid a woman like that in this city for six years. Overnight, maybe, but even that seems to have been a stretch.”
“So you don’t even deny that you are consorting with a witch?” Amata yelled. “And you want to blame me?”
Satinka sighed and lowered her hood, stepping forward. A ripple ran through the crowd at the sight of the patterned woman.
“My existence doesn’t change what you have done,” she told Amata. “You think that you can face me here? Killing you will cause the ghosts to vanish, and that will be sufficient proof that you are all that is keeping them here.”
Amata flinched at her words. He turned imploringly to the King.
“My Lord, please, you cannot allow them to go through with this. If they kill me and prove themselves guilty when the ghosts do not vanish, I will still be dead. There is no way to undo what they intend if they prove to be wrong.”
“It is as you say,” Totoum nodded. “I cannot allow the execution to be the trial.”
“Then kill the witch, My Lord,” Amata argued. “And then when the boys are in control of their own minds let them judge the truth for themselves.”
“Amata, you ask a reasonable request for yourself, but deny it for others?” Totoum judged. “I cannot let her life be a test of guilt either.”
“But My Lord‒”
“No buts, Amata. The rules must be fair and even. The game of he-said-she-said is enough of a mess without adding magic to it.” Totoum turned to address Lei. “You can show me the room of these talismans, the book of spells, and the tunnel under the library? Then we can destroy the talismans to be rid of the ghosts?”
“Yes,” Lei agreed grudgingly. “Do you concede that if someone has done this to the city, they need to pay?”
“I do,” Totoum agreed. “Show me this evidence you have and then we will arrange things from there. So far I have heard about more evidence than I have seen.”
“You’re going to take him seriously?” Amata raged. “My Lord, you know I wouldn’t do this! None of the evidence he has described links me to this with certainty. Think about what this could do to our city. What reason could I possibly have to motivate me to such an act? You think Sunne himself has seen me work and allowed me to do this? You think Sunne has poisoned your forest?”
Lei heard a sharp intake of breath behind him. Someone had thought of something.
“He makes a good point,” Totoum sighed. “Captain, Father Amata here has Sunne himself as his alibi. Surely you don’t think Sunne is responsible?”
Lei stared them down. He wanted to say yes, but with no real idea why, there was nothing to back him up, and Amata would claim it was Satinka’s lies that made him think this way. He didn’t know what to do. From behind him he heard someone clear their throat.
“Excuse me, Your Majesty, if I may?” Sabeh stepped forward, pushing down his hood as he reached the stage.
“You!” Amata cried.
“Oh get over it,” Sabeh sneered.
“And who might you be?” Totoum asked.
“My name is not as important as my message, King Totoum,” Sabeh replied carefully. “In answer to your other question; yes, your Amacakiel does believe Sunne is behind all of this, but that is a claim he can never come back from and he knows it.”
“You and the sorceress speak only poison against our god,” Amata growled. “Anyone who knows you knows that. What reason would we have to destroy our own city?”
“Your Majesty,” Sabeh ignored the priest, “if the ghosts made it into the city, if Woodell fell, where would you go?”
“The men would scatter,” Totoum answered. “Woodell’s population has a wide-ranging heritage. People would return to their roots.”
“So I’ve already been told,” Sabeh nodded. “But that wasn’t my question. If the city fell tonight where would you go?”
“I… I guess I would seek refuge in Almenir. I wouldn’t want to leave the forest.”
“And most of the men would go with you, am I correct? Roughly seventy-to-eighty percent of the men of Woodell were born in Almenir. If Woodell fell everyone would try and return home.”
“I suppose,” Totoum agreed. “Where are you going with this?”
“Danni,” Sabeh called down. “If Woodell became a haunted ruin, would Almenir take the men back? You have to admit Almenir wouldn’t be much of a civilisation without Woodell.”
“We would,” Danni nodded. “You’re talking about the fathers, brothers, sons and husbands of Almenir. We would take them in if they asked.”
“What is your point, Sir?” Totoum demanded.
“Almenir,” Sabeh replied. “You wanted to know what Sunne’s motive for bringing down Woodell is: it’s Almenir. Sunne owns most of the North already, and what he doesn’t own, he has organised for his people to infiltrate easily. Sunne could march a group of priests, priests who are his eyes, to any city in the North and they would be welcomed under treaty ‒ except Almenir. Ahkma has told Sunne he has no place in her city, and that he is forbidden from converting her women. He’s never been able to get his spies in there and Ahkma isn’t getting compliant. If Woodell falls Sunne will get his men into Almenir. The women of the woods would let their families bring their god, and within a year Sunne could have a priest in Almenir working for the men. With Woodell gone there wouldn’t be anything between Sunndan and Almenir, and Sunne would have conquered the North. I can imagine that would be quite handy, given that he needs all the help he can get with his war in the South.”
Everyone stared at him.
“Who are you?” Totoum asked in awe.
“His name Sabeh of Stonehall,” Samao answered slyly.
“Really?” Totoum looked surprised. He turned to Amata. “And you recognised him? So I guess that means he’s also on Sunne’s hit list?”
“Hit list? My Lord‒!”
“Save it, Amata,” Totoum growled. “This isn’t going to be a good night for you.”
“You’re damn right it isn’t,” the snarl came from the stairs. Danni took to the stage before anyone realised what she was doing and threw a punch in the face of the startled priest. “My city, you bastard!” she roared.
“Danni!” Taum yelled, grabbing her and trying to pull her back.
Lei was the one who jumped in to separate them. He pushed Danni back into Taum’s arms and stood over the fallen Amata. Lei looked down on the stricken priest. His green eyes were cold, and the rage that had been building in him for years had iced over, now that he finally stared into the face of the man who had ruined everything.
“I knew it was Sunne,” Lei breathed. “I knew it was him, I just didn’t know why. Now I understand. You have no idea what you have truly done.” Lei grabbed Amata by the front of the robe and hauled him up. “I will make you pay for the last six years.”
Amata moved his hand. It was a faint thing and Lei’s body hid the sight from the crowd. Kale was the one who saw it first.
“Captain!” he screamed, rushing the stage.
Kale crashed between Lei and Amata just as Totoum saw the attack. The King raised his sceptre with a roar as the three men before him collapsed down. He was too late. Even as Lei fell back towards Taum and Danni, the ghostly hand that appeared out of Amata’s sleeve reached into Kale’s chest. Totoum brought the heavy end of his sceptre down on Amata’s hand, crushing the talisman in his palm. The priest screamed in pain as his hand was crushed and the slivers of broken wood pierced his skin. The ghostly limb vanished. Kale fell back, his knees buckled and his eyes glazed. The ghost had touched him, and that was all it took. His body hit the platform and twisted strangely as he fell. Lei sat up. His friend was the first thing he saw.
“KALE!” he cried. The Captain threw himself to his friend’s side, grabbing his lifeless body into his arms. “Kale, wake up!” he ordered.
Behind them Taum felt his hands slip from Danni, but she grabbed him to keep him upright as he lost the feeling in his legs.
“Guards!” Totoum barked. “Arrest Father Amata! Strip him and chain him to the whipping post!”
Instantly the stage was swarmed with guards, who grabbed the injured priest and dragged him off. Lei was still trying to wake his friend. At the back, Sabeh had pulled Satinka into his arms out of the way, but she stood facing the hunters on the stage with her hands pressed to her mouth as tears dripped down her cheeks. On the stairs, a grim faced Samao guarded the unit who had all frozen up. Arrio placed a steadying hand on Taka’s shoulder, as the hunter looked like he might topple over.
“Kale, get up!” Lei cried. “Come on man, we have to move. You have to move.”
Taum pulled himself from Danni’s arms and crawled over to where Lei cradled Kale’s body. He put a hand on the Captain’s shoulder. Lei looked up at him.
“Taum… Taum, help me wake him up,” Lei begged. “Please, help me.”
Taum didn’t say anything. He couldn’t find the words. He just sat there, holding his friend’s shoulder.
“L-Lei…” he breathed finally. “Lei, he‒”
“He’s not dead!” Lei cried. “He’s not dead. He can’t be. He just can’t.” But the tears streaming down the Captain’s face told the world he knew otherwise. Kale wasn’t going to wake up. The forest of ghosts had taken its last victim.
The cave was a giant mound of rock that rose from the earth and travelled deep underground. It had a dark smoky colour like onyx, but the texture was rough and it didn’t shine. The blood-lilies stopped several meters back from the cave and formed a circle around it. They had been Kina’s idea originally. Kina had once held this land and placed the lilies around the cave to keep Ko at bay. Now Kina was gone and the flowers had spread. Now people couldn’t even get to Ko. But Āni still could.
He touched down lightly on the barren earth surrounding the cave and the glow faded from his body. He focused his energy. The Avatar felt drained, but that was expected. He still had enough power to get back, and that was all that was important. For a moment Āni stared into the darkness that was the mouth of the cave. There was something so hypnotic about it. Quickly he turned his eyes away and cursed himself and his own stupidity. The Avatar pulled a scarf from his belt and tied it around his eyes. His mouth and nose were already covered to help protect him from the lilies, but his eyes needed to be covered to protect him from Ko.
That was why Sunne could never meet the demon, and why Kina had forbade him from going near the cave. Ko ate eyes. He ate souls. He devoured your sight as you watched him, and moved into your mind when you couldn’t see him. All you had to do was look at Ko and the demon would devour your soul and take your body. He had the power to destroy Sunne. He didn’t have the power to reach him though. That was where Āni came in. It was more than ten years ago now that Āni had come to visit Ko for the first time. The Avatar had been afraid, and desperate times called for desperate measures.
Āni hadn’t feared Ko, not back then. In those days of his life Ko had just been a story. What Āni really feared was death. His role as an Avatar had granted him long life, but it wasn’t enough. He was afraid that if the time came that he was no longer useful to Sunne, then the god would replace him with another, as always happens with the life-cycle of an Avatar. Āni sought immortality. He sought a way to be useful to Sunne forever. He had sought out Ko. It was a meeting Sunne couldn’t witness. Ko had spoken only to Āni, and the Avatar had been to one to relay the message to the god. The demon had laughed at him. At first Āni had believed that the creature didn’t believe that what he sought was possible, but finally what amused Ko became clear. The demon had told Āni that an eternity with Sunne wouldn’t buy him anything, because the god and his Avatar would die at the hands of a Syrene within the period of a human lifetime.
It was common knowledge that Ko couldn’t lie, and therefore people sought him out to learn about their futures. Āni knew his future now, and the only reason to know something like that was to do things to change it. He had told Sunne the whole story, and the war on the Syrene had begun. If there weren’t any Syrene people left in the world then they couldn’t kill anyone. Now ten years on a Syrene girl was marching up the world to come and kill Sunne. So here the Avatar stood again, eyes bound before the cave of the demon.
He stepped forward. It took more of his power but he searched with his mind, reaching out to his surroundings so that he could see where he was going. Inside the cave darkness reigned, and even through the cloth over his face Āni could smell the stench of demon. There was nothing else like it ‒ no earthly creature carried a scent like that. It was a warning. Āni knew that creatures such as he were meant to run when they caught the scent of demon on the air, but for some reason they never did. For some reason they always went to investigate. And more often than not curiosity killed the cat. Satisfaction didn’t bring it back. Ko got in through the eyes and he ate the soul. Still, Āni had been here before. It didn’t matter that he feared Ko more now after meeting him, because with the blindfold on the demon couldn’t get into his eyes.
He continued on. Every noise made him jump. Every rustle, every click. He could hear things scuttling. Things that had once been creatures, but that might now be Ko. The darkness pressed in on him. He could feel it on his skin. Āni was the Avatar of the Three Eyed God. He saw everything and he wasn’t used to being blind. Something fell onto his shoulder and he jerked away. It was all he could do to keep from screaming. From somewhere deep in front of him came a low foreboding chuckle.
“Hello Āni.”
The Avatar froze. He felt his whole body seize up as the voice sent shivers down his spine that felt like a thousand cold worms.
“Ko…” he whispered, grimacing at the fear he heard in his own voice. Āni wasn’t supposed to be afraid of things. He was what others were afraid of. But he was afraid of Ko.
The sound came and he braced himself. Ko moved. Deep in the cave something gigantic flexed and shifted. Āni had never seen Ko. No one who had seen the demon ever lived to tell about it. People could only imagine. There was the sucking sound, like something being pulled out of mud, and it was followed by a ticking scuttle that turned into a wet slither. It shifted again and the sounds came from all around Āni. He could feel the shapeless form of the demon completely surrounding him, as though it was wrapping itself in circles around the place he stood. The first time Āni had stood surrounded by Ko, only Sunne’s strength within him had kept him from fainting. He felt a little like that now.
“I Must Say, It Has Been A While, Hasn’t It?”
At each word Āni felt something touch his arm. It started at his shoulder and moved down until he had ten things pressed against his sleeve. He didn’t know if they were fingers or claws or something he couldn’t even fathom. He wanted to retch.
“You’re Not So Talkative, My Dear Avatar,” Ko purred in his deep threatening tone. “You Know I Don’t Get Many Guests. I Miss Conversation With Humans.”
Whatever was touching his arm moved and Āni could hear slithering around him again, as though Ko was coming in tighter. Āni remembered this from the first meeting. The longer he was silent, the closer the demon got. He had wondered if he never spoke would it form around him and squeeze him until he popped ‒ until his eyes bulged out and the demon could eat them. Ko shifted in closer.
“We have a problem, Ko,” Āni announced, his voice shaking slightly.
“No Āni. You Have A Problem,” Ko corrected. “I Am Fine.”
Something stroked down the Avatar’s spine and he shuddered against the touch.
“The Syrene Kakai is making her way across the North to try and kill Sunne!” Āni yelled. “She is determined to make it to the top of the world to murder us!”
“Yes.”
“Well, what can I do about it?”
Something cold and smooth like glass brushed Āni’s cheek. Three more things like it tickled down his neck. Ko was playing with him.
“Did You Fail To Understand Me Last Time? I Told You That Sunne Would Be Killed By A Syrene. What Part Of That Didn’t Make Sense?”
“But I have to stop that from happening! I’ve done everything I can to stop her and her people. I want to live forever ‒ tell me how!”
“Oh My Lord Āni,” Ko purred. “You Are A Moron.”
Āni stiffened slightly. He could hear Ko moving around him, but it felt as though the demon was moving away. The Avatar wasn’t used to being insulted. Ko could tell. The demon chuckled again and the noise echoed within the very rocks. The sinister sound rattled ominously around the cave. Something wasn’t right.
“You Don’t Like To Hear That? You Don’t Like To Think Someone Might Have Power Over You? You Are A Fool, Avatar. You Think Yourself Mighty, But Your Power Is Limited. You Control Through Fear, And You Control Only One Small Weak Race. Humans Have Made You Arrogant, Mortal.”
“So you won’t help me find immortality? Well, it’s irrelevant for now. I will stop the Syrene girl ‒ with or without your advice.”
“Fool. You Still Don’t Understand. What I Speak Is The Truth. I Know What Will Happen, And So I Have Told You Truly.”
“But the truth can be changed!” Āni argued. “There is record of you changing your truth for people before. The only reason people talk to you is to change the future that is in store for them. It can be done. I know it can. People before me have done it, so I can do it as well.”
“Others Have,” Ko agreed. “You Cannot.”
“If a mere human could manage this before us, then Sunne and I can definitely save ourselves.”
“You Could Have, If You Hadn’t Already Done The Opposite Of That.”
“What-what do you mean?”
Ko sighed, and it echoed like a death rattle deep in the cave.
“Humans Are Such Amusing Creatures. Moronic Really ‒ If You’ll Pardon The Term Again.”
Āni gave a rough gasp as he felt a mass of small things fall over his body and scuttle down his robes. They felt like a bucket of spiders over his skin. He kept his lips pressed together under the cloth on his face, but he breathed quickly and deeply in panic through his nose. The stench of demon filled his brain and he thought he might pass out. Something touched the side of his face and tugged at the scarf over his eyes. With a yell Āni raised his hands, clutching the scarf over his eyes and turning around frantically, trying to work out where the assailants were coming from. Ko laughed at him again.
“Face It Lord Āni, I Beat You,” the demon smirked. “If I’d Known Killing Gods Was So Easy I’d Have Taken Up The Hobby Centuries Ago.”
“You haven’t killed anyone yet, Ko,” Āni muttered. “Nothing is certain until it happens.”
“You Still Haven’t Worked It Out Then? How You Killed Yourself Under My Watch.”
“I… I didn’t‒”
Ko shifted and Āni suddenly felt space around him. The demon had moved away. Just as the Avatar thought about relaxing he felt a hot breath by his ear. His blood froze and he stopped breathing. Ko’s breath brushed across Āni’s cheek like hot steam.
“You Said People Find Out Their Futures So That They Can Change What They Don’t Like. People Can Do That. People Wiser Than You Or Your Mad God Have Done So Before. For All Your Eyes The Two Of You Do Not See. Sunne Is Not What He Once Was. He Was Always A Young And Foolish God ‒ Now He Is Irrational And Insane. I Told You That The Two Of You Would Be Slain By A Syrene. You Passed On My Message And Sealed Your Fate.”
Āni stood rooted to the spot. Something wet slid down his shoulder.
“Think Avatar: Why Is The Syrene Girl Trying To Kill You?”
“Because…” Āni whispered slowly. His body trembled out of his control. He tried to hold still. Ko was so close. He couldn’t stop shaking. “Because… because we kidnapped her and ripped her in half and massacred her people.”
“Yes,” Ko smiled with satisfaction. “Yes, Lord Āni. I Told You That You And The Mad God Would Be Killed By A Syrene. You Told Sunne, And His Response Was To Annihilate The Southern Race. Neither Of You Saw. Neither Of You Realised. You Killed Yourselves. Kina Warned Sunne To Stay Away From Me. He Would Have Obeyed That Rule If Not For You. You Killed Your God. If You Hadn’t Been So Afraid Of Death You Never Would Have Come Here. If I Hadn’t Told You The Syrene Would Kill You Then You Never Would Have Started The War. And If There Was Never A War There Would Be No Reason For The Syrene To Hurt You. Don’t You See How I’ve Won, Avatar? This Future Only Occurred Because You Asked. You Created It By Trying To Stop It. If You Had Just Left Your Life Alone You Would Have Lived Much Longer. But The World Has A Funny Way Of Moving In Circles, And When It Does: I Win.”
Karli stood patiently at the side of the bed as Taal did up the buttons on his pyjama shirt. The little boy watched the way the light from the candles danced over his bedroom walls. It was always a warm orangey golden light. He wondered what it would look like green. Or purple. He liked purple. One day he would find out what that was like. He sighed at the pace of the buttons.
“I can do it myself, you know.”
“I’m sure you can,” Taal agreed.
“If you let me dress myself in the morning I won’t tell Āni.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t, but he’d know anyway, wouldn’t he?”
Karli sighed again. He suffered this kind of babying when it was Āni doing it. The Avatar was a force to be reckoned with, and Karli wasn’t going to take him on over little things like being dressed. But it didn’t feel right that Taal should have to do such minor work just because Āni wasn’t here; especially when, unbeknownst to Āni, Karli was perfectly capable of sorting himself out. Still, Taal had been charged with looking after Karli and doing most of the things Āni usually did. Not all the things though, definitely not all the things.
“Thank you for staying, Taal,” Karli murmured. “I know you’d rather be in your own quarters, but I’m glad you’re around.”
“It’s fine. You’re welcome. I honestly don’t mind either way. If you want me to stay then I will. It’s no problem. I understand. I know that the dreams come at night. I know what it’s like.”
“You remember what they’re like?”
Taal was silent for a moment as he did up the last button.
“I still get them,” he answered so softly it was barely audible.
“They still happen, even when he’s not here…” Karli agreed.
“That’s because it’s not Āni who causes them. Unusually, he’s not actually tampering with our minds. The dreams are our own. Our minds make them. We just associate them with Āni because they are born out of the damage he causes.”
“I don’t think he knows he does it,” Karli sighed. “I don’t think he realises he’s hurting us.”
“I don’t think he cares,” Taal replied gently.
Karli watched the priest sitting on the side of the bed. Taal adjusted his spectacles and the candlelight gleamed off them. The little boy reached out and put a hand either side of Taal’s head. He kissed the top of the young man’s short brown hair.
“You’re a very cold person, Taal.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologise. Āni made you this way, didn’t he? When he stole your smile.”
“Āni raised me,” Taal answered simply. “I am everything I am because of him.”
Karli left one hand on the priest’s cheek in sympathy.
“He made you very unhappy for a very long time.”
“Well, you would know,” Taal replied. It wasn’t often that Taal alluded to the similarities of his treatment and Karli’s. He didn’t like to think that Āni was treating the child the same way he had once been treated, even if he knew that was the truth. He didn’t like to think that one day Karli might be like him. Against the odds the boy was still pure and innocent. He had lasted longer than the rest. Taal sighed.
“Go clean your teeth,” he instructed. “Then I’ll read you a story.”
“The one about Kina and the Universe making the world?”
“If you’d like,” Taal nodded.
Karli scampered off. Taal stood and stretched. He wandered over to the bookcase and searched through Karli’s books for the volume that contained old myths. The requested story was one of the boy’s favourites. Karli liked to hear about the creation of the world. It gave him ideas. Every time he heard it there was a new ‘what if’ or ‘how come’. Karli wanted to change the world, and knowing how and why it was made gave him deeper insight into what he thought it should be like.
Taal stopped with his fingers resting on the book’s spine. One day that boy could be an Avatar. That was what Taal believed, even though he couldn’t know for sure. Karli was his pick to be the Avatar to the new god of light. Then the child could make the changes he saw in the world. As long as Āni didn’t destroy him before then. Taal didn’t know if it would be a close run thing. However, twice in a row now Karli had woken in the middle of the night in tears, tormented by his nightmares, and Taal had rocked him back to sleep. He couldn’t be there to protect him all the time though, and usually when he woke in the dark there wouldn’t be anyone there. There had never been anyone for Taal. There was just the knowledge that Āni was in the next room over, and that above all else you didn’t want to wake him.
Taal pulled the book from the shelf and returned to the bed. He turned one of the pillows up against the headboard to lean against and sat down. Karli returned a few minutes later and bounded across the room. Taal patted the bed next to him and the child clambered in under the covers and snuggled up close to the priest.
“It’s nice having you here Taal,” he smiled. “It’s like having a big brother.”
“How would you know it’s like that?”
“How would you know it’s not?” Karli replied.
Taal didn’t smile. His face remained the blank emotionless slate it always was, but Karli swore he saw a slight ironic slant to the young man’s eyebrows. Taal flicked the book open and wet his thumb to start turning the pages. Karli leant on him, peering at the illustrations on the pages as they went past. Taal stopped at the right story and ran his fingers down the crease to keep the book open. Karli placed a little hand on the book and pulled it down so that he could see the pictures better.
“I always liked the Universe,” he commented. “I always thought she was so pretty, with all the stars in her hair and the galaxies on her skin. I like how she gives Kina everything he needs to make the world, and even though he can make it alone he still needs her to breathe life into it to make it work. Everything should be a joint effort. Nothing is as good as it could be if you’re all alone. I like that they need each other to achieve things.”
“Did you want me to read it or did you want to talk about it?” Taal asked.
Karli fell silent. Taal waited a moment and then opened his mouth to start reading. Karli spoke again.
“Where is Kina?” the boy asked.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Kina: where is he? He made the world and he did all this stuff, but then where did he go?”
“He left,” Taal answered. “He left the North a thousand years ago.”
“I know, but to go where?” Karli inquired.
“I don’t know,” Taal admitted. “No one does. He just told Sunne to take care of the land and people he was leaving behind and left. No one’s seen him since. He made the world though, so I guess he could be anywhere in it.”
“In this room?”
“I doubt it.”
“He told Sunne not to speak to Ko while he was gone, didn’t he?”
“Yes,” Taal answered slowly. “Yes, he did.”
“But that’s where Āni’s gone now, and Sunne is a part of him.”
“Yes.”
“So they disobeyed Kina?” Karli asked.
Taal stared very intently at the myth on the page in front of him. It was one of the moments he felt Sunne’s gaze very keenly behind his own. The god couldn’t have seen what the boy asked if Taal wasn’t looking at him, but the priest still felt as though he was walking on very dangerous ground. He was sitting in the room next to Āni’s , Sunne staring through his eyes, and faced with the question of whether or not the most powerful beings in his life had done something wrong. Well, he knew the answer and it was a simple one, but the honest answer now could prove to be bad for his health later. Still… it was Karli, and if Taal didn’t believe in Karli now he didn’t believe in anything.
“They probably did,” he answered carefully.
“I thought as much,” Karli sighed. “They’re going to be in so much trouble if Kina ever comes back.”
They’re in so much trouble now, Taal thought to himself. Ko had prophesised Sunne’s death, and the fall of his empire. The Syrene woman destined to kill him was on her way to find him now. And, somewhere through the world, things were shifting to bring in the next god of light. Taal had heard his voice, and Karli had been his sign. If Taal was right, Sunne and Āni would probably be dead within a year. He cleared his throat and pressed the book open harder.
“Would you like me to read this to you now?”
“Yes please.”
Taal pushed his worries and his theories from his mind and began the story.




FOREST FIRE

The night had turned bleak. Kale’s body had been wrapped in a blanket and brought back to the hunters’ home. They had laid him out on the table and most of them had gathered around. They knew things weren’t over but nobody wanted to leave him. No one knew what to do or say. The hunters were all numb with shock and grief. Taum stood at the back of the room watching Lei. He knew he should be upset about Kale, and he was, but he was more worried about his friend.
The Captain had tortured circles around his eyes and a hard set to his jaw. He had cried for a long time, and when he had finally stopped it was as though something inside him had gone out. There was something in the way he held himself that was more than anger or grief. Taum wanted to do something, do anything, to help. He couldn’t bear to see Lei like this. He was so… empty. Nothing was over yet though, and pain flashed through his body. Taum grimaced in pain, trying to clutch at his head and his torso at the same time.
The sound and movement were enough to distract Lei’s attention. He saw Taum suffering and moved across the room to him. Almost instinctively he put his hands on his friend to steady him.
“Are you alright?” he asked. Even his voice seemed different.
“Nothing unusual,” Taum replied weakly.
“I’m sorry. I got distracted.” Lei put a hand on Taum’s cheek, tilting his face so that the Dileyrian couldn’t hide the pain in his expression. “You shouldn’t have to put up with this.”
“It’s fine, Lei,” Taum replied.
“No, it’s not fine. Nothing’s fine.” Lei turned to the room. “Attention men, be ready to move out in two minutes!”
No one moved. Some of them just looked dazed. They all stared at the Captain almost in incomprehension.
“But… Captain…” Taka murmured.
“No buts,” Lei told him firmly. “I feel like killing a priest, and nothing Totoum says now is sparing that man’s life.”
That got people’s attention. They were still reluctant to leave Kale, but they wanted revenge too. It was Yorn that Lei’s gaze fell on last. The small quiet hunter had barely moved, even at the promise of justice. Lei rested a hand on the young man’s shoulder.
“Stay with him,” he requested.
“Thank you, Captain,” Yorn replied thickly.
Lei squeezed his shoulder once. The young hunter said one more thing to his leader that Taum didn’t quite catch, but a weak smile broke the Captain’s face and Taum’s heart leapt at the sight of it. The two minutes Lei had given people quickly turned into a brief stock up on weapons. There was only one, presumably unarmed, man they were up against, but many of the hunters were feeling violent. Taum couldn’t blame them.
He had finally found the man who had besieged his city, killed his people, and destroyed his life. Worse than that – he had ruined Lei. Taum watched the dim, empty pain that clouded his friend’s beautiful green eyes, and knew that was what he was the most furious about right now. People messed with him all the time. That they forced him away from Lei and into exile had just been the tip of that iceberg, but no one messed with his friends. He pulled himself off the wall and staggered to join the rest of the group. It was Satinka who saw him and moved to help him this time. She pulled his arm around her shoulders.
“Lean on me,” she instructed gently.
He felt awkward about distributing his weight on someone so tiny, but remembered she could pick him up and carry him with little effort. They headed to the door with the others. Satinka smiled at him weakly, but there was a fire in her eyes that he had seen there before.
“Let’s go kill this shidikat,” she proposed.
Taum had never heard her curse in her own language before, but he could guess what the word meant. He nodded.
The town square was on the other side of the city from the drill square and it was already packed when they arrived. It turned out that the ‘whipping post’ Totoum had mentioned earlier was actually the city’s sundial that stood as high as the city wall up from the centre of the town square. It was also somewhere that traitors were chained up and whipped. Amata had been chained up quite effectively. The priest had been stripped down to his undergarments to make sure he wasn’t hiding any more talismans, then gagged and wrapped in chains so that he was stuck fast to the sundial and couldn’t move. Someone had even tied a belt around his forehead to force him to face the crowd.
Totoum stood stony-faced at his side with his sceptre held at the ready. A group of twenty or more guards had formed a ring to keep the angry crowd back. Lei led the group towards the crowd. He was flanked by an angry Samao, and Satinka supported Taum at his other side. People began to melt back from them as they saw them coming. Lei’s eyes were still red from the time he’d spent weeping, but they were also merciless. Taum had never seen him like this before, and he was sure no one else had either. One look from him sent his own people skittering back. Once this was over Taum hoped he’d never see him like this again.
The crowd made a path for them, falling silent at the face of their Amacakiel. As he approached the guards, they stood aside, letting the group enter the ring that held Amata. Up close they could see that under the chains and gag, the guards who had arrested the priest hadn’t treated him kindly. No one was going to lose any sleep over that. The guards reformed their ring once Lei had led everyone inside, but the crowd weren’t fighting them anymore. They were just watching.
Sabeh approached Totoum and the King nodded to him.
“This might not be the time and place,” Sabeh spoke softly to him, “but what about the mirrors? The irony of vanity amongst the Avatars of Sunne might be a topic for the drinking halls, but it’s a very real threat right now. I’m personally surprised Āni hasn’t arrived to raze the city yet.”
“There is only one of Sunne’s mirrors in Woodell,” Totoum replied. “It has been bagged and chained. I currently have no wish to anger Sunne or Āni, but if Amata confesses the mirror will be smashed.”
They both turned their eyes to the bound priest. He watched the group before him without fear – with the eyes of a martyr, or a psychopath.
Lei stepped away from the others to approach Amata. The two of them faced each other. Lei stared the priest down. Amata couldn’t turn away, but he didn’t blink either. Roughly the Captain reached up and ripped the gag out of Amata’s mouth. The priest took the opportunity to spit at his feet. Lei punched him in the face. With nowhere for his head to move, Amata’s cheek shattered. Blood filled his mouth and dripped over his bottom lip. Several men in the crowd cheered.
“You have killed hundreds of men from this city,” Lei hissed at him. “Everyone in this crowd wants to rip you apart. The last person you killed was one of my best friends. A man good enough that I made him my second-in-command. For that I lay claim to your head.”
“It was supposed to be you,” Amata slurred around his broken cheek.
“I am all too aware of that.”
“So is everyone else,” Taum growled.
Amata caught his eye. Taum glared. He knew Lei was the one to deal with this problem, but that didn’t mean he was going to let it slide. Taum wasn’t by nature a violent person, but he’d never wanted to hurt anyone so badly in his whole life. Amata was in the process of destroying everything that was precious to him. He wanted the priest to see what he’d done in his eyes, and fear what he saw there. Through his twisted face, Amata smirked. The sight wasn’t what Taum had expected to see and he recoiled slightly from the expression. Amata twisted slightly to get his head back to face Lei.
“I never intended to kill your friend, Captain,” Amata spoke slowly around his damaged face. “Your death would have broken the city, and it was my best chance. We both know that you were going to kill me because of the Dileyrian anyway.”
Lei reached out a hand to the sundial and leant over the priest. Totoum moved in nervously. The King clearly didn’t think all the chains were enough to make Amata safe and protect Lei from his magic, but, reckless though it was, the Captain made it clear he did not fear the man chained to the pole.
“My personal motivations aside,” Lei began, “did you really think you could ever survive being found out?”
“You’d be surprised.”
“I’ve already been surprised, Amata. I never suspected you until the evidence stacked up. You always seemed to care so much about the people. You’re a good liar.”
“I do care about these people,” Amata insisted. “But my god wants your men living in Almenir and the only way to make that happen is to cause Woodell to become uninhabitable.”
“Well now that your plan’s been uncovered I guess that will never happen.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure, Captain. If Woodell falls then the men will still go ‒ knowing that Sunne wants them to go won’t change their destination. Most of you were born in Almenir; it’s like a second home for you.”
“Maybe, but they won’t take your god with them,” Lei challenged.
“You’d be surprised,” Amata repeated.
Lei glared at him. In the face of his own public execution, the man was confident. It wasn’t what the Captain had been expecting and it wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to see Amata fear him. He wanted remorse or pain. He wanted some kind of display that showed that Amata knew what he’d done and how much hurt he’d caused. The priest wasn’t playing along though. So Lei refused to play his game too.
“Your opinion is irrelevant now,” Lei told him. “You’re a dead man. Killing you will set the spirits free and liberate the forest. Everything will go back to normal and we will send Āni back your head.”
“If I was the men of Woodell, my death is the last thing I’d want, but if this is the only way then you shouldn’t be the one to do it, Amacakiel. You’ll need the men to follow you once the forest is gone.”
Lei stopped. All that could be heard over the silence of the crowd was the spirits chanting outside the gates.
“What do you mean?” Lei asked uneasily.
“You’re surprised I had a backup plan?” Amata taunted. “I was entrusted by Sunne himself to make Woodell fall. I will do as my god commands, and if we can’t do this the easy way, we can do it the hard way. You want to leave now, Captain. Let me go, take the men to Almenir, and no one has to die.”
“There is no possible reason I would ever agree to that.”
“My life is connected to a large box containing a flame spell, buried out in the woods,” Amata announced. “If I die the box opens and the entire Southern Dilarkyrn will burn. The fire will be so big that by the time anyone finds it, it will be too late to do anything about it. Your forest will be dead, your home will be destroyed, but that’s not why you’ll do what I say.” Amata shifted weakly in his bonds and more blood dripped from his mouth. He was still talking to Lei when his eyes fell on Taum. “Imagine the consequences of the death of this forest, Lei… Imagine what would happen if it burned…”
Lei was also staring at Taum. The Captain looked sick. Satinka let go of the Dileyrian and moved slightly around the circle to stand by Sabeh and Totoum. She whispered something in the King’s ear. He gave her a look and she nodded. Quickly he called over one of his guards and spoke to him. The guard left the circle and disappeared off into the crowd. Amata watched the whole event with fascination, but he had said his piece. He looked back to Lei.
“This, Captain, is what my people call ‘checkmate’,” he declared. “While I live your forest and your city will never be safe, but if I die they will both be destroyed. Meet my demands and no one has to suffer. Give me the Syrene girl and take your men to Almenir. Once Sunne has all the things he desires he will let you live in peace.”
Lei looked around the people watching him. The crowd were still dumbstruck by Amata’s threat. No one knew what to make of the idea that their city could be facing its last night. The Captain turned his eyes to his unit. Taum stood with his friends and Lei’s men in a cluster at the edge of the circle. They looked at him with trust. Taum personally had absolute faith in his friend. Lei looked to his King, who stood with Satinka and Sabeh. Their expressions were confident. Totoum gave him a brief nod.
“I think you’re bluffing,” Lei said.
“What?”
“I’m calling your bluff on this one,” Lei repeated. “I think that if I kill you all that would happen is that the ghosts would disappear. I don’t think you have the power to destroy an entire region. Also, there is no world alive where I would give you Satinka. Brukna might not be my god, but I believe in his power all the same, and I have it on good authority that he has prophesised her death by Sunne’s hands resulting in the end of the world. That I will not risk.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Amata rejected, but his eyes grew wide.
That was what Lei had been waiting for. He smiled.
“You and Sunne didn’t know that then? Yes, my new friends paid a visit to your prisoner, and as the oracle god he informed them that if you two kill Satinka the world will burn.”
Amata was silent. This was clearly news to him and the god watching through his eyes. Still, it didn’t seem to be swaying them too much.
“I think you’re the one lying now,” Amata responded.
“You can think what you like, but I’m the one with the clean track record who stands as a hero to his people, and you’re the lying scumbag who has been ruining the lives of a whole city for six years.”
“I guess the only way to find out if that is true would be to kill her…”
“And I figure the only way to find out if you were lying is to kill you,” Lei responded.
Amata’s eyes fell back on Taum again. His dark gaze focused on him like a hawk.
“You won’t risk it.”
“Yes he will,” Taum disagreed. He stepped forward on shaky legs, but held himself upright. “The people of this city aren’t afraid of you anymore. Your threats are empty.”
“Do you know what will happen to you if this forest burns, Dileyrian?” Amata demanded.
Taum clenched his jaw. He breathed roughly through his nose but didn’t answer. This couldn’t be it. They couldn’t lose now. Amata had to pay for what he’d done.
“Oh? You look like you do have a good idea what would happen, and you’re willing to risk that just for the satisfaction of watching me die?” Amata growled. “You’re not the first man to stand up and die for a cause, but you haven’t thought of the side effects. Your Amacakiel has already lost one of his best friends tonight. If he has to sit through the slow messy business of your death I guarantee he’d lose it.”
“I’m already dying slowly because of what you’re doing to this forest,” Taum replied. “You can’t use me as leverage. No matter what happens in any of the scenarios you’re offering, I still come out worse off in the end. I speak for Woodell and Dilarkyrn when I say that we are done playing by your rules. What happens now happens on our terms.”
Taum turned and held out his hand to Elvac. There was a sharp grating sound as the soldier unsheathed his sword and passed it to his friend. Taum wouldn’t have had trouble lifting the blade normally, but he was sick and weak at the moment. He summoned all the energy he could, placing one hand on the handle and the other on the flat of the blade. The action was more to help keep himself balanced than anything else, but it did make presenting the sword to Lei a little more ceremonial.
Lei took the sword off him. The Captain looked uncertain. Taum met his eye. They shared a look. The Dileyrian needed his friend to know that the city was behind him – that he was behind him. Taum couldn’t think of anyone he trusted more, and he needed Lei to know that. He needed Lei to know this was the right decision. He nodded once. Lei set his jaw and lifted the sword.
“You can’t do this!” Amata protested. “You’ll all die!”
“I have a theory you’re just saying that because you don’t want to die,” Lei replied.
Amata struggled in his bonds but he was held fast, and he couldn’t move his head out of the way as Lei swung the blade. The sword sheared through the priest’s neck and the blade caught in the sundial. Lei yanked at it to pull it free and stumbled from the weight as it came loose. The movement caught Amata’s head and, with nothing to hold it up, it slipped from the belt and fell with a messy thump to the ground. Blood poured from the priest’s neck down his still tightly chained body. Lei was breathing raggedly as he held onto the sword and watched the remains of his execution. He’d never killed anyone before.
Everyone was staring and all they could hear was Lei panting in shock at his own mess. It was all they could hear. Silence reigned through the forest. Silence. Shouts sounded from the walls as the men posted on duty saw the ghosts vanish. In seconds the edges of the city were alive with noise. Everyone wanted to know what was going on. Things had happened so quickly most people didn’t even know Amata had been found out. There was going to be a lot of explaining to do in the morning. Fortunately the crowd had been large and rumour spread quickly. Lei stared up at Taum. The Dileyrian straightened up.
“You’re okay,” Lei gasped.
“Better than ever,” Taum agreed.
Lei dropped the sword to grab his friend in a bear hug.
“We did it! We saved Woodell!”
“You did it,” Taum replied, getting his arms free and hugging his friend back. He took a deep calming breath as he held his friend reassuringly. “You saved everyone, just like you always said you would.”
Taum pulled back, still resting his hands on the Captain’s shoulders. There wasn’t anything else to say though. There weren’t any words that could better express what his look was already saying. They’d all known Lei would be the one to save them. That was why the city had gotten behind him in the way that it had, and now Taum understood that. He’d missed out on a lot, but he was going to get it all back. He patted Lei’s shoulder and stood back as the rest of the Captain’s men surged forward. Everyone was ecstatic. They were free. It had worked. Totoum was the last person that Lei turned to. The King bowed his head in respect.
“Ea te Kao Tataom, Amacakiel,” he smiled. “Well done.”
“Thank you,” Lei nodded, ignoring Taka still pulling childishly on his arm, and Sele and Bran half jumping on him. “I know you didn’t want to stand by me at first when I brought Satinka in on it, but I’m glad you did. I couldn’t have made any of this happen without the support of the crown. You’re a good leader.”
“So are you,” Totoum conceded. “I imagine we will be working closer after the events of tonight.”
Lei pulled a face. “I’m in no hurry.”
“Hopefully neither is the city, but it would be nice for you to have some idea of what the people are going to expect from you.”
Lei opened his mouth to reply when an ear-splitting scream broke the sounds of revelry. Everyone turned. Taum had fallen to his knees. His hands clutched his head like claws against the agony inside him. His face was contorted in pain and he shook uncontrollably against the burning torture.
“NO!” Lei yelled, dropping down beside him and pulling him into his arms. Taum trembled as though he was on the verge of a seizure and blood ran in a trickle from his nose.
“Amata wasn’t lying,” Taka whispered in fear. “Dilarkyrn is burning…”
Taum cried out in pain again, thrashing and struggling in Lei’s grip. Across the square came the sound of pounding hooves. The guard Totoum had sent off earlier came riding back with two horses. The crowds all rushed out of his way as he approached them and came to a halt just before the King.
“Your Majesty, the horses you requested. The city’s fastest,” he announced as he dismounted.
“You’re just in time,” Satinka told him, taking one of the horses and lifting herself with inhuman strength into the saddle. She looked down on Taum writhing in Lei’s arms. “He can’t ride like that… Lei, get him up. You’ll have to ride with us.”
He looked up at her, confusion and anguish masking his face.
“Do you want him to die while your home burns down?” she asked.
“No!”
“Then get him to take me to the fire,” she ordered, grabbing the reins and steadying her horse. “We have to stop it spreading.”
“Satinka you can’t do this!” Sabeh objected coming over.
“Sabeh, so help me, if you get in the way I will run you down,” she told him. “I don’t care that you’re afraid for me, one of us has to be, but I told you before that I will not let this city fall while there’s something I can do to help.”
Sabeh stood down, his rage silent and cold. Lei stumbled to his feet and Taka gave him a leg up onto the horse. Arrio was the one who lifted up Taum and helped Lei pull him onto the saddle in front of him.
“Taum,” Lei whispered, keeping his arms around his friend as he took the reins of his horse. Taum’s head rolled back against Lei’s shoulder and the blood from his nose had smeared across his face. He looked barely conscious from the pain.
“Open the gates!” Totoum ordered and people rushed to do his bidding.
Satinka pulled up close to Lei and Taum.
“Taum,” she called. “Which way do we go?”
He didn’t move.
“Taum!”
Slowly he opened his eyes, blinking weakly. He mouthed something but no words formed. Finally he raised a hand, pointing in the right direction.
“Come on,” Satinka encouraged and set off at a trot to the gate.
The gate hadn’t been opened in six years and it creaked and groaned in protest, but it was open enough by the time they reached it that they could still get out. As soon as they were in the woods Satinka quickened their pace.
“Make sure he keeps us on the right track,” she yelled back to Lei.
The Captain nodded and hunched his body around their wounded guide. They rode fast. The forest was still damp from the rain they’d had, but the leaves were weak with autumn, and fire would spread through the woods. Taum corrected their path twice and they had to hope that in his dazed state he knew what he was doing. He can’t have been far off because after only a quarter of an hour of riding they found smoke. The flames were nowhere in sight but clouds of smoke were drifting lazily through the trees. Satinka pulled up.
“We have to leave the horses,” she announced. “This smoke will be bad enough on their nerves, never mind taking them near the fire.”
She dismounted and Lei followed suit, pulling Taum down after him. Quickly she tied the reins of their mounts to a low hanging branch so that the animals wouldn’t flee. Lei pulled Taum up, struggling to keep him standing. The Dileyrian coughed and Lei panicked when he saw blood spray from his friends lips.
“Satinka,” he called urgently.
The Syrene woman said something to the horses in her own language. The animals calmed slightly despite the smoke, and both looked a little surprised that they had reacted in that way. She turned to Lei and Taum.
“He’s getting worse.”
She stared into the forest. All in front of them the smoke was getting thicker.
“Taum, where did the fire start?” she asked. “I need to know exactly which direction.”
Slowly Taum raised his arm and pointed. She followed the line of his finger.
“Okay. Lei, keep an eye on him,” she ordered.
Without another word she ran off into the smoke.
“Satinka!” Lei yelled after her.
He looked around. He couldn’t just let her go. He pulled Taum’s weight around his shoulders and started after her. The smoke got thick quickly and it burned his eyes and stung the back of his throat. He couldn’t see her anywhere. It was getting hard to half carry and half drag Taum along, but he couldn’t abandon his friend and he couldn’t just leave Satinka in here.
“Satinka!” he bellowed into the smoky forest.
Nothing replied. He staggered forward some more. The smoke seemed to be all around him now and it was making him dizzy. That was when he noticed the glowing embers on the ground in front of him. They went out.
“It’s working…” Taum whispered.
Lei looked down on his slumped friend. Taum raised a hand and wiped at the blood on his face. He looked at the red stain on his hand and shook his head weakly.
“Whatever she’s doing is working. The fire is getting smaller.”
“How…?” Lei murmured.
“She’s a Syrene, remember?” Taum shook his head again as though trying to clear it. He wiped a new trickle of blood from his nose, but he was clearly doing better. He was becoming more aware. Slowly something dawned in his eyes. “Lei,” he hissed.
The Captain gave him his full attention.
“Lei… she’s inside the fire…”
Lei’s eyes widened. He could actually feel the smoke thinning around them now. But what if she was injured? What if she was dying? He couldn’t let that happen. What was the point of saving Woodell if the whole world was going to burn anyway? He knew she could control fire. He’d seen her do it. But he also could remember how momentarily weak just shutting down the fire spell in the tunnel had made her. This one by now was at least a hundred times bigger.
“Satinka!” he yelled into the woods again.
“We’re not close enough,” Taum informed him. “Come on.”
The Dileyrian took the lead this time, but he still needed the Captain’s support to keep him going so Lei was getting dragged along at his side. The smoke was still bad, but even as they went deeper into the area of the blaze he found it wasn’t getting worse. Soon they found themselves walking through a forest of charcoal. The remains of the trees were black and twisted from the fire, but it still wasn’t anywhere in sight. Lei tried to imagine what Taum must have been going through before as he looked at the blackened forest. Having this occur inside of you… no wonder he had collapsed. It must have been what Amata meant by a ‘slow messy death’. The thought made Lei’s blood boil. As he stared around the scorched part of the forest he wanted to kill the priest all over again. At his side Taum straightened up, supporting his own weight. Lei looked over to him through the still thinning smoke. Taum looked dazed and pale, but also a little bewildered.
“She’s done it,” he murmured. “She put the fire out. Nothing’s burning anymore.”
“Where is she?”
“That way,” Taum directed. His tone became urgent. “She’s not moving.”
Taum took off, trying to run even though his body barely had enough energy to support his weight. Lei chased after him. The two of them raced through the burnt woods. Trees crumbled into ash all around them. There was still no sign of Satinka. Both of them yelled her name, calling out for her through the smoky ruins. Taum could feel how hot the earth was through his boots. Beside him Lei stepped on a branch that disintegrated at his touch. Nothing was still alive in this area. Taum knew he could feel her though. Even though the trees were gone he could still feel something here. Through the clearing smoke an outline formed, still dark on the ground. Taum felt his blood chill.
“Satinka…” he whispered, crashing towards it.
“No…” Lei murmured, catching sight of them and rushing over.
Satinka lay curled in a ball on the ground. Her clothes had burnt away and her body was covered in ash and dust. Taum pulled her up into his arms, placing his fingers to her neck.
“I’ve got a pulse,” he announced. “And she’s still breathing.”
Lei pulled his cloak off and wrapped it around her gently. He pushed her hair back from her face. She didn’t look injured.
“Satinka?” he whispered. “Satinka, can you hear me?”
She didn’t respond. Taum looked up at Lei.
“She’s alive, and she’s pulled through tougher things than this before, I’m sure,” he insisted.
Lei nodded.
“Let’s get her back to the city.”
Taum was in no position to be carrying her even if he wanted to, so Lei bundled the girl into his arms still wrapped in his cloak. She was small and light and he held her close, as though fearful something might try and take her away. With the spirits of the trees returned, and the fire extinguished, Taum was slowly regaining some of his strength. It was enough to make it back to the horses. This time Taum rode on his own and Lei kept Satinka wrapped up like a child on the saddle in front of him. Dawn light touched the edge of the sky ahead of them as they turned back toward the city. The sun’s first peach coloured rays reached up into the stars and kissed the clouds. Both men were too exhausted to notice. The longest night of their lives was over.
Āni sped across the valley. He moved so fast he left a trail of damaged flowers as he passed over them. The petals blew off, the stalks snapped, and the vines shredded. It wasn’t more or less than the plants deserved, but it left an obvious trail to and from the cave if anyone happened to be passing by. Āni didn’t care. He could hear his heartbeat ringing in his ears as his blood pounded. He wasn’t even sure he was still breathing. The Avatar had never expended this much magical energy at once and he felt like it was going to rip him apart. He could actually feel the burning glow from his own aura as he shot like a star across Sleepy Valley. He had to get home.
The edge of the valley loomed and Āni crashed onto the ground, just skimming the tops of the last flowers. The grass was damp and it stained his pristine white robes as he landed on it. For the first time in his extended life he was feeling his years. Desperately he crawled towards the carriage. It still sat waiting on the hill. The driver’s eyes were glazed and the man wouldn’t notice him crawling on the ground unless Āni ordered him to. He didn’t have the energy to shout. Slowly and painfully he hauled himself towards the carriage, clawing at the dirt and ripping out chucks of grass as he struggled up inch by inch. He reached out. The veins in the back of his hand popped out like the knots in a tree. His fingers curled around the step at the side of the carriage and he heaved himself up to it. Sitting on the step, he yanked open the door. At this point the driver finally noticed.
“My Lord Ani?”
“Get us back to Sunndan now!” Āni gasped. “Don’t stop for anything. Not until we’re in the Palace courtyard.”
He slammed the door shut behind him as the driver took off like a man possessed. In fact he was. Āni didn’t even have time to sit down and instead crashed back into the seat as the carriage lurched and jolted away. He grabbed the mirror from his pocket. He had to get back to Sunndan. He couldn’t let Ko win.
Sunndan was bitterly cold and frost had settled in overnight. They weren’t supposed to get snow for another month, but maybe winter was sneaking up on them early. Lemons had wrapped up in layers of wool when he went out to start work. He’d probably end up stripping them all off later, but the inconvenience of that was little compared to the inconvenience of freezing skin and a numb hand. The fires were going but he hadn’t started working when the knock came at the door. The blacksmith wasn’t surprised to find Taal on the other side. The priest wore his customary robes and spectacles, but didn’t seem to have noticed the change in the weather. He wasn’t even wearing a coat.
“Just checking in to see how things are going and making sure I’m not ripping you off?” Lemons teased.
“Something like that,” Taal agreed as he stepped inside.
Lemons noted the way the priest looked nervously around for metals and other reflective surfaces that could betray him. Taal was always scrupulous. He probably wouldn’t have lived long if he hadn’t been. Betrayal was a dangerous business.
“Don’t you have a job or something to keep you busy?” Lemons asked.
“Karli’s sleeping in,” Taal replied. “And with Āni gone I don’t have a lot to do. I don’t really want to be up there either. The Palace isn’t somewhere I like to spend my time.”
“But it’s your home.”
“That doesn’t mean I like it. I have an awkward position up there, and it makes my life something of a game. I am two things at the Palace. One: a simple lowly priest whose job is to perform trivial tasks until I work my way up the ladder of hierarchy. Two: Āni’s right hand. The one person Āni calls on specifically to perform menial tasks for him. I am both the least important and most important priest in the clergy up there. When Āni is around I am kept busy, but when he’s not no one knows what to do with me. See, the other priests are a strange mix of people who want to boss me around, and the others who are afraid of me. It makes the game complicated.”
“I can imagine,” Lemons commented with a raised eyebrow.
“Of course, part of it isn’t fear,” Taal added bitterly, picking up and inspecting an old wooden chair leg. “It’s just a combination of hate, disgust and especially shame that masquerades as fear. Many of the clergy, particularly the older ones, know what I am and are deeply ashamed of my existence. Not that they’d ever say it to anyone but themselves of course.”
“What you are…?”
“What? You’ve forgotten already?” Taal looked up over his glasses at him.
“Well… you… you said you were… I thought… I thought Karli…”
“Yes,” Taal nodded. “Yes, Karli was my replacement. Yes, I was a slave of Āni ‒ as they call it ‒ but look at my life. You think I’m not still?”
Lemons opened and closed his mouth, unsure of what to say.
“Does… do… uh… is it…” Lemons struggled.
Taal didn’t finish any of the sentences. He didn’t want to. He changed the subject.
“I worry about Karli,” he said. “I need to get him out of there but I don’t know what to do. There’s nothing I can do. Once Āni gets back I won’t be able to look after him anymore. I won’t be able to protect him from Āni. I’ve never been able to. There’s nowhere in the world I can take him that Āni won’t find him again. By Lord Sunne’s eyes, Āni originally found the child in Kai Mo for crying out loud!”
“Kai Mo?” Lemons repeated. “Isn’t that a… monastery?”
“A monastery for the clergy of Sunne, I believe that is its cover, yes,” Taal answered.
“Its cover?”
“Let’s just say, Lemonsaley, that some contracts should never be made,” Taal warned. “The construction of Kai Mo centuries ago should have been the first sign that Sunne was going mad.”
“What’s up there?”
“You don’t want to know. But if you travel make sure you never knock on the door looking for a place to stay there.”
“So I take it Karli’s life has been a bit: out of the frying pan, into the fire?”
“Actually… probably the reverse.”
“Āni’s only the frying pan in this situation?!”
“Hard to imagine, I know. At least Karli is treated with kindness here, even if it is by Āni’s standards of the word.”
Lemons sat down and stared at his strange companion. Sometimes it struck him just how young the priest was. There were too many burdens on his shoulders and too many complications in his life for one so young. Taal knew it too, and he was clearly worried Karli would end up the same way.
“What can I do to help with Karli?” Lemons asked.
“I don’t know,” Taal admitted. “But when I do, can you be ready?”
“Of course. I don’t know what you want me to do, but I’ll do my best. I heard that voice again. It’s strange… the more I hear it the more I think of Karli. You really believe that little child is going to be an Avatar?”
“I can’t think of any other reason for all this to be happening. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Taal put the piece of wood down and turned to the door. “Lemonsaley, you work with children, don’t you?”
“Sometimes,” Lemons admitted. He grimaced. “It’s more like the children work with me. They come to me if they want something they think I can give.”
“Do you ever give them guidance?”
“All the time, but do you think they listen?” he shrugged hopelessly.
“I want you to start telling them about this new god, if you can,” Taal requested. “Just the ones you can trust. We don’t need this getting out of hand. Still, some of those children must be the kind to have lost faith in a god like Sunne. Offer them a new one. When this new god of light shows, and comes to take Karli, I want there to be people ready for them. I want there to be people who need them.”
“Well there are plenty of those,” Lemons replied.
“They just don’t know it yet,” Taal finished.
With a nod the priest left and Lemons leaned back. Taal’s visits just got stranger and stranger. Still, he never got bored of them. He always felt compelled to listen when Taal talked, as though he truly had something important to say. Lemons was fairly sure that Taal couldn’t see it in himself, but it was there. He had something important waiting for him. Taal didn’t have a mere future, he had a destiny. Those things were hard to come by. Now Lemons found himself getting mixed up in it. He really hoped he didn’t have one waiting for him too. Although, after everything that had already happened in his life, he was a little worried about what might be waiting around the corner.




A FOREST FUNERAL

The sky was still only pale at the edges when an exhausted Lei and Taum rode up to the gates of Woodell. Satinka hadn’t woken, but Lei kept his friend assured that she was alright as they rode. The lookouts saw them coming, and the usual crowd was there to meet them when they reached the city. That was the part Lei had been dreading the most. Sabeh caught sight of them as they rode in.
“Satinka!” he cried.
The Ickian rushed forward and Elvac and Arrio were hot on his heels. Lei passed the unconscious girl down to her concerned boyfriend.
“She’s okay,” he muttered. “Out cold but she doesn’t seem to be injured.”
Sabeh took her without a word, anxiety creasing his face as he held her close. Arrio looked satisfied that she was in good hands and turned to help Lei off his horse. The Captain half-slid, half-fell into Arrio’s arms from the creature’s back, and the Zynaldini did a good job of keeping him upright. Lei felt his knees buckle as he forced them to hold him up again.
To the side Totoum and Samao were helping Taum down. The Siku pulled him down from the horse and held him up as he swayed weakly. Totoum looked the Dileyrian up and down. Taum was covered in dirt, ash and blood. His skin was pale and he still twitched slightly.
“All things considered you look good,” the king told him.
Taum laughed until he coughed again. He wiped around his mouth, but there was no new blood. Maybe Totoum was right.
“You put the fire out?”
“She put the fire out,” Taum corrected. “Satinka saved the forest before anything got too serious.” He paused for a moment to breathe and gather his jumbled thoughts, but he knew what he had to say next. “She was the one who worked out how to stop the ghosts and helped us do it. She was the one who knew what evidence to look for to find who was doing all this and, despite her own feelings, she worked fairly against Amata. She was the one who made you get the horses and formed a plan in case Amata wasn’t lying about the fire. She was the one who put the fire out and saved Woodell. We owe her our lives at least twice over for what she has done tonight.”
“I can only imagine,” Totoum agreed. “Perhaps after you have washed up, eaten and rested we can talk about how the city might repay her?”
Taum nodded weakly. Then, with nothing more to say that he felt was urgent, Taum let his friends lead him back to the barracks.
Once they were there Francis insisted on cleaning him up a bit and washed his face vigorously with a cloth. He woke from that as he started to fall off the chair and at that point they decided that perhaps he better sleep. There was just one last thing he had to do. He found Sabeh tucking Satinka into a bunk in one of the rooms out the back. He’d washed the dirt from her skin and hair and made sure her dress was clean for when she woke up. The expression on his face was one Taum didn’t see often, and it made him smile.
“Will she be alright?” he asked.
Sabeh looked up with a start. He hadn’t noticed Taum standing in the doorway.
“I think so,” he replied. “As far as I can tell it’s just exhaustion. I’ve never put out a forest fire by sheer force of will before, but I imagine it’s quite tiring. Speaking of, why aren’t you asleep?”
“I am on and off,” Taum replied with a grin. “I really need to talk to you for a moment though.”
“I’m all ears.”
“When she wakes up she’s going to want to continue her journey.”
“Yes.”
“And she’s going to tell me I can stay here.”
“Probably,” Sabeh admitted in a softer tone.
“Then I need your honest opinion. I don’t want an answer biased by what I want or biased by what she wants. I just want the truth.”
“And you came to me?”
“Don’t make a joke about this, Sabeh,” Taum sighed. “I’m very tired and I need you to be straight with me. Yes, on this matter I wanted an unbiased opinion and you were the obvious choice.”
Sabeh gave a polite conceding nod.
“Would I be useful for the rest of your journey?”
“Of course.”
Taum fell silent. Sabeh watched him for a moment and sighed.
“Taum, you have to decide to do what you want. When we started out you and Benji were going to live miserably, but safely, ever after in Elgárnd. No one is going to make you stay behind now that we’ve saved Woodell, but no one is going to make you come with us if you want to stay here.”
“But should I come?” he begged. “I don’t know what I want, that’s why I’m asking. I want to stay here. This is my home and I’ve missed it more than you could imagine for the last six years. I can’t comprehend leaving it again now. I can’t comprehend leaving…” he couldn’t quite bring himself to say it, but he probably didn’t have to. Sabeh wasn’t usually stupid. “But at the same time I have to go with you guys,” he insisted. “I have to see this through to the end.”
Sabeh gave him a long slow look.
“It’s your call. No one else can make this choice for you. If it helps then forget what you want to do, and ask yourself what you feel you should do. Both Woodell and us could benefit from having you around, so you need to decide where you belong.”
Taum stood in the doorway silently for a full minute before speaking.
“I have to come with you.”
“You don’t have to do anything,” Sabeh disagreed.
“Yes I do,” Taum insisted. “I always thought that if I helped Satinka save her people she might help me save Woodell. Well now she’s helped me save Woodell and I haven’t helped her finish her quest. So now that is what I have to do. You were right, once I thought about what I should do rather than what I wanted it became very clear.”
“Neither Satinka or I would ask you to risk your life on this again after everything you’ve already done,” Sabeh reminded.
“Which is why I have to be the one to volunteer,” Taum nodded. “Let’s face it; between King Totoum, Siku Samao and Captain/Amacakiel Lei, Woodell is pretty much sorted. Besides, it’s only going to be downhill for them anyway from here. If your quest is still what I think it is, then it sure as Sunne’s crazy eyes isn’t downhill from here. Anything but. You need me more than Woodell does, and I couldn’t live with myself if I abandoned you now.”
Sabeh nodded at him.
“Then your company and your expertise would be greatly appreciated.”
Taum nodded with more certainty now that he had made his call. With that, he bid his friend goodnight and wandered down to the room Taka had told him to crash in.
Lei was already fast asleep on one of the single bunks. The Captain looked as though he had just collapsed face down onto the bed. He was even still wearing his boots. He used to do that when they were kids too. It drove Taum crazy.
Aside from general protest against dirty sheets, the two of them used to share stacked bunk beds when they were little. Lei always called dibs on the top, but he would go to sleep with his boots on, and then wake up in the middle of the night and kick them off. Fuelled by childish irritation, Taum bent over the bed and removed his friend’s boots. Lei woke with a start and turned his head to see Taum throw his boots roughly to the floor.
“Some things never change,” Taum told him darkly.
The Captain let his face fall back into the pillow where it stifled his laugher. Taum didn’t care. He removed his own boots with characteristic meticulous care and set them aside before climbing onto his bunk. He was asleep before his head hit the pillow.
Sabeh sat on the edge of the bed watching Satinka. She would be grateful for Taum’s help, and the Dileyrian was right: he did have to volunteer. She wouldn’t have asked. She began to stir.
He watched as her tiny body shifted under the blankets, curling and struggling. A slight moan escaped her lips. Sabeh felt himself go cold. Not now. Not now! She was exhausted. She needed to recover.
He got up and moved closer, placing a hand on her forehead. He’d never done this before. He didn’t know if he could. It wasn’t his area of expertise, and he knew he was up against the master, but he couldn’t wake her. He focused his energy. It was the strangest sensation.
His gifts had always been concentrated on the practical and material side of magic, not the spiritual side. Still, the other side was there, even if it was weak, unused, and untrained. He could feel something in there. It wasn’t Satinka. It was something much stronger, but it was just a whisper. Sabeh pulled back.
He took a deep breath and watched Satinka squirm. He couldn’t do nothing. Gently he rested his hand back on her forehead and focused, burning magic at a strong and steady rate. He searched. There. That was it. Āni. He was like a fog. Insubstantial, flimsy, but so thick you could barely see through it. Sabeh focused, pulling all his power in and wrapping it around the fog, trying to catch it in his hands and crush it. Āni’s consciousness touched his own.
“Get out,” Sabeh growled forcefully.
A pain like he’d never known floored him. He didn’t even hear himself yell as he hit the ground. A searing agony shot through his brain, ricocheting off the walls and bouncing back and forth with force. Sabeh lay on the floor, clutching his head and writhing in pain. The second time he cried out he heard it, but the sound was weaker and more anguished. The pain didn’t stop, but it did begin to calm down. Sabeh got to his feet again, still clutching his head. He gasped for breath as lightning bolts of agony shot through his mind.
“Sabeh?”
He looked up. Francis stood in the doorway, watching him wide-eyed.
“What happened?” she came over. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine,” he managed between clenched teeth.
“You’re shaking like crazy. Can I help?”
Sabeh tried to steady his breathing again, so that he could manage to speak. The pain might have been easing off, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe he was just getting used to it. He looked down at the bed. Satinka lay completely still and calm under the sheets.
“Is she okay?” he managed to ask.
“She looks okay,” Francis replied, moving over to check her. The tiny medic gave Satinka a quick look over. “Breathing and pulse are nice and consistent. Slow and stable. Wherever she is, I’d guess it’s peaceful.”
Sabeh nodded weakly. Francis looked at him critically.
“You need some sleep. Can I get you anything?”
“Can’t sleep yet,” he shook his head. “I need to keep an eye on her. You get some rest though.”
Francis nodded and turned to go. She stopped at the door and turned back. Apparently something was weighing on her too.
“Sabeh,” she paused. “What do you know about magic?”
“Uh, me?” he didn’t have the strength to dodge this question now.
“I know you’re probably not the best person to ask,” Francis sighed. “But she’s asleep. It’s not urgent, but I just figured that magic was probably a subject you had bothered to learn enough about so that you could participate in debates.”
“Because I know just enough about everything?”
“Something like that,” she smiled. “I just… I just can’t help but be curious, and I want to know more.”
“About magic?”
“Yes.”
Sabeh rubbed his head desperately.
“Didn’t you say it was an unnatural abomination?” he asked.
“And it kinda is,” she grinned. “But honestly, Sabeh, don’t you have to wonder?”
His head hurt too much to comprehend what she was getting at, but she kindly elaborated for him.
“I got into medicine to help people. That was what I wanted and it was working, but I feel like I just woke up one day in a world ruled by magic. Two months ago I’d never really seen magic before, now I think my breakfast is made with it. Everything that’s just happened – Satinka, Taum, Lei, even all those times with Elvac – I still want to be able to help. When Satinka healed Lei’s hand earlier… that was a miracle. A genuine miracle, Sabeh! When I think what science’s cure for that would have been in these conditions…” she trailed off sadly.
“You want to learn to be a magical healer?” Sabeh chuckled.
“No, I don’t think I’d be any good at magic,” she shook her head. “I’m not very spiritual.”
“Not all magic is spiritual,” he replied, and left it at that because he didn’t want to incriminate himself.
“I just want to know more,” Francis explained. “I think it’s time I stopped being stubborn and accepted that there is a lot about the world that I don’t know. Magic is our greatest adversary at the moment, but why can’t it also be our greatest ally? Satinka’s on her way to making that happen, but I don’t want her to have to do it alone. I’m sure the rest of us can help in some way.”
“That’s really very sweet of you, Francis.”
“This is just between us,” she insisted. “I don’t want anyone else to know I’ve had a change of heart.”
Sabeh chuckled weakly as Francis turned to leave again.
“You sure you don’t want anything?” she asked one more time.
Sabeh nodded weakly and sat back down on the edge of the bed. Francis gave him one last look before leaving him in peace. He rubbed his temples like it would help. It didn’t. With a slight groan he looked back at Satinka. That force was unbelievable. He didn’t even have the energy to check and see if Āni was gone. He’d have to get better at that.
The sun was out properly when Taum woke. His eyes felt sandy and he could feel the dirt scratching on his skin. He didn’t want to think about how he might smell. Most of the forest might have felt better than it had in six years, but it didn’t have to move or worry about hygiene. With aching muscles he crawled from the bed. Lei was nowhere in sight. Taum had more important things to worry about though.
The first thing he did was find the washhouses and have the longest shower of his life. After a while the hot water eased the aches and pains, and the steam helped clear his head. Once he had scrubbed away what felt like a year’s worth of dirt, and discovered that he was truly awake, he returned to the bunkroom and donned a clean uniform. After that he was just about ready to go back to sleep, but he was fairly sure the day would hold other plans. The next one was food.
When he entered the main room he found fewer people than he expected. Of the hunters only Taka and Sele were here, and from his own group only Arrio, Benji and Sabeh were awake. They were all sitting around a pot so large Taum couldn’t help but think of it as a cauldron. All of them had spoons and appeared to be eating stew out of it. Taka saw him come in and budged up, holding out a spoon.
“Get stuck in,” he said.
“Are you serious?” Taum laughed.
“Yes,” Sabeh replied.
“Leftovers are the greatest thing ever,” Arrio agreed.
“Yes,” Sabeh repeated. “You know when you’re so tired you feel hungover? That’s when leftovers are called for. That’s now.”
“Yes,” Arrio agreed.
“Did you guys get any sleep?” Taum asked.
“A little,” Sele replied. “Just enough to take the edge off.”
“We woke up when the Sikus showed up,” Taka sighed. “They came to collect Kale’s body so they can get him ready for the funeral.”
Taum felt his heart sink. He hadn’t forgotten, but the word ‘funeral’ made everything seem so final. He took the spoon and sat down with the others. They were right: the stew was pretty good, and he did need to eat after everything that had happened. It didn’t make him feel better though. He wondered if Lei had gone with them. He knew Captains weren’t usually involved in the Sikus’ rituals, but he could imagine Lei was the exception to most rules in this city.
It didn’t take long for him to reach a point where he couldn’t eat anymore. His stomach had been so empty after his illness that he wanted to take it easy. That was when he noticed someone was watching him. It was almost subtle, but Taum noticed that every time Benji looked up he looked straight at him. The riverman hadn’t eaten a bite since Taum had walked in. He just kept nervously glancing up at him and looking back down. Taum stared at him. Everyone else began to notice. There was nothing else for it. Taum stood up.
“I think I’m going to go for a walk,” he announced.
He turned and left the room, wandering out into the street. After he shut the door he waited a moment. Nothing happened, so he started off.
It was stupid. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. Looking out at the city he saw people drifting around. They were watching the building of the 89th unit. When they saw him come out they tried to look busy. It made him shake his head. They all wanted to see the heroes who had saved the city. Well, fair enough, he figured. That was the theory of fame. It still unnerved him to see people whispering and pointing when they saw him though.
He was thinking about it so much he didn’t hear the door shut or the footsteps that followed it. Someone raced after him and caught up. He turned to see Benji at his side. The tall, pale riverman looked shy and awkward. His white feathery hair was drooping around his face, and his green eyes were large with apprehension above his still-broken nose.
“D-do you mind?” he asked nervously.
“Not at all,” Taum replied and kept walking.
Benji kept up quietly. There was a noticeable jumpy scramble to his step. Taum slowed carefully. If this was what he thought it was, it was going to be hard enough on Benji without Taum making him chase him.
“I… I-um-I wanted to say something…” Benji muttered timidly.
Taum stopped walking. He came to a halt and turned to face his friend. It had been going on long enough. Benji raised his hands to his chest and stared down at his fidgeting fingers.
“I… uh… I’m… I’m sorry. I’m really sorry – about everything. I know I should have done this ages ago. I should have tried to put things right, but I just didn’t know how. I’m such a mess and I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I just had to say it now because I keep putting it off out of fear, and if I don’t say it now I might never say it, and I couldn’t live with myself if I never actually said‒”
“Calm down,” Taum interrupted. “It’s okay, you don’t need to ramble.”
Benji blushed and fidgeted. Taum shrugged at him.
“Honestly… I’d already kinda forgiven you. I just kept out of your way because I figured you were still mad and didn’t want to have anything to do with me.”
“That’s not true!” Benji insisted urgently. “I mean, I was still angry yes ‒ but at myself, not at you. I should never have hit you, and we should never have had that fight, but I just… I don’t know how to cope with me sometimes and when you said all that stuff I just… I just lost it and I never meant to, but once the damage was done I couldn’t take it back and it was just a reminder of another one of my failures that I couldn’t face.”
“You ramble when you’re nervous.”
“I know,” Benji sighed. “Can we go back to being friends again?”
“Sure.”
“Oh thank Brukna… I think part of me was terrified that you were going to say no after I was so awful to you. I know that’s not like you, but… I would have said no to me.”
Taum held out his hand. He didn’t make a flippant comment about how lucky Benji was that he wasn’t him. That was the thing about their relationship ‒ Taum never pushed anything because he didn’t want to upset the person he’d grown to rely on entirely. That wasn’t the way things were anymore. Something else had changed now, and he had a feeling it would take the awkward edge off things.
“Hug?” Benji asked plaintively.
Taum grinned wryly and obliged, patting him comfortingly on the back. He wanted Benji to know they were going to go back to being good friends, but he also wanted his friend to know that things weren’t ever going to be the same. Benji seemed to be aware of that, and it probably didn’t bother him at all. Taum let go and wondered how many hunters of Woodell had been witnesses to his friend’s otherwise private apology. He looked around the buildings.
“Do you want me to show you around?” he asked. “You’ve probably seen most of the cool stuff already because you were there when we discovered it, but I can take you to the range and teach you how to shoot?”
“Yeah sure,” Benji shrugged. “You’ll have to invite me back when you finally go on a hunt for all those Palace tunnels.”
“I’m keen just to find the entrances and block them up,” Taum muttered. “Last thing we need is stuff crawling out of them.”
“Lei might want to keep them…” Benji added slyly.
“Please… did you see his face? Forget about the bedroom tunnel and those insinuations, if someone breathes the word ‘zombie’ he’s going to throw black powder and matches down every single tunnel.”
“I actually get that…”
Taum smiled. He’d been a little out of it when the zombie had shambled towards them, and Elvac’s reactions had definitely helped him deal with the sight. It was dead (again) almost as soon as he realised it was there. For everyone else he could imagine it being a figment of their nightmares for some time. Although, Benji’s nightmares probably involved apologies. He wasn’t going to say that though. The riverman had come a long way since Undernal. Taum felt the faintest fluttering of pride.
“I doubt anyone’s said this to you, but I think you ought to know,” Taum said. “You’re doing good. I know this trip has been hard on you, but it was kinda impressive the way you gave up your chance at a safe home to help Satinka.”
“Well… I know I’m not really hero material, but I figure I’m helping my people by helping her, and let’s face it: someone has to.” Benji shrugged. “So are you going to stay here then?”
“No…” Taum whispered faintly. “I’m doing the same thing you are, because you’re right: I’ll be helping my people by helping her. Right now they have all they need to rebuild their lives in Woodell. The only thing they’re in danger of is Sunne, so I need to help put a stop to that.”
They walked in silence for a moment.
“F-for what it’s worth,” Benji stammered. “I’m glad you’re coming too.”
“Yeah,” Taum sighed.
“You haven’t told him?”
“I don’t know if I can.”
“He’ll hate it, but I think he’ll get it too.”
“Yeah…”
“He seems like a good guy.”
“He’s the best,” Taum sighed. “No offence to you or your opinions.”
“None taken,” Benji replied. “I’d never bother to compare me to a king anyway.”
Taum nodded and they continued on through the streets. Telling Lei he wasn’t staying could wait. Satinka wasn’t even awake yet, and they still had a funeral to go to. Lei probably had enough on his mind without knowing yet. One thing at a time.
Back in the main room of the 89th unit Arrio was lying on one of the benches at the table. His eyes were closed and his long orange braid was dragging over the floor. He had no idea Sabeh was sleepily playing with the end of it. Francis wandered into the room and looked around the drowsy half-sleeping men with barely concealed amusement.
“You lot do know that there are perfectly good beds in the other rooms?”
“Beds are over-rated,” Arrio mumbled with his eyes still closed.
She wandered up to him and poked his legs with her toe.
“Budge up or I’ll sit on you,” she warned sweetly.
He patted his lap invitingly. She laughed at him, but Francis was a woman who made good on her threats and if he wasn’t going to move… Arrio gave a sharp groan as she flopped down on his legs.
“Ugh, Zyki’s tail you’re heavy, chichina…” he cursed.
“I am not!” she cried. “Take that back!” She shifted on him carefully so that she sat primly in his lap. “I am as light as a feather.”
“That must be some feather…”
“You are awful!” she smacked him on the thigh with the back of her hand and he laughed at her.
The door opened on the other side of the room and Lei came out. The Captain was in his traditional uniform but there was a wide black band around his arm. He looked over the room’s occupants.
“Sabeh,” he called gently. “She’s asking for you.”
“She’s awake?” Sabeh asked, scrambling to his feet.
“She’s stirring,” Lei answered.
The Captain held the door open for the Ickian as he raced through, but he didn’t follow him back to Satinka. Instead, with a curt nod to the room, he stepped outside.
Sabeh went straight to Satinka’s room. The Syrene girl lay tangled in the sheets with her hair splayed out all over the pillow. She groaned as she stirred in the blankets. Sabeh moved to the bed and sat down beside her, perched on the edge. She mumbled something incomprehensible and shifted slightly down the mattress. With a smile Sabeh reached out and stroked her cheek with the back of his finger.
“Uh… Sabeh…?” she whispered.
“I’m right here,” he answered soothingly.
She reached out a sleepy hand towards the sound of his voice. He took it in his own and held it to the side of his face.
“Found you…” she murmured.
He didn’t say anything, but he smiled and he knew her little hand could feel the smile as it stretched across his face. She grinned where she lay.
“You shaved…”
“I thought you’d approve.”
“It was getting awfully scraggly,” she commented.
“You know traditionally wizards grow beards…” he mentioned.
She opened her eyes to look at him. Behind the sleepy frown her eyes were like dark wells of patience. That didn’t mean that there was a shred of approval in them. He shrugged. Usually he only brought it up to tease her, but she was too tired right now. It wasn’t exactly a permission thing. He was fairly sure that if his family were anything to go by he could grow an appropriate wizard beard, but he was aware it would age him greatly, and he didn’t want to wear the years yet, just in case he woke up one morning and felt them. Satinka let her thumb run back and forwards across his cheekbone.
“You look exhausted,” she observed.
“So do you.”
“I’ve just woken up. Have you had any sleep at all?”
“A little,” he replied. “I’ve been worried about you. You know I can’t sleep when I’m stressed.”
“Well you can relax. I put out the fire and everything’s fine.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “You put out the fire, and destroyed the ghosts, and almost single-handedly saved Woodell.” He cleaned in closer. “Don’t ever do crap like that again. Do you have any idea how many times you could have died last night?”
“You’re not the boss of me.”
“I should be. You need someone who actually cares about you to be the boss of you for a change.”
“I did the right thing last night and you know I did,” she argued. “I helped these people. Why are you being so awful about it?”
“Because I’m scared,” he stated. “Isn’t that obvious? Helping people might be right, but it can wait. We have more pressing matters to deal with, and don’t you think letting Sunne know exactly where we are was a mistake?”
“We just killed his eyes and ears in this city. He’s not coming to get us here. Do you really think this could have waited?”
“Yes. If Amata was the problem we could have removed him by removing Sunne with less overall risk!”
“Sabeh…” she whispered softly. “If we’d been a few days earlier, then that child Lyn wouldn’t have had to die. Leaving this place behind in Amata’s hands for the months it could take us to reach Sunne… there’s no way that could have been right. Think about all the people we might have saved. We both have our own priorities. You want to protect me and save the world. But Sunne isn’t going anywhere and I want to make sure there’s a world left to save. What’s going to happen to the North when Sunne is gone?”
“I… don’t know,” he admitted. “Serious upheaval. Things will probably go nuts.”
“That’s why I have to do what I can now,” she insisted. “When the time comes I want Woodell on my side. Sabeh, I’ve now lived more of my life here than I have at home. I can’t just free my people and then abandon the North in turmoil to go back to them. I need to know that things here will be alright. If Woodell turns away from Sunne now then it will make the transition to a world without him easier when he’s gone.”
Sabeh sighed loud and deep.
“You know I’m right,” she maintained.
“I do,” he admitted reluctantly.
“I can’t believe you haven’t thought about what’s going to happen to humanity when their biggest religious figure is gone.”
“I have thought about it. I just have no idea what will happen. There are too many variables. No one could predict the outcome for certain ‒ not even me.”
She smiled at his last snap of confidence. He did have a point though. If he couldn’t work out what was going to happen there probably wasn’t someone who could. Sabeh had a natural talent for reading such things and he had honed it well.
“That was some quick thinking you did last night,” she complimented him. “About Almenir. We might never have beaten Amata if you hadn’t worked out what he was after. Thank you.”
“It wasn’t so hard,” he shrugged. “Once we knew it was Sunne it only stood to reason there was a motivation other than madness. After that the real trick was just working out what he wanted, not in terms of Woodell, but in terms of Dilarkyrn. Then the answer kind of wrote itself.”
“Do you think Totoum recognised you when you spoke last night?”
Sabeh pulled a face.
“If he didn’t then Samao will have told him by now. Fortunately the Siku knows I don’t want anyone to find out. I think between them they can keep the secret – as long as they don’t tell Lei.”
“How is Lei?”
“Grieving,” Sabeh answered honestly. “Kale was probably like a brother to him, so I can understand. There’s nothing like losing somebody close to you like that. When they told me my brother Dholma had died in the war I hid in a closet for two days.”
“Weren’t you worried your father was going to hit you?”
“Well, that was part of it too. I didn’t want to be anywhere near him, but I didn’t want to be with anyone else either. I’m just saying ‒ it’s hard.”
“I know,” Satinka sighed. She did know all too well. There was one other thing too ‒ something she knew would be bothering Lei. But Sabeh wasn’t the one to discuss it with. The Captain probably needed to hear it for himself.
Lei was sitting on the stairs outside the front door. He was absentmindedly picking and braiding pieces of grass, as he watched the awkward shifting shadows of his admirers on the other side of the street. He was glad none of them actually wanted to try and talk to him. He didn’t want to have a conversation right now. He didn’t want to talk to anyone about how the city was saved, and yet nothing in his life had actually been fixed. Everyone else might have been pleased with how things had turned out, but somehow that just wasn’t a consolation when things around him were still cracking.
He heard the door open behind him. Lei knew he should get out of the way of whoever wanted to leave, but they could surely step around him. They sat down next to him. He turned his head to see Satinka perched at his side and wearing a sheet like a full length dress. He wasn’t unhappy to see her.
“You should put some clothes on before you start a riot.”
“You remember how I dress. It would start a riot.”
He didn’t say anything, but resisted the smile that tugged at his lips. He didn’t want her to make him smile. It felt wrong to be smiling. She looked out and noticed the collections of people huddled around, whispering and pointing in their direction. They were getting quite a view of the two heroes of Woodell. She also noticed the bow leaning on the steps beside Lei. It didn’t look more than a few years old and the wood had a slightly greenish cast to it. She’d seen it before.
“That’s Kale’s?”
“Yeah,” he answered solemnly. “I’ve been trying to decide what to do with it. I think I’m going to give it back to him. I mean… I dunno… if it were me I think that’s what I’d want.”
She nodded. Lei kept his eyes on the ground. He didn’t want to look up and see anyone. The pain felt private, but he knew it wasn’t.
“The Sikus came and took him away this morning so that they could prepare him for a funeral,” he muttered. “You know… we were never prepared for this. The first night the spirits came no one knew what was going on. Over a hundred people died that night. After the first three days it had gotten so bad we had to dig a mass grave to bury everyone. Since then death just became a way of life, and anyone we lost was given back to the forest as soon as it was safe. I dunno, maybe we’re just a superstitious lot.” He looked out over the streets. His face was pale with grief, and tears stung his eyes. “Kale’s going to be one of only five men the ghosts took who’s going to get a proper burial. At least I can give him that.”
Satinka wasn’t quite sure what to say. She sat with her knees pulled up and swathes of sheet falling to the ground around her. Her long smooth hair was pulled neatly over her shoulder, and her elbows rested on her knees as she stuck her hands out in front of her. Lei could see the blue patterns over her arms and shoulders as he quickly dabbed at his eyes. He looked away. Satinka looked deep in thought, and if she wanted somewhere to sit and think that wasn’t all alone, then he was happy with that. She had things on her mind though, and she was out here with him for a reason.
“My first human friend died for me when we were just ten years old,” she stated quietly. “He got killed trying to help me and I never got over it. I never understood why him and not me. I still wake up in a cold sweat dreaming about that night. It never stopped haunting me. Having someone die for you… there’s no guilt like it. That sense of responsibility and fault never goes away. I still don’t know if I’ll ever get over it.”
She looked over to Lei sitting at her side. There was a bitter anguished twist to his jaw. She watched a tear roll down his cheek.
“You should though,” she said. “Just because I know what it’s like and how it’s been for me doesn’t mean that’s what you should go through. If I can say anything to help it would be: don’t end up like me. Don’t let this haunt you and the relationships you have in life. After Spoon died I told myself I’d never trust a human again, and until last year with Sabeh I didn’t. Don’t let Kale’s sacrifice go to waste just because you don’t know how to deal with it.”
Lei wiped fiercely at his eyes. For a moment the lump in his throat stopped him from speaking. He sat there, tears soaking into his sleeves as he tried to steady his breathing. Satinka leant against him. She rested her head on his shoulder and placed a comforting hand on his arm.
“W-why did he d-do it?” Lei cried. “Kale was always s-so sensible. Why did he d-do something s-so stupid?”
“Because he loved you,” Satinka answered simply. “He knew what it would do to his city if anything happened to you. Kale’s loyalty to you was absolute. You were his Captain and his King. He believed in you, Lei. He had complete faith. His duty in life as he saw it was to protect you. That’s why. He did it because he knew you were going to be the one to save this city, and you needed to be around to do that. He didn’t. You were Amacakiel. In his mind, you were this city’s saviour, and losing you meant losing all hope.”
Lei kneaded his eyes with his wrists and Satinka rubbed his back soothingly. It wasn’t easy watching him cry, knowing that nothing helped.
“You ask why,” she continued, “but isn’t there someone you’d do the same thing for? You know what it’s like to believe you would do the same thing in that situation.”
Lei took a deep breath. It didn’t look like it helped. He rubbed his nose weakly with the back of his hand.
“He… he’s going with you, you know.”
Satinka gave him a look. Lei wiped as his eyes again, drying his face with his sleeve.
“He doesn’t think I know. He talked to Sabeh last night. Sorted everything out. He’s not staying here. He’s going off with you to face Sunne and… and I doubt there’s anything I can say to stop him.”
“Have you tried?”
“No,” Lei sniffed. “What would I say? Please don’t go, I can’t do this alone anymore? I don’t know how in Sunne’s name I’ve been getting by in the last six years and sometimes I think it’s a miracle when I get my boots on the right feet in the morning!”
“You could start with that,” Satinka suggested.
“No I couldn’t…” Lei muttered. “I can’t guilt him into staying. If he’s made up his mind then he’s thought about it. He knows I’d beg him to stay, so actually doing it won’t change anything.”
“That’s a somewhat defeatist attitude.”
“I can’t make him stay, Satinka. Would you force or manipulate any of them to go or stay against their will?”
“No…” she admitted.
“Then don’t encourage me to. If I made him stay when he didn’t want to, he would hate me forever. That is worse than any other possible scenario you can think up. I just… I… when do you think you’ll go? Will… will you leave today?”
Satinka looked out over the city.
“When is Kale’s funeral?” she asked.
“Tonight.”
“Are we permitted to attend?”
“Of course. I’d want you to be there.”
“Then we will stay for that, and afterwards I will talk to the others about when they want to leave.”
Lei tipped his head back and sighed, closing his eyes. There was a sense of relief about it, but it didn’t shift the weights on his shoulders. Satinka quietly slipped her little hand in his and held on. He looked like he needed it.
“Promise me something,” he requested.
“What?”
“Promise that you’ll bring him home safely after it’s all over.”
“I will,” she promised, “if you say something to him. Make sure he has something to come home to.”
Lei squeezed her hand once in response. It was good enough for now.
Kale’s funeral was a sombre, private affair. In honour of the fact that the forest was now safe thanks to his aid the procession left the city at dusk. The 89th unit, led by their Captain, struck out fearlessly into the forest as the light failed. They were followed by Taum and his friends. Behind them trailed the group of hunters carrying Kale’s body. Totoum and the Sikus brought up the rear. It looked like most of the city had come to see them off, but no one said a word as they watched them go by. If anyone had still been afraid of what might happen if people ventured outside at night, they knew now wasn’t the time to speak.
A grave had been dug earlier in the day, almost ten minutes walk from the city, at the base of one of the forest’s largest trees. As was the custom of Woodell, Kale was dressed in his hunter’s uniform and laid on a white sheet that covered the board he rested on. His bow rested on his chest. The men of Dilarkyrn didn’t believe in coffins. They thought that a wooden box hindered your return to the forest. Once the assembly reached the grave, the board Kale was resting on was laid over the hole and everyone gathered around.
With no priest, Totoum and Samao ran the service together. As Captain, Lei was required to speak, and every person there was taken aback at the even and composed tone he managed to deliver. Once the ceremony was complete the board was removed and Lei and Taka used the sheet to lower Kale into the grave. Once he touched the bottom Taka let his side of the fabric fall first, and then Lei followed suit. The two halves of the fabric fell gently, covering Kale’s still form. Black may have been the traditional colour for those grieving, but white was the colour for the dead.
The grave was filled, and with no more that could be said or done they returned to the city.
The daylight was the light of morning when they stepped out of the tunnels again. Alera blinked rapidly as she adjusted, and took small careful steps along the narrow rocky path. The path meandered in a jagged line down the slope and into the grassy valley. From the altitude she guessed they were quite high up in the mountains, and snow still brushed some of the higher rocks before they disappeared into the clouds.
“We are here,” Khol told her as he strode on ahead.
Alera looked down. Nestled in the valley was… a farm. There were several paddocks with creatures she had never seen the like of before, and multiple buildings of various sizes. It was almost like a little village. The only significant difference she could think of was the large stone wall that was built around it. From up on the mountainside she could see down into what must be the notorious ‘camp’. There was a watchtower situated at every corner of the wall, and the top of the grey stone bore the occasional scorch-mark.
A signal of blue flame spurted from the top of one of the watchtowers. Alera gasped and started at the sight of it. Khol ignored her completely and fired a signal back. The Syrene running the camp had seen them. There was no going back now. She was about to be a prisoner in a land run by those with the blue fire. A knot began in her stomach and cold sweat ran down her neck. She started to panic. As though alerted by some sixth sense Khol turned back to look at her. Alera stood frozen in place on the path as the tall man’s dark-blue eyes found hers. They shared a look. Alera didn’t know what was in the look. She didn’t know how it made her feel, but she did know she calmed instantly. If these people were like Khol she would be fine.
He led her down the side of the mountain towards the main gate. Khol’s pace quickened as they neared, but he was still gentle on Alera. He probably thought humans were generally very fragile when sober. They would certainly appear that way.
Up close, the gate was much larger than it had looked from the mountainside, and it groaned heavily open for them as they approached. Five Syrene people stood waiting for them as they entered and Khol greeted each of them personally in his own language. Alera watched nervously – very aware of the gate closing behind her. Each Syrene had different markings, and the ones inside the camp looked a great deal older than Khol, but still Alera felt like they were hard to tell apart. There was something… other-worldly about them. Their appearances threw her and she found them indistinguishable to her gaze – a gaze plagued by the blindness people suffer when looking upon others that aren’t their kind.
Khol indicated back towards her as he spoke, but didn’t turn. Alera heard him say her name. She watched the Syrene people. She was being shown to them. Not introduced. There was no reason for them to meet. She was a tool now. A toy. A prisoner. Khol was just letting them know there was a new one. At his word the others began to disperse back to their duties. All but one. One of the older Syrene stayed with Khol. The two of them regarded Alera, and she began to feel very small.
“Alera?” the older Syrene woman asked. Alera gave a small nod. The old woman put a hand to her chest. “Kama.”
Alera gave a nod of understanding and respect. A slight trace of embarrassment flared in her gut. She had been quick to assume. Kama signalled to her and Alera followed the two Syrene people as they led her into the camp and towards one of the buildings. It was a low, squat, and somewhat crudely constructed building that Alera was shown into. It also turned out to be a mess hall. It was full of humans. Nearly fifty at a guess. They sat on rough wooden benches at long tables eating what Alera assumed was lunch. Some glanced up at her. Others didn’t look around. Many of the people in here were focused on conversations they were having with each other, but they all spoke softly. At the end of the hall someone stood up. He hadn’t looked up at first, but once he had seen Alera he stood and approached them. He was a Zynaldini. The only other one. As he neared he addressed her, and Alera nearly cried as she heard her own language spoken.
“Ree ouhni, denden.” – Welcome, little sister. The man took her hands in his own and clasped them as Alera trembled in relief before him. She had no idea what to say. Everything that had happened to her since leaving home was crashing down around her at once and she felt it hit like a wave. The Zynaldini man before her recognised that suffering instantly, and behind his eyes his soul bore the scar of his own experience. As Alera let the wave of emotion hit and wash on by, the man let go of her hands and made the sign of Zyki to her. Alera responded in kind and he nodded at her and continued to speak their home language.
“Zyki has spared you too, I see. You are blessed, child. He has forgiven us.”
“He didn’t bring us here, Syrene mercy did. Zyki didn’t tell us not to join the war.”
“He didn’t bless the decision. He has never approved the battle and he is disapproving in his silence. We turned from him to join the side of another god, but we are the few he has given new life to. He didn’t leave us to die.”
“Fortunately, neither did they,” Alera looked back at Khol and the Syrene woman. “They spared us, and it doesn’t look like they treat you ill.”
“They do not,” he agreed. “The only thing they have taken from us is our freedom.”
“Well, Zyki willing, that is not permanent.” Alera turned back to Khol with a deep breath. He watched her calmly, if somewhat curiously. His knowledge of the common tongue of humans wouldn’t stretch as far as Zynaldini vocabulary.
“If the war was over would you let us return home?”
“If it was safe for you to do so,” Khol shrugged. Alera felt his honest answer showed more compassion than he realised.
“Then we need to help you. None of us want to die here. We want to go home. What can we do?”
Khol laughed. Even Kama chuckled. They looked on this space like it was a room full of children. To them it might as well have been.
“You can get your strength back and help on the farm,” he told her.
“But that’s–”
“You are not…” Kama interrupted her, but trailed off as she sought for the word.
“Physically able?” Khol suggested. “Required?”
Kama shrugged at both options. They were near enough to what she wanted to say. Khol continued addressing Alera.
“We appreciate your attempt at atonement, Alera, but it is not needed. Now that the Tuotams have joined us we are an unstoppable force. There is nothing in Sunne’s army that can compete with them. Humans took three of our ruined villages as bases to use in their war over the last ten years – last night we took the first one back. The tide has turned and the Tuotams are our key to victory – but they still need to be fed. That is how you can help us.”
“You want us doing chores?” she was indignant, but the man at her side touched her arm gently. He still felt blessed and lucky. Alera didn’t.
“Everyone here already does. You will join them. The more you help us here the faster our army can travel and the quicker the war will be over.” Khol touched her shoulder. “Get used to this place, Alera. It’s your home for now.”
Alera wanted to protest. She wanted to say more, do more, but she didn’t have any suggestions. She wasn’t sure she could pick up a sword and turn on other humans, but she didn’t want to stay cooped up here either. Already the walls of the camp were starting to loom horribly outside the windows. Khol and Kama turned and left as the man at Alera’s side tried to guide her to one of the tables. She resisted momentarily as she watched Khol leave. He couldn’t just abandon her here like this, but, of course, that was exactly what he had planned to do all along.




THE LAST NIGHT

That night in Woodell people celebrated their freedom and mourned what they had lost. It was often hard to tell the difference between the two. Most people seemed to be doing both at the same time.
Lei had moved away from the crowd. He sat alone on a doorstep out of the way of all the celebrating, nursing a pint of mead. His original intention had been to get so blindingly drunk he forgot the last six years. It wasn’t working. He still remembered everything.
He closed his eyes and leant back, resting his head on the door. For a few minutes he felt himself slipping in and out of his mind. He’d barely slept in years, hadn’t eaten much all day, and he was slightly drunk. If he added how he felt into all of that it wasn’t a stable mix. Footsteps sounded. He sensed rather than heard someone sit down beside him. The world was slightly bleary as he opened his eyes, but it only took him a second to realise Taum was sitting next to him. The Dileyrian sat hunched over and had to look back across his shoulder to face his friend.
“Glad I found you. We weren’t sure where you’d run off to.”
Lei mumbled weakly in response. Taum leant back against the door so he could look him in the eye easier. He glanced at the half-full tankard.
“You’re not going to find him in the bottom of a mug.”
“I’m not really looking.” Lei responded. He paused a moment to focus and sighed. “It was my fault…”
“No, it wasn’t,” Taum replied instantly. “You didn’t ask Kale to jump in front of the ghost, you didn’t train him to jump in front of ghosts, and you didn’t want him to jump in front of the ghost. You sure-as-Sunne-is-nuts didn’t summon the ghost. Amata attacked and Kale took the blow. Nothing about that is your fault. Say it.”
Lei remained silent.
“Lei, please,” Taum begged. “Promise me you won’t torture yourself over this. There’s nothing you could have done.”
“I won’t,” Lei whispered. “It’s okay. You don’t have to worry about me when you’re gone.”
Now it was Taum’s turn to be silent. He’d been dreading having to tell his friend he was leaving all day. Now it looked like he didn’t have to, and somehow that made it worse.
“Danni, uh‒” he cleared his throat. “Danni’s been talking to Satinka. She convinced her we should leave here in the morning and get on the road.”
Lei didn’t respond.
“Satinka’s talking to Totoum though. She’s asking if you and your unit can be our guides to Pa Tai River. I don’t think there’s anything Totoum wouldn’t give her at the moment.” Taum fell awkwardly silent. Even to himself his voice had sounded a tad forced. He felt like such a liar.
“I don’t want you to go,” Lei mumbled. Taum sighed.
“I don’t really want to go either, but I have to. They’re my friends. I need to help them do this.”
“I could come with you,” Lei volunteered.
“No. No you couldn’t,” Taum muttered reluctantly. “Woodell needs you. It doesn’t need me. This city has gotten used to living without me for six years. It can wait a few more months for me without too much trouble. You’re needed here. Woodell is going to try and rebuild itself after everything that has happened to it. It needs you around to lead it. Totoum is going to need your help. You can hate it all you want but you’re a figurehead now. You’re not only the Amacakiel, but you’re also the hero who saved the city. The people will need you to be there in the next few months. You can’t afford to run off on some quest.”
“But what about what I need?” Lei asked. “Is anyone ever going to care about that?”
“I care…”
“You say, still packing up and leaving.”
“Lei…” Taum sighed. He didn’t know how to explain it. He understood exactly where his friend was coming from and he didn’t like it either. “Lei, what is the point of me staying here if it means there won’t be anything left after a few months? Wouldn’t you rather wait and have me come home for good soon, than have me stay now and watch the world fall apart and everyone suffer and die?”
Lei blinked at him.
“If nothing else, look at it this way,” Taum continued. “What was the point in everything we did last night, if the world’s just going to end soon anyway? You’ve seen what Satinka’s like, and Brukna said that if she dies the world will burn and humanity will die out. I’m fairly sure he meant painfully. I can’t risk losing you to that kind of fate when I know that I can go and help stop it.”
Lei closed his eyes again and sighed. He was in the mood where he hated logic. It was a mood that frequently accompanied drinking and bad news. He was involved in both. Those were some good arguments Taum had made. He hated them.
“So in a nutshell: I have to stay and you have to go?”
“You already knew that,” Taum stated.
“No I didn’t. Maybe. Shut up. Why can’t I come too? I get that you have to save the world, and I get that I’m supposed to save the city, but can’t going on this quest help save the city too?”
“The battle for the city isn’t over yet. Defeating Sunne is my task, but preserving Woodell is yours. Make sure I have a home to come back to.”
“Totoum and Samao will look after the place.”
“I can’t risk you, Lei,” Taum breathed. “Don’t fight me on this, not when you already know I’m right. Kale died believing you would save this city. How would it honour his memory to have you abandon this place to follow me?”
Lei’s eyes burned with tears again, and Taum hated that he’d said it. They both knew it was true. They couldn’t avoid it. Lei mumbled something. It didn’t quite come out right. He tried again. Taum turned to laugh weakly at him.
“How much have you have to drink?”
“This is my…” Lei thought about it. “Sixth.”
“And what have you had to eat today?”
“A pear and… some… nuts?”
“Can you even stand up?” Taum laughed.
Lei put his tankard down on the step beside him and looked around. He stared at his legs. Nothing else happened.
“Nope.”
“I think you need someone to walk you home,” Taum suggested.
“Are you offering?” Lei inquired.
Taum got up and brushed himself off before helping to haul Lei up from the ground. The Captain looked down on the tankard still sitting on the doorstep as Taum pulled his arm around his shoulders.
“Someone will find mead on their doorstep tomorrow,” Lei announced. “May it bring them great happiness!”
Taum chuckled as he staggered off down the street trying to keep his friend upright. Lei leant on him heavily, but his drunkenness seemed to come in patches and Taum was fairly sure they could make it back to barracks without incident.
“This feels a little déjà vu,” he smiled as they strolled along.
“Except this time you’re looking after me,” Lei pointed out.
“Well it was always going to have to work that way one day. I’m just glad you’re getting this drinking out of the way before they make you King.”
“From the moment they put the crown on my head I vow never to be sober,” Lei swore.
“Don’t be such a jackass,” Taum laughed.
“You love it. You think I’m hilarious,” Lei insisted.
“I’m going to have to get one of those circuspheres Arrio uses to record his music, so that I can get a recording of everything you say tonight and play it back in the morning.”
Lei eyed him suspiciously.
“That sounds like the world’s most dangerous invention…” he said.
“You only think that because you’re worried about what you might say while you’re drunk,” Taum teased.
Lei became very sober very quickly as he watched his friend.
“Don’t go,” he requested one last time.
They stopped outside the 89th unit’s building. No one else seemed to have made it back yet. Kale would have always been the first one back, Lei thought. Even as the notion wandered through his brain he felt like all the alcohol vanished. Grief could kill anything. Although, Taum was still having to hold him upright. The Dileyrian patted him on the back.
“I’m not going anywhere yet,” he replied.
Lei nodded slowly, and led the way slightly more steadily to the door.
Back in the square Satinka was listening patiently as Sabeh explained the rules around states and kingdoms in the Great Realm. They seemed to be the same thing, and to her that didn’t make any sense. It never had. All the regions of the Great Realm had been divided up into states, but then some of them were kingdoms. Humans were so fickle. Even in their languages it was like they made up the rules as they went along. Talk about young races. Arrio and Francis were also engaged in the conversation, but Danni kept pretending to fall asleep in boredom because it kept Satinka entertained. Siku Samao came over to listen and smiled politely as Satinka rolled her eyes.
“Samao, can you tell her not to ask questions if she doesn’t want to know the answers?” Sabeh asked the old man.
“She hear you just fine,” he smiled. Satinka laughed and Sabeh rolled his eyes in turn.
“Join us, Elder,” Arrio invited, sliding along the bench and making room at the table. Samao inclined his head graciously the Zynaldini’s way and sat down.
“They say you leave in morning, yes?”
“That’s the plan,” Danni slapped her hand on the table.
“We’re endangering Woodell just by being here. We should head off soon,” Satinka agreed.
“I wish speak, then.”
“Please,” Sabeh invited politely.
“You all young. You study, but for work – for life. Your quest forced – you do not start by choice.”
“Sunne forced our hand, yes,” Satinka agreed. “Why are you asking?”
“I want know how much you know, and if I can help.”
“But you don’t have time to go over the entire history of the universe in one night?” Sabeh guessed.
“I not that fast a talker,” Samao laughed. “Not indeed. I want know what you know about Áshra.”
“Gods?” Arrio translated.
“And demons,” Samao nodded. “Áshra is race they both belong to. I say this because important. There things you need to know. Most important: Áshra cannot be killed.”
“Well that’s not entirely true,” Sabeh disagreed.
“Is entirely true,” Samao insisted. “Is true – is crucial.” He patted Arrio’s arm. “You Zynaldini, you know.”
“Áshra are energy beings,” Arrio agreed. “You can’t destroy energy, you can only convert it.”
“Yeah, what are you saying?” Francis asked.
“He’s saying we can’t destroy Sunne,” Arrio answered. “We can only convert his energy into something else.”
Siku Samao nodded approvingly.
“You need equal power to attempt conversion,” Samao stated. “All Áshra powerful.” Samao nodded at them as he stood again. “Something to consider.” The old man wandered away leaving a table of serious expressions behind.
“What?” Danni demanded. “So you guys can’t even kill Sunne?”
“Converting a god’s energy would kill them,” Arrio replied. “It would just make something else too. Basically, we’d be making a new god.”
“And we need a power equal to or greater than Sunne’s to even begin to try,” Satinka muttered.
“A demon,” Sabeh whispered. The whole table stared at him. He had a dark look in his black eyes and his brows were creased in thought. “That was what he said. If we can’t kill a god and take their power to use against Sunne, we can use a demon’s power. They’re all Áshra. Same race, same power.”
They all stared at each other very seriously for a few moments as they dwelt on the concept. Elvac and Benji wandered over, and the soldier was speaking.
“It’s like Nagatoa-Zu always says,” he explained. “Goodness is its own reward. That’s probably why you feel better.” They stopped and looked over the table of serious faces.
“What’s up with you lot?” Benji asked.
“We were just talking with Siku Samao,” Arrio replied softly. “He gave us some interesting information.”
“Such as?”
“Something worth considering,” Satinka answered slowly, taking a sip of her drink.
The next morning was overcast but bright. The clouds shone like beacons of light over the city.
Lei stirred weakly. He felt like he was dying. He could, however, smell bacon. Something nudged him and he rolled over. The process was gruelling. Someone had opened the blinds and let in a truly painful amount of light. He shielded his eyes with one hand as he looked up at the dark silhouette above him. Taum was smiling down on him. It wasn’t a true schadenfreude smile, because Taum wasn’t that kind of person, but there was a hint of the emotion there. Lei groaned but couldn’t make any other sounds.
“Sit,” Taum ordered.
Lei struggled weakly. Sitting was probably impossible. Taum leant over and helped haul him up onto the pillows. He drooped slightly, but couldn’t make it too far. A tray was placed over his legs. It contained a large plate of cooked breakfast.
“Eat,” Taum ordered. He added a glass of water to the tray with a clunk. It looked like almost a litre. “Drink. After that go shower and then dress. In that order.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever had breakfast in bed,” Lei mumbled.
“I don’t think you’ve ever been in bed this late,” Taum grinned. “There were patches last night where I kept thinking you were sober, until you fell asleep and started snoring.”
“Ah, alcohol,” Lei sighed. “Man’s greatest sleeping aid. It can’t have been that bad though. I still remember everything…”
“So you remember offering to be our guide to the river?”
“I never said I’d do that.”
“Oh, well in that case…” Taum turned to the door.
“Wait! I will! I will!”
Taum turned back to him with a grin. He knew he shouldn’t be teasing him like this, but if there was ever a time for it then it was this morning.
“Eat up then,” the Dileyrian instructed. “We’re going to head off in a couple of hours. I need to go help the others pack.”
“Of course,” Lei kept his voice steady. “I… I suppose Samao and Totoum want to see you lot this morning. Should I meet you‒?”
“No,” Taum interjected. “No it’s fine. I’m not going anywhere without you. We can wait.”
Lei nodded. He wasn’t ready to admit what Taum’s words then had meant, so he didn’t say anything and instead decided to attack breakfast.
Taum watched him for a few seconds. He wasn’t really waiting for a reply, just taking a moment. Once it was over he went in search of the aforementioned packing.
A couple of hours later Lei was indeed ready. He’d got his uniform on the right way around and his boots on the right feet. While he didn’t feel proud he did feel glad. When he entered the main room he found Taum sitting alone waiting. He’d sent the others on ahead because he was worried Danni was going to cause a stampede if they made her wait much longer. He’d stayed behind though. He’d waited. There was nothing to say to that. Once Lei was sure he had everything they headed off to the main gate to find the others.
It wasn’t a long walk, and they had the added directional aid of a pillar of smoke. Someone had started a small bonfire in the space near the gate and Totoum was overseeing it. Everyone else had gravitated to him. It looked as though some of the guards had taken it upon themselves to perform a spring clean of Amata’s church. As the boys approached they could see frescos and icons burning, as well as a large pile of old talismans. More carts of them were rolling up as they reached the fire.
Satinka saw the boys coming with an impish grin.
“Feeling a little delicate this morning, are we, Captain?” she teased.
“You’ll have to be a bit more specific about what you’re referring to,” Lei grumbled.
“The way Taum had to take you home last night because you could barely stand by yourself.”
A few people chortled. Lei ignored them all. He was standing by himself now, and it felt more impressive. Francis poked Taum in the ribs.
“Did you do the whole ‘your place or mine’?” she laughed.
“Uh, no Francis, I didn’t,” he replied patiently. “I’m not like you.”
“Wasted opportunity,” she sighed tragically.
“So are we all set to go now?” Danni interrupted impatiently.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Lei shrugged.
“I forget something,” Samao said, raising his hand.
“You’re not even going with us,” she pointed out.
“Oh,” the Siku lowered his hand and winked at Lei.
The Captain was too tired to try and hide his smile for the sake of politeness. This wasn’t a day he’d been looking forward to and everyone knew that. At this point civility was just lying.
One of the guards wheeled up a small hand cart to the King.
“We think this is the lot of it Sire.”
Totoum nodded graciously.
“Throw it on the fire.”
The group watched as the man tipped the contents of the cart out. The shattered pieces clattered and tinkled onto the flames.
“Is that glass?” Elvac asked in confusion.
“Mirror,” Totoum replied. “Most of the cities of Sunne, especially the larger ones, have a mirror like that in their main church. Avatar Āni can travel through mirrors, so the churches install a means for their Avatar to reach them quickly if needed. As soon as we knew for sure what Amata had done I ordered the mirror smashed. The last thing we needed was Āni stepping through and levelling the city.”
Satinka shuddered at the idea. No one blamed her. Totoum took a letter from his robes and handed it over to Taum. The Dileyrian took it carefully.
“This is a message for Queen Elizieh in Almenir,” Totoum announced. “Please deliver it on my behalf.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” Taum answered, bowing.
“Then I guess for most of you this will be until next time,” he said, linking his fingers before him. “May the forest guide your steps and keep you safe. Taum, if you would like to put an extra arrow in Sunne’s eye on behalf of the city we would definitely reimburse you for that.”
“Certainly, You Majesty,” he grinned.
Samao chuckled and came forward to shake their hands and wish them luck. When he reached Satinka he said something in her own language and she threw her arms around his neck.
“Until next time, Samao.”
“May Kika guide your journey, Kakai,” he whispered, squeezing her once in bear hug.
Totoum smiled at them as Satinka let the old man go.
“Are you sure you want to walk, Your Majesty?” he asked. “I can have my finest horses saddled and ready within the hour. It would speed your journey significantly.”
“Thank you, but we’ll be fine,” she declined graciously. “You have a walkway set up between the city and the barge at the river anyway so we might as well use that. It’s beautiful up in the trees and I’d like to be able to walk though them without a thousand worries on my mind for a change.”
“And you’re sure that there’s nothing more we can do for you?” Totoum inquired. “You’ve done Woodell a service we can never hope to repay. Surely there is something?”
“Thank you but there’s nothing else we need,” she smiled. “Unless you know how to use that mirror you broke?”
“Only Āni can transport people through mirrors, unfortunately.”
Satinka sighed. “Now that I know that I think I might have to make a point of smashing mirrors…”
“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Sabeh advised. “The reason special mirrors are set up in the churches is because there needs to be a pre-existing connection between the mirror Āni steps into and the one he steps out of.”
“When did you learn so much about magic?” Elvac asked him.
“Please,” Sabeh scoffed. “I know everything about everything.”
“I can see why you like him,” Lei drawled to Satinka. “That level of arrogance in people is very attractive.”
“I see it as self-confidence,” she replied, pressing the tip of his nose with her finger. “And that is attractive.”
Lei grinned and shook his head. She linked her arm in his.
“Well then, if all’s said and done, lead on, Captain,” she said.
“Wrapping your tongue around titles after everything we’ve been through seems awkward now, so it’s just Lei, Your Majesty.”
“It’s just Satinka,” she smiled.
He laughed and nodded. With one last wave to Totoum and Samao they led the group up the wall and onto the walkway that pointed towards the river.
The trip by foot was only supposed to take a day, but they walked slowly. Their footsteps echoed off the bridges into the forest around them. It was more alive with birdsong already than they remembered. Satinka had kept a close eye on the shadows that had formed over Sabeh’s face as she strolled along with Lei, and eventually fell back to walk with him, insisting Taum take her place. This time it was Danni and Benji bringing up the rear. Francis had changed the bandage on his nose this morning and now walked with Taka, letting her thoughts spill out of her mouth at will. Not for the first time that morning Danni let out a frustrated sigh. Benji had been resisting the urge to ask, but he felt someone should.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Have it your way,” he shrugged.
She glared at him. Uncharacteristically he ignored it. It wasn’t his problem if she was mad.
“How have you not noticed it?” she hissed.
“Noticed what?”
“The pace,” Danni grumbled. “We’ve spent forever rushing forward because Satinka wants to get to the top of the world, but as soon as we got close to Almenir she suddenly decides nothing is urgent and we can just dawdle around. It’s driving me nuts. I just want to go home and suddenly when home is in my grasp everyone just starts fluffing around like they don’t actually want to get there.”
“Ah…” Benji said knowingly. “Right. I should have worked out that was what was bothering you.”
“Well why is she doing it? It’s just stupid.”
“It’s not really stupid, and it’s not the first time either,” Benji replied. “It’s just the first time that you’re noticing it because you’re so close to home.”
“What?”
“Satinka is doing what she so often does and is putting us ahead of herself,” Benji answered. “I didn’t used to see it either, but I can now that I look back over the trip.”
“What in Ahkma’s name are you talking about?”
“Remember how she put her journey on hold to come and rescue us from the dungeon? Remember how she waited in Elgárnd for Elvac to recover? Notice how she’s been travelling at our pace when as a Syrene she could probably have run off and be most of the way there now?”
Danni gave him a startled look. The thought had apparently never occurred to her. Benji wasn’t surprised.
“She’s doing roughly the same thing again,” he continued. “Except this time she’s doing it for Taum. She doesn’t want to separate him from Lei. That’s why she seems in no hurry to get to Almenir. I assure you, once we cross the river things will speed right back up. Just be patient, and think of someone else for a change.”
“You’re going to lecture me?” she demanded.
“I apologised to Taum,” Benji told her. “We’re friends again and I’m finding I actually like it up here on the moral high ground.”
“Do you want me to break your nose again?”
“Grow up, Danni. You wanted to know why everything’s slowed down and I told you. I’m warning you in the hope that you won’t be selfish and ruin things for everyone else. You don’t have to like it, but you do have to suck it up, especially as I figure the way things are going we will probably stop in the forest for the night and part ways in the morning. Just think about someone else for a change. Imagine if it was you having to leave Francis behind?”
Danni was very quiet for a very long time. Eventually she sighed.
“Well, look at you,” she said, “acting like an adult for the first time.”
“I know. It’s surprisingly refreshing. You should try it. It makes life so much simpler.”
She gave him a long hard look. “Don’t push it.”
He grinned and just like that the two of them were back to normal as well. Benji knew better than to expect or even want an apology from Danni. They weren’t apology people, and that had been part of the problem. She also conceded that he was probably onto something, and the warning did help. When they reached the last tree house next to the river and Satinka suggested they stop for the night, Danni didn’t even sigh. It almost seemed natural that they stop for the night and cross the river in the morning when the hunters could head back to the city. No one said anything about it, and she didn’t want to be the one to ruin that. It seemed like almost everyone else had worked it out. There was only one person she could see that might not have realised, and that moment of awareness was going to be too good to spoil now.
The carriage sped through the gates and came to a screeching halt. Both the driver and the horse looked half dead. If Āni had his way the driver would be. The man might have remembered too much. Āni himself leapt from the carriage. They hadn’t made a single stop between here and the Sleepy Valley. He had taken the time to recover his energy, but now he needed it. Everyone who saw him moved out of his way. They usually did that, but there was a new fear on top of the old fear at the sight of him this time.
The usually flawless Avatar was dirty and stained, and the flustered rage that surrounded him was so far from his usual composure that it sent people fleeing. He raced up his tower and burst into the apartment. A startled Taal and Karli poked their heads around a door to look. Āni ignored them and swept straight past them to his office. He slammed the door shut behind him and then grabbed part of the wall behind his desk. The Avatar hauled on the plaster and pushed the sliding piece of wall out of the way.
A floor to ceiling mirror stood behind it. This mirror did not show Āni’s office, but somewhere else entirely. A room made of light. Āni didn’t step through, he just looked into it. Sunne floated in the air patiently, all three eyes directed at his chosen Avatar. They didn’t even bother to greet each other. They were never really ever separate to begin with. Āni quickly relayed what had happened in Ko’s cave. He couldn’t get the words out fast enough.
“What do we do, My Lord?” he asked finally. “We can’t let Ko win. He can’t have outsmarted us into our own demise.”
“You fear too much, my child,” Sunne’s voice drifted soothingly in the back of his mind. “Ko won’t beat us. He has not seen all the outcomes yet, and he doesn’t know what we are fully capable of.”
Āni wasn’t entirely sure about that, but safe here in the presence of his god rather than the embrace of the demon he felt slightly less worried.
“We have bigger problems,” Sunne continued. “Woodell is no longer ours. The Kakai is there already and she exposed Amata. Amata was executed and the forest saved. Sabeh of Stonehall was with her and he revealed the plan we had for Woodell and Almenir. I believe we have lost faith inside the city.”
“How did he even know the plan?”
“He probably worked out what he would have done if he were us.”
“I look forward to killing that boy…”
“Careful,” Sunne warned. “You know that would start a civil war we cannot afford. Especially as we have to move on Woodell now.”
“My Lord?”
“Woodell has separated from us. We need to get them back. If we go in quickly they will not have time to organise a defensive front and we can have them back in only a few weeks.”
“You… you mean to attack Woodell?”
“Of course. We need to show them that we are the power in the North and they cannot betray us by helping our enemies.”
Āni stood perfectly still in front of the mirror. He was standing in the presence of Sunne and he felt… fear. This wasn’t right.
“My Lord…” Āni began slowly. “We cannot fight Woodell. The city is something we need to cut our losses over until the Syrene problem is dealt to.”
“Incorrect. Insolence like this cannot be tolerated. You will lead the armies against Woodell.”
“What armies?” Āni asked coldly. “All our soldiers are in the South or waiting in Undernal to head to the South. Bringing them up to Sunndan would cause unwanted attention we can’t afford. If we raised a force against a region that is seen to be our own others would come to its aid. We would not just be fighting Woodell, but Almenir as well. That alone is a force we cannot beat unless we take more soldiers from the South than we can afford. We don’t have as many people down there as we want anyway. Add to all of that, the fact that if we moved against Woodell, the hunters would start speaking about what was happening, and why, which would gain the help of other regions as well. We cannot afford to let the secret out like that, nor can we afford to fight a war on two fronts. What you ask is impossible.” Āni didn’t add the words irrational and foolish to his speech, but he thought them.
“So you will not lead an army to reclaim our lost city?”
“I can’t,” Āni replied patiently. “We can’t afford it, but they can’t afford to come against us either. What we have here, My Lord, is a stalemate between humans. The wisest course of action will be to let things lie as they are. No one can move without risking themselves.”
Sunne was silent for a while. Āni felt himself shrink down before the giant eyes that floated in front of him.
“Very well,” the god finally agreed. “We will focus on the Syrene. The Kakai will be headed for Almenir.”
“I will arrange something to try and stop her from leaving the forest,” Āni promised.
“We have something we can use to get her while she is there,” Sunne added. “Not everything we have tried is already used up.”
Āni didn’t know what he meant, but he nodded his head and let the communication fade. Carefully he closed the wall over again and sat down at his desk. He couldn’t believe he’d just had that conversation. Ko’s voice ran in the back of his mind. Mad God. That was what Ko had called Sunne: The Mad God. Sunne’s plan had certainly sounded insane, but it was just one plan. Ko couldn’t be right. He couldn’t. Because if he was then that meant that it was just Āni against the world, and the Avatar did not like those odds.
Unbeknownst to Āni something was happening down on the east coast near Mildidar. Something that Sunne had just mentioned even if the Avatar hadn’t understood. The sand on the beach was moving. Just a small circle of it twisted slowly. It was sinking into a hole. Suddenly a hand burst through and clawed at the surface of the beach. The hand was ghostly pale with dark veins and foot long black claws. It scrabbled at the earth as its owner tried to break free. With a blood-curdling screech something broke through the surface. Its thin body was battered and bruised. Black blood dripped very slowly and congealed in several places. All those things would heal. It gave an animalistic howl to the sky that sent everything that heard it rushing for cover. In its mind it heard instructions from a voice it had never heard before but knew all the same. It knew instinctively where to go, and it would have its revenge.
At the same time, in a tower at the top of the Palace of Sunne in Undernal, a blond man moved for the first time in weeks. Guhji had been in a coma for some time, but at this precise moment, without waking, his back arched drastically and he screamed in unimaginable agony and terror. The sound sent priests everywhere scuttling around. The Raven was free.
In the treehouse by the river people woke early the next morning. Everyone started getting up and making sure everything was still packed and ready to go. Taum didn’t rise. He pretended desperately to be asleep, but he wasn’t sure if he was fooling anyone. As he lay there he could feel eyes on him. He knew whose eyes they were. It was Satinka who eventually came to ‘wake’ him though. They all headed down to the barge. There was silence in the air. The awkward and uncomfortable silence that accompanied goodbyes and everything that went with them. Satinka led them all to the barge. Each side of the river had a U-shaped dock that the boat went into, and it was set up on a system of pulleys that only allowed it to travel between the two docks. It looked simple enough.
“Boys, can you all come and give us a hand to load things up and explain how this works?” Satinka asked sweetly.
Lei started forward.
“No, not you,” she said, placing a hand on his chest. “You have something else to do.” She kissed his cheek in farewell and then herded almost everyone else onto the barge, where she actually managed to keep them busy.
Francis caught Danni trying to hide a grin and raised an eyebrow, until she caught Benji’s wink. Today was going to be an unusual day.
Lei laughed weakly and rubbed his forehead in embarrassment as he watched the Syrene girl organise his life.
“She’s really something, isn’t she?” Taum asked.
“Oh yes,” Lei agreed fully. “Never really known anyone like her.”
“As you said, we’ve never really met a queen before,” Taum reminisced.
They stood in silence until it became too awkward. That didn’t take as long as they thought it would.
“There’s nothing I can say to change your mind then?” Lei asked.
“We’ve already had this conversation,” Taum replied.
“I know, but…” Lei looked pained. “But what if something happens?” he begged. “What if something goes wrong? This isn’t a holiday you’re going on! It’s not like when you went away so that we could keep you safe. You’re going because you think it will be dangerous! What if‒”
“Hey,” Taum interrupted him. He placed a hand on the back of Lei’s neck and pulled him in, resting his forehead against his friend’s and meeting his eye with all the honesty he could muster. “I’m coming home. I promise.”
“You can’t promise that. Not for sure.” Lei closed his eyes.
“Well I am. You just have to promise me you won’t do anything stupid while I’m gone.”
“You’ll have to be quick. I do stupid things every other week.” Lei stood back and took something out from under his cloak. It was an arrow. The fletching was made of indigo blue feathers and the tip was silver. He handed it to Taum. “Feel free to fire it at Sunne for me.”
Taum stared at the arrow. More specifically, he stared at the fletching. When he looked up his brown eyes were wide with disbelief. Lei grabbed him by the front of his tunic and pulled him in, kissing him. Taum kissed him back, knowing how afraid Lei was that it could be the last time. Lei pulled back from him nervously.
“Come home,” he whispered one last time.
“I will,” Taum promised. He added the arrow to his quiver and with one glance back hurried onto the barge, knowing that if he didn’t go then, he wasn’t going to.
Lei watched him run off and smiled at the delicate way Satinka decided they were set to leave. She hugged the last four hunters farewell, and urged them back to the dock as they said their goodbyes.
“Come on, it’s not like it’s forever,” she insisted.
“It better not be,” Taka agreed. “Lei might make us come after you, and I’m not prepared for that much walking!”
She laughed and got Elvac and Benji to cast off. The boat pushed away from the dock slowly and Satinka turned to look back at the 89th unit. Her eyes rested on Lei.
“Until next time, Captain,” she called.
“Until next time,” he agreed with a nod, smiling at the promise he heard in her voice. She hadn’t forgotten their deal. Neither had he. All she had to do was keep her end now. He watched the barge move off sluggishly through the water before turning to the men at his side and ordering them home. No doubt Totoum would be lining up enough jobs to keep them busy for a year.
On deck Satinka turned back to her crew. Sabeh was watching her with a look that bordered on murderous. He rose up like a thundercloud and approached her.
“You knew,” he accused. “This whole time you knew!”
“Knew what, my love?” she asked innocently.
“You let me get jealous when the whole time you knew pretty-boy back there would make a better queen than a king!”
“You’re going to put it like that?” she asked critically.
“Not taking anything back!” Sabeh raged.
“But I thought you knew everything about everything, dear?” she purred dangerously.
He stared at her like she had slapped him. Then with a torrent of curses he turned and stalked off furiously. Arrio watched the whole affair with an amused look.
“You shouldn’t torture him like that, you know,” he warned.
“Oh don’t worry,” she sighed. “I’ll apologise later. I just… well I kind of enjoyed it. He’s never been jealous before, and it seemed so innocent. It’s nice sometimes just to know for sure that you’re not taken for granted. Not to mention Mr-Know-it-All has never been so slow on the uptake before. Sometimes putting him in his place is a good thing.”
Arrio frowned.
“Don’t judge me,” she glared.
Away from them Danni was staring after Taum. The Dileyrian stood at the edge of the boat looking out. She considered going over to him, but he looked like he wanted to be alone. Instead she watched the end of his new arrow sit in his quiver until she had to turn away. She leant on the railing and stared at the water going by. Francis sidled up to her.
“Darling, are you crying?” she asked.
“No,” Danni replied shortly.
“There are tears in your eyes.”
“Shut up. I’m not a sentimental person.”
Francis watched her for a moment and then sighed.
“What’s with the arrow?” she asked.
“It’s not the arrow so much as the feathers,” Danni muttered.
“The feathers?”
“They’re from a Louoday bird.”
“Louoday? That’s a holiday, not a bird.”
“Yeah,” Danni smiled, “that’s where they get their name.” She sighed impatiently. “The Louoday birds are all born on the mainland, but they actually live on the islands to the east ‒ on the Kea Ko islands and the islands of Thzul. Every year on Louoday the birds return from the islands to the mainland for a month to have their chicks and then take them home. No one knows why they do it, but they do. They’re very rare and it’s forbidden in forest law to kill them. I think a long time ago people used to because their feathers were so highly prized. You can’t get feathers that colour from any other birds around here. But if you find a dead bird you are allowed to take the feathers, and it’s almost considered good luck. The thing is, Louoday feathers are sacred to those of us in the forest, and the myth around them is that if you give someone who leaves the forest one of those feathers, then like the Louoday bird they will always be able to find their way home. That arrow there has three of those feathers in it.”
Francis watched her girlfriend with giant misty blue eyes.
“That is the most romantic thing…” she sighed.
“It’s definitely something,” Danni agreed wholeheartedly. She leant on the railing and sighed as she looked down at the water. It had been a long time since she’d been on the Pa Tai River. Someone came up on her other side and leant beside her.
“Danni, are you crying?” Taum asked.
“Shut up!”
He laughed at her and she wondered if he’d heard the whole conversation. The thought made her stomach drop sickeningly. No one was supposed to know she had a squishy side. The grin he flashed her was teasing, but it didn’t make her feel better.
“I hate you,” she grumbled. “I hate all of you and I can’t wait to be rid of you. Also, I’m pretty sure I owe you a good punch in the face for all the stupid shit you’ve pulled.”
“You won’t hit me, and you won’t have to wait too much longer to be rid of me,” he replied. “We must only be a few days away.”
“You’re not sorry you left?” Francis asked him.
“A little,” he shrugged. “But it was the right choice. I’m not going because I think I’m going to get killed, I’m going because I want to help make sure the world is going to be safe for me to live in. I want to go back to Woodell one day, and I think we just proved that if I want my city to be safe I have to help get rid of Sunne.”
“There is that,” Danni agreed.
They couldn’t fault his logic. More and more of the world was starting to look as though it was in danger from Sunne, including his own regions. But that was the point, Taum thought, as he looked back at the shore: the world was in danger from Sunne. That’s why they were on their quest. That’s why they started out together. Sunne needed to answer for what he had done to them all. Taum was going along to make sure he did. Right now they were crossing the river that separated the two halves of the North, and after that they would be in Almenir. They were almost half way. Lei wouldn’t have to wait too long. He’d be home again soon.
Here ends the third book of the War of the North Saga. The story continues in book four: Women of the Woods.

 


 


 
Did you enjoy this book?
 
Please consider leaving a review for it on Amazon. Every positive review helps the series, and allows me to spend more time writing books for you to enjoy!
 
Also, don’t forget to sign up to the mailing list at www.katehaleyauthor.com and get free short stories for the War of the North!
 




About The Author

_____________________
 
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.



cover.jpeg
- —T
FOREST o !
(GHOSTS

THE WAR OF THE NORTH SAGA '






images/00002.jpg
‘The Five Star
Islands of the North

/m

WESTERN
OCEAN

The Islands
of Thzul

5

LYy

DILARKYRN

++ State/Kingdom Boundaries
~ == Official Roads

= Imperial Highway

O
Undernal EASTERNSEA  — T

The Great
Realm

of the North






images/00001.jpg





