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THE BETRAYAL

The Palace of Sunndan was gigantic. Inside a large white stone wall, the complex sprawled out in interconnecting circles like bubbles. The courtyard inside the main gate was a circle, and the building it led onto curved at the front, indicating that it too was circular in design. Satinka had been warned about the strange form and architecture of the northern god Sunne. When he had invited her for an audience, she had wondered if it was wise to become involved with humans and their gods. Her father had always warned of the strange creatures and their ‘Great Realm’ on the northern continent. But her advisor Piro had encouraged her to befriend her neighbours when such opportunities arose.
So here they were. Ruio landed first. The great Tuotam descended into the courtyard on glittering diamond and sapphire wings, with Piro riding lightly on his back. Memnyir and Satinka followed close behind, with four royal escorts each. All up, that made an entourage of twelve Syrene visitors. They could barely all fit in the courtyard, but Memnyir was still small. She and Satinka were young children, only just ten, and she was a long way off full size. Despite the magnitude of the Palace, human architecture was not designed to accommodate Syrene.
Piro dismounted. Satinka and the other Mantras followed his lead. He looked over and gave Satinka a reassuring smile. She returned the look. It had taken them all morning to fly here from Dryemskape in the south. Before they had left, Piro had told her that she need not worry about the meeting. She was nervous about her grasp of human languages, but he had promised to do most of the talking, and he was confident that her level of communication would be more than passable.
The giant doors to the Palace were thrown open, and a group of Sunne’s clergy came out to greet them. Satinka stared in wonder at all the humans in white robes that bid them welcome and invited them to enter. She had never seen humans before, and she couldn’t help but feel that, unlike the southern races she knew, these creatures were incredibly varied. Even when they all dressed the same they still looked so different from one another.
After a momentary concern that there would not be space for the Tuotams inside, Satinka and her escorts were reassured and led into the halls of the Palace of Sunne. Satinka kept her hand against the side of Memnyir’s neck. The touch of her scales was familiar and comforting. Memnyir smiled at her.
“Don’t be afraid, little one,” she encouraged.
“This place is weird…” Satinka murmured in response, looking around the large white halls with their strange mosaics and frescoes of eyes. Memnyir gave her a chiding look, but they spoke quietly enough that Piro wouldn’t have heard them, and the humans wouldn’t understand their language. “Do you feel that?”
“I do…” Memnyir admitted.
“You said this would be like Kika… but it doesn’t feel like Kika…”
“It’s stronger…” Memnyir agreed. “But we’ll be alright. Don’t worry so much, little one.”
Satinka kept her mouth shut and followed dutifully along. They passed through the large arched corridors and came to the great hall. Satinka was grateful that Memnyir was with her, but she couldn’t help but wonder why creatures as small as humans built their halls so big. The human clergy that lined the walls were so little, and they trembled in awe. Satinka asked Memnyir about it.
“They will never before have seen the likes of us,” the Tuotam explained. “Also, when I was talking to Ruio before we left, he said that Sunne doesn’t spend much time among the humans. The gods of the North keep themselves separate, so that their auras don’t overwhelm their people. For most of these humans, this will be their first time in the presence of their god.”
As strange as Satinka found it all, she also understood. The powerful presence she felt in the Palace made her knees tremble, and she was far stronger than any human. She wondered what they felt, and hoped the humans weren’t suffering for the sake of this meeting. She hadn’t even wanted to go. Memnyir butted Satinka’s shoulder reassuringly with her snout. Satinka smiled at her.
The great hall was a massive room, spacious even for the six Tuotams. A troupe of palace guards escorted the Syrene delegation between the huge marble pillars to the end of the hall. There was a raised platform. Human clergy in white robes were gathered around and intermingled with palace guards, all standing at attention. Satinka had been warned how formal an occasion this would be. But she was barely paying attention to any of that.
Hovering above everyone at the end of the hall were three gigantic floating eyeballs. All three swivelled to stare at the Syrene as they approached. It was by far the strangest thing here, and Satinka had to fight to keep a straight face at the disturbing sight. The eyeballs floated in a triangle formation, and each eye had a different coloured iris. Sunne had a red eye that could see through flame, a blue eye that could see through the oceans, and a green eye that could see through the earth.
They stopped before him and the god Sunne welcomed them. His voice as he greeted them was like a song in their minds, for his eyes had no mouth through which to speak. Satinka hardly listened as she trembled. The sheer force of Sunne’s presence was buckling her knees. The power that radiated from him was almost suffocating, but Piro was standing tall and the little Kakai tried to follow suit.
“We were so terribly sorry to hear of your loss, Kakai,” the god’s musical voice drifted straight into her mind. “But we are ever so glad that you could join us here now. Your people are a truly great nation and we hope to see more of you. A lot more.”
Satinka clenched her fists to still her trembling hands. He sounded so sincere, but something about all this, even his words, felt ominous. Satinka reached out a shaking hand to Memnyir again and steadied herself. She could feel Sunne’s presence suffocating her, trying to guide her mind. He wanted her to relax. He wanted her to be calm, and he was sending her calming thoughts. It was a nice gesture, but she didn’t like having her emotions messed with.
When the god’s voice stopped the guards began to draw away from them and the child began to relax as Piro moved to speak for her. Piro stepped forward, passed Ruio, and the guards all stepped back behind him. Satinka took a deep breath. Everything would be fine. She just had to remember to say the right words in the right language. She stared up at the three eyes and they stared back at her. ‘Thank you’ she thought – that was how to say kurra’ata in human.
There was a sickening sound at her side and she tore her eyes from the god. She looked to Piro. A spear tip protruded from his chest. The old advisor looked at her. She saw her own fear reflected in his eyes. He was terrified. The spear belonged to one of the guards now grouped behind them. It had gone straight through Piro’s heart and out through his chest. He opened his mouth to speak to her, and blood trickled out over his lip. Beside him Ruio gave a violent shudder and fell to the floor. With a cold steel clink, the guard lifted his foot and kicked Piro off the spear. The advisor’s body collapsed in a bloody heap on the ground.
Satinka screamed in terror. Memnyir roared in fury.
“To me, little one!” Memnyir roared, ordering Satinka onto her back.
Memnyir and the other four Tuotams turned and roared blue fire around the hall. Clergy scattered, while guards attempted to hold their ground. Memnyir’s cold fire mixed with the hot fire of one of the other Tuotams and the flames exploded. The force should have been enough to bring down the ceiling, but some invisible force was protecting the guards and the building. Satinka could see the fire hit nothing and stop. It must have been some kind of magical energy field.
The little girl still curled trembling under Memnyir’s wing. She was too horrified to move. On the floor beside them, Piro’s dead eyes stared at the ceiling as his dark red blood stained the pure white floor. The Tuotams blew more fire. The second explosion had a greater effect. Part of the energy shield broke. Satinka saw two guards knocked off their feet. They went down screaming as the blue fire scorched their skin. She had never seen the fire burn anyone before. Her people were immune.
Confused and terrified by the betrayal, Satinka turned her eyes back the god. Sunne’s three eyes were expressionless without a face. He met her horrified gaze. Satinka opened her mouth to scream a warning at Memnyir. She never made a sound. Sunne unleashed the full force of his will on her. A wave of power crashed into them. The sheer force took the breath from their lungs and the thoughts from their minds. Satinka felt her eyes roll up into her head. Her legs collapsed. She fainted.




10 YEARS LATER…




THE MARK

The land was burning. Fire stretched over the horizons and stained the land red with heat. Out of the fire, a large black mountain rose from the landscape. There were people on that land. There should have been screams, but there weren’t. This was an old memory. This was a dream that had floated through sand and fire for a thousand years.
Red eyes glowed in the distance. They looked out from the mountain. They saw everything. The gaze was piercing and cruel, but wise and just. Those red eyes were all-knowing. They belonged to a form beyond man’s comprehension. Something that caused great pain and suffering. Something that caused great pleasure and wonder. They saw and they knew and they chose. They took what they wanted.
Through the fire and power, drums sounded. Drums so familiar they were the sound of home. The sound of the mountain. The sound of the desert. They boomed and echoed like the great heartbeat of the land. They were a song that had lasted through the centuries. A sound still preserved after so many generations. Taea Kere Aroon Koafera. The language of the song was archaic, but it never changed. It was history that could not be forgotten, but neither should it be. These were the people who remembered and who taught. The survivors.
The fire burned on across all that was visible. It was hot and consuming, but somehow it didn’t injure. It caressed. It chose with the power of the eyes. There was a voice in that fire. It spoke. It echoed. The voice was too powerful to hear. It crashed over the ears of mere mortals in deafening waves and no words were audible. But the eyes were still looking. They still glowed red out of the darkness. They said it all.
The sunlight twinkled through the leaves and danced spotlights across the ground. Arrio watched it from the window and decided that people really should work on getting more enjoyment out of life. It was the morning after Francis and Danni’s wedding, and absolutely no one was appropriately hungover. Everyone had taken it easy – himself included. They couldn’t relax. No one in the city could relax. The deaths of the hunting team, and the knowledge that the creature was still out there, hung over them like ghosts. Everyone was still scared, still edgy, still grieving.
Arrio prodded and scratched at his chest. He sat on the edge of his bed with his shirt off trying to resist the urge to claw at the rash over his heart. It was getting worse. The skin was always hot and itchy. It had started not long after crossing the Pa Tai River. At first he had considered asking Francis about it, but now he was starting to worry it wasn’t just a skin irritation. It wasn’t anything as simple as an allergy. It was taking shape. A shape that explained the dreams he’d been having. He scratched at it again.
The door to his room opened and he started in surprise. Arrio turned his head to see who entered behind him and saw Francis bouncing in. She was dressed in the Almenian outfit she had adopted. It bore none of the elegance of her Undernalian dresses, but it made her look more at home in the forest city. The top and skirt were what he would have described as skimpy, but he liked the confidence she wore it with. It looked good on her. He would have thought a paper bag looked good on her and, if she had taken to wearing one, offered to tailor it.
“You are awake,” she grinned at him.
“Francis?” Arrio quickly grabbed his vest from beside him and pulled it on so she wouldn’t see the rash. “What are you doing out of bed?”
“We’re hitting the road after breakfast.”
“You just got married,” he reminded her. “You should be trapped between the sheets for as long as humanly possible.”
“Danni and I have spent all day in bed before. We probably will again once this is all over, but for now we’re going to spend our honeymoon saving the world.”
Arrio smiled softly at her as he pulled his long red braid out the back of his top. He knew how to look at her gently so as not to anger her when he spoke words she didn’t want to hear.
“Fran, should we be leaving so soon?”
“Yes, Arrio, we should.”
“You may need to rest–”
“I’m fine.”
“You were in a coma,” he reminded more sharply than he had intended.
“And now I’m fine,” she matched his tone. “I’m the one experiencing this; not you. I’m the doctor; not you. I’m the Avatar; not you. I know what I’m doing.”
The small girl tossed her long blonde curls back defiantly and levelled a clear blue stare at him. Slowly Arrio shook his head. Her being the Avatar had caused all the health problems.
“What am I going to do with you, chichina?” he murmured softly.
“Accept me the way I am,” she shrugged with a cheeky grin.
Arrio sighed and unconsciously kneaded the rash through the fabric of his top with his fingers. Francis raised an eyebrow at him.
“You alright?” she asked.
“Fine,” he replied, attempting to finish their conversation in a neat little circle. Her expression didn’t change.
“Are you sure? You don’t look so good. Did you spend a bit too long lingering over the wine last night?”
“I wish,” he laughed. “No, I just didn’t sleep well. At my age you learn not to drink too heavily when people are going to make you ride flying animals in the morning.”
“At your age?” she echoed. “At your age is exactly when you drink too much, and you’re the youngest of all of us.”
“No. Taum.”
“Really?”
“Just.”
“Huh, of course he is. Funny, I always thought it was you. I liked thinking it was you.”
“Oh?”
“Well…” she tilted her head to the side and twisted a curl. “I don’t know. I liked thinking you were the youngest, ‘cause you’re also the biggest, strongest, and smartest. It was nice to know we never stood a chance.”
Arrio laughed at her. “And that whole time none of us realised Sabeh was an Avatar, and more powerful than we could imagine.”
“No,” Francis pulled a face. “Looking back, I can’t believe we missed it. It was so obvious. He was even using his powers in front of us, and we never picked it up. Although, it turns out Taum guessed.”
“Taum literally has a sixth-sense though,” Arrio reminded. He smiled to himself. “Everyone seems to be gaining power – or at least they had powers we didn’t know about. Satinka and Sabeh were hiding immense magical abilities. Taum had his Dileyrian gift he never told us about. Even you now. You’re an Avatar. I can’t help but wonder what will be next.”
“Benji’s going to turn into a half-snake-man with poisonous fangs and we’re going to throw him at that thing that attacked us. He can actually finish the job Brukna’s curse was supposed to do.”
“You jest,” Arrio warned, “but in all seriousness, after everything else that has happened, that isn’t all that unlikely. I worry that if Benji woke up as a snake-man it wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest.”
“With any luck he’d feel more comfortable in his skin, and if he didn’t he could shed it.” She sighed. “I’m almost inclined to leave him here with Taku. She seems to give him confidence.”
“That’s not all she gives him,” Arrio responded drily. Francis gave him a very sharp look. He shrugged. “I said it. I’m not taking it back.”
She laughed at him and poked him in the stomach. He didn’t flinch.
“Say that at the breakfast table,” she taunted.
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Yeah, because everyone thinks you’re the good guy. I know better. You’re just as wicked as the rest of us.”
“It’s my secret power,” he joked, completely deadpan. Francis laughed at him, but there was something else behind her eyes.
“Does it bother you?” she asked. “All these secrets and powers? I just… you look at me different now.”
“That has nothing to do with you being an Avatar,” he replied gently. “You’re a married woman now. That’s why it’s a different look. My little chichina got married.”
“You’re such a sentimental goof,” she grinned. “I can’t even imagine my father saying that.”
“I’m sorry he wasn’t there to be the one to give you away.”
“I’m not,” she said simply. “I’m glad it was you.” Francis came forward in a sweeping hug and squeezed him around the waist. She was so tiny in his arms. It was hard to believe she was a fully-grown human when she stood next to him.
“Come down to breakfast,” she instructed.
“I will in a minute,” he replied, bending over to kiss the top of her head. “I’ll see you down there.”
She nodded and let him go before disappearing back out the door. Arrio sighed to himself. So much for keeping her safe and rested for a little while. But they all knew that creature was still out there, and they were surprised that it hadn’t come back for them yet. Sabeh must have really done a number on it. Arrio was grateful the little man had been there to use his powers when he did. The Zynaldini could still feel the cold dread well up in his chest when he remembered seeing the monster attack Francis and Satinka. It was so fast. He wasn’t used to being outmatched in a fight.
Carefully, he made sure he packed everything back up. The Zynaldini people were frequent travellers, but Arrio wasn’t, and it was hard to believe he’d reached a point where everything he owned fitted into a backpack. He wasn’t someone who needed lots of things, but sometimes he attached sentimental value to items and couldn’t just leave them behind. By now his flat in Undernal had probably been raided by Sunne’s church. Everything he had left behind would be gone. He’d never see any of it again, but he’d known that when he left it. That was why he’d packed all his circuspheres. There were dozens of the little orbs all rolled up in his clothes and tucked away neatly in his pack. They contained the recordings of his music, and he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving them behind.
His music was his art – his life – and it was a great deal more personal than people realised. The songs he wrote weren’t necessarily about his individual experiences per-se, but they were still things he had thought up. They were accounts of his perceptions and imaginings, and, sometimes, they were just private emotions he could no longer contain. So what if no one else knew the difference between all those things? He did. It mattered to him, and he couldn’t leave the recordings behind to be destroyed. He made sure they were all safely wrapped up in the bundles of leather he wasn’t wearing, pulled the pack tightly shut, and went down to breakfast.
Downstairs, the main room of the Jelev House was a busy place. Breakfast had been laid out in a help-yourself fashion over a large table, and everyone else looked ready to go. Arrio traipsed downstairs to find the crew already eating in preparation for getting back on the road. Satinka looked up from breakfast to smile at him as he entered. Her blue eyes were warm and she looked confident. It was a good sight to see.
“It’s not like you to be the last down,” she commented gently.
“Restless night,” Arrio sighed in response. He looked over the group. As always, he gazed and regarded and observed. He tried to see as much as possible in one brief glance.
Sabeh was eating like it was his last meal. He was edgy and skittish. He wouldn’t say anything. He’d been on edge and desperate to get moving for a while now. Knowing the Raven was out in the forest made him want to give it something to chase. But that wasn’t what was happening now. This was something else. They were finally about to get moving and he was more nervous now than he had been before. At a guess, Arrio would have said the Avatar of snow and ice didn’t want to enter the desert. He didn’t blame him.
Danni was next to him with a flighty and excited Francis. Francis still had her wedding buzz, and she was keen to get back on the road and begin Avatar lessons with Sabeh. Danni had her usual composure about her when she looked at Francis, but she wasn’t eating much. The girl with hollow legs had been vanishing recently. There was a darkness behind her eyes. She wasn’t over her PTSD.
Near them, Elvac and Taum were making their way through heavy meals. The sight made a brief smile cross Arrio’s face. The two men looked like they were the worst-for-wear of the lot. If anyone needed to relax and let go it was them, but they were so serious and restrained that a minor celebration could sit them on their asses. They’d be alright once they’d had something to eat and a few glasses of water.
Benji and Taku were perched at the end of the table. Taku had taken to adopting the group, and she had offered – nay, insisted – that she be the one to fly them to the edge of the forest. The skimpy shorts she wore exposed the massive scar on her leg with a confidence Arrio respected. He liked the girl. She was bold and fearless. He wished he was those things. Most people already thought he was. In truth, he just didn’t show how much vulnerability was walled up behind the cool exterior. He sympathised with Benji more than people realised.
Benji had tried to wear his scars proudly. Taku had bullied and nagged and pushed him to, but he couldn’t. He was too scared. Too embarrassed. Too sensitive. And that was fine. He had taken to wearing a wide green scarf wrapped around his head. Only his green eyes peered out, but he left it baggy around his mouth and nose so that it was easy to pull down. Personally, Arrio couldn’t blame him. When Benji’s face was exposed you could see how much had really been damaged. The Raven’s claws had caught him on his brow and cheeks when it had ripped half the skin off his face. It was a miracle he still had his eyes. Five deep gashes moved diagonally over his face and across the half-flayed look on one side. The gash that travelled over the bridge of his nose was the most visible through the slit in the scarf. The scarf hid most of his face and consequently most of the scarring. If that made him more comfortable, it was his choice.
Arrio joined the table in his usual calm and composed way. No one saw anything different about him; not ever. They didn’t know about the mark. They didn’t know about the dreams. For now, that was just the way he wanted it. He dished up some food and couldn’t help but let his eyes linger on the grapes. Grapes were something that had a whole new association since starting this journey. Arrio picked a few off a stalk. No one was watching him. They were all continuing on in their personal little bubbles. He couldn’t help but wonder. Arrio threw one of the grapes.
Without looking Sabeh raised a hand and stopped it in mid-air before it hit him. It floated there, suspended as though time had stopped around it. Everyone was looking now. Sabeh gave the tall Zynaldini a rueful smile.
“Very funny.”
“Ironic?” Arrio suggested instead, as he sat down across the table from him. “Mocking? I suppose it is funny to think back on now, but it’s not just funny. It’s dry. I can’t help but wonder: is that all it would have taken? All those years we didn’t know – could we have discovered it if we had just thrown grapes at you?”
Sabeh let the grape float towards him slowly. It finished its trajectory and landed neatly in the centre of his raised palm. He closed his fingers around it.
“Maybe,” he conceded. “Or maybe I would just have caught it. We’ll never know.”
“I like the idea that grapes are the key to discovering magical powers,” Francis grinned. “Can you imagine how fun that would be to test?”
“Right everyone,” Sabeh called. “Grapes at the ready.”
“You are not going to all throw grapes at each other,” Arrio remarked sternly.
“No,” Sabeh agreed. “Just at you.”
Arrio raised an arm over his head as a hail of grapes descended on him. He was surprised how many of them had gotten behind this, but he knew he shouldn’t be. The magical callings of his friends weren’t just an interesting subject to him. They had all been dwelling on it. No doubt there had been a conversation he wasn’t privy to between some of them about what secrets he might be hiding. He was the most likely final suspect. The grapes stopped and he lowered his arms. Daintily, he plucked up a grape that had fallen on his plate and ate it.
“You’re picking up the rest of them,” he told Sabeh coolly.
The little Ickian grinned. There was no debate about that. He could do it with half a thought, and even if he couldn’t, it was the price of fun.
Snow lay thick on the streets of Sunndan. It had fallen in the night and it made the city look white and pristine. It made the capital appear beautiful for a change – even if only from a distance. Āni stood at the Palace window and wondered what it would be like to feel pleasure or pride from such a sight. His plan to visit Sutra, Zumith, and the Dargo had been halted briefly by news of the first shipment of creatures.
They would be in Undernal soon and ready to send over the seas. They weren’t working well, but they were functioning and everyone wanted them off the continent as soon as possible. They could fly and they could kill. That was all Āni needed. He just needed to regain ground and kill off more of those damned dragons! They’d drained them as much as they could. They had taken away their ability to fly. Still the monsters kept coming with their endless blue fire.
“You say they’re still asleep?” Āni commented of the Ravens. “They are in some kind of coma?”
“Yes, Lord,” the priestess trembling behind him answered. “This report says they have a heightened psychosis – even more so than the soldiers, so they have put them in an induced coma for travel. They don’t want them killing and escaping only to run rampant upon our own people. You were the one who ordered that they need not require a person to bond to.”
“I did say that,” Āni recalled. “I don’t want to waste people we might need later. This batch is just the first wave. I expect others. This is a test run. I expect all those creatures to die while preparing a path for their next of kin. What would be the point of connecting humans to them if I don’t expect them to live?”
“I-It m-might be funny?” the priestess stammered with a shrug.
The whole room was silent as that comment sunk in. Āni began to laugh. He stayed facing the window with his back turned to the woman, and he laughed. His laugh was such a cold and cruel sound, but there was humour in there as well.
“It would be, but it would also be wasteful. Never be wasteful if you don’t have to. You throw something away, my good lady, what happens when you need it later? Is that everything?”
“Yes, Lord,” she answered. “They sign off by saying that they will continue to follow your instructions on this as per your letters, or by orders they receive directly from your ‘Right Hand’ – the wizard who visits daily…” the priestess trailed off. She sounded confused by that last part.
“My Right Hand? It actually says that? That’s what they’re calling him?”
“Yes, Lord,” she answered again, although somewhat numbly this time.
“Give it to me,” he ordered, turning to her and holding out a hand. The Priestess handed the letter over. Āni scanned it quickly and began to laugh again. There was a genuine smile on his face. The Priestess had never been more terrified in her life. Āni was amused. He was genuinely entertained.
“Is that everything, Lord Āni?”
“It is. You may go,” he told her curtly, and waved her away with a hand.
She bowed formally and strode from the room. Once her back was turned, Āni looked up from the letter to watch her as she swept from the room in a gale of white robes. That one had fear, but it had confidence too. It was such a graceful creature. A pity there weren’t more of them in Sunndan. Although, Āni was sure he was the reason there weren’t more priestesses. He turned his eyes back to the letter as the door shut. Darling Taal… the letters from Undernal were officially referring to him as Āni’s Right Hand. Well, he would just have to do something about that.
The Alesfelid pens were in a part of Almenir that Arrio had never been to. They were up a hill on the edge of the city, and the giant flying cats had large nests built into the tall trees. It was strange to see cat faces peering down from giant bird nests, but the large feathered wings eased the disorientation of such a sight.
Queen Elizieh was there waiting for them. She had several grooms with her, coaxing the Alesfelids down and getting them ready to ride. They weren’t the kinds of creatures you tried to harness and saddle, because if they decided they didn’t like it they could kill someone. Mostly the women of Almenir were taught to ride bareback, and the fur around the creatures’ ruffs was long enough to get a good grip in. Elizieh smiled when she saw the group approaching.
“Good morning,” she greeted them. “I thought I would come and see you all off.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Satinka nodded to her. “I don’t know how we can repay you for your hospitality.”
“You can kill that thing that’s lurking in my forest, and you can make sure Sunne never hurts my people again – given that you won’t let me do anything about it.”
“I like that you think we have any control over what you do or don’t do,” Sabeh smiled at her.
“You’re the one who told me to stay my hand, Sabeh.”
“Reason is telling you to stay your hand, Queen Elizieh. War is a pointless waste of life. There is nothing war can do that peace can’t do better.”
“As long as both sides are prepared to deal in peace. One side preaching against a storm of arrows will quickly learn that words will not dissuade trajectory. The women of Almenir are people of action. Words can only achieve so much. Look at you, Avatar: lecturing on peace while you trek across a continent to kill a god.”
“No system is perfect,” Sabeh shrugged. “And, Your Majesty willing, this morning we will be flying across a continent.”
Elizieh gave a wry smile at his cheek. Arrio felt himself smile softly too. Sabeh was so hard to get one up on. Every time Arrio managed it he got an elated flutter of victory in his chest. It had taken him years of practice to compete though. He felt bad for the Almenian Queen. She was an intelligent and powerful woman with her own customs, and Sabeh – as usual – was raining all over it. He wasn’t vindictive in his righteousness, but he wasn’t sensitive either. Arrio dreaded the idea of dragging the Avatar into his home city. As if he didn’t have enough problems already.
“Don’t worry, Elizieh,” Satinka spoke softly. “We will get rid of Sunne and that monster. It’s the least we can do.”
“Or a fiery apocalypse will end the world as we know it,” Benji muttered behind his scarf. “It’s a two way street. Brukna was pretty serious about the opposing possible outcomes.”
“Well, I’m pretty serious about you guys kicking ass and winning,” Taku replied, punching him on the shoulder harder than necessary. “Stop being such a sourpuss, Sourpuss.”
“Is that going to be your new name for me?”
“Maybe. I like the sound of it, Sourpuss.”
“I’m so glad we’re leaving,” he muttered, withdrawing further behind his scarf.
“Indeed,” Elizieh agreed. “We won’t hold you up any longer. I’m not one for tedious goodbyes anyway. I wish you all the best on your journey, and I hope you all return safely.”
“Thanks Elizieh,” Danni nodded respectfully at her. Elizieh inclined her head gracefully back at Danni and Francis.
“Return home, girls. Make us proud.”
“We will,” Francis nodded.
Arrio watched everything quietly from the background like he always did. Everyone was so confident today. Everyone except Benji who was being a sourpuss. Arrio smiled discreetly to himself at the name. It was the little things. He wondered how long the group would carry this confidence. They were all well rested for a change, but he knew how fragile they could be. This was just the easy part. They had arrived in Almenir a mess, but weeks of recuperation here, as well as the knowledge that they had two Avatars on their side, was making them bold in their promises.
“Alright freaks,” Taku addressed them. “Let’s get a wiggle on.” She whistled to call the Alesfelids over. Catney was the first to answer the call and the giant purple beast came bounding over to nuzzle her rider. Taku scratched her behind the ears and called her names. Her large fearsome steed was a big softy. Three other Alesfelids trotted over from the grooms to come and inspect these strange new people. Arrio thought he recognised some of the survivors from the battle in the forest. If they were survivors then they were surprisingly calm, or perhaps they had short-term memories.
“Okay everyone, me and Catney will take Sourpuss–”
“Catney and I,” Benji muttered behind his scarf. Taku ignored him.
“Satinka, you’re a good flyer?”
Satinka nodded.
“Great. You looked like a natural. So can I get you to ride Beast?” Taku indicated the largest of the Alesfelids. He was a gigantic golden-furred brute of a cat with a squashed nosed and green eyes. “He’s big but he’s pretty soft. He should be able to carry you, Sabeh and Taum – so that will save us on steeds.”
“He’s not so big,” Satinka laughed, and rubbed the large cat behind one ear as it approached her. He turned his huge head so that she could scratch his jaw. Most of these creatures just seemed to enjoy attention.
“Fran, I know Danni’s not a good flyer so I’m going to get you to take her. Hopefully that that will help ease your nerves, girl. You two can take Peli.”
“What makes you think I’m going to be a good flyer?” Francis asked.
“You’re Ahkma’s Avatar. Even if you don’t learn to communicate with animals like most of the others, you’ll still have a gift with them. Give it a shot.” Taku’s eyes fell finally on Elvac and Arrio. “You two both managed to fly Alesfelids back to the city with wounded warriors. Between you I’d like to think you can wrangle Faratas.”
“In the heat of the moment Danni managed to grab you and fly Catney back here,” Arrio pointed out. “The Alesfelids are homing creatures so they know how to get back to the city. This is something else entirely – unless they’re trained so well that they’ll all just follow you.”
“No idea,” Taku shrugged. “Sometimes they’re that well behaved, and sometimes they’re not. You’re both big strong men – woman up and stop complaining. You can manage.”
Arrio gave Elvac a sidelong glance. Elvac returned the look. It was certainly true that they were both capable people, but flying didn’t sound like something that would come naturally to either of them. Taku made it sound like taking to the air was easy – and maybe woman was meant to fly – but Arrio felt quite sure that man was supposed to stay on the ground where he was born. He could cheer from the side lines quite happily. Both men looked over at the creature Taku had called Faratas.
Faratas was a big cat. Not as big as Beast, but still big enough that it could look Elvac square in the eye. It had richly-coloured red-orange fur with dark stripes and huge wings folded back down its sides. Elvac looked back at Arrio.
“I don’t suppose you’ve got a way with animals?” he asked.
“Not to my knowledge,” Arrio replied. “But you never really know, do you?” The mark on his chest burned and he put a hand to it unconsciously. Only Elvac was looking, and he didn’t make anything of the gesture. Arrio looked over at the big cat and his black eyes met its golden ones. They stared each other down. Arrio knew enough to know that this wasn’t the way to go about befriending a large carnivore. If it saw the gaze as a challenge, it might decide to start a fight it could win, but still Arrio didn’t let his gaze falter. It was almost as though something else was staring through his eyes and making him look.
Faratas lowered his head and trotted over to Arrio. He rubbed his face against the tall Zynaldini’s arm. The cat rumbled – a half purr and half growl sound – as he rubbed his whiskers on Arrio. Arrio reached out and stroked one of the creature’s furry cheeks. The fur was thick and coarse, but appropriate on a creature this big. Arrio stared down at Faratas, but the Alesfelid didn’t look up to meet his dark gaze again. It just kept bunting him for attention. The force behind it was impressive. If Arrio didn’t keep a hand on it, the cat might knock him down.
“Well, look at that,” Elvac chuckled. “Here were we getting overly cautious, and Arrio had secret cat powers all along.”
“Hardly,” Arrio replied with a straight face. “I just womaned up and stopped complaining.” He looked over at Taku. She winked at him as she helped Benji up onto Catney. Arrio turned his eyes down to Faratas again as the Alesfelid licked his hand. The huge tongue was like sandpaper on his skin. I can joke all I want, he thought to the cat, but you feel it, don’t you? You can sense the mark. That’s why you’re being so well-behaved.
Arrio turned back to Elvac and took his pack. He tied the straps of their bags together like a rope and tossed them over Faratas’s neck in front of his wings. The big cat didn’t even notice. Arrio reached up and grabbed handfuls of fur near the ruff to hoist himself onto the Alesfelid’s back. Faratas shifted slightly as he got used to a new person sitting on him, and Arrio got used to being on an Alesfelid again. Although, he couldn’t say for sure that he had ever been used to it before. He had climbed on one of these creatures to get Taum back to safety, and try and stop the Raven from reaching Almenir, but he hadn’t really paid attention to what he was doing. He’d just acted on instinct. Now he had time to sit properly and actually think about what he was doing. He sat with his legs just behind the wings and his fingers clutching the long thick fur of the ruff. Elvac pulled himself up behind Arrio and held on. Arrio could hear the steel clink of Elvac’s shoulder-plates behind him.
“Look at you two,” Satinka said proudly. “You look like naturals.”
Both men looked over at the tiny girl sitting perfectly on the giant Beast. She was straight-backed and confident on the winged creature. More than that she looked happy – like this was where she belonged.
“Maybe you need a mirror before you start dishing out compliments, denden,” Arrio smiled at her.
The grin she flashed back at him was quick before she looked down at Sabeh and Taum still waiting.
“Are you guys joining us or are you staying here?” she asked. Sabeh looked over at Taum.
“You want to go in the middle?”
“Thanks, but no,” Taum declined. “I don’t really want to be something that comes between you two.”
“Oh, I didn’t say–”
“Don’t go there,” Satinka ordered, holding out a hand to her boyfriend. He grinned at her and took her hand. With one arm, she helped pull him up behind her. Once he was settled, Sabeh turned back to Taum and held his arms out.
“Jump darling; I’ll catch you.”
“Is there anyone else I can ride with?” Taum asked plaintively.
“Ignore him,” Arrio suggested. “He’s just trying to be funny because he’s nervous.”
“We’re all nervous,” Elvac agreed behind him.
“Not like he is,” Arrio responded softly enough that only Elvac heard him. The blonde soldier didn’t ask. Arrio preferred it that way.
“Alright,” Taku called out as Taum clambered up behind Sabeh. “Is everyone ready to go?”
There were nods and a general consensus of affirmations.
“Be well, stay safe, and good luck,” Elizieh blessed them.
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Satinka responded again.
With a click of Taku’s tongue Catney was off, and the purple Alesfelid bounded into the woods. Francis and Danni followed on the white Peli, with Beast and the others close behind. Arrio nudged Faratas after them and felt the large cat move under him and Elvac in leaps and bounds. From memory, the cats tended to gain speed before starting to fly. They were certainly gaining speed now. The nostalgic part of Arrio wanted to look back and glimpse Almenir one more time. It was a nice city, and the honest part of him knew there was a very good chance he would never see it again, but Faratas was moving too quickly and Arrio needed to keep his eyes ahead. Following Catney’s lead, all the Alesfelids took flight before they reached the bottom of the hill.
Their giant paws pushed off the earth with force and their powerful wings spread out and beat the air below them. Arrio hunched over Faratas’s back, and he felt Elvac hunch over him. Arrio’s fingers tightened in the creature’s fur as branches rushed past them. Fortunately, Faratas did seem happy to follow the others. Arrio wasn’t sure he could direct the cat if he tried. At the moment he was just holding on desperately as the ground got further and further away. Soon the ground was gone altogether and a blanket of leaves and branches was all that was left visible beneath them. The sensation of twigs breaking around them and tree limbs trying to beat them off vanished. Arrio straightened slightly and looked out over the horizon.
There it was. Half a day’s flight away. Heatwaves shimmered in the distance and distorted the sky. The Zynaldini Desert. Home. The Alesfelids wouldn’t leave the forest, but they would take them to the edge. Up here the air was cold, but it wouldn’t be for long. Soon they would be too close to Zyki’s lands for anything to be cold. The god of fire had a strong presence, and his heat burnt itself into the very earth.
Arrio touched his chest again where the mark burnt and itched fiercely at the sight of the faint sand-stain on the edge of their vision. As he stared into the illusory heatwaves, he could almost see red eyes looking back at him, and almost hear the deep echoing sound of drums.
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The sun had risen high into the clear blue sky and midday had just passed when the Alesfelids landed at the edge of the forest. Arrio had been surprised by how pleasant he had come to find the flight, although the others seemed to have had varying experiences. He knew he would have enjoyed it more had his levels of dread not risen with every wingbeat. It was hard to believe he so dreaded returning home. Mikdyal: his home. Zynaldini: his land. It had been five years since he seen them, and now, on the edge of the hot sand, he felt cold with apprehension.
The trees around them were dry and dusty. They grew bent and crooked in a way that folded back towards the forest, as though clawing their way back from the fire of Zyki. Out before them, the land stretched on – hot and hard and cracked. Tussock grass grew up scratchy and stiff as far as it could manage. Further on, beyond the mirage of heatwaves, the sand dunes rolled on forever like delicate shifting mountains. Arrio dismounted slowly, unable to take his eyes off the desert. Those last five years felt like five minutes and an eternity all at once. It was like he’d never left, but still been away forever.
“Are you sure the Alesfelids won’t leave the forest?” Sabeh asked.
“See how they’ve already stopped?” Taku replied. “Sorry, Sabeh. I wish we could do more, but you guys are on your own if you’re leaving the forest.”
Arrio waited for the sound of cursing, but it didn’t come. Sabeh was still sitting on Beast, as though getting off the big cat would commit him to the desert. Still, Arrio couldn’t shift his eyes from the sand. He felt like it was looking back at him. It probably was.
“Don’t worry,” he spoke softly. “We won’t be on our own. You’re never alone in the desert.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better.” Sabeh was drooping. They hadn’t even crossed the border and the Avatar was already wilting from the hot dry air blowing back at them. Arrio took a deep breath and found the resolve to turn back to the others.
“Does Dwali still own that shop along the border?” he asked Taku. She nodded.
“Yeah. It’s, I dunno, five – maybe ten – minutes that way,” she pointed along the treeline. “Did you want to go see him?”
“I think it would be foolish not to,” Arrio replied. “The sands are stirring. He keeps a close eye on the desert. He’ll know what’s going on.”
“He’ll also have a warrant for your arrest from Sunndan. No offense, big guy, but your people tend to be polite and respectful. They’re not likely to spit in Sunne’s face like Almenir did.”
“You’re worried a shopkeeper and his family are going to arrest the eight of us?” Arrio smiled and looked around the armed and battle-scarred group.
“I just don’t want any trouble for you.”
“Don’t worry. There won’t be any. I can talk him around.”
“You’re that sure?”
“I am.” Arrio stated, thinking about the mark on his chest. It was an absolute certainty, but he hoped it wouldn’t get that far. “Dwali has a tattoo on his wrist – had – does he still?”
“That dot with the straight and swiggly lines under it? He’s got that inked in red now.”
Arrio felt a tiny piece of himself die inside. Inked in red. That was devotion.
“He will give us anything we ask for,” Arrio sighed. “We won’t have any trouble from him.”
Taku raised an eyebrow at his certainty, but she didn’t push it. Arrio had learnt very quickly in his five years away that anyone outside of the desert thought the people inside it were very strange. Perhaps they were.
“Well, if you’re sure, I can fly you lot over there,” Taku offered.
“The five to ten minutes was a walking estimate?” he checked.
Taku nodded. Arrio looked across the group. They all looked slightly stunned by the heat blowing in off the desert, but Sabeh looked noticeably worse than usual.
“We’ll walk it,” Arrio replied finally. “Thank you, but we need to get used to moving in the heat. It’s only going to get worse from here.” He kept his eyes on Taku as he spoke to her, but noticed Sabeh slump even more. The Almenian huntress nodded.
“Then I guess this is where I leave you,” Taku heaved a gigantic sigh. “Take care. I wish things had gone better for us, but I’m glad it didn’t go worse. Look after yourselves, alright? Don’t go getting killed now after everything else.”
“We make no promises,” Benji muttered, dismounting behind her. “We’ve been trying as hard as we can to get killed so far – we’re just not very good at it. There’s always some last-minute miracle.”
“Praise Ahkma,” Taku responded sternly. “Don’t joke when you’ve been so lucky. I’m giving you all my miracles to take with you. The Holy Goddess knows you’ll probably need them.”
“Thank you,” Satinka nodded to her. “For everything.”
“You don’t need to thank me, Satinka. You just need to save the world. Remember, none of us want to die either.”
“I’m doing my best.”
“Excellent, because your best has a great track record – I mean that honestly. Keep it up.”
The two women shook hands before Satinka turned to drag Sabeh off Beast. The little Ickian was living a nightmare. Danni and Francis moved up to shake Taku’s hand in turns, and Danni’s handshake turned into a hug. Arrio watched Benji slink away carefully and stop at his side. He suppressed his grin. The riverman wouldn’t get away with that. The others came over to join him one by one as they clambered off the Alesfelids. Taku’s shrewd eyes found Benji quickly when there was nothing else to keep them busy.
“Where do you think you’re going, sourpuss?”
“With him,” Benji replied, pointing at Arrio. Taku pulled a face.
“Whack him for me, will you.”
Arrio obligingly cuffed Benji around the back of his head. It wasn’t surprising that Benji didn’t want to say goodbye, and Taku wouldn’t make any more of it than that. Arrio half wanted to force them to say something. This could be the last time they saw each other. It could be the last time any of them saw the forest and its people. After everything Benji had already survived, he was well aware of that. It was probably why he didn’t want to say anything. He joked about them trying to die, but half of them should be dead. The scars he so desperately hid screamed that he should be dead. He wasn’t prepared to face that yet, and Arrio didn’t blame him. None of it was his business, so he let it be. Taku looked him square in the eye, and Arrio realised she had seen more than he would have liked.
“Thank you,” she responded with a nod to him.
“Thank you,” he replied in kind.
“You have all my luck, guys,” she told them, turning Catney around. “I’m not even going to keep any to try and wrangle these brutes home. May Ahkma guide your steps, even as she walks with you.” Taku smiled at Francis. She didn’t wait for them to say anything else. With a click and a thump of her heels, she had Catney take off, and the other Alesfelids soon followed. In a deafening flurry of wingbeats and a spray of hot sand, the giant cats and the huntress were gone.
Arrio looked around the group. The heat, and the safety of Almenir, had them in a lazy daze. They’d been relaxing for weeks, and getting them back on the road was going to be the harshest lesson they’d ever learn. Trekking through swamps and forest had been bad enough, but the desert was going to be a whole new kind of challenge. Sabeh was still on his hands and knees staring out at it. Satinka tried to pull him up.
“Come on, Sabeh.”
“There’s nothing,” he whispered in dread. “There’s nothing for miles.”
“There’s sand,” Francis corrected, “and grass, and cacti, and hundreds of living creatures–”
“There’s nothing!”
“–And sky–”
“Nothing but fire forever. Burning earth.”
Arrio’s eyes narrowed. For a moment he wondered what Sabeh could see with the eyes of a god. What did Ragnar see? What did the Avatar see? How did he know? He saw the lands of Zyki burn eternally. The sand settled and shifted over the world, but the fire never went out. Arrio approached him and picked up the little Ickian’s pack from the ground. He slung it over his shoulder with his own. Satinka raised her dark blue gaze to him.
“It’s fine. He can carry it,” she insisted.
“No, he can’t,” Arrio shook his head. “Bring him. We’ll stick to the treeline. He needs to get used to walking in the heat.”
“It’s not so bad,” Satinka shrugged.
“You’re made of fire!” Sabeh snapped at her. Everyone jumped. Sabeh never lost his temper at Satinka. Never. “You’re made of fire. You don’t feel it on your skin. You don’t burn. I’m made of ice. I’m going to die out there!”
“You won’t die,” Arrio promised. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Sabeh sat back on his feet and looked up at Arrio. The strong and commanding Avatar was wilting in fear of the desert.
“The alternative,” Arrio suggested, “is crossing the Imperial Highway. Passing Kai Mo. Trying to trek through hot jungles none of us know. I can get us through the desert alive. I can promise you that.”
“I know this is the best option,” Sabeh caved. “I know that. I just…” he shuddered. Satinka knelt and put her arms around him.
“You’ll be alright. We’ll look after you. Come on, one step at a time. We’re not going in just yet. You just have to get to the store.” She rubbed the back of his shoulder comfortingly and teased him. “It’s about time you hit a road block. So far this journey’s been pretty easy for you, Avatar.”
“Bite me,” he retorted.
“You know I will – don’t be rude,” she warned playfully. “Come on.” She hauled him to his feet. He stood wearily, with his shoulders sagging and dread in his eyes. Satinka turned him to face the path along the treeline and then covered his eyes with her hands. “Don’t look at it. Just keep walking.”
“Thanks, but I could really do without being touched right now,” he muttered. Satinka let go and stepped away. She didn’t look offended, but she did look slightly worried. Sabeh turned his dim black eyes to Arrio and gestured.
“After you.”
Arrio nodded to him and turned to lead the way. Taku had said it wasn’t far, and Arrio trusted that, although it had been a long time since he had seen the area himself. He kept his pace slow for the sake of the others. While Sabeh’s suffering was painfully obvious, the drooping look amongst most of his friends wasn’t lost on him. Only Satinka held her head high as the others simply plodded while the heat washed over them.
After what felt more like fifteen minutes, the store came into sight. It was a two storey building nestled back into the shelter of the trees. The wooden exterior was old and dark and rickety now, and the sign out the front was battered and worn. Dwali didn’t care. This store had survived generations, and it looked like it had. It was the only source of human life and supplies from here to Mikdyal, and usually a necessary stop for anyone travelling into the desert.
Down the nearest side of the building was a small garden. A young girl, maybe ten years old, stood watering a bed of fire-lilies from a battered tin watering can. She looked up when she saw them coming. At first she peered at the travellers coming her way. Then her eyes widened as she saw Arrio. She dropped the watering can and bolted for the store. Arrio wasn’t the least bit surprised to see her hair bound in a long braid down her back. Her bright red dress whipped through the doorway and out of sight. Danni let out a groan.
“Oh come on! I thought you said there wouldn’t be any trouble!”
“There shouldn’t be,” Arrio replied.
“Are you blind now? Did you not see the kid run off?”
“Running is what children do,” he answered philosophically, knowing how much it would annoy her. Before she could snap he continued. “You don’t speak Zynaldini. Let me deal with this.”
As they neared the store, footsteps could be heard inside. The sound of small running footsteps, and larger thumping ones. The girl in red appeared at the door again, poking her head out to make sure she was right – her dark eyes like saucers in her face. Behind her a man appeared. His black hair was pulled back into a braid like his daughter’s, but it barely brushed his shoulders. He wore loose and comfortable linen clothes that had been carefully embroidered with patterns of fire and paw prints. Thick eyebrows creased over squinted eyes, and a thick moustache topped his slightly open mouth. Dwali stood with his hands on his daughter’s shoulders looking out the doorway towards the travellers. He looked like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then he looked like he could believe it. Arrio didn’t know what made him feel worse. He stopped and his friends all stopped behind him.
“Ree Dwali,” he spoke softly, but his deep voice carried. He raised his hand and dragged it diagonally through the air in front of his face as though clawing himself – the sign of the beast. The sign of Zyki. Dwali stepped around his daughter to join them on the path. He made the sign in return.
“Ree,” he responded in disbelief. “Ree. Arrio? Ree Ouhni. Arrio… juhero y ka oon?”
“It’s really me,” Arrio answered in Zynaldini.
Dwali brought his hands to his face and he looked like he might cry. Arrio became uncomfortably aware of the others behind him, and especially uncomfortable about Satinka’s possible knowledge of the Zynaldini language as he and Dwali continued to converse in it. The poor shopkeeper looked stunned. It had been a long time since Arrio had seen someone this awestruck. He wasn’t used to it anymore. Dwali came forward tentatively, as though afraid Arrio would vanish if he reached out to him.
“I prayed…” Dwali breathed as he came closer. “I prayed every night. I never stopped praying. Not since the gates opened. I knew you had to come back. I knew you did.”
“The gates?” Arrio asked.
“Kai Mo,” Dwali answered sickly. “The gates open and shut. Wagons of crates go in. Wagons of crates go out. All guarded by riders in doll masks. It started some years ago, but they only opened and shut once a year. For the last few months it has been every other week.”
Arrio felt his stomach drop out and vanish. Characteristically, his face didn’t let it show.
“The gates of Kai Mo have been opening for the first time in hundreds of years, and Sunne and his church have ordered your arrest. I knew it couldn’t be a coincidence. I knew you had to come back to save us. I knew. We knew. The Azolluni knew. We never doubted.”
“Has anyone been taken?”
“As far as I am aware they have not ridden into the desert yet, but I fear for my daughters, and I don’t know if they have been to the jungles.”
“The jungles might be easier targets,” Arrio contemplated sickly. “Although they are Sunne’s own lands.”
“Then you have not heard? There is movement in the jungles. A new church has been born. A church to a new god of light. Some near Ido have begun preaching of a new Eáshra and that Sunne’s days are numbered. Things are moving, Arrio. Things are moving drastically across the whole world. They are coming together, and we Azolluni always knew you would be at the centre of it.” Dwali pulled his sleeve back to expose a tattoo on his inner wrist. It was indeed inked in red now, but Arrio was still trying to wrap his head around the other new information.
“They what now?” he asked, dumbfounded, slipping back into the common tongue.
“What?” Satinka rushed forward and clutched at his arm. “I couldn’t follow what you were saying. What did he say?”
“You…” Dwali began, looking at her in some confusion. “Are you from the jungles?”
“Uh…” she realised she hadn’t covered up and her markings were displayed. “I…”
“No,” Arrio answered. “She is the queen of a Southern race. The one Sunne is trying to destroy, so we are trying to destroy him in turn.”
“We just dish that information out to everyone now,” Benji commented sarcastically behind his scarf. “I wonder if someone would do us flyers. Brochures. Something we can just pass out to strangers as we go by.”
“Dwali isn’t a stranger,” Arrio told him firmly. The pride and honour in Dwali’s eyes made Arrio want to take the words back, but he couldn’t, so he committed to them. “He’s not a stranger. He’s one of my people. He has information we need, and he can help us.”
“What information?” Sabeh asked softly.
“A new church in the jungles of Karm Tor. Somewhere near Ido they have begun worshiping a new god of light, and saying that Sunne’s days are numbered.”
A rustle moved through the group like a breeze.
“That bodes well for us then,” Elvac smiled.
“Should we check it out?” Sabeh asked. “I know you said the desert was the best path, Arrio, but maybe learning more about this cult would help?”
“No,” Arrio shook his head. Sabeh gave him a look, and Arrio didn’t blame him for trying. It was a good idea, except for one flaw. “The gates of Kai Mo have been opening. Riders in doll masks have been escorting wagons of crates going in and out every other week. We can’t pass those gates. We can’t cross the Imperial Highway.”
“Kai Mo is in business?” Danni demanded. “Since when?”
“Since always,” Francis replied, looking around the group in some confusion. “They’re a monastery.”
“No, we’ve had this conversation,” Satinka shook her head.
“Yeah, but Francis missed it. She was busy becoming an Avatar, remember?” Sabeh recapped.
“So if it’s not a monastery what is it?” Francis asked, rolling her eyes.
Everyone looked between each other. No one really knew what to say. Arrio didn’t know what to call it, because no one had ever come back out to say what was inside. Kai Mo was surrounded by a twenty-foot sandstone wall, and around that the neighbouring states updated warning signs from the times of Zelphis Chi out of superstition. A history like Kai Mo’s didn’t get swept under the rug, but no one knew what it was now – or who really lived in it since the time of the Dargo. Dwali finally answered her.
“It is evil,” he said simply. “It is a burial ground for the damned. A haunted city packed to the brim with ghosts of victims.”
“And a supplier of textbooks,” Francis added wryly, unfazed by everyone else.
“Textbooks?” Sabeh echoed.
“Yeah. Textbooks. Most of our medical textbooks are supplied by the Kai Mo Printing Press. They update them every few years. The last one was chiefly edited by a Mother Sutra Calidia of the Order of Kai Mo. Their books are the best because they cover the basics of everything. They do a lot of specialised editions too. Actually, they published that book on goat farming you read at the inn.”
Arrio didn’t try to hide his surprise. He hadn’t bothered to check the publisher, and was stunned she had. Although, he faintly recalled that the symbol on the spine had matched the spines of many of Francis’s books back home, and perhaps she had simply paid more attention at the time. She was still busy eyeing everyone up in that way she always did. Her patient eyes tolerated them as she outsmarted them all.
“They’re just a bunch of priests and priestesses who write and publish books.”
“Then, quiqui, why do they never leave the city?” Danni asked. “You don’t think that’s a bit suspicious?”
“Maybe they’re a weird cult,” Francis shrugged. “Maybe they are descendants of the Dargo, a horror story we never gave up on, and maybe they’re too afraid of being persecuted by us for the crimes of their ancestors. Maybe they think that the outside world is evil.”
“They’re associated with Sunne. Some would argue they’re his most devote followers,” Arrio muttered. “I say they’re probably all murderous cannibals.”
“I second that,” Benji raised his hand. “Sunne equals bad. That has proven true everywhere we go.”
“No wonder they’re scared of coming out…” Sabeh drawled.
“You disagree?” Arrio looked at him. “You want us to trek over there? Check it out? Pop by the jungles and inspect this new church? Give ourselves a glimpse into our future? Find out what we’re starting? Make the call, Sabeh. You think it’s a better idea to dodge around Kai Mo and see what’s happening in the jungle then lead on. I’ll follow you.” Arrio could feel Dwali’s eyes boring into the back of him. The shopkeeper didn’t like that he was so ready to cave to someone else. It wasn’t that simple. Nothing was simple, and members of the Azolluni only made it worse. Fortunately, Sabeh shook his head.
“No,” he breathed reluctantly. “No, I don’t. I don’t know what Kai Mo is. I don’t know why they make books. I don’t know why they stay locked up inside. I’m curious about the new god of light – but not curious enough to get killed over it. If we defeat Sunne we might get to pick a new god, and I’d rather find out about it that way.”
“You’re still scared of Kai Mo?” Francis pestered. Sabeh gave her a long slow look, and his usual self in all its confident glory shone through.
“Why does no one come out?” he asked. “Those gates have been shut for a thousand years. They open to let crates out, but not people – except for masked Dargo riders, and never more than ten. Hundreds of people have been kidnapped, dragged, even walked willingly through those gates, but no one has ever come back out.”
Francis didn’t have an answer. As per usual Sabeh got the last word. No one knew the truth about Kai Mo, not even them, and none of them wanted to risk nearing the city no one came out of. Dwali was still giving the little dark stranger a shrewd look.
“I know of you…” he said suspiciously. “You’re an Avatar.”
“So is she,” Sabeh pointed at Francis like he was trying to shift blame.
Dwali looked between them both. Then he looked back to Arrio with a strange understanding in his eyes and a calm acceptance on his face. Arrio did not trust the look.
“You travel with two Avatars and a queen?” Dwali asked him, shifting back into their native tongue.
“Beh,” Arrio confirmed. They both switched to Zynaldini.
“After a hundred years the gods are aligning their chosen against the plague of Āni,” he smiled. Arrio said nothing. Dwali noted the silence and continued. “You are heading to Mikdyal?”
“That’s the plan.”
“You have spoken to Zemebi?”
“No. I haven’t seen him in five years. I have walked the months to the edge of the desert praying every day that he will forgive me.”
“He was wrong. He was wrong and you know it. You can tell him.”
“No.”
Dwali’s eyes narrowed. Arrio didn’t back down.
“You think we are wrong?” the storeman asked.
“No.”
“Then pick. Who do you trust? Zemebi or Zyki? The man or the god? Who made the right call?”
Arrio smiled gently. It was not his first time hearing those questions. He had heard them many times before. Everyone had asked that five years ago. He had asked himself many times in those last five years. Once he had been confused. Those days were long gone. The sad and pathetic boy he had been was someone he looked back on with sympathy. The answer was something he had felt in his bones for a long time. Discovering it had given him the knowledge that allowed him to let it all go and finally grow up.
“Zyki chose Zemebi,” Arrio replied. “That was his call. They were one and the same. It isn’t in my blood to doubt my god. I know, no matter how much I might wish otherwise, that he is right. It isn’t in my heart to doubt Zemebi. I never have and I never will. I know that he was right. We must trust that between them they have done, and still do, what is best for the people.”
Dwali stared at him. Then, slowly, he smiled too. The storeman raised his hand and once again made the sign of the beast to him.
“I always knew, even when you were just a boy, we all knew. You really wish he had chosen otherwise?”
“You would too if it was you,” Arrio said.
“You have changed Arrio, but you are still the one. There are no changes you can go through that will undo the mark Zyki placed on you. Our god chose you. You are Azollu. Now you need to return home.”
“Now I need to get these people safely through the desert.”
“You are not dressed for desert travel.”
“No,” Arrio agreed. “We’re not prepared for desert travel. We left Almenir but they don’t take to the sand often. I thought you would be able to help us. We have some money…”
“No charge. Anything I can offer is yours.”
“We can pay you.”
“No,” Dwali shook his head. “It is on me. I am honoured to help.”
“Dwali, I can’t accept that. There are eight of us. We have to give you something.”
“Let us prepare your friends first,” Dwali skirted around the subject – clearly planning never to return to it. Arrio sighed. Dwali would be offended if Arrio tried to pay him, he already knew that. Arrio would be offended if Dwali didn’t let him pay. Someone was going to walk away unhappy. Arrio had a sneaking suspicion it was going to be him.
Most of the group were easy enough to dress. Benji donned a Zynaldini robe over his marshland garb for the sake of appearances, but given his tall unagi boots, and the scarf he wore around his head, he was fairly well protected from the sand and sun. Satinka also didn’t need anything. She donned a loose Zynaldini outfit, but declined shoes. Arrio hadn’t personally witnessed what had happened back in the forest outside Woodell, but he was fairly sure that she couldn’t burn. In hindsight, he was aware that Satinka had never complained about being too hot as long as he had known her. Beneath it all she was a creature of fire, even more so than he was.
For the most part the others were as easy. They took Dwali’s advice readily and exchanged or covered their outfits with tall, sealed boots and loose cool robes. Elvac was hesitant about losing his armoured wolf cloak for a silk robe, but Dwali was adamant that the thick wool would be too hot in the desert. Arrio agreed, and helped to convince his friend by packing away his own heavy leather coat in exchange for a lighter robe. He oversaw the preparation of his friends. The girls were the first to head outside again once they were ready. The whole time Arrio found he couldn’t stop glancing at Sabeh. He was the last one, and he had sat huddled in the corner staring out the doorway with dead eyes the entire time Dwali had been preparing the others. Everyone else was ready to go again when Dwali and Arrio finally turned to Sabeh.
“You’re afraid of the desert, aren’t you?” Dwali asked him.
“Yes,” Sabeh answered honestly. “I am.”
Arrio would never be able to explain to the shop keeper why that was so terrifying to hear. He kept a tight rein on his expression, but deep inside his guts flipped. He had seen horrors beyond imagining on this journey, but somehow watching Sabeh cower in fear was the most unsettling thing of all. Dwali had pulled out a pair of sealed boots and Sabeh was shaking his head.
“You’ll need them,” Dwali insisted. “The sand will burn your skin. You want to pull them on over your trousers and belt them here and here to keep the sand out.”
“My feet and legs will get hot.”
“Yes, they will. All of you will be hot, Avatar. You’ll be in a desert. But hot is better than burnt.”
“I’ll melt.”
“No, you will sweat. It’s different, and it’s manageable. If you try and walk through the midday Zynaldini sands barefoot, your skin will blister and burn and peel. The blood from the wounds will attract the sand beasts which will attack from below while you are too injured to walk.”
Sabeh sank further down. Arrio listened to the grisly description and watched his friend’s haunted face. Dwali was right. The midday sun of the desert was hot enough to burn skin and cause serious injury. Arrio sighed heavily as he made an executive decision for the group. He had no idea how they would all feel about it, but he really didn’t care at this point either. None of them would have the nerve to say anything to him anyway.
“Take the boots Dwali is offering. They’re a good size for you and they’re well-padded. Also get some sakel-hair socks. You’re not used to wearing shoes, so the more padding we can give you the fewer blisters we’ll have to worry about. Take a robe. Gather all these things up now, but don’t put them on. When you have them, go outside and tell everyone to rest – sleep if they can. Keep an eye on Francis for me. Make sure she isn’t trying to do anything stupid. I love her and I think she’s a genius, but I don’t trust her not to push her limits.”
Sabeh stared at him dumbfounded. It was a beautiful moment, but Arrio couldn’t let himself enjoy it too much.
“You heard me,” he ushered the frozen Ickian.
“But…” Sabeh clambered to his feet. “But… what?”
“Dwali’s right. It’s going to be hotter than you can bear. It is going to be hot enough to burn you. So, the more I think about it, the more I think it would be better to ease into it. We should travel at night. It will be cooler then.”
“After dark?” Dwali questioned.
“It will be better for them,” Arrio shrugged. “The sun is unforgiving. It will kill them faster than sand beasts.”
Dwali shrugged while Sabeh still stared. The shop keeper handed over everything Arrio had suggested and Sabeh let the pile be bundled into his arms. Once he had the lot, Arrio signalled him to the door and the little Avatar turned and left without a word. Arrio turned back to Dwali, who was probably overly impressed with how that had looked.
“So,” Arrio moved on neatly, “now we need to work out how much I owe you.”
Dwali smiled. This was what he really did for a living. Arrio was out of practice, going up against a professional.
The others took the news that they weren’t leaving until nightfall with little reaction. Sabeh had been concerned that Satinka would find the halt frustrating, especially given that the heat didn’t bother her at all. Not so much as a flicker of annoyance crossed her face. She was too worried about him. He could see it in her wide blue eyes. That wasn’t the way it was supposed to work. He needed to pull it together.
Francis was changing into her new outfit. After discarding her dresses in favour of an outfit more representative of her adoptive people, she was now changing again into something that would keep her safe from the desert. She had pulled the baggy silk trousers on under her skirt and tucked the bottoms into her boots. Now she just stood there rubbing her legs.
“This is amazing. I have never been this comfortable.”
Danni was comparing her own orange trousers with her wife’s red ones, and she kept twisting awkwardly to look at herself.
“Yeah,” she agreed with doubt in her voice. “But I feel like I’m naked. Very comfortable, but naked.”
“It’s the silk,” Taum explained as he packed away his shirt and tunic and donned a loose silk robe over everything else. “It covers you but it stays cool. It feels like swimming.”
“Like being naked in water,” Francis sounded delighted. “Sabeh, get dressed, it feels so good!” She had thrown a silk shirt on and was hugging herself in it. Sabeh didn’t ignore her. He watched with as much patience as he could muster before turning away.
“I can’t deal with how weird you people are right now.”
Elvac chuckled at him as he brushed off the sleeves of his robe.
“Honestly, I’m with Danni,” the soldier sighed. “It’s weird. I feel naked. These offer no protection. You don’t feel like you’re wearing anything.”
“Am I right?!” Danni exclaimed.
“They won’t protect you from blades and beasts,” Satinka agreed. “But they will protect you from the heat of the sun and the sand. That’s what they’re for. Besides,” she smiled at Elvac, “you look good in it. That blue really suits you.”
“Thank you, but that doesn’t make me feel better.”
“What? Who are you, and what have you done with Elvac?” Benji demanded.
“Excuse me?” Elvac turned on him slowly. Benji’s expressions were always lost behind his scarf now, but his green eyes gave away a smile through his scars.
“Too much sass?” Benji asked. “I saw a new side of you in Almenir, Elvac. Don’t dish it if you can’t take it.”
“Wow,” Elvac didn’t sound impressed. “Taku really did a number on you, didn’t she?”
“Excuse me?”
“Oooo! Fight!” Danni encouraged.
“Don’t fight,” Satinka sighed.
“No, I’m curious,” Benji continued. “What is the group gossip on this? What have people been saying?”
“Fight. Fight. Fight. Fight.” Danni chanted.
“Oh, all kinds of things. People have money riding on their own personal theories.”
“But you don’t, and you won’t say what they are because you’re too polite. You never change, Elvac. Even if you didn’t have everyone listening you still wouldn’t be able to get your mouth to form the ideas that cross your mind. Mother taught you better than that.”
“Guys! It’s hot! We get it!” Satinka interjected. “Go sit in the shade and cool off. Stop griping.”
“It’s not a real fight, Satinka,” Benji comforted her. Indeed, his tone hadn’t moved from a calm baseline the entire time.
“The comrade from any tribe who draws arms at my side will be my brother,” Elvac quoted. “Siblings are supposed to fight.”
Satinka looked between them. Neither of them seemed bothered. She turned away and stalked off to sit on the edge of the sand.
“I can’t deal with humans right now.”
Elvac and Benji looked at each other. Both bore in their eyes a quiet confusion, as though they were unsure if they should feel guilty about the ordeal.
“What’s up her nose?” Benji muttered.
“She’s exhausted,” Sabeh answered. He had dumped his things on top of his pack on the ground and moved to the group to try and distract himself.
“We’ve just spent the last few weeks resting,” Benji protested.
“Doesn’t matter. Satinka hasn’t had a decent night’s sleep since Undernal. I’m surprised she can walk.”
Elvac and Benji were silent in the wake of Sabeh’s statement. His face was so grim.
“There’s nothing you can do?” Benji asked.
“No. I’ve tried. He’s too strong, and it’s not the same kind of magic.”
“It’s Avatar magic.”
“Yeah, but we get our powers from the gods, and they’re all different. Well, relatively speaking. Ragnar, Ahkma, and Brukna are similar, and Thzul was like them too. Zyki and Sunne are completely different from any other gods. I don’t know why. Sunne always had power over dreams and illusions. He’s a god of light, and his domain is what can be seen and felt. I tried to force Āni from her mind once. It didn’t go well.”
“Sabeh?” Elvac looked alarmed at the expression on his little friend’s face. Ever since they’d left for the desert something had been different. He was so deeply troubled.
“Āni is going to kill me,” he stated simply. “I know he is. I just have to help Satinka beat him before I die.”
“Sabeh–” Elvac stopped dead at the look on his face as Sabeh met his eye.
“You have to protect her. When I’m gone don’t look to Francis. Just make sure Āni can’t get to Satinka. Our entire world rides on her surviving this. People on lands thousands of miles away who have never heard of this war will die if we fail.”
There were so many things to say in response that Elvac seemed to struggle to pick one, but Benji put a hand on his shoulder as his green eyes gave Sabeh a hard look.
“We know. We’ve got this. Try not to get yourself killed in too much of a hurry.”
“Thanks. Y’know, you’re alright, Benji. I’m warming to you.”
“I’m not warming to you. I still don’t like you, but I don’t really want you to die either.”
“Fair enough,” Sabeh shrugged. “I’ll take what I can get.”
“You won’t have to face him alone,” Elvac pulled the conversation back. “We wouldn’t let you.”
“Besides, I don’t really think you’ll have to worry.” No one could see Benji’s face, but his eyes were smirking. “We all know what’s going to happen next. Arrio’s going to turn into an Avatar and melt Āni’s face off. I don’t suppose we could send a message to Zyki and tell him to bestow his magical powers on our friend now so we can just skip desert?”
Sabeh snorted with laughter but Elvac looked worried.
“You don’t think he’s really another chosen one, do you?”
“How many red-haired Zynaldinis do you know?” Benji replied.
“Very astute,” Sabeh complimented. “To the best of my historical knowledge, there has only been one other, and that was a thousand years ago at the birth of the Zynaldini Desert.”
“Have you ever asked him about it?”
“Once. It wasn’t long after he moved to Undernal and I was curious, but he pretended his common tongue wasn’t very good and dodged the question. I could tell he was faking and didn’t want to talk about it, so I let it lie. I figured I was right about him and it was something he had run away from. You have to admit Dwali treats him very respectfully.”
“Daddy says he is Azollu.”
The three men jumped as one. None of them had noticed Dwali’s daughter had gone back to watering her garden of fire lilies behind them. Now she looked up at them with big black eyes that gazed at the travellers in awe and fascination. She stood patiently and held her watering can delicately.
“I’m unfamiliar with the word,” Sabeh recovered quickly.
“Azollu? He is the next Ishal. Ishal reborn.”
“Ishal?” Benji asked. “The guy who sang a song and walked a bunch of people through the desert?”
“Your cultural appreciation is outstanding,” Sabeh said dryly.
“Go piss up a tree,” Benji retorted. Elvac gave him a sharp look, but the little girl in front of them just giggled. She looked about to say more too, but Dwali and Arrio emerged from the store and at the sight of her Dwali began to yell. The girl yelled back, but her father was angrier and soon drowned her out. As tears welled up in her eyes, Arrio stepped in, but seemed to do little to calm either of them.
“What’s wrong?” Sabeh asked. “What are they fighting about? We didn’t do anything.”
“It’s something about water,” Satinka answered, stepping up beside him. The argument had brought her back. Arrio heard her and quickly elaborated.
“He’s telling her not to water the garden. Their well is still very low, so they will just have to let the flowers die. He says that with all the travellers coming through they can’t afford to waste water on this. I told him not to worry about us – we won’t use their well.”
“Arrio, that’s ridiculous,” Sabeh scoffed. “We have to have more water if we’re going into the desert.”
“But their supply is already so low– You’re doing that face.”
“That face that says: you’re an idiot?”
“Yep, that face.”
“That, my friend, is because you are. But we love you anyway, Azollu.”
Arrio’s expression went black at Sabeh’s use of the word. Sabeh completely ignored it and turned to Dwali.
“Good Sir, where is your well?”
“Round the back, over near the trees,” Dwali answered. “There isn’t much water closer to the desert.”
“Right. Francis!” Sabeh clicked his fingers.
Francis had been having fun with Danni and Taum, playing with their new clothes. When Sabeh clicked at her she gave him a death stare.
“Did you just click at me?”
“Yes. I need to borrow you.”
“You just clicked at me!”
“It got your attention…”
“Sabeh, it’s rude! Who died and made you king?”
“Why do people ask me that?”
“Because you’re bossy,” Satinka answered. “Although, the better question is, who died and made you Avatar?”
“Lady Xarafi.”
Everyone stared at him.
“Lady Xarafi was Ragnar’s last Avatar. I became Avatar after she died.” He let out a sigh. “Her death was the worst thing to happen to Ickiar. The prick of a King went mad when there wasn’t a woman around to reign him in.”
“Story of the world,” Francis agreed. “Men always turn into problems. It starts with clicking.”
Sabeh rolled his eyes at her. “Do you want your first proper Avatar lesson or not?”
Polite manners forgotten, Francis squeaked excitedly and ran over to join them. Sabeh didn’t wait for her. Once he knew he had her, he started off toward the well. Everyone followed. There were multiple reasons for curiosity, and it seemed foolish to pass up a chance to see two Avatars in action. Arrio and Danni shared a glance as they followed closely. They were going for the same reason. Francis had only just come out of a coma after draining herself. Neither of them would let it happen again – not that they knew what they’d do to stop it. Fortunately, Francis was fine, apart from breaking a sweat. Unfortunately, the event was hugely underwhelming.
Gathered around the well, Sabeh got her to feel with her mind for the well’s interior. Once they both had a magical grip on it, he got her to urge back the tree roots that were draining the small water supply that there was, while pulling more water up. There was a sharp crack as he tore the ground under the well deeper and larger. That was the most notable event for the audience. Otherwise the rest of the magic was out of sight. Once they had made the well considerably bigger, the fight between Dwali and his daughter became irrelevant. The Avatars wiped the sweat from their brows, even though to everyone watching it looked like nothing had happened. Then they filled up the watering can and all the waterskins the travellers had been drinking from.
Arrio watched as Danni sagged with relief after it was done. Francis was using her powers and she hadn’t fainted. So far things were going very well. She looked over to him, and he was comforted by the familiar characteristic challenge in her cool blue gaze.
“So now what?” she asked.
“Now we wait until dark,” he answered softly.




THE ZYNALDINI DESERT

Arrio sat in a half doze. He had probably been asleep before, but he couldn’t remember waking. He sat near the edge of the desert, leaning back against one of the warped and gnarly trees, with his eyes closed. The heat blowing in off the sand made him sleepy, and he had undoubtedly slipped from daydream to dream and back again. Evening was finally falling. He could feel the cooling of the air and fading light on his skin.
“Azollu!”
The call was sharp and urgent. Arrio’s eyes snapped open at Dwali’s voice. He was on his feet instantly, but he already knew what was wrong. Their eyes met and they looked out across the desert.
“You will have to wait another week,” Dwali said solemnly.
“No,” Arrio disagreed. “We’ll leave immediately.”
“Arrio, you are on foot. That’s madness.”
“We can make it. Trust me.”
Dwali didn’t know how to do otherwise. Arrio rounded on the group and lifted his voice. The warm desert air carried his deep tone across them all.
“Everyone get ready to leave. You have five minutes.” No one complained. No one spoke back to him. Everyone quickly packed away the few things they had out. Arrio noticed one familiar face wasn’t with the others. He turned back and saw Satinka still standing in the desert, bathed in the blood red glow of the sunset. It made her skin coral coloured and her hair and eyes black. She looked over at him as he approached.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she commented. “What is it in the sky that makes the sun set that colour here?”
“It is Zyki rising to the surface,” Arrio answered. “The red sunset is an omen. Three days from now the desert will be swallowed by a sandstorm. We need to be in Mikdyal by then.”
She turned to him sharply, but they knew each other well enough to know he wasn’t joking.
“Would it be safer to wait?”
“Yes.” Arrio’s answer was honest and Satinka looked at him shrewdly for a long time.
“But we’re not going to?”
“No. We need to be in Mikdyal when the storm hits.”
“Why?”
“Because we do. Trust me.”
She kept looking at him, but he kept his gaze on the horizon because his eyes had nothing more to say. Her tiny hand reached out and rested gently on his arm. She knew that something was up. She knew him better than any of them. She knew he didn’t know how to explain it, just as he couldn’t explain why everyone always gave in when he asked for their trust. He asked her to trust him and the stream of questions died instantly. She kissed his shoulder.
“You know I do.” With that she turned away, and picked up her pack and her weary boyfriend. Sabeh was slow on his feet this time. Night was falling, but that didn’t ease his mind much. He knew, like all of them, that the sun would rise again, and when it did they would be deep in the belly of the desert.
Everyone had changed and organised their packs. The bags were weighed down with all the water they could carry, and they were going to need it. Arrio hadn’t spoken to anyone about how difficult it was to cross the desert on foot. Each year about half a dozen people perished trying. He didn’t want to frighten his friends unnecessarily, and it wasn’t like they had access to any other kind of transport.
Arrio took the five minutes he had given everyone else and went back inside with Dwali. He had been unable to win his debate before about paying for supplies, but had asked Sabeh for advice earlier that afternoon. The wily little Ickian told Arrio what to do. While Dwali happily searched for the last things Arrio had requested, the giant red-head hid a neat stash of coins under some loose paperwork on the counter. The shopkeeper wouldn’t find it until they were well out of sight.
Dwali brought back everything Arrio had asked for and Arrio strapped it all on. It had been five years since he had last kitted himself out like this, and it felt strange to have weights hanging from all the belts again. Despite changing some of his leather for silk, he still felt heavy now. Undernal had made him soft. Perhaps that was a good thing. He couldn’t push the others to his old limits anyway. They left the store and Arrio smiled internally at the success of Sabeh’s plan. Outside, Elvac was the first to spot them.
“Sweet holy father of Sunne,” the soldier cursed at the sight of him.
“The desert can be dangerous,” Arrio replied.
“You don’t say…” Elvac smiled.
“Brukna’s teeth!” Benji had looked their way. “Arrio, you look like a walking arsenal. Do we need to gear up?”
“Would it help you? Remember, the heat of the desert will make you weaker than normal. You are all skilled with your own weapons, would it be beneficial to carry more?”
They seemed to think about it, then Benji shook his head.
“We trust you,” he shrugged. Elvac nodded in agreement. Arrio gave them a nod back. The red light was fading and the first stars were starting to show. Everyone was waiting on him now. He turned back to Dwali.
“Thank you so much for everything. We owe you a great deal.”
“You owe me nothing, Azollu. Fae kyab.” Be safe, he blessed the group. They all thanked him in return. With no time left to lose, Arrio led them out into the desert.
The night air was cool after the heat of the day, but a few steps in and Arrio could feel the heat rise under the soles of his boots. The fire of Zyki burned deep within the earth, and with every step he could feel himself getting stronger. It was as though he grew in size, becoming bigger as his power intensified. But it wasn’t his power. It was Zyki’s. The mark on his chest seared, like a metal brand was being pushed against his skin, and he focused all his newfound energy on trying to ignore it.
Arrio stopped a moment. Let his hand sneak up and press against the painful mark through his soft silk shirt. Satinka appeared at his side. Arrio looked to her. The others were following slowly. They didn’t want to push themselves too hard too soon. They needed to get used to the heat. Only he and Satinka had the strength and the urge to take off and run here. Her dark blue eyes told him that under no circumstances was that an option. That wasn’t new information.
“Which way?” she asked. He pointed north.
“Straight up. Keep the sun on our left.”
“And when there is no sun?” she watched the last of the deep red light stain the sky.
“We follow the stars,” he smiled. His hand dropped from his chest and he took another step into the land of the god of fire.
The edges of dawn touched the forest. The birds were beginning to wake, but had yet to make a sound. Ragged and heavy breathing filled the air. It sat on the ground at the base of the gnarled trees and looked out at the sand. No. He sat. He shook his head, trying to clear it. What was he doing here? How had he gotten here? Why was there a burning urge deep in his stomach to bound off into the desert?
The Raven shuddered and looked out. She was out there now, somewhere in the land of the fire god. Protected by the flames of the beast. It had to kill her. This new fire could be no worse than hers had been, and the fire should get rid of the problem. Yes. The problem. The fire would take care of it, and the Raven would wait patiently. It shifted a hand and winced. The wounds from the spring were gone. These others were… new. It looked down at its arms through the tattered black rags that remained.
He had to remember. He couldn’t let the memories slip away again. He needed to stay grounded. With a lurch and a twitch he brought his arm up and took his claws to his own skin. Remember the smell of the bakery. Hot and fresh and sweet. Remember the innocence of being human. Back before all the death. Remember the man with the delivery cart. His friendly confident smile. Remember organising your first room. Pushing the bed tightly into the corner to try and get more space. Remember the nights spent lying awake wondering. There was so much to wonder about.
Blood dripped down his deathly pale skin onto the sandy dirt. He tried to listen to the snake. It was going to kill him. All this pain and anguish that bled through his mind, but he couldn’t afford not to remember. Remember that life and what was important. The whispering snake helped. Memories were all he had.
But her scent was strong here. It knew where it had to go. Its problem would soon be taken care of, and then it would feast.
The marble walls glowed with a soft white light. It was as though the building had been carved from the moon, and it spent the day reflecting sunlight. Except the light shone even on the days when the sun didn’t. Taal stared at the wall as though transfixed. His expressionless face was as blank as his view. He hated it here. Every morning he woke with a heavy body and a nauseated stomach, and the feeling that he had survived a nightmare, although he never remembered it. He never remembered dreams at all anymore. Was he really so broken?
Beneath the sickness he felt sad. It wasn’t as deep as self-pity, just a mild melancholia. No dreams, but no peace, and none of it mattered. What mattered was that he was in a position to protect Karli here. Back in the tower of Āni, Taal could look out for the child and take care of him. Āni had a renewed interest in Taal, and once again the young priest had a room in the holy halls of the Avatar. The lack of dreams was irrelevant. He was living his worst nightmare.
Taal stood from the edge of his bed and gently smoothed the sheets back out. Then he turned and left the room, stepping out of his haven and back into the nightmare. He walked slowly to Āni’s office. A calm, composed, and completely unruffled young man would look back at him every time he glanced at one of the mirrors lining the hall. That man didn’t seem to be scared or sick or worn down. He was as blank as the white walls of the Palace. He couldn’t be anything else. He knocked on Āni’s door, and it swung open as though it had been waiting. Taal stepped inside.
Karli was asleep on a sheepskin rug by the fire. The tiny silvery child looked so young today that Taal stopped in his tracks. He’d never seen Karli look that young before.
“You don’t need to wait for permission, Taal,” Āni purred from the other side of the desk. “Come in.”
Taal stepped properly into the room, ignoring the cold sweat on his back despite the warmth of the fire. Āni had assumed Taal’s fear had stopped him. He crossed confidently to the desk to hide the truth of his distraction.
“Yes, My Lord?” he stood straight-backed with his hands clasped in front of him.
Āni sat on the other side of the desk, signing and editing documents. His cold grey eyes were lost on the parchment, and he gestured at a chair with his writing hand as he continued to read. Taal gently sat down across the desk and waited. He had no desire to begin the conversation.
“You said the Raven had recovered from its run-in with Sabeh of Stonehall?” Āni inquired, still keeping his eyes on his work.
“Yes, Lord Āni. Last I checked it had almost completely recovered.” Taal said ‘almost’ because he had no idea how to bring up the psychological damage. Āni would be furious if he found out, so Taal had decided not to bring it up. It was possible no one would ever know about it. Even if they found out, they could never prove Taal knew about it. Still, it made him so tired. So sad. Taal could feel the curse of the snake god at work when he tried to reach through to the monster, and the pain it caused to the ghost of the man left in the Raven’s skin was worse than anything Taal had felt himself.
Going to Undernal, touching that mind, it left him drained and depressed. He couldn’t explain it to anyone, or so much as try and speak of it to anyone. It was clearly and sharply the sensation of losing anything that might have once made you happy. Taal wondered if he had ever been happy. With a strange pull in his gut he thought of Lemonsaley. He looked over to Karli asleep on the rug. Yes. Even if he couldn’t express it or recognise it, he had been happy at times. That was what made sharing the pain of the man beneath the Raven so awful. But he didn’t want Āni to know, so he pushed the thoughts from his mind with a sigh and continued.
“Last I saw, it had picked up the trail again and made it to the edge of the forest. She has crossed over into Zyki’s lands, and it will have to follow her into the desert. I don’t know how that will affect the Raven, but it does bode well with regard to Ragnar’s Avatar. He will struggle to survive the heat.”
“Good,” Āni paused, hand poised as the ink dried on the page. He looked up. Taal got the full brunt of the look like a smack to the face. He didn’t flinch as Āni’s cruel grey eyes pierced him. “I have read several descriptions of the group she travels with, and I have seen… certain things, in her own mind. I know of the Zynaldini she travels with.”
“The one with red hair?”
“That is what I have heard. Do you know what it means?”
Taal nodded. His history was definitely lacking after growing up in Āni’s tower, but he had a pretty good idea. Āni continued.
“The Raven has to get to them and destroy her before they get to Zyki. Lord Sunne knows his siblings go behind his back. He knows they disapprove. We will crush all of them once the Syrene Empire is destroyed. In the meantime, we have to get to the Kakai before the fire god can give her another Avatar.”
“You think it is likely?”
“I think it is inevitable.”
Taal could hear the jealousy and yearning in Āni’s voice. An Avatar of Zyki. A lifespan of a thousand years.
“The rebirth of Ishal is not a matter to be taken lightly,” Āni continued. “I remember when the Zynaldini people first started talking about it. It doesn’t feel like very long ago, but it was before all this started. The war with the Syrene has been going for more than ten years now, although some days it feels longer than that. The Zynaldini people started talking about this Azollu – this messiah – before the war.” Āni stopped for a moment. He gave Taal a strange look. “They were talking about him before you came to live here.”
Taal felt his blood ice over. Āni had never used that as a method of describing anything before. Taal didn’t know or remember a time before the Palace. He had always been here. Of course, Āni had been alive for over a hundred years. There had been many children before Taal, just as Karli had come after. Still, Āni had never spoken to Taal about those times before. The young priest didn’t know what to say. Fortunately, Āni wasn’t waiting for or expecting a reply.
“It won’t surprise you to know that I am still receiving reports from Undernal, including details of your visits.”
“No, Lord Āni.”
“It seems it’s a good thing I am. The last one included information you had been neglecting to mention.”
Taal’s sweaty palms clutched the knees of his robes under the desk. His stomach vanished. What did Āni know? What would be his punishment this time?
“M-my Lord?” he stammered, his fear evident in his voice if not his face. Āni smiled. It made Taal want to vomit in fear.
“The clergy in Undernal say they will continue to follow the orders given to them by my Right Hand – the wizard of Sunndan, who visits them daily.”
“I– Lord Āni– They wouldn’t listen. I needed them to listen. I needed them to take me seriously. I needed them to obey. I didn’t intend–” Taal fell silent as Āni raised a hand.
Āni stood and wandered slowly around his desk. Taal could feel his fingers trembling out of sight. The Avatar moved as though out for a leisurely stroll. Taal knew from experience that Āni was often at his most dangerous when he seemed calm. Since Taal had moved back into the tower, fears from his childhood plagued him. Would he be locked in the closet again? Āni had left him there for three days once. Would he still fit in there now? Āni stopped beside Taal’s chair, and rested a cold hand on the back of his neck. It was like ice on his skin and Taal fought the shudder that ached in his spine.
“I’m proud, Taal,” Āni murmured soothingly. “I’m impressed with how quickly and efficiently you managed to deal with the Undernalian clergy. Though self-appointed, your new title is not inaccurate. I would like to make it official. How would you feel about that?”
Taal turned to look up at the Avatar towering over him, but Āni’s hand stayed resting on his neck like a gentle breath of frost. His head was swimming. He knew this feeling, and he could sense Āni’s emotions too. Āni loved him. He always had. Taal wanted to throw himself at the Avatar’s feet, hug his knees and beg forgiveness for everything. But he remembered the cold dusty cobwebs of the closet and he wanted to scream. He knew where Āni’s love led, and he didn’t want to go down that road again.
A little voice in his head told him it didn’t have to be that way. Āni had already taken him back. Things hadn’t been so bad. The Avatar didn’t want to hurt him. He wanted to keep him – to reward him. Taal could feel a powerful tugging in his chest. He wanted this. If he could find the words, Āni would care for him, and Taal wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore. He wanted it so badly he thought he might cry.
A flicker of movement caught his eye. Taal saw Karli over by the fire. The little boy was looking at him with serious silver eyes. Āni had once asked Taal if he would look after Karli like a brother. Āni wanted them to be a family. Taal wanted that too. Just the three of them against the world, and Āni would keep them safe. He would protect the only two people in the world that he loved, and Taal would get to be a part of that. He could feel the tears building as he thought about everything he could have.
Karli reached into his pocket and pulled something out. He held it out. It was a piece of mirror. Taal saw his own face staring back at him. Blank as paper, with eyes as dry. He couldn’t stop feeling, but he couldn’t show anything. He was like the corpse of a soul. A shell of a human. He was a storm of emotions, and he couldn’t express any of them. That was what Āni’s love did. That was the result of the promise. Taal turned his eyes back up to the Avatar.
“I would be honoured, My Lord,” he responded politely. The answer was everything it needed to be in a respectful acceptance, but it did not acknowledge Āni’s other offers.
Āni smiled and nodded gently. He took his hand back and Taal felt like a great weight was lifted from his shoulders. Under his skin he felt himself sag with relief, but knew that somehow the action didn’t show itself. Āni moved back to his seat. Taal glanced over at Karli. The small boy was still curled up asleep on the rug.
“I will organise for your appointment to be declared at the next council,” Āni stated as though nothing had happened.
“Thank you, Āni,” Taal breathed.
“You’re welcome. I’m glad I can give you this. You serve me well, Taal. Better than any other before you.”
“Then Lord Sunne is satisfied with my work?”
“We both are. Sunne and I are pleased with everything you do for us.”
Taal didn’t know why that frightened him so much, but there was something horrible and terrifying in Āni’s words. He simply nodded in response. Āni gave him a reassuring nod back. The Avatar’s kindness was far more disturbing than his cruelty.
“You are dismissed, Taal. I will see you again later.”
“Yes, Lord Āni,” Taal nodded and stood. He threw a quick look back at Karli as he walked away, but the boy still hadn’t moved. Taal left without another word.
Dawn had broken golden to their right as the group travelled through the desert. It began like a drop of sunlight in an ebony lake and bled out across the sky, hiding the stars that had guided them through the night. Arrio marked the sunrise and knew they were still on the right track. The nocturnal journey had been peaceful and easy so far, but now came the day. By midmorning the sun was like a hammer on their heads and backs, and Arrio could sense his friends dragging their feet. He didn’t have time to go easy on them. Mikdyal wasn’t even in sight yet. Still, the heat aside, they all needed food and rest, so Arrio called camp before midday.
In the collection of weapons he had brought with him Arrio had hooked an additional three spears over his back with his own. The other three were lighter, but he hadn’t expected them to last in a fight anyway. They served a different purpose. He stuck the spearheads into the sand and unpacked a silk sheet to tie on at the corners. Beneath his makeshift shelter the others rolled out blankets and sank gratefully to the ground in the shade. The sand beneath them was still hot, but the shade was better than nothing. Arrio took a drink from his waterskin. The water was already warm, and the dry heat of the air sapped the sweat from his body so quickly he barely got wet.
Convincing everyone to eat was trickier than he thought. Most of them were convinced they weren’t hungry. The heat left a weak and sick feeling in most of his friends, but they were exhausted and they needed energy. The odd bit of fruit from Almenir was consumed, if only for the juice it offered. Quickly Arrio took it upon himself to keep watch as everyone else drifted off in the rising heat. Arrio squinted off into the distance. He was pleasantly surprised that nothing had tried to attack them yet, though to most creatures hiding below the sand, this group trekking along wouldn’t seem like much at all.
Part of him didn’t want to stop. They had so much ground to cover. Dwali had been right. It was madness to try and cover this distance, in this time, on foot, with people who had never been in the desert before. He looked back under the shade and his eyes sought out Sabeh. The little Ickian seemed to be doing well, although he wasn’t saying much. None of them were. Once they got to Mikdyal the hardest part would be over. Arrio looked back out at the desert and rubbed the mark on his chest in irritation. He had no idea what awaited him in Mikdyal, but he also knew there was only one way to find out.
Arrio let the others sleep into the afternoon. They hadn’t taken long to drift off, and he struggled to keep himself awake in the heat, but someone had to keep watch. He kept looking for a shift in the sand that would signal monsters, but nothing came. A noise sounded behind him and he turned. The others were all still asleep, and out behind them the sand blew listlessly over cracked golden dirt. The landscape blurred in the heatwaves. Arrio sighed at his own skittishness, but at least the edginess kept him alert. As he turned back he saw it. Her face. Satinka lay on the ground near him. He knew as soon as he saw her expression that she had made the noise. Her face was contorted horribly in an agonised grimace – as though she was trying to scream silently. Another nightmare. Arrio was over her in a flash. He moved instantly and silently, grabbing her by the shoulders.
“Satinka.” He shook her. She struggled in his grip. The tiny girl was strong – much stronger than any human her size. But Arrio might have been nearly as strong. “Satinka!” Her eyes opened.
Darkness. For a second Arrio wondered if he’d gone blind. Then the pain kicked in. It was like nothing he’d ever felt before. He blinked and slowly his vision came back in spots and stains, like black wax melting off a painting. He was sprawled in the sand next to their shelter. His hand clutched at the edge of his jaw and the side of his neck. The area burned with a pain so intense his vision still swam. He could see Sabeh holding Satinka back by the wrists. Everyone was awake now. He’d yelled when she struck him. Or she’d yelled? Someone had yelled. He could almost remember the way the blue fire in her hand had looked as she lashed out. Now all he could see was her face. She was all eyes, and they were swimming. Tears welled like a dam about to burst in her dark blue gaze. She looked horrified.
“Arrio…” she barely managed his name.
“It’s fine, denden.” He kept his voice steady and even as he lied. His greatest talent. “Don’t worry. It’s okay. Doesn’t even hurt.”
“Take her,” Sabeh passed Satinka to Elvac and signalled Francis over. The two Avatars approached Arrio. He thought about standing up, but his legs didn’t seem to work. He must be in shock. That was the only explanation he could think of. Sabeh and Francis knelt in front of him, squinting in the hot sun.
“Show me,” Francis ordered. She reached out to try and tug his hand away. He resisted only for a second, but then logic kicked in. She grimaced when she saw it. Sabeh looked bleak. He uncapped a waterskin and looked at Francis.
“You or me?”
“Me,” she insisted.
“Don’t waste the water,” Arrio told them. They completely ignored him.
“Get him under the shade,” Francis instructed.
Sabeh grabbed Arrio and pulled him back into their shelter. The Zynaldini remembered trying to protest, but he found himself lying down on the warm sand under the shade. Francis leant over him.  She raised a hand over the waterskin and a handful of water rose out from the top like a bubble. Sabeh capped the skin as Francis pressed the water to the burn on Arrio’s neck. He’d never felt anything so soothing in his life. The pain began to disappear.
“Relax,” Francis murmured. “You’ve been awake for nearly twenty four hours now. That’s not helping.”
He had to stay awake. They had to keep moving. The storm was coming. They couldn’t afford to waste water and time on this. But her voice was hypnotic, and Arrio realised she was right even as he began to drift off peacefully into sleep.
The rain fell from a charcoal sky that matched the ground below it. The landscape of lumpy, twisted, black, molten rock stretched out forever like the clouds, and there was nothing but water between them. Well, nothing but water, a gigantic herd of hunoths, and the most terrifying army Alera had ever seen. They had long ago left the mountains behind. Alera had not seen the battlefield between the mountains and the coast since she fled into the caves – before she had met Khol. She had not seen the horrible mess created by the dragons in their retaliation. Every now and again she would see something in the ground – a twisted mass, a lump or spike – and she would know that even stone boiling under dragon fire couldn’t do that. There were bodies in this ground. The entire landscape was a mass grave.
The rain was cold. The air was not. For a long time now the horizon had been marked by a blue glow. Now Alera could spot the wall of fire, stretching as far as the eye could see. She could feel it too. The heat blew back over them in lazy waves. It reminded her of home, except it stank of roast meat, wet ash, and molten rock. Syrene, both dragons and riders alike, wandered in and out of the fire. A group of them, gathering from the mountains and the plains, had formed into an honour guard around Khol’s herds. The Syrene General had herded the beasts with fire through the mountains, and had probably appreciated the help from the others who had gathered around them.
The other Syrene warriors had been curious about the two humans travelling with Khol. Alera had tried to listen and understand, but she wasn’t sure her Syrene was getting any better. However, some of them spoke the common tongue, and it seemed Khol’s own people often ended up as dissatisfied with his answers as she did. She had tried to explain Derrio’s premonitions as best she could, but the truth was she didn’t really understand. How could it rain demons?
It was an intimidating thing, having Syrene – including dragons – turn to her for clarification when Khol’s responses weren’t enough. No one could ask Derrio directly. Alera had been startled the first time a dragon spoke to her. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she hadn’t expected them to be able to speak. They were surprisingly eloquent creatures. It upset her notion of the world, even though she was on their side now. Although, despite everything that had happened and that she had seen, she was fairly sure most of her reason for switching sides was Khol. The giant, quiet General was someone she felt she could relate to, even if she couldn’t explain why.
In turn, the Syrene had told her information about their work here. The supplies Khol was bringing were desperately needed. Food was running low on the front. They had pushed their wall of fire from the base of the mountains out to the coasts, and marched it up the continent toward the peninsula. No inch of earth was spared. They would rather destroy the land than let the humans have it. They were halfway to the peninsula now, but it was slow work. They had to move the wall of fire up while trampling out the old blaze behind them. If they left more than a mile burning they put too much distance between them and their supplies. It was interesting, if disturbing, to hear.
Alera rode with Derrio in a cart attached to a hunoth. Khol was barely speaking to them, though more from a need to concentrate than anger, Alera hoped. Derrio was bundled up in furs to keep him warm. He knelt on the other side, his arms out and his face raised to the sky. There was a look of joy on his face that baffled Alera as he held his mouth open to drink the rain. She couldn’t imagine feeling joyful here. He caught her looking.
“You don’t have to drink the rain,” she told him. “We brought water.”
“It is not about need, Alera. It is about desire.” Derrio smiled at her. “You have lost your way. You have come far to fall so fully.”
“I didn’t lose my faith, Derrio. It was stolen. I ran from the thieves and ended up here. Now I can’t help but wonder if we were never in the right. Our excess was our downfall.”
“Desire isn’t a dirty word, Alera. It isn’t a dirty concept.”
“We had too much, and we wanted more,” Alera shook her head and looked out into the rain. There was a thick grey blanket above the wall of fire and she wasn’t sure if it was smoke or steam. “I agree that there is nothing wrong with desire – everyone wants something, and that’s what keeps the world turning, but what we wanted was wrong.”
“Oh? And what did we want that was so wrong?” Derrio asked shrewdly. The look he gave her was pointed.
Alera kept her face turned away. She had absolutely no idea how to answer that question. There were so many things she was still unsure about. There were so many things she felt conflicted about. She couldn’t speak for them all. She didn’t want to give any kind of answer, because it would only out herself to Derrio. Anything she said now, he could argue the other Azolluni were never for.
“You know they called us zeekish…” she muttered darkly.
“We were,” he replied, as though it was a matter-of-fact.
She felt him move beside her. When she turned back, she was alarmed by how close he was. It still surprised her sometimes how his tattoos aged him beyond his few years. He clutched at her face and pulled her forehead against his own.
“Oh Alera…” he sighed. “I wish I could show you the things my mind has seen. I wish I could show him to you.”
“I don’t…” Alera whispered. “I don’t want that anymore, Derrio… I don’t romanticise it. We were conned.”
“No.” Derrio shook his head, rolling his forehead against hers. “He is Azollu. We were right. I have seen it.”
“You have only ever dreamed of him. Your window across worlds has only ever looked to him. Please, Derrio… you… your opinion isn’t objective. Zynaldini doesn’t need saving.”
His hands slipped from her and he sat back. Alera looked to him sadly. Her dirty face was streaked with rain. It had been so easy to believe again once she had found Derrio. His presence and knowledge had given her purpose. It had helped her convince Khol to bring her back. It had been so easy to have faith stuck on the farm. Out here, looking at the fallout from the war, it was hard to believe gods and messiahs could exist. On these charcoal plains of ghosts she mourned those who had been like her, but who had fallen and died in terrible agony and fear. Human and Syrene alike. She was surprised to find Derrio smiling at her. It was like he didn’t understand, except his eyes suggested that it was she who didn’t understand.
“Arrio was not chosen to save Zynaldini…” Derrio smiled at her.
“The Azolluni–”
“The Azolluni were thinking too small. We didn’t understand,” Derrio cut her off. “A thousand years ago Ishal saved our people. He bore the marks of Zyki and he guided us through the desert. He brought us through the fires of Mikdyal and showed us home. Arrio… we always knew he was Ishal reborn. We knew he was Azollu – the messiah. We just didn’t know what that meant. We assumed he was simply Ishal – the son of Zyki who would save the Zynaldini people. Last I checked, Alera, our people were doing just fine. Arrio was not chosen to save the Zynaldini people; he was chosen to save the world.”
“Then maybe the Azolluni should have done something to prepare him for that,” Alera snapped. “Maybe they should have cared more about what his future might hold, and what he might need, instead of trying to use him to benefit themselves and their agenda.”
Derrio began to laugh. “Maybe. Maybe, but in our own misguided and erroneous ways, we did. Oh Alera… you feel used, and that is your prerogative. Most of us probably were. I have no regrets. I wouldn’t change a thing. Except…” Derrio reached under the layers of clothes and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. He tried to smooth it out gently and keep it out of the rain as he stared at it. Alera knew what was on it just by looking at Derrio’s face. “Except maybe to tell him. To make sure he knew.”
“He does.” Alera didn’t mean for her tone to sound so harsh and final, but it did. Derrio looked up at her. He held the paper out. She wasn’t sure she wanted to take it. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see. Still, she reached for it, and she hated the trembling in her fingers as she touched it. Her mouth hardened and she felt a choke catch in the back of her throat. Derrio leant over and kissed her cheek. Alera reached up and rested her hand on his face as he laid his head on her shoulder.
“He…” her voice caught horribly, all sticky and thick. “He looks so serious.”
“He’s the wisest person I know,” Derrio whispered.
“What happened to him?”
“Loneliness and age, just like the rest of us. Just as Ishal was disregarded by the world, so was Arrio. Now he has been called forward too, and he will burn across the earth with the footsteps of his father.”
“Derrio… you worship him above Zyki.”
“No, I worship him as Zyki. You don’t have to agree with me, but I think you know I’m right. Arrio was never supposed to save our people. His purpose was bigger than that.”
Alera folded the sketch up and tried to hand it back. Derrio pushed her hand back.
“Keep it. My faith isn’t waning, and I see him in my visions.”
“I… Derrio… I’m not Azolluni. Not anymore.”
He didn’t argue. He didn’t even concede and try and convert her back. He just smiled. He smiled softly and knowingly at her, and pushed her hand still clutching the picture back against her. Derrio was wise because he was a dreamer, and saw things others couldn’t. Except, Alera couldn’t shake the impression that he was still just a child.




TRAVELLERS

The sand was shifting. Arrio opened his eyes. He was warm and comfortable lying on a blanket in the shade. It was so hard to move, but what was he doing? Why was he resting? They had to get moving. He sat up. The skin down the right side of his neck up to his jaw pulled strangely. It didn’t hurt, but it felt tight. He reached up. It felt rough under his fingers. A burn scar. He remembered Satinka striking him. Francis had healed him. Arrio turned his head to look for the girls. Everyone was looking at him. They were all awake.
“How are you feeling?” Elvac asked.
“We need to move,” Arrio rolled to his feet.
“Arrio, we need to make sure you’re okay.”
“If we don’t move now none of us will be okay.” He looked out from under their shade. The entire desert looked like a mirage behind the heatwaves. The afternoon sun was murderous. Dragging Sabeh out there could kill him, but the sands were shifting. Arrio let his brain stop and process that. The sands were shifting. In an eternally inexplicable way he realised it was going to happen before it did. He turned his head and looked towards a large dune rising up beside them. A roar shook the earth.
The others started in a panic. Arrio didn’t blame them. The sound was always one that triggered an adrenaline rush. He was already standing.
“What was that?!” Satinka cried.
“Zemebi,” Arrio answered. He didn’t elaborate. It didn’t occur to him he might need to. He wasn’t thinking. Everything from here was instinctive. He ripped his spear from the corner of the shelter and took off – sprinting for the dune. The weapons he carried clinked around him and weighed him down, but he didn’t let them stop him. As soon as he stepped into the sun, the heat crashed over him like a tonne of bricks, trying to press him into the ground. He ignored it. He was a creature of fire. He was marked. His long strides carried him up the dune. The sand tried to grab at his feet. It clutched out and tried to trip him as he raced to the top. The desert had no power over him. Here he was strong. He breached the top.
Looking down he saw a group of people with three caravans. They looked like toys in the distance, but, even from here, he could see the man with the grey braid at the front. They were ambushed by sacricata – giant scorpion-like beasts that lived beneath the sand. The silver-braided Zemebi let out another bellowing roar. Arrio felt the sand give under his feet as the noise shook it loose. The creatures didn’t turn. They were clearly too hungry. Arrio raised his spear, drew a sword, and yelled as he took off down the dune. He practically flew. The sacricata were clustered beneath him like a rock fall of shiny obsidian boulders. As he neared, the claws and tails became distinguishable from the bodies like terrifying spikes of death. He did not like the travellers’ odds. However, those odds had just improved.



He leapt with a roar and drove his spear with force. Sacricata were heavily armoured and the armour was impenetrable. The only way to injure one was to strike between the plates. Arrio struck forward, but the creature turned just in time. The point of the spear smashed uselessly into the shiny black plate and slid away. Arrio stumbled as the failed attack threw him. The sacricata turned on him. It had beady black eyes and a drooling pincer mouth. It flicked its tail. Arrio rolled. He hit the ground and spun with skill to regain his footing without losing his weapons. The hot sand prickled as it dusted his robe.



“Arrio!” 


He heard his name and turned. Zemebi was staring at him wide-eyed. Now was not the time, but Arrio was more transfixed by the presence of the old man than the creatures attacking them. Zemebi pointed urgently. Arrio turned as the tail came for him again. He lunged out of the way, but another sacricata snapped at him. The claws closed on the edge of his robe. They tore him back. He hit the ground with a thud. Its dripping pincers rose over him. A sharp whistling ended with a thwack. The sacricata let out a high pitched scream and reared back. Arrio could see the fletching of an arrow protruding from the creature’s exposed face.



He scrambled to his feet and looked up. The others were on their way down the dune too. Taum’s hands were a blur as he hung back and fired from near the top.



Benji was the first to make it down. He slid down the sand and into the fray like an assassin, his face shrouded and his hooks flying. The curved blades caught under the plates of a sacricata’s tail. He pulled. The armour was too strong. Danni grabbed him by the back of the robes to stop him from flying off. The monster flicked its tail. They were both thrown. Danni and Benji yelled as they fired through the air. Benji hit one of the caravans and went down hard. Danni pulled herself up from the sand and grabbed him. With a groan, he yanked on the hooks. At their new angle they tugged free with a sharp grating. A thick greenish-white liquid oozed out and signalled blood drawn. It wasn’t much.



Arrio struggled back. A hand grabbed his upper arm and hauled him to his feet. Elvac’s serious blue eyes met his for a moment before turning to strike. The soldier looked practiced. A sacricata had one of the caravan folk pinned down. Elvac took advantage of the creature’s distraction to go for the elbow joint of a pincer. His blade slid true. Pale blood squirted out from between the plates. The sacricata shrieked and drew its claw back. The action jammed Elvac’s sword and threw the soldier down. He hit the ground unarmed with a grunt. The creature rounded on him. Its slobbery pincers bore down as Elvac grimaced and kicked out. 


“Elvac!” Arrio thrust his spear forward and jabbed the creature in the face. Elvac took the opportunity to scramble back. Both of them unconcerned with polite etiquette, Elvac snatched a new blade from one of Arrio’s belts. The sacricata screeched at them and snatched at Arrio’s spear. Arrio pulled. The sacricata pulled harder. The spear went flying towards the caravans. Danni yelled and shoved Benji back as the spear went their way. Arrio and Elvac stood shoulder to shoulder, blades drawn, wondering how they were going to best something with twice their reach. There was no way to get their swords close to flesh without getting minced in the creature’s claws. Another one moved behind them. Arrio took a deep breath. The first sacricata lunged.



It froze up. The expression on such a creature was impossible to read, but Arrio thought he recognised the stance. That pause of horror. The sacricata screamed. It began to thrash and flail. Smoke poured in coils from between the plates. The entire battle froze. The sound of the monster dying was ear-splitting. Arrio winced and drew back, noting others around him doing the same. Even the other sacricata seemed transfixed by the roasting alive of one of their own.



Arrio turned. Towards the bottom of the dune Francis was helping Sabeh down. They walked with Taum and kept their distance. At the edge of the battle stood a beacon. Satinka had thrown off her robe. She was consumed with blue fire. It surrounded her like an aura. The sand at her feet melted and bubbled into glass. The sacricata began to titter. They made small squawking sounds as they skittered back. They were Zyki’s children too, and they knew a creature of fire when they saw one. 


The burning sacricata shuddered and collapsed. The air was filled with the smell of smoke and overdone scorpion. Something sticky and black oozed out between the armour plates. The other sacricata chirped and skittered further back. Satinka eyed them up, but let her fire burn down. She stepped closer. They stepped back. Not all of them. Arrio didn’t see it move. Elvac snarled at his side. The soldier twisted away and cursed loudly. The one behind them had snapped at him. Red blood spread quickly down the sleeve of his robe. Arrio reacted without thinking. He threw his sword end over end. It struck the creature in the face. The sacricata roared. Arrio drew two daggers from his belts. He was starting to run out of weapons, and he didn’t like his odds with short blades. 


The creature swung a pincer at him. Arrio helped pull Elvac back. The claw jerked awkwardly. Benji’s hooks had latched around the elbow. At a sharp pull they hauled the pincer back. The sacricata didn’t have time for this. It wrenched its arm forward and brought its other pincer down, snapping through the ropes on the hooks. Benji and Danni froze. Arrio wanted to yell at them to run, but his voice caught in his throat. The sacricata turned back. They were drawn to the smell of blood, and only one of them was bleeding. 


Arrio stood his ground between the wounded soldier and the hungry monster. It snapped at him. He deflected with his short blades, but the force pushed him back. Elvac parried at his side, but they couldn’t break through the armour.



The sacricata hissed. It had a sword sticking out of one arm and hooks in the other. Its tail bled and Arrio’s last sword still protruded from its face. Yet they hadn’t even slowed it down. Behind him, Arrio could hear the fight continuing. The creatures may have been spooked, but they clearly weren’t backing down. It lunged for them again. The sacricata jabbed its pincers forward like a boxer and snapped at them. It was all they could do to parry the blows away. Elvac stumbled and his foot slipped on the soft sand. He went down on one knee.



Just like that Sabeh was there. The little Ickian wasn’t moving quickly, but he looked sturdy as ever. He wore a thick sheen of sweat under the sun, and his eyes were angry. The creature went for him. He raised his fist.



“Sabeh! Don’t!” Arrio yelled at him.



There was a horrifying crack. The sacricata screeched. Sabeh drew his fist back. Sticky pale blood dripped from it. Long deep cracks shot out across the armoured claw like lightning from the hole Sabeh had punched into it. Arrio’s mouth hung open. Even the beast was dumbfounded. Nothing could penetrate a sacricata’s armour. It couldn’t be broken. They were going to have to explain that to Sabeh later.



The creature lashed out in pain and anger with an awful roar. Sabeh’s reflexes weren’t at their best. It caught him across the shoulder and cut deep. He countered with another hit that made a sickening crunch. The sacricata’s pincer arm was clearly broken. It was only half attached. Sabeh stumbled back. The wound didn’t seem to bother him, but he was breathing heavily and moving sluggishly under the heat. Before the creature could move for him again, it began to smoke. The screech it let out was deafening, and the other monsters that were left turned and bolted for the sand. The dunes shook and shifted as the sacricata burrowed fiercely to escape Satinka’s fire. 


As the creature slumped Arrio went in. He pulled his sword from the monster’s face, and yanked Elvac’s free from its arm. Benji neared as they both turned to the broken arm. Slowly, he pulled the hooks from the sticky mess. Arrio didn’t have to see his expression to know how he felt.



“It’s okay. We can repair them in Mikdyal.”



“And if we run into more of these things before then?” Benji’s green eyes gave him a sharp look through the gap in the scarf.



“Don’t borrow trouble,” Arrio advised. He wanted to volunteer Sabeh, but the little guy was barely standing. Elvac was helping to drag him back from the dead monsters, but they were both bleeding in the sand. Arrio turned his eyes and found Francis now helping support Satinka. The Syrene girl looked a little faint. He wasn’t surprised after that stunt. 


The caravan travellers were pulling themselves up and looking to their group in awe. Arrio was half pleased, and half embarrassed. One man sitting on the back of a caravan shoved his way past the person bandaging his leg and went straight for Satinka.



“Your Highness,” he smiled. “Zyki has blessed us that we keep meeting like this.”



“Bakki,” she nodded to him. “I’m glad you’re here.”



“And we are glad you are here, Kakai,” Zemebi addressed her. “Your timing was most fortuitous.” 


All eyes turned to him. It was clear from the way the other Zynaldini travellers deferred to him that he was important. Arrio already knew this. The old man had dark wrinkled skin and a short thick beard the same silver as the braid that rested between his shoulders. He held his spear to the side like a staff as he bowed to Satinka.



“I am Zemebi, the Shama-Ul of the Zynaldini people. Bakki is my eyes and ears in Undernal. He has told me of you, and your Avatar…” Zemebi smiled as Elvac dragged Sabeh over to join the crowd. Francis gave their injuries an eyeballing.



“Not her only Avatar,” she muttered. “I leave you two alone for five minutes. We don’t have enough water to keep this up.”



“Please, help yourself,” Bakki invited. “We have barrels in the caravans.”



“Thanks. I’ll work with this for now,” Francis replied, pulling up her waterskin. She signalled the boys closer and they obliged. She worked quickly. Even if it wasn’t perfect for now, they just needed not to bleed. Once they got to the city they would be safe and she could do more there. Well, safer. Arrio, for one, was glad that she wasn’t trying too hard and exerting herself.



“And the Avatar of Lady Ahkma,” Zemebi commented. “We are honoured by you and your company, Queen Satinka.”



“Indeed. You travel with extraordinary people,” Bakki smirked.



Arrio did not miss the look thrown his way. He had been standing on the edge waiting. Waiting for Zemebi to look at him again. Waiting for permission to be included. His wait was over. The black eyes of the old man fell on him once more. Arrio stepped forward.



“Zemebi…” his voice felt soft like a child’s again. He had dreamt of this moment, but now that it was here he had no idea what to say. Zemebi signalled him closer with a wave of his hand. Arrio stumbled over. His head whirled. He no longer knew how to speak. As soon as he was close enough, the Shama-Ul grabbed him and pulled him into an embrace. Zemebi was easily six-foot, but to Arrio he seemed so small. The old man held him tightly and whispered softly to him.



“Arrio, you have grown.”



Arrio felt like he was going to faint. He tightened his grip to keep his hands from trembling. The last five years felt like an entire lifetime. Zemebi looked so much older than he remembered. He had missed so much. They both had. He had grown up and Zemebi hadn’t been there to watch it happen. He wanted to blurt everything out. He wanted to tell the Shama-Ul everything that had changed. Everything he had done and become. He wanted it to matter.
Zemebi let him go. Arrio wasn’t ready for it, but he knew better than to cling. The old man stepped back. He continued to rest his hands on Arrio’s shoulders as he looked him up and down. The crow’s feet around his eyes deepened as he smiled.
“Look at you.” There was a sly twinkle in his dark gaze. “I sent you to Undernal to learn discipline and to tour in the war. Now here you are, back against my orders, keeping company with criminals, wanted by the Church of Sunne, fighting against the very war I sent you to join…” Zemebi chuckled to himself. “I couldn’t be prouder.”
“Really…?” Arrio stood head and shoulders above a man who made him feel very small.
“Really. You’ve done well, my boy.” Zemebi placed a hand on the back of Arrio’s neck and directed his head low enough to kiss his brow. Arrio wanted to sit down on the sand and cry. He knew they were still in danger. He knew they had to hurry. But back under the safety of Zemebi’s care he just wanted to lie down and sleep. He was so relieved. He felt so safe. The adrenaline was wearing off, and the exhaustion from before was kicking in. As Zemebi drew his hand away, the calloused skin of his fingers felt strange against the side of Arrio’s neck. Arrio reached his own fingers up, remembering the way the skin there pulled now. It felt hard and smooth like wax. Of course. The burn.



“What happened?” Zemebi asked.



Arrio shook his head. He still didn’t know what the injury looked like. That was going to give him a shock next time he looked in the mirror. His fingers told him that the new scar stretched across the side of his neck and brushed the bottom of his jaw. He didn’t want to talk about it, not because it bothered him, but because he knew Satinka was listening. He didn’t want to upset her. The pain had been brief and now he was healed – she was probably more traumatised by the incident than he was.



“It was an accident,” he answered quietly. “The journey from Undernal hasn’t been easy. Most of us are sporting new scars.”



“Surely the gods of the eastern coast have been protecting you?”



“As much as they can. It’s a long story…”



“Tell me everything,” Zemebi placed a guiding hand around his shoulders and directed him towards the caravans. “We must all go to the same place and keep the same time. Regale me as we travel. I wish to hear it all.”



Arrio smiled shyly. It had been a long time since the two of them had talked like this. They had not been on good terms when they had parted. He was overjoyed to be welcomed back so warmly, but nervous still as the memories of his banishment burned with a painful embarrassment in the pit of his stomach. He let Zemebi lead him to the front of the company as everyone quickly readied themselves to keep moving.



At the back of the troupe Benji was fiddling with the severed ropes as he trudged along. He stopped and looked back. Danni was still behind him, staring at the spiked whip in her hands. She looked up as he went back for her.



“I didn’t even use it,” she muttered. 


“So?” Benji shrugged. “You saved my butt, which, no offence, is way more important than trying to land a blow that probably wouldn’t have done anything anyway.”



“I’m not a good student,” she blurted out quietly. “I don’t like studying.”



Benji stared at her like she’d gone mad. “And that relates to anything we’ve been doing recently how…?”



“Benji,” she looked up from her whip with agony in her blue eyes. “I hate reading books, well, mostly. Some of those hot racy ones I kinda get into, but textbooks are full of stuff I don’t care about. I’d rather be working – doing things, real things. I always assumed I’d grow up to be a huntress. That was going to be me, but I wanted to travel. I wanted to go and explore the world. Elizieh said that the best way to do that was to study and earn a scholarship so that you would have funding to live somewhere else – so I did it, because it was a way to leave Almenir, not because it was fun. I picked Undernal because that’s where the war was. Fighting is what I’m good at. Fighting is what I’m best at. I went to Undernal because I figured that I could study for a few years and then join the fight. Benji… I can’t… I just… I didn’t even draw my weapon. I… by Ahkma’s green grass I’m bloody shaking!”



Benji finished tying a knot in one of his ropes and then bounced the hook experimentally. His eyes grimaced. The balance was all wrong. Danni watched him. She knew he’d been listening. He put the hooks away and met her eyes.



“So?”



“So?” she echoed. “So what am I doing with myself? I’m a fighter, Benji. Why can’t I fight? What am I if I’m not fighting?”



Benji stepped up close to her and placed his hands over hers. His gloves were warm but damp where he held the blades between his fingers.



“Danni, you know you’re a person, not a caricature, right?” his usually soft voice was muffled even more by the scarf around his head, but she could hear him and it made her blush in the heat. “You’re not just one thing. You’re lots of things. Also–” he took her by the shoulders and pushed her forward. They stood together, the lanky boy in green looming behind her as they looked at where Francis was finishing up with Elvac and Sabeh. His voice was hot by her ear through the fabric over his mouth. “That’s your wife.”



Danni felt a grin spread over her face. She resented it. It wasn’t relevant. She shrugged out of Benji’s hands and punched him on the arm. His eyes winced and he rubbed the new bruise.



“What? Come on, Dan. You wanted to know what you are if you’re not a fighter? You’re her wife. You’re my friend. You’re one of that most badass people I know. Those things are just as important, but even if they weren’t – you’re still a fighter. Don’t go giving up on yourself. Things will come right. Just give it some time.”



“What if they don’t?”



“Well the world will probably have ended by then, so don’t worry too much.”



She glared at him. He shrugged his skinny shoulders.



“If it doesn’t, then find something else you love. Francis is an Avatar, so I imagine you will base yourselves in Almenir. Maybe getting back into hunting will be how you start to get fixed. Or maybe tomorrow you’ll wake up magically cured. You’ll be okay, Danni. If it takes a day, if it takes a year, or ten, you’ll be okay.”



“I want to believe you…”



“Then do so. Keep telling yourself that this is how it is, and eventually you’ll start to believe it. It’s the only way, given that you don’t have a magic switch I can flick to change your mind.”



“I wish I did,” Danni muttered. “That would be a lot simpler.”



“Yeah, but we’d use it for everything,” Benji chuckled. Danni glared at him.



“You’re getting cheeky. I don’t like it.”



“We all are,” he raised his hands to his face and rubbed his cheeks through the scarf. “We’re living through some really horrible situations. We have to learn to laugh, otherwise we might as well burrow under the sand now and wait to die.”



“I don’t feel like I’m laughing, Benji. I feel like I’m drowning.”



“Well, you’ve definitely come to the right place.”



“Be serious. Fighting was all I had. It kept me focused. I need it back. I appreciate what you’re saying, but do you really honestly believe that once all this is over you could just give it up and go back to your books and your studies? Do you think you’d be happy stashing your blades?”



“Don’t know,” Benji shrugged. “I’ve never been happy. But… I can hope.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You’ll be okay, Dan. We’re here for you.”



She nodded reluctantly. It was probably what she expected to hear. He couldn’t fix her, no one could, but she wasn’t alone. They fell in with the others as everyone began to move out under the scorching sun.



Snow sifted down lazily from the clouds into the streets of Sunndan. From the top of the Avatar’s tower the entire city was visible, and the giant crack through the continent that was Crescent Lake and the connecting rivers glistened. Beyond them, the world was lost in a stormy haze.
The door to the top room of the tower opened. Both men froze.
“My Lord,” Taal apologised with a bow. He had not expected Āni to be there. When the Avatar wanted to look at the world he gazed into mirrors. He did not usually stand up here amongst the windows. “I… I was looking for Karli.”
“Karli is in the closet,” Āni replied softly in his powerful deep voice.
Taal felt something in his soul crack. He wanted to strike the old man standing at the window. He wanted to protest, offer to swap with the child. Karli hadn’t done anything. Taal didn’t say a word. He had been institutionalised. Āni turned back to the window. He had a crumpled piece of paper clutched in one hand. Taal was wondering what would happen if he went back downstairs and let Karli out. Could he even unlock the cupboard?
“Taal?”
“Yes, Lord Āni?”
“Am I a good man?”
They were both silent for a long time. Taal had never in his life expected to hear that particular question from that particular man.
“No,” he answered finally in his deadpan way.
Āni didn’t react. The Avatar continued to stare out the window.
“Does it matter?” Taal asked.
“No,” Āni replied. “I just wanted to know what you thought.” He sighed. “Things are aligning against me.”
“How so?” Taal asked, his mouth going dry.
Āni lifted the piece of paper. “In a world of gods one cannot help but be superstitious. Everything is falling into place for this girl. Her armies in the South have finally come back at us with a force unlike anything they have managed to muster in the last ten years. She has made it to the desert where the protection of Zyki will take her to Ragnar – she will not have to cross our lands again in her journey. She is collecting Avatars. And now this.”
Taal didn’t move from the doorway.
“This is a letter from our people in Karm Tor. Apparently, there is a cult growing in the jungles near Ido. They are worshipping a new god of light… It never rains, but it pours.”
Taal couldn’t move. His body was frozen and his mind was numb. He wasn’t sure if he was still alive. A new god of light? Don’t cave, he ordered himself. Āni turned his stone grey eyes on the young man in the doorway. Taal felt like he was being stabbed. A new god in Ido. Whoever they were, they were Taal’s god. He had never let Āni know about the other god that spoke to him. He couldn’t break now. He had to stay strong. He had to protect Karli for this new god.
“Is the cult sizable enough to cause concern?” Taal asked.
“It doesn’t say,” Āni shook his head. “The size matters little. It is the omen of the thing. There is no other god of light, Taal. Sunne is our god. He can crush any cult that forms against him – the fact that they have the nerve to try is the cutting wound. The Syrene girl can make it to the top of the world with her army of Avatars – I can still destroy them. They are young, merely children playing with new toys. I am more powerful and more experienced. I have had over a hundred years to grow as an Avatar. I am the most powerful man on the earth. Just because I can win that fight doesn’t mean I want to dirty my hands with it. I need that monster you are watching to kill her. I need this to be over.”
“It will, Āni.”
“Hm,” the Avatar breathed slowly through his nose. “It needs to happen soon. If she makes it to Mikdyal it will be too late. The Raven will not have the power to defeat her there.”
“It will get her, My Lord,” Taal insisted, mostly to keep Āni placated.
“Perhaps,” Āni murmured. “Or perhaps we should be looking into alternatives.”
“Alternatives?”
“Things are aligning for the Syrene Kakai. I do not want to have to meet her in battle. Luck has been on her side. The Raven sent after them was merely a prototype, and she and Sabeh of Stonehall have nearly destroyed it. The others are all on their way to the South – where they need to be. I am under no illusion that our goal has not changed since the Kakai’s appearance. The Syrene still need to be eliminated. I cannot let our army of Ravens loose on the North in order to stop her. Those monsters may be useful to turn on the North in the future, should we seek further dominion, and if Lord Sunne still wants to reclaim Woodell, but for now one war is enough. I have other obstacles I can throw in her way.”
Taal stood completely numb. Turn the Ravens on the North? Was he serious? What about the other gods? Did Āni and Sunne really believe themselves so unstoppable? Taal bit his tongue and continued to wait. After too many long years he would witness the consequences of hubris.
“Taal?” Āni crushed the paper in his hand. “Karli is in the drawing room.” The Avatar turned his gaze back to the window, staring out at the view the child always contemplated. “He’s been in there all morning.”
“You… you said…”
“I know. I wanted to see what you would do. How long have you been standing there contemplating defiance?”
Taal said nothing. It was the only safe thing to say. He might be able to glimpse other people’s minds, but he couldn’t let himself forget that Āni tampered with them first. Playing with people’s thoughts and dreams was the Avatar’s greatest skill. Āni turned back to him again.
“Remember, Taal, you are mine, and I can have you back any time I want you.”
“That implies you ever truly let me go…”
Āni smiled. Taal had grown up with that face smiling at him, and sometimes he failed to notice how truly cruel it was. Not this time. He adjusted his spectacles, and left the conversation there. Āni’s smile deepened.




CAMPFIRE SONGS 



Night fell dark and starry over the desert. Zemebi called for the procession to rest and the travellers ground to a slow halt. It seemed foolish to stop, especially at night when the conditions were easier, but the camels pulling the caravans needed to rest, if only for a few hours. Given that the animals were resting, it seemed only sensible that the travellers did too. Zemebi roped Satinka in to help construct a small campfire, much to Sabeh’s disgust.



“What can you possibly need a fire for?” he questioned, completely aghast.



“We can heat a brief meal,” Zemebi replied. “And it will help to take the chill off the air.”



Sabeh stared at him with very narrow eyes. He clearly couldn’t tell if the old man was teasing him, or completely mad. It made Arrio smile.



“Fires are sacred in this desert,” Arrio told Sabeh quietly out of earshot of the others. “They are considered good luck because they keep Zyki close. Also, it is a commonly held belief that you are less likely to be attacked by the creatures of the sands if you have fire. They know not to approach it.”



“They’re smarter than we are,” Sabeh muttered.



Arrio gave him a long look. The Ickian looked terrible. He looked so exhausted it bordered on ill. His whole body slumped as though the effort to support himself was becoming too great. The heat of the desert was literally killing him. Arrio placed a gentle and comforting hand briefly on his shoulder.



“Drink more,” he instructed. “There is plenty of water in the caravans. You look like you need it.”



Sabeh half nodded, half shrugged. The heat was battering him until he could barely think or function. Arrio couldn’t imagine what that would be like. He left Sabeh to find water and moved to join Zemebi and Satinka at the fire. Many of the others were sitting around, snacking and lounging as they stared into the flames. Arrio took a seat in the sand beside the Shama-Ul and listened in as Satinka spoke.



“I wanted to ask before, Zemebi, that roar – how did you do that? What is it?”



“It is called Zyki’s roar,” the old man answered. “It is a mark of the Shama-Ul. Zyki gives us his voice when he chooses us.”



“He chooses you…? Like an Avatar?”



“Similar,” Zemebi nodded. “Most states, save Sunndan, have always tried to keep their church and state separate. They have the Avatar to act as the head of the church, and then an official office, either monarchic or elected, to head the state. Here in Mikdyal, Zyki chooses both. Some places, such as Karm Tor and Dethfryst, have a head of state for each city. Stonehall and Icecastle are both monarchies. Most of the cities of Karm Tor are still tribal and have their own leaders. Their gods are more apathetic than ours.”



“That’s kind of a lie,” Sabeh appeared out of the darkness. Arrio resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Sabeh wasn’t going to miss this conversation for anything. He would have climbed out of his grave for it. Arrio almost wanted to drag him behind a caravan and smother him to stop him from rudely confronting Zemebi, but the old man had taught Arrio everything he knew. He could hold his own.



“How so?” the Shama-Ul asked.



“Zyki is just as aloof as all gods – more so even. He might mark both Shama-Ul and Avatar, but his Avatars are few and far between, with lifespans so long you could call them mistakes. It’s likely that choosing the Shama-Ul is simply an attempt to make up for the lack of Avatar.”



“Aloofness and apathy are not the same thing, Avatar. It is true that Zyki commands fear and respect more than the others might, but, if anything, that proves his awareness. He is concerned with our behaviour and our lives.”



“He threatens you constantly with death and destruction from the desert. Even now, we’re trying to outrun a sandstorm to Mikdyal. He’s putting the Shama-Ul he chose at risk because he doesn’t care about the little humans.”



“Like how Ragnar chose a four-year-old to be his Avatar? I heard they feared you would level the city every time you threw a tantrum. No, Avatar, that is apathy. Contrarily, Zyki is a force of nature that cannot be contained. He is the storm and the sun and the sand. The harsh conditions of the desert are a necessity. The sunsets are a warning because he cares. He is a god of fire. Fire is harsher and less forgiving than water – where your gods come from. He tempers his behaviour accordingly. I do not pretend to have a relationship with the gods as you do – I have never shared a soul – but I believe that gods are to be feared and respected as they deserve. As the Eáshra of fire, Zyki commands more fear and respect across the lands than any other. Humans are right to fear fire. However, when one respects the flame and learns to live with it, it becomes irreplaceable. It is a tool of creation as well as destruction, and we can no longer live without it as a race. Zyki is the same, as all Zynaldini well know. Respect and worship him and he will keep you safe as his pups, challenge him and he will incinerate you.”



Sabeh stayed contemplatively silent. Arrio couldn’t believe his ears. He looked across, and briefly shared a small smile with Satinka by the dim firelight. She gently raised her fingers to her lips to cover it politely. With Sabeh in his place, Zemebi turned back to her.



“But you ask about Zyki’s roar, child,” he smiled at her. “It is a gift. A testament that Zyki trusts us to speak for him. Ragnar’s son is right – our people are unusual for having both our leaders chosen by Zyki, but it helps to keep the peace. Did you know that Mikdyal has the lowest crime rate of any large city in the Great Realm?”



Satinka shook her head wide-eyed. Zemebi nodded to her.



“Indeed. We do not vote so there is no dispute there. We are not ruled by force – there is no established monarchy that took power and kept it through human strength and power. The people of Zynaldini trust completely in Zyki. If they do not like the choices made they can leave or they can take it up with the god himself.”



“Does anyone ever do that?” she asked.



“Sometimes,” Zemebi nodded. “We have had people in the past wander out to question the god and his ways.”



“Does he talk to them?”



“I have no idea,” Zemebi admitted. “None who walk into the desert to confront Zyki ever return. No trace of them is ever found.”



Satinka blanched slightly at the matter-of-fact way Zemebi stated it. Arrio joined several of the other Zynaldini travellers in a slight chuckle at the thought. He met Satinka’s eye evenly as she shot him a look.



“You have to remember, Satinka,” he said softly, “you are talking to people who believe every word of Zyki is law. There is nothing we wouldn’t do if he asked us. He is our creator – our beginning and our end.”



Sabeh snorted quietly at his shoulder. Arrio ignored him.



“But… but that’s just hypothetical,” Satinka hesitated. “You are two separate races. Humans would continue on without gods. They didn’t actually create you.”



“Prove it,” Arrio challenged. He could almost hear Sabeh stiffen behind him. 


“But you all have parents,” Satinka pointed out. “Humans are created by other humans.”



Everyone in the circle turned their eyes to Arrio. He stared down at the sand and the fiery glow that glinted off the golden grains. He heard Satinka’s voice continue softly.



“I’m missing something…”



Arrio looked up at her and squinted around the flames. Her dark-blue eyes looked as black as his in the darkness, but her skin was orange in the firelight with her markings like ebony ink on her flesh. She looked curious.



“I… no one ever knew my parents,” he explained, trying to ignore the way all his friends began to lean in to listen. “No one can account for who they might have been. Zemebi raised me after I was found, but no one was missing. I was found alone. No one has any idea who my parents were, provided they were actually Zynaldini.”



“You’re heritage is clearly Zynaldini,” Satinka gestured at him.



“I found him in the desert,” Zemebi murmured. “Travelling back to Mikdyal more than twenty years ago. No other people or signs of human life around. A small babe with flaming red hair naked in the sand, yet the hot sun and surface didn’t scorch his skin.”



Sabeh snorted, but the circle shot several dark looks his way. Bakki called him on his attitude.



“Legends are born, Sabeh,” he reminded. “You might think it cliché, it might be, but we live in a time of magical happenings. Look at yourself. We live in a time of greatness. Now you know – we do not call him Azollu lightly.”



“A chosen one,” Satinka smiled gently. “A Zynaldini born with red hair, given by the desert to the Shama-Ul.”



“The first since Ishal himself,” Zemebi nodded. He looked over at Arrio, who had wearily rested his forehead in his hands to hide, not that it did him much good. Zemebi pointed at him. “Do not think that Bakki has not kept me informed of your studies. You know I do not believe in coincidence. I always told you, Arrio, that your talent was no accident.”



Arrio’s eyes shot up, but Bakki just gave him a sharp unyielding glance back.



“You never even spoke to me!” he protested.



“No,” Bakki agreed. “I just spoke to your teachers. They told me about your work and behaviour, and I relayed that back to Zemebi.” 


Arrio glared. Bakki didn’t flinch. The young man tried not to let his annoyance burn. It wasn’t fair. He had been so alone these last five years. Too proud to ask to be forgiven, and too ashamed to write and beg for company. His own people had shunned him and he had made new friends, but the whole time he had been secretly praying and begging for letters, for some connection to his home and family. Zemebi had been silently keeping tabs on him and getting the information he needed to make his judgements without letting Arrio have any of the connections he had missed so badly.



“What talent is this?” Elvac asked curiously.



“Music,” the Zynaldinis’ answered unanimously.



“Oh, well, we already knew that,” Francis huffed disappointedly. “I mean, he can play thirty seven different instruments. That’s not news.”



“He can what?!” Benji exclaimed.



“Oh Benji,” Francis sighed exasperatedly.



“There are thirty seven different kinds of instruments?” Elvac joined in.



Francis rolled her eyes and huffed disgustedly while Arrio and several others chuckled. He felt hands on his shoulders and looked around to see Sabeh looking down on him.



“And it’s important,” the little Ickian commented, “because Ishal was a musician. Azollu: the second coming of Ishal. Ishal reborn.”



“Ishal wrote the song you were translating for your Masters, didn’t he?” Satinka asked.



Arrio looked her way, but he didn’t nod. He was usually proud of that fact. It had been a project close to his heart, a piece of home he had kept with him. The most honourable endeavour he had ever embarked on. He had begun it last year when he had signed up to begin a Masters project. Studying in Undernal, the music department had thought the project and the student exotic and culturally significant. Sitting here, surrounded by his own people, people who all believed the song sacred, he felt like a complete fraud. At the time it had meant everything, but who was he to speak for his culture and translate a sacred oral text from the language of the people?



“He did indeed,” Zemebi smiled. “Ishal, you may know, was the first ever Shama-Ul. He was born when the Zynaldini were still the followers of Thzul. A Zynaldini with red hair had never been born. It was unheard of. You can imagine his father was less than impressed, and his mother was more than confused. Then, when Zyki came to the east and usurped Thzul, the Zynaldini people were lost.  Once sailors of the ocean, now there was nought but desert. Mikdyal, once an island, now a mountain, burned with fire. We thought that we would perish. The end of the world was nigh. The Zynaldini people sat in the desert and watched their home burn, and there, in a moment of holy inspiration, Ishal composed Taea Kere Aroon Koafera. Voices joined his own. They sat in song for three days until the fire on the mountain died, and at the end of that Ishal stood, marked by the paw of Zyki himself, and announced a new era. The age of the god of fire. Those who followed him would find new lives and safety in the remains of Mikdyal. Those who refused to follow him perished in the desert.”



Satinka stared at him. She looked to Arrio again, her expression similar to when she had heard them chuckle at the notion of confronting Zyki. Arrio nodded to her.



“We are the youngest of all the peoples of the Great Realm,” he told her. “The Zynaldini have only belonged to Zyki for a thousand years – or since Kina left. Ishal was the first ever Shama-Ul and is still considered Zyki’s holy one. Our society has never forgotten that we were born of fire and death. The current Zynaldini society is built on the deaths of tens of thousands who perished in the desert sands and the fires of Mikdyal. That is why Taea Kere Aroon Koafera is still considered the anthem of our people. We never forget the loss we suffered, and what we have built from it.”



“So you’ve been translating Taea Kere Aroon Koafera for over a year now?”



Arrio nodded. “Our End in Fire,” he called it by its translated name. 


“And how does it sound?” Zemebi asked. Arrio shrugged. He was still embarrassed to admit he had been translating it without asking permission, not that he could have asked Ishal anyhow.



“Zyki willing it sounds the same – just in a different language. I have worked hard to translate it so that the meaning, beat, rhythm, and rhyme remain the same. There were some instances when I thought it might be impossible, but usually all I needed was a bigger dictionary.”



Several people chuckled as the group shuffled around. No one seemed bothered by the fact that Arrio had been translating the song. It didn’t even seem to surprise them. He knew why, but it didn’t make him feel any better. Something dropped into the sand beside him and he jumped. One of the travellers had tossed a drum his way, and she was handing out others from one of the caravans. Arrio looked to Zemebi.



“Show me,” Zemebi requested.



Arrio wanted the desert to reach up and swallow him. He had never been one for stage fright before, but he had never felt out of place before either. Once he had been Azollu, Zyki’s chosen, Ishal reborn, and he had walked among his people with confidence. Even down in Undernal, he had been regarded with the awe of something foreign and mysterious. His skill and culture had earned him respect. His friends had always admired him and made things easy. This was the first time he had been amongst his own people in five years. These people knew him. They really knew him. They knew his shame. For the first time in his life he was embarrassed to perform for them. But the way they looked at him refused to give him the luxury of disgrace. They were expectant. To refuse to play now would be more dishonourable than any history he alone was remembering. Their eyes had forgotten what he was. They were looking at what he had become. Zemebi gave him a nod. His father was proud. He had said that. In five years Arrio had come a long way. 


He pulled the drum towards him and focused. Gently, he began to tap his fingers to the tight hide. The sound was deep and it echoed. He felt it from his scalp to his toes. That deep echoing boom. He rocked his hands against the drum as he grounded it in the sand with his feet. Slowly, around the circle, others began to join him. The rhythm consumed the desert. The dunes trembled with the music. All his fear and apprehension vanished. This was the oldest sound he knew. His first memories were all of the deep pounding echo of drums. This tune that went beyond his first recollection, back a thousand years through time. When he heard it, it was almost as though he could remember what it felt like to sit in the sand in the first days when the desert was born, and watch Mikdyal burn.



On the other side of the fire someone he couldn’t see added strings to their beat. Thought was now a thing of a past so distant not even the gods remembered it. This was instinct alone. Myths aside, Arrio had been born to play this song. This music was in his blood. He knew it like his own heartbeat. They were one and the same. The lyrics came to him naturally and, for the first time, the desert heard its own voice in a different language.



There was no one on the earth surprised to find that Arrio’s voice suited the song as naturally as if he had written it himself. He sang of fire and sand and fear and loss. The anthem of a stranded people who believed they were going to die. They had been united in that belief, and now their descendants sat in the sand that they called home and recalled the song that signalled the birth of their society. Zynal y jerahab. The grateful people. The ones who had survived. Taea Kere Aroon Koafera told nothing of the resilience of the future of the Zynaldini. It spoke only of loss, and Arrio felt it keenly. 


The music moved him. It always had. Nothing else could lure emotion from him in the same way. His blood went cold as he performed and his skin tingled with the hair-raising sensation of sound. The drums became louder. Others joined him. Once they knew the translation of the chorus the rest was easy. They did not sing as individuals, but as one entity, performing an ancient ritual. The desert listened. It had been born to this sound.



Arrio didn’t remember stopping, he simply realised that silence had fallen again. The last distant echoes of the drums had reverberated through the dunes and vanished. No one moved. Finally, Taum cleared his throat.



“That was… wow… bleak,” he commented gently.



Arrio joined several of the Zynaldini in a soft chuckle and a wry smile at him. Although, the young musician silently conceded that a song about burning to death might carry significant weight with the Dileyrian.



“But powerful,” Elvac added. “We have witnessed and in return been witnessed. In the eyes of the gods we are seen, but only in their voices are we heard, and only heard are we understood.” He quoted Nagatoa-Zu in that philosophical way he couldn’t help doing before lifting his eyes to Sabeh. “My friend, I think you just partook in a religious experience.”



Several people around the circle laughed outright at the dark look Sabeh threw his friend’s way. The Ickian was down but not out though. His sneer was still amused.



“Elvac, I am a religious experience,” he retorted.



A series of sniggers signalled the beginnings of a dispute, but Elvac raised his hands and bowed out gracefully. Across the circle Zemebi was still smiling at Arrio.



“He is right, though,” Zemebi leant in and murmured to him. “Zyki would be proud of all you have accomplished. He marked you as he marked Ishal. It was with purpose. It was with reason.”



Arrio wanted to disagree. He wanted to argue that he was a mistake. That the decision to proclaim him Azollu was a mistake. He had no evidence for that claim, but he wanted to force it on everyone just because it would make things easier for himself. When he had been Azollu he had been wrong, and he had suffered for that. If everyone else had been wrong about his sanctification they could share the blame. Before he could start to voice his concerns, movement caught his eye. 


“Satinka,” he called her name softly.



She jerked upright as she woke from where she had begun to slump in the sand. The sudden twitch woke her back up, but there was an exhaustion in her eyes that looked horrifically like pain. Arrio felt his chest tighten looking at her. Zemebi smiled between them.



“Child, if you are tired, rest in one of the caravans,” he invited. “We have all been taking turns to sleep as we travel. You and your companions should do the same.”



“I can’t…” she whispered, shaking her head. She was so tired she looked like she was going to cry, and the way that she stared at her hands made Arrio feel sick. Sabeh was there instantly. He knelt at her side and pulled her trembling into his arms, ignoring the heat.



“I’ve had an idea,” he suggested.



“Sabeh…” she kept shaking her head.



“No, listen, come with me. I think this will help.” He pulled her to her feet, refusing to take no for an answer, and guided her away to one of the caravans. Arrio pushed the drum away and rolled to his feet. He quickly followed after them. 


Satinka was still shaking her head as Sabeh unrolled a blanket in the back of a caravan lined with barrels of water.



“No,” she insisted sadly. 


“What are you doing?” Arrio asked.



“I’m going to keep an eye on her while she sleeps,” Sabeh answered. “Then if she starts to dream or wake I’ll freeze her hands.”



“And what if my response is to set fire to you and the whole caravan? This isn’t a good idea.”



“I’d like to see you try,” Sabeh challenged. “If I have to, I can use this water without wasting it. You need to sleep, Satinka. You look like you’re dying.”



“You can talk,” she muttered, eyeballing him. “Sabeh… I… I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want… you don’t understand…” she quickly wiped her eyes.



Arrio moved forward and pulled her into a hug. The heat of physical contact didn’t bother him as much as Sabeh, and he wanted to feel that he was helping in some way.



“It’s okay, denden,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “Shhh, it’s okay.”



She clutched at him and buried her face in his chest. He looked over her head to Sabeh’s fatigued and concerned expression. Arrio wondered if the same lines were creasing his face as deeply. Satinka and Sabeh were the unspoken leaders of their group. They were the two everyone followed. The ones the others looked to. The rocks that held them together. The most powerful of all of them. Now they were falling apart, and it was so bad they couldn’t hide it from the others. Satinka’s tears wet the fabric of his shirt, and it burned against the mark on his skin. Now it would have to be Arrio’s turn.



“Sabeh is right, denden,” he murmured. “Get some rest. He can look after you for a little while. Whatever happens, we’re right here.”



“Your accent is thicker here with your own people,” she mumbled.



How off topic. How completely mundane and normal. He smiled and kissed the top of her head.



“Come on,” he directed her into the back of the caravan, helping her up onto the soft blanket Sabeh had laid down. “You might get lucky. Even Āni has to sleep sometimes.”



Reluctantly, Satinka lay down and Arrio turned back to Sabeh. He signalled him away for a moment and Sabeh followed just out of sight.



“We have to get her to Mikdyal,” Arrio insisted.



“We have to get all of us to Mikdyal,” Sabeh agreed.



“We have people there – magicians who work in dreams.”



“Shamans,” Sabeh nodded. “I know of them.”



“Even among shamans we have specialists – dreamers. Ahu-Kaba. I don’t know the full extent of what they can do, but they will know more about this than us. I know a skilled dreamer who might be able to help. I don’t want to get Satinka’s hopes up, but if I ask my friend in Mikdyal they will do everything they can to help. We just need to get her there.”



“Thank you,” Sabeh clapped his shoulder. “I appreciate it.”



“Of course,” Arrio returned the gesture. “Anything.”



Sabeh left him and followed Satinka into the caravan. As Arrio turned back, he found Zemebi standing behind him. Despite travelling together all afternoon, Arrio still couldn’t shake the shock of having to look down at the Shama-Ul. He had spent his whole life thinking of his adoptive father as tall, and had missed the point when he overtook him. Zemebi’s dark eyes were narrow as he regarded his son.



“What is going on?” he asked in Zynaldini. His hand reached up and took Arrio by the jaw, directing his face so that he could see the burn scar clearly in the dim light. “Did she do that to you?”



“It was an accident,” Arrio defended. “She didn’t mean to. She didn’t know what she was doing.”



“Arrio,” Zemebi sighed. “After speaking with Bakki about everything that has happened in Undernal, I am proud of the path you have chosen, but my first concern is and always will be my people. Tell me I am not putting them in danger by helping you.”



“You’re not,” Arrio insisted. “We are doing everything we can, but we need to help her, not shun her. I told you what happened in the caverns of Brukna.”



“You met with the snake god and he blessed your journey.”



“He told us that the fate of the world hangs on her life. If she dies, the entire planet will be consumed with fire. All lands will burn. We have to protect her, and help her. This can no longer just be about Sunne doing what is wrong, this is about saving all peoples.”



Zemebi sighed through his nose. “What is wrong with her?”



“Āni,” Arrio spoke the name like a curse. “He has invaded her dreams. Ever since we left Undernal he has been plaguing her and torturing her in her sleep. She is exhausted. I don’t know how she has made it this far. She wakes crying and screaming. I don’t know what she sees. I don’t know how much of it is real or constructed. I don’t know how he does it or how to stop it. Even Sabeh is struggling. He is an Avatar, but he doesn’t seem to be able to do anything.”



“He won’t,” Zemebi shook his head. “Even if Sabeh was the kind of Avatar who followed a spiritual path of magic, Ragnar’s ability with dreams is nothing compared to Sunne’s.” 


Arrio nodded and unconsciously kneaded the itch on his chest. Zemebi gave him a very direct look. Arrio shook his head quickly.



“No,” he lied. “Just an ache.”



Zemebi took him at his word and nodded acceptingly. The Shama-Ul’s eyes narrowed as he looked past Arrio into the darkness. He sniffed the air lightly.



“What?” Arrio turned.



“We are being followed…”



“How close?”



“Enough to concern me, but whatever it is, it’s holding back.” Zemebi squinted harder at the darkness. “It is not a creature of the sands.”



“No,” Arrio agreed, knowing full well what was on their tail. “It is a creature of evil. A monster created by Āni. We have encountered it several times.”



“And still it follows?”



Arrio felt sick. They couldn’t tell the others. If it was holding back, it was afraid. He wasn’t surprised. Sabeh had nearly killed it. It was right to be cautious of them. Except Sabeh wasn’t a threat here. His power was weakened and the environment was worse than useless. For reasons Arrio didn’t understand, Satinka couldn’t face the creature. They had seen what had happened when she tried. He assumed it was connected to what Āni was doing to her mind. The monster triggered something that set her off and threw her focus. He didn’t want to think about how Danni might react if it tried to attack. Her armour plated shell was the defence of an incredibly fragile ego. She was already struggling, and this creature coming back would only make it worse.



Benji was doing well, but if he had to face it down again, for all Arrio knew, he might end up like Danni. Francis would try something. Her new power had made her bold, and unsurprisingly her concern for Danni drove her actions. Except she had all the same problems as Sabeh here, and she was weak and untrained. He couldn’t let her try and take it on. That wasn’t an option. Very quietly, and still communicating in Zynaldini, Arrio informed Zemebi of his concerns and what the monster had done so far. The Shama-Ul’s face paled in horror.



“Zemebi,” Arrio finished bleakly. “We cannot let it follow us to Mikdyal. It cannot reach the city.”



“Agreed,” Zemebi nodded fiercely, his eyes burning. “If it follows us, we can hold it out. The entrances it could use will all be blocked up because of the oncoming storm. Then Zyki’s storm will destroy it. That is the safest option.”



Arrio stared out into the darkness. He couldn’t see the creature. He couldn’t smell it either, but he did not doubt that it was out there. A sinking feeling filled his stomach as he stared out, and he did not agree with his father.



“What?” Zemebi asked.



“We met a shaman in Elgárnd. She read the stones on this creature.”



“And?”



“She said that one of us would kill it,” Arrio sighed. “She said it would follow us, plague us, and she didn’t know how many it would kill in its hunt for Satinka, but, in the end, one of us would kill it. It is faster and stronger than all of us. It was designed to kill, and its only purpose is to murder Satinka. Do you really think that we can use the desert to kill it? Will that count?”



They both stood in silence for a moment. Arrio watched the darkness for movement, but saw nothing. Zemebi watched him.



“No,” the Shama-Ul spoke softly. “I do not think it does count. I think it must be met in battle.”



“We can’t beat it,” Arrio muttered. “We have tried, and we are weaker now than we have ever been.”



Zemebi placed a hand on his shoulder. “You can, my boy. I know you can. You don’t have to do it now, and you don’t have to do it alone, but you can do this. You have never taken it on in the desert before. Zyki guides your steps here. He guides your hand. He did not bring you back to me just so I could lose you to this abomination. The storm is coming, and Zyki will not abide this creature in his lands. He is less forgiving than the other gods.” Zemebi looked into his eyes with a warm faith and honesty. “Taea Kere Aroon Koafera. Zynaldini is the land of last stands. This is where our ancestors made theirs.”



Arrio nodded. He really didn’t want to be making his last stand anywhere. There had to be more options; he just didn’t know what they were yet. There was still time. He didn’t have to be the one who started this fight. They would get moving again soon. Maybe Zemebi had been right. Maybe what Yargi had seen so long ago had been Sabeh’s attack on it in Almenir. Maybe what would finally destroy it would be the desert storm. Arrio hoped, but deep down he was still afraid. Deep down he knew what the answer to this problem would be, and he didn’t like it.



The fire was all consuming. It burnt through the night like a beacon. Khol was surprised that the humans of the North couldn’t see it across the ocean. Maybe they were still too far away, but the Syrene were gaining ground. He stood in the flames and they licked his skin soothingly like a warm bath. Still, he felt cold.
Derrio’s warning had yet to prove to be any kind of threat. Rain turned to steam in the air, and nothing even close to a demon had been seen. He felt like they were nearing the end. After ten long years, they finally had the advantage, and now they were sweeping up the peninsula. The ground the humans had spent a decade claiming, the Syrene were reclaiming in a matter of months. He wished the thought would make him feel something, but it didn’t. He just stood, looking out at the end, and remembering the beginning.
Ten years ago, Khol had stood quietly in the halls of the palace and watched the woman as she washed her hands. She’d been standing there for hours with her hands in the basin and her fingers had wrinkled in the water. Staff had tried to drag her away, but she’d kicked and screamed until they’d given up. Khol had watched her with his hard dark-blue eyes like stones in his face.
That had been a month after the Kakai had left and everything had gone wrong. It had only gotten worse. Khol had left the woman behind, barely sighing as he turned to go. The halls of the palace in the city of Syrene had gone quiet during that week, save for the occasional roar of fury or frustration. The Syrene people were grounded, powerless. They were not use to that feeling.
Khol had been trying to learn, trying to understand, but it had been too early. The things he would come to know as irrefutable truths were still inconceivable fallacies, but he had started to learn. He had paced his way up to the citadel with sure, measured steps. Inside had been a short woman with a round face. Her name was Giera. She was a hundred years older than Khol, and a close confidant of his mate, Fyrii. In those days he had repeatedly turned to Giera for advice, and had struggled to admit that she repeatedly disappointed him. Things had been difficult. They had been staring down the greatest trial their people had ever faced, and she was prone to despair.
Giera had been the Kakai’s nursemaid and had become lost and unsure ever since the little girl had gone missing. To make matters worse, Khol knew she was still in mourning for their last Kakai. Doheraki, Satinka’s father, had passed away suddenly from illness – an unusual occurrence for Syrene. The whole Empire had gone into mourning for their lost leader, and now his heir was gone without a trace too. Giera had sat forlornly staring out the window. Khol had dreaded beginning the conversation.
He had sunk down into a chair with a sigh, finally expressing his weariness. It had been a waking nightmare and he hadn’t known what to do. All the Kakai’s advisors had been lost without anyone to advise, and all of them had dealt with it in their own way. He had known he had to stay strong, but he had also felt so far out of his depth he had wondered if he was drowning. Back then Fyrii had supported him. Back then he had felt things.
“Piro’s dead,” he had announced. “He’s dead and our little Kakai has been taken. I know it. I can feel it in my bones.”
“You know nothing,” Giera had snapped. “You don’t know that.”
“Yes, Geira, I do.” Khol had leant back in his chair to look at the ceiling. He’d already had this conversation with Fyrii. “This didn’t happen to us by accident. Someone has the Kakai and is draining her power. They are using her to drain all of us.”
“You think she was lured into a trap? To what end? Why would the Áshra of the North have any interest in us?”
Khol had leant forward again. He had pressed the tips of his fingers together and stared at them intently. Even across space and time he could remember how hard it had been to say what needed to be said.
“They’ve crossed the seas.”
“What? Who?”
“The humans. They’ve come ashore on the coast of Dryemskape. The humans have reached our lands.” He had paused for a moment, waiting to see if she would respond, but she had seemed dumbstruck, so he had continued. “There’s a woman downstairs. She arrived at the Palace perhaps three or four hours ago. She was covered in blood. Some of the maids cleaned her up, but she’s been washing her hands ever since. I’m almost worried she’ll wash her own skin off. The humans invaded her farm near the coast. They butchered her husband and children. She only survived because her Tuotam burned the place to the ground and carried her away. They walked all the way here, which is why we’re only just getting the news now. She’s convinced she’s still trying to wash the blood off.”
Giera had stared at him. She hadn’t been ready to hear anything like that. If he was honest neither had he. It had been hard to believe, but he couldn’t stop seeing the grief-stricken woman. Giera had looked like she didn’t really believe him, like he’d just told a disturbing and perverse joke. The longer she had stared at his unchanging expression the more the terror had begun to dawn in her eyes.
“The humans have crossed into Dryemskape? They’re attacking us?!”
“From the sounds of things they’re attacking everything in sight. Animals, people, each other – there’s nothing they’re not massacring. It’s like they’ve been possessed by felakedahl.” He referenced the rage spirits.
“We can’t go to war, Khol.”
“I don’t think we have a choice, Giera. The humans are on our shores and they are baying for our blood.”
“War is not our way, Khol. It’s not how we do things. It is pointless and futile and it achieves nothing. The Syrene don’t get involved in wars.”
“The humans are here, Giera. We cannot do nothing. We will not roll over. We will not die or surrender to them, so we must fight them. Sometimes, Giera, wars are necessary.”
“But we’re weak and defenceless! What can we do?”
“We can fight back. I know it feels hard, I know we feel weak and powerless right now, but remember that against humans we are still a formidable force, even in our current state. We have to go to war, Giera.”
She had given him a long hard look; her blue eyes as tough as diamonds as she glared. She had not liked it. Neither had he. A building full of scholars had stared down at a massacre in those first days, and they had not been taught by any book how to deal with reality.
“You’re asking me for permission to start a war with the humans?” Giera had asked.
“No,” Khol had made up his mind by that point. “They already started it. I’m simply hoping to gain your blessing before I gather an army to fight back and protect our people and our land.”
Giera hadn’t looked pleased. “What did Fyrii say?”
Khol’s eyes had answered for him. His mate had been with him when the woman had arrived. She had seen too, and she had understood, even if she was as reluctant.
Giera’s pain had grown at the look. “If the Kakai were here, she would tell you that you couldn’t. She wouldn’t let you.”
“Only because that’s what you would have instructed her to say. And, if she were here, we wouldn’t be in this mess.” Khol had stood.
Looking back, he wondered if that was the moment he had become the head of the Kakai’s army. Had it been the moment he had stood and defied Giera? Had it been later when he had actually formed an army? Had it begun when he had first laid eyes on the grieving woman washing away the blood of her family? Or had the pieces fallen into place long before any of those moments? Back in the days of Doheraki, had the last Kakai placed trust and power on his fiercest advisor with this future in mind? War was not the Syrene way. No one had ever been stupid enough to challenge them before, but neither had they been weak before. Khol had made his decision in that moment.
“Giera, downstairs is a woman going mad over the loss of her children. We are the ones who need to defend the people in the Kakai’s absence.”
She had turned her gaze up to look at him, and there had been no fight in her eyes. He had commanded, and she had relented. One by one, the other advisors would fold before him as more and more refugees poured into the city in the years to come. That was how it had started. Now, out here, in the mountains and fire and blood, the memories of those halls seemed so alien, and he wondered if he could ever go back after the horrors he had witnessed.




WEAKNESSES 



The sun rose and it was hot before it touched the sky. This was it. Today was the day of the storm. The dust was gathering. However, the Raven knew none of this. It slunk through the hot sand weak and tired. The heat wasn’t good for it. This was unprotected territory. A land of danger and death. It had not been the same since its encounter in the forest. Things were slipping. Nothing was easy.



He looked up. The whole desert shimmered with heatwaves and it was impossible to know if what he was seeing was a mirage or reality. He was desperately dehydrated. He was dying. The Raven could carry on like this, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to. He wanted it to be over, but the Raven was stronger than him. He could feel himself slipping. Not again. He stared down at his arms and the cuts and scabs dark on his pale skin. It wasn’t enough.



The Raven flicked its long tongue and tasted the air. Close. So close. It had seen them once. Broken over a hot sandy dune and seen them in the distance. Seen her in the distance. Seen him. He walked with them. The dangerous one. The god in man’s skin. The reverse of the Raven itself. But here he was weak. He wouldn’t last, and then the Raven would strike.



The midday sun was scorching. Arrio pushed ahead. He ducked behind one of the caravans as the camels plodded slowly along. Out of sight, he hurriedly itched the mark on his chest. It was burning like he’d poured hot sand on it. As he ducked back out of the shade, he looked to the horizon. The eastern sky was hazy. The storm was nearly upon them. Only hours away. However, something else was now in view, something that had come into their sightline in the night. A gigantic mountain, black as night, which stretched high into the sky. Mikdyal: the mountain that had once been an island. The charred home of all Zynaldini people. Once it had been the only home Arrio had ever known, now he stared at it with awe as though seeing it for the first time.



“So, the city is inside that?” 


Arrio turned his head sharply. He hadn’t even noticed Satinka stride up beside him.



“Yes,” he nodded. “Zyki set fire to the island when he took this land. The mountain burnt hollow into caverns and tunnels. The only real water in the whole region remained underneath it, and the ashen soil proved fertile. Mikdyal is the only safe oasis in all of Zynaldini. Just as Zyki promised.”



“And the mountain is safe from sandstorms?” she also looked to the east.



“It is. Don’t worry. We’ll get there.”



“I believe you, Arrio. I just feel like we’re pushing it awfully close.”



“There is no helping that,” Arrio shrugged. “The caravans are slow in this terrain, and not all of us travel well.” He looked her over gently. “How are you feeling?”



Her mouth set in a hard line. There was a light scorch mark on the floor of one of the caravans from last night, but otherwise Sabeh’s plan had worked well. Satinka had been able to get some sleep, although Arrio wasn’t sure how restful it had been. The Avatar had taken good care of her, but it had taken its toll on him.



“I’m alright,” she answered. “The heat is making the others grouchy, but they’re all resting inside.”



“All of them?”



She nodded. “Yes. Most of them walked through the night. They have burnt up a lot of energy. They are hot and exhausted. This environment doesn’t seem to be good for humans.”



“It’s probably not.”



“Yet you perform surprisingly well in it.”



“It’s not surprising, denden,” Arrio smiled. 


“No, I suppose not. Not for a special chosen one with your history,” her tone was utterly cutting. Arrio felt himself begin to shrink down in shame as she eyed him sideways. “I want to hit you with a stick.”



“… I’m sorry.”



“You damn well should be!” she burst out. “You were so angry at me for not telling you anything. You said you told me everything, and that was a gods own lie, Arrio!”



“I did tell you everything important! You knew that I was raised by Zemebi because I never knew my parents. I… I told you that I was cast out in shame… I told you so many things, Satinka…”



“But you are Zyki’s own! His chosen one. You’re Azollu – whatever that means. You never told me that.”



“I still don’t think that it’s enough to make us even. You kept a lot back. I just kept a minor detail that I didn’t want to share. Being Azollu… nothing’s proven, denden. Honestly? All that means is I have red hair. Do you think anyone in my life had ever bothered to cut me some slack and wonder: what if it’s just a deformity? Of course not. Do you think the thought keeps me awake at night? Of course it does. Being Azollu was the greatest pride and privilege of my life. It was all I knew and it was incredible. Right up until it wasn’t. When I reached Undernal, I never wanted anyone to call me Azollu ever again. I was so ashamed, and so alone. You remember what I was like. Can you blame me for never wanting that part of my life brought up ever again?”



Satinka was silent. She was silent for so long Arrio’s mind began to wander in the heat. He remembered those days in Undernal. He remembered three years ago in the summer down on the southern coast. It had been a hot summer. Even he had wandered around without a coat in those days. Sabeh had skipped most of his classes to swim in the harbour every day. The cold ocean water had made Arrio shiver just to look at it. 


He remembered Francis breaking down in the heat. She had wailed and begged for someone to turn the sun off, complaining that she wanted to cry from the agony of being too hot, but she needed the water to survive and couldn’t afford to waste the tears. Arrio smiled slightly at the memory. She was such an over-dramatic person when she wanted to be. It was one of the things he loved about her. She was bold and confident, and so very clever. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her. To him the idea was remarkable, and almost unfathomable. 


“Arrio…” 


He turned his head as Satinka’s voice brought him back.



“What did happen? What made you leave in shame? You told me it happened, but you never went into detail about why. I assumed it was religious, but… well… I didn’t realise that you were the religion. I mean, that makes what happened even more intense.”



Oh it did indeed, he thought as his stomach dropped out and buried itself in the sand. He was hoping that no one was going to bring it up. Part of him worried that if he thought about it too hard for too long he would decide not to return to Mikdyal. The sandstorm might be easier to weather. He had been dreading this, and telling himself that he had matured and no longer cared was easy all the way down in Undernal. It was easy to say when they were being chased across the Great Realm by the powers of Sunne. On the doorstep of his home, with certain death looming as the only escape, and the man he loved and trusted most in the world – the very man who banished him – bringing him back to the city, well that was quite another matter altogether.



Behind them something moved, and Arrio turned. His jaw nearly dropped, and he felt a sharp stab of guilt and fear in his chest. Sabeh looked awful. Worse than Arrio had thought. He had rings around his eyes so dark he looked like he’d been punched. His lips were cracked and his eyes were hollow.



“Sabeh!” Satinka exclaimed when she saw him. “What are you doing?! Get back inside.”



He tried to reply, but his voice seemed gone. He cleared his throat and winced as he squinted out at the desert.



“Why?” he rasped. “It won’t do any good.”



“You need to drink,” Arrio insisted urgently.



“I have been. It’s not enough. It’s never enough. The heat…” Sabeh put a hand to his head and winced. Arrio had suffered from heatstroke before and he’d never looked this bad. He couldn’t imagine the pain Sabeh must be in. “The heat is just too much… there… there’s no water in the air… there’s nothing… only fire…”



Satinka moved towards him, her hands reaching out, but hesitating fearfully as though the very warmth of her touch might make him worse.



“You have to get out of the sun,” she insisted.



“I wanted to check on you. You barely slept.”



“I’m doing better than you. Come on, don’t make me set Francis on you.” She took him by the shoulders and spun him around to march him back to the caravans. He stumbled and she lost her grip on him. “Sabeh? You okay?”



He nodded weakly as he paused to regain his balance. Then moved to take a step forward. His eyes rolled back and he collapsed into the sand. Satinka and Arrio were on him instantly.



“Sabeh!” Satinka cried.



Arrio pulled him up and brushed the sand from his face. He was out cold.



“Get Francis,” he ordered quietly. “Move.”



Satinka leapt up as Arrio stood with Sabeh in his arms. The little Ickian was surprisingly heavy. Arrio hauled him over to the back of one of the caravans. The doors burst open from inside. Taum was sitting up. Satinka’s yell had clearly woken him. He looked weary and there was a tired grit in his eyes, but he took in the situation instantly.



“Get him in here,” Taum instructed, helping to pull Sabeh back into the shade.



Arrio felt someone at his side. He turned. Zemebi was peering in with concern.



“He collapsed,” Arrio said. “The desert is killing him.”



“Mikdyal will help,” Zemebi insisted. “Let us hope we can get him there in time.”



“He needs help now or he won’t get there,” Taum shook his head, his fingers on Sabeh’s pulse.



Arrio looked back over his shoulder. Francis and Danni were hurrying towards him. Francis pushed her way in as she reached them.



“Chichina, I don’t know what to do,” Arrio begged her, ignoring the look Zemebi gave him at the use of the term of address.



“Move,” Francis ordered, shoving her way into the back of the caravan. She glanced at Zemebi. “I’m going to need to borrow a barrel of water.”



“A whole barrel?”



“Yes. Just borrow. Someone said we’re only a few hours from Mikdyal – so we should be fine. Satinka and Elvac are bringing one over now.”



They all turned to look at the caravan pulling the water barrels. Arrio couldn’t see them yet. He stepped forward to go and help. The caravan exploded. Woodchips sprayed in every direction. The camels panicked and began to bolt. The water barrels smashed onto the hard baked earth and spilled open, staining the golden sand brown.



“ORDER!” Zemebi bellowed in a voice too powerful to be only human. 


The camels settled just enough to be wrangled by the Zynaldini.



“What in the world…” the Shama-Ul breathed. Arrio didn’t look back at him to answer. Deep down he already knew. He had seen destruction like this before. His eyes sought the wreckage, but it was hard to make anything out in the debris. Movement caught his eye. Elvac stood, shoving away part of what had once been the wall of the caravan. He pulled Satinka up after him. Arrio was too tense to feel relief. 


It struck. Arrio had been waiting for it, and still he jumped. Out of the wreckage something ragged and black leapt. Elvac didn’t even have time to draw his sword. He ripped it, scabbard and all, from his belt. The monster’s claws came down on it hard. It sent them both crashing back into the sand and splinters. Elvac kept himself between the creature and Satinka. It lashed out again. He wasn’t fast enough. His sword caught the blow, but the monster’s claws racked across his leg, flinging blood into the sand.



Satinka yelled and raised her hands. Blue fire erupted across its body. The monster shrieked at her and stared her down. She couldn’t meet its eyes. With a cry she tore her gaze away and clamped her hands around her head as though in pain. The fire died. The creature lunged. None of them could get there in time. 


“NO!” Francis bellowed.



A giant splinter smashed into the monster’s side. It stabbed through its ribs and threw it off course. The thing crashed, flailing and bleeding into the sand. Francis leapt from the back of the caravan through the crowd. She planted herself in the sand, hands out as she sought to control the wooden fragments. A hot wind blew her robes and golden curls around her as her hard eyes, filled with golden light, glared at the monster.



The Raven pulled the splinter from its body with a sickening sound. It eyed Francis furiously with its mad black orbs. It stepped toward her. She flicked a hand and another piece of wood came flying. This one wasn’t sharp enough to stick, but it was bigger and it smashed the creature over the head. The Raven shook it off. From a distance, Arrio could recognise its tactics. It was testing her speed.



“Fran!” he yelled.



The Raven lunged for her. It wasn’t the only one testing speed. Arrio hadn’t even noticed her move. A spiked whip smashed the Raven in the face with force.



“Don’t even think about it, demon!” Danni bellowed, rushing in to meet it. 


Arrio quickly got over his surprise at seeing Danni attack it. Whatever she had been carrying was gone. He could see it in her eyes as she swung around. There was only anger. She had never been a peaceful person, but he had never seen her this enraged before. This was pure wrath. Pure vengeance. He pitied anything that tried to attack Francis.



Arrio could feel the mark on his chest burning. It was so hot it was painful. He felt like he was watching the fight in slow motion. As though he could see everything coming before it happened. He shrugged out of his cloak and drew a sword.



The Raven lunged at Danni. She drew her arm back and stood her ground. It was a terrible decision. The creature was so much faster than she was. 


“Danni!” Benji roared, coming in from the side and tackling her. Even he wasn’t fast enough. The Raven swiped at them and its claws caught them both across the side. They crashed into the side of a dune, spattering blood. Francis leapt in front of them, hands raised and her eyes filled with a golden light. The Raven roared at her.



Arrio picked up his spear in his right hand as he held the sword with his left. The mark under his shirt felt like it was burning a hole in his chest. It had set his stomach on fire and the heat filled his lungs. He roared back at the creature.



The roar shook the desert. The sands shifted around them. It was utterly deafening. Around him, people covered their ears as the sound brought them to their knees. It certainly got the Raven’s attention. The monster turned on him slowly. Arrio met its eyes. When it looked at him there was a strange understanding in its expression. An intelligence. A recognition. It lunged. Arrio threw his spear. The Raven didn’t dodge. Arrio impaled it through the chest as he ran to meet it. The monster took the blow and staggered, but did not fall. It roared at him. Arrio roared back louder as he lunged forward and swung his sword down. This time the Raven did dodge. 


It swung around and caught Arrio off balance as he tried to land. His sword struck sand. The creature hit him in the back of the legs with his own spear. The metal tip cut into his calf, but the force wasn’t enough to knock him over. It was still enough to make him wonder how the monster’s ribs had held up. Arrio grabbed for the spear and caught the end. The Raven seemed to have been hoping for it, and tore itself free. Blood sprayed thickly across the ground. The monster seemed to care little for its own injuries. It spat blood into the sand, exposing a dark stain along rows of needle-point teeth.



Arrio jabbed at it with the spear, but the shaft was slippery with blood and the monster dodged with ease. The gaping holes in its body didn’t even slow it down. But something else did. Arrio looked the creature over. Something wasn’t right. More than that, something was very wrong. Amongst the blood and the black rags, Arrio could see old injuries. Not ones that they had caused. He met its eyes again. It knew he’d seen. Both the creatures living inside that body knew he’d seen. Arrio felt himself momentarily thrown by the realisation. 


The Raven spread its wings and leapt into the sky. It dove at him and Arrio dropped the spear to dive away. He rolled quickly to his feet and lashed out. The Raven was making another dive. It had expected him to think first. He had avoided the potentially fatal mistake. His sword connected, shearing through flesh and bone. The Raven shrieked and flapped back. Arrio covered his eyes as he was showered with blood. The arm he had cut away at the elbow hit him across the shoulder as it fell to the ground. 


The Raven flopped to the ground nearby. It was hissing and whimpering as it hunched around the lost limb. Arrio wiped the blood from his face. He felt sorry for it. It wanted to die. He knew that now. The evidence was written on the flesh sitting at his feet. He raised his sword and went for it. It was his second mistake. His first was not considering that only half of it wanted to die. The other half was fighting to the bitter end. It lunged and met him halfway. 


Arrio stabbed the creature through the chest. It sank all its fangs into Arrio’s shoulder. The pain was unlike anything he’d ever known. It bit once. Twice. It tore. 


With a human roar, Arrio ripped himself away. His right hand pulled the sword with him and the two of them fell apart. Arrio hit the sand as his knees buckled. He looked to his left. Where his shoulder should have been he could see bone. He felt like he was going to faint. The arm was still there, but… not all of it. It didn’t look like there was much keeping it attached anymore. He tried to grip the sword in both hands. Nothing. His left arm wouldn’t move. It just flopped at his side as though it was about to fall off.



An arm for an arm. The Raven went for the killing blow. With one last burst of strength, Arrio threw the sword up in front of him with a yell. The Raven didn’t slow or stop. Arrio’s last strike hit it clean as its mouth came for him again, spraying blood and saliva over him with a final shriek. The sword sheared through its skinny neck. The Raven’s head dropped over Arrio’s shoulder as the body crashed onto his own. He shoved it away roughly, discarding the sword as he gasped and scrambled back. He couldn’t move fast or far. His one arm pulled him desperately through the sand. He didn’t need much. Just enough distance. Just enough. 


“Arrio!” Francis called his name. Her voice was like music to his ears. It always was.



Hands grabbed him from behind and dragged him back. Big hands. He looked up. Zemebi loomed over him. The Shama-Ul’s face was pale and his eyes were stricken. Arrio couldn’t understand them. His mind was foggy and everything felt like it was dimmer. The way his senses had sharpened in the fight had gone and left him hardly aware of anything. Francis crashed to his side and he smiled at her. She did not smile back. She looked like Zemebi. They all looked at his shoulder. Everything was red. Blood. So much blood. 


Zemebi looked over to the wreckage of the caravan. 


“There are two unbroken barrels,” he called. “Bring one!”



Arrio shook his head. He had already written this one off.



“Don’t waste the water,” he ordered. They could take the rest of the arm and bandage the stump to get them to Mikdyal. That was the priority now. “Chichina, don’t bother. You need the water to save Sabeh. That’s more important.”



“He can wait,” Francis replied sternly.



“Don’t waste the water, Francis!”



She slapped him. It was more surprising than anything else that had happened. The pain was sharp across his cheek. It reminded him that his shoulder was in agony. Francis looked down on him and Arrio was surprised to see tears glittering in her lashes.



“Tell her I’m right, Zemebi. Tell h–”



He couldn’t speak. It was like nothing he’d ever known. It was pain, and it wasn’t. He lost control of his whole body. It felt like his brain was paused. He couldn’t think. He wasn’t really alive. It stopped. He fell back into his body with force. Like falling out of bed onto the floor. His mind cleared. His vision cleared. He looked down. His shoulder was a twisted mess of raw scars.



“Don’t move it yet,” Francis’s voice ordered him sharply.



Arrio looked up. She looked very serious, and very angry. Zemebi was staring at them with his mouth hanging open.



“You… you just…”



“The body is fifty five percent water,” Francis informed him coolly.



“You just used his own blood–”



“It will be enough until we can get him to Mikdyal. Now,” Francis looked over to the caravan where Taum was still guarding Sabeh. Francis waved her arm firmly. What was left of the water that hadn’t evaporated in the sand tore itself from the ground and smashed over Sabeh’s body, freezing into a block of ice. Francis looked around. “Anyone else?”



Danni and Benji were standing nearby. Benji had shredded their robes to bandage their sides. He shook his head and waved her down.



“It’s just shallow, quiqui,” Danni confirmed. “We’ll be okay to the city.”



“Same here,” Elvac agreed as Satinka finished tying part of his robe around his leg.



“Good,” Francis snapped. She rubbed her face firmly and let out a sigh. “I can’t stand up.” The last part she added so quietly Arrio wasn’t sure if anyone else had heard her. He wanted to help her, but he wasn’t sure he could even lift himself. Her eyes narrowed as though she was reading his mind. 


“Don’t even think about it,” she muttered. “Zemebi, can you please make him a sling for his arm? I don’t want him moving it until I can have another go at it.”



“Of course. In fact…” the Shama-Ul reached down and ripped Arrio’s already tattered shirt for fabric for the sling. The act exposed Arrio’s chest. Zemebi stared, and his eyes stated one thing very clearly: you lied.



Arrio tried to let his own eyes reply. He knew his fear and shame were apparent, and however stern Zemebi looked, he did not look angry. Francis gasped when she saw.



“Arrio! What is this? When did this happen?”



She didn’t raise her hands, and Arrio hoped that meant she wasn’t going to try and heal him again. The others began to gather around as Zemebi shredded and knotted a makeshift sling. The Zynaldini were in the lead as they crowded over. They had all heard it, now they wanted to see for themselves. Near the middle of his chest, over his heart, there was a pale reddish burn scar like melted skin. In the shape of a paw print. Zemebi finished the sling before untying his own vest and pulling it open. He had a scar exactly the same.



“The mark of the Shama-Ul,” he announced. “Zyki has chosen the next.”



All around them Zemebi’s followers raised their hands and clawed in front of their faces in the sign of Zyki. No one questioned. No one commented. No one disputed. This word was law. Zyki had spoken. Zemebi knelt in front of Arrio.



“Come on,” Zemebi spoke in their native language, directing Arrio forward and helping him with the sling. Arrio winced as they carefully tucked his injured arm up into the sling and rested it against his body.



Danni helped Francis to her feet. Now that the show was over everyone began to quickly head away. Satinka helped the Zynaldini grab what they could from the wreckage and store everything in the other caravans before joining Taum and Sabeh. Zemebi helped Arrio to his feet and the two stood alone in the blood drenched sand.



“You lied to me.”



“I’m sorry,” Arrio murmured.



“So am I. Arrio, please, do you still trust me? You know you can. I never meant… when I sent you away I only wanted you to learn humility. I cannot blame you if you are bitter, but… I still love you. I still want you to be able to talk to me. If the years…”



“It’s not that,” Arrio cut him off. “I do trust you. Whatever I felt… that is gone. I respect your decision. I think you made the right one. I hated it at the time, and for years afterwards, but you were right. I am better for it. I know that. I believe it. This… this is not about you. This…”



“You’re afraid.”



“Terrified,” Arrio breathed, tears stinging his eyes. “The first time Zyki marked me I failed. I might have found salvation from that, but I’m not ready to try again. I know this is a blessing. I know I should not question Zyki. But I don’t want this.”



Zemebi smiled. He kissed Arrio’s forehead and as they stood there Arrio could feel Zemebi’s light breath of laughter against his skin.



“I know exactly how you feel, my boy.”



Arrio believed him. Zemebi touched Arrio’s good arm and directed him towards the others who were nearly ready to move again. Arrio wasn’t surprised to see most of his friends bundled into the remaining caravans after that encounter. The sky was darkening and the storm to the east was rolling in fast. The hot wind had picked up. They didn’t have long. 


A glint of green caught Arrio’s eye. He saw Benji still investigating. The riverman was eyeing the pieces of the Raven.



“Benji!” Arrio snapped. “Leave it. The sacricata will deal with it. We have to get going.”



Benji abandoned it instantly and moved quickly but tenderly to join him. Zemebi led Arrio into one of the caravans and Benji followed him up. The Shama-Ul left them to ride up front and head for Mikdyal. Arrio stared out the back of the caravan at the swathes of blood and footprints in the sand. The remains of the Raven were stark against the otherwise golden backdrop, which was fast turning grey in the darkness of the approaching storm. The wind rustled the loose grains across the ground, and blew sand like a gentle blanket across the corpse as the troupe sped away.



Darkness. The pain was blinding. Nothingness swallowed him, and inside the nothingness something stirred. There was beeping and yelling. Taal opened his eyes. He was lying on the floor and people were screaming orders at each other. Hands grabbed him. He was pulled away and dumped roughly in a chair. He couldn’t move his body. There was so much pain. Slowly the world came into focus.
Guhji was dead. Taal had been there. He had felt it. Now doctors and priests panicked around the bed trying to revive him. He was never going to wake up again. Taal tried to open his mouth to tell them that. He still couldn’t move. Had his head been cut off? He felt like he’d had a stroke. Someone moved at his side. Taal turned his head weakly. The priestess.
“Don’t try to speak,” she insisted. “Drink this.” She offered him a glass of water and tipped it to his lips. It was icy cold and he could still swallow. Head was attached then. Slowly the pain began to ebb, and he felt like he was returning to his own body. He reached a hand up and took the glass for himself. His fingers tingled with the sharp cold of condensation. He was alive. Couldn’t say the same for the minds he’d been linked with. He had been connected with the Raven and Guhji when they had died. It was not an experience he could describe to anyone. It was another thing he would have to carry silently behind his stone face.
He let out a long deep sigh. The priestess rested a gentle hand on his head. His whole body still felt weak. He looked up into her eyes. They were so kind. They were everything Āni’s weren’t. The look she gave him was very serious. He turned his gaze back down to the glass and the cold droplets of water that ran from his fingers.
“Sunne has left you.” She said it so softly Taal almost wasn’t sure he heard it. Certainly no one else in the room did. His gaze shot back to her instantly. She still looked so serious. So knowing. She knew. Taal felt panic grip him. The adrenaline left over from his near-death experience had turned to lead in his veins. Now it caught fire and surged through him anew. Their eyes locked. Her mouth parted to speak. He was looking at it. Sunne was looking at it. The god could see her words. Taal unleashed.
He had never done anything like this before, but he knew how the same way he had known how to push aside the curtain into Gujhi’s mind to find the Raven. The same way he had known Lemons was lying. It was as natural as breathing, and nearly as easy. He had been raised under Āni’s care. He had seen what could be done to the human mind when Āni had tampered with his own. He reached out with his thoughts and pushed himself into her mind.
She had no defences. That seemed foolish to him, but not only had she not grown up in the Avatar’s tower, she hadn’t even grown up in Sunndan. She had no idea. He found the thoughts he wanted. There was nothing malicious there. She had no cruel intentions, but that didn’t matter. She had the information. She couldn’t be allowed to voice it – even in curiosity. Taal reached out and crushed it.
A soft sigh escaped her lips and her eyes glazed over. He felt her consciousness go limp. His eyes narrowed. He tried to feel around for her. Where was she? It was as though she had passed out. Her identity had vanished. His heart pounded and his panic levels began to rise again. What had he just done? She wasn’t responding. He pulled himself back out and gasped softly as though waking. Her eyes were blank as he gazed at her, searching for any sign of life – any sign someone still lived in there.
“Priestess?” he whispered. “Mother?”
She didn’t respond. She didn’t even blink. Behind her, the others in the room still worked desperately on the corpse of the late Father Guhji. They were so afraid of what Āni would do when he found out about this that they had no idea what else was happening in the room. It was like they thought they could fix this. As though they hadn’t realised that Sunne had already seen what had happened. Āni already knew.
Taal gently sat his glass on the floor and stood. His knees were trembling and his hands were shaking, but his heart was pounding strength into his body in a panic that matched those around him. He didn’t know if what he felt was backwash from the Raven’s last stand, an emotional bleed from the people around Guhji, or his own horror at what he had just done. He looked the priestess in the eye. No one looked back at him. Horror, guilt, and nausea churned his stomach. He turned and slowly walked from the room. No one noticed him go. No one noticed the woman standing alone. Taal fled down the stairs.




MIKDYAL 



“I already know.” Āni’s voice was less than comforting. He sat in the armchair by the fire. Little Karli was colouring in pictures on the rug. Taal stood trembling in the doorway.
“The Raven is dead. Lord Sunne said Zyki’s child killed it.” Āni stood and turned on the priest in the doorway. He swept over in a cloud of white robes. Taal didn’t crack, but he couldn’t stop shaking. His face was its usual blank slate, but his body shivered like he was nearly hypothermic.
Āni stopped before him and gave him a once over so cold it bordered on contemptuous. Taal begged his body to stop trembling, but it ignored him. It knew what he had done.
“You are a mess,” Āni commented disapprovingly. He didn’t like strong emotions, and discouraged them in others. The Avatar raised his hand. He didn’t touch Taal, but it didn’t feel that way. The priest felt his feet rise from the ground as pressure squeezed around his throat like he was being choked. It didn’t help.
He was suffocating, but he didn’t have the strength to fight back against Āni’s magic. The Avatar pushed harder, and then reached out to touch Taal’s mind. Taal thrashed. It had been a while since Āni had last tried this. Taal struggled fiercely. Get out. Get out. Get out! He shuddered horribly and opened his eyes, gasping for breath. Āni’s hand was around his throat and the Avatar had him pressed to the wall. How had they gotten like that? How many times had Taal asked that question in his life? He wasn’t shaking anymore. At least, not beyond the physical strain of trying not to suffocate in Āni’s grip.
“You were there,” Āni breathed in his ear. “You were inside that corpse when it happened. You saw them die. You felt them die.”
His grip tightened. Taal felt his vision darkening. The only thing he was aware of was Āni choking the life out of him.
“What was it like?” Āni whispered. “What was it like to die?”
The pain stopped. The guilt and trauma stopped. He was warm and safe in Āni’s hands. Everything was okay.
“I don’t know,” he answered numbly, no longer choking. “They were afraid. They were so afraid… but they were in pain, and they wanted the pain to stop. Then it did, and there was nothing. I felt them pull, but wherever they went I couldn’t go. It… it was like a door slammed in my face. I… I passed out for a second, but I couldn’t stay gone. I woke up. The pain wasn’t done with me.”
Taal felt his feet touch the floor. Sensation started coming back. He was still warm, but he was also still trapped in his body. It hurt. It hurt from where he had fallen when he had passed out on the marble floor in Undernal. It hurt from where Āni had choked him. It hurt most from the internal agony of what he had done to the priestess. The pain wasn’t done with him. He slumped back against the wall. Āni looked him over once. There was a flicker in his cold grey eyes, but Taal didn’t know what it was. He was still foggy.
“I need to make other arrangements,” he announced.
Taal didn’t realise Āni had still been touching him until he felt the cold space left as the Avatar moved away. Āni swept from the room in a gale of white and the door slammed after him. Taal’s knees gave way and he crashed to the floor. Āni could cause unimaginable pain, and he could take pain away. He did as he pleased. For a brief shining moment, he had taken away all Taal’s pain, because he was curious about death. He wanted Taal to love him and be honest with him, and the young man did every time. Then Āni would drop him, and the cold and the hurt were worse than before because he could remember what it was like without them. He could remember what it was like to live without pain and guilt. Āni could do that to people. So could Taal. He had done that to someone. He was as bad as Sunne’s Avatar.
He felt his breath catch. It was like his throat was swelling shut. Āni’s hands and his magic were gone and Taal was still choking. He was choking on his own disgust and self-loathing. His chest heaved as he gasped for breath. Little hands touched his head. He looked up. Karli’s soft grey eyes looked down on him sadly.
“K-Karli…”
“I know,” the little boy said, and he did. Taal could see in his wide mirrored eyes that Karli knew everything that had happened. The child wrapped his arms around Taal’s head and pulled him close. Taal clung to him, and in the safety of Karli’s embrace, Taal wept. His body began to shake again as giant choking sobs wracked him. Karli stroked his hair reassuringly, but he didn’t say things would be all right. He didn’t ease Taal’s fear and horror. He just made sure that Taal would be composed again when Āni returned.
The storm was getting worse. From inside the caravan Arrio could hear the wind howling and the sand battering the walls. He couldn’t see anything, and sat huddled in the corner praying they would get to the city in time. His shoulder still hurt and his arm was getting stiff and uncomfortable in the sling, but he had wrapped himself back up in his robes as best he could. The door at the front of the caravan banged opened and everyone looked up. Bakki crouched in the doorway and slipped inside. His eyes sought out Arrio. He jerked his head at him.



“Half time, swap sides,” he instructed. “Zemebi wants you up front.”



“What? Why?”



“We’re nearly there, Shama-Ul. And the rest of us agree you need to ride in beside Zemebi.”



“No,” Arrio shook his head. “I shouldn’t.”



“Yes you damn well should.” Bakki stepped further inside and approached him. “I’m not asking what you want, Arrio. I’m not doing what you’re most comfortable with. You’re not someone we can smuggle in with any kind of good faith. The people deserve to know that you are back. They deserve to know that you can sit at Zemebi’s side again. They deserve this because it won’t be long before they find out you have been marked. This isn’t about you. It’s about them, and you need to start learning to put them first.”



“I’m trying,” Arrio replied, touching the mark on his chest. “This won’t make them happy. They will be furious.”



“Eh, I think it will be about fifty-fifty,” Bakki shrugged. “Now get on out there. It’s getting messy and I want to hide in here while I can.”



Arrio shared a grin with him at his wry humour. Bakki handed him a scarf that he’d been wearing to wrap around his head and face. Then he helped Arrio to his feet and guided him as he clambered out onto the seat out the front with one good arm. 


It was indeed messy out here. The wind and sand made it impossible to talk, and Arrio couldn’t even nod to Zemebi as he sat down for the weather battering him. It was hard to see through the fabric, but he could make out the giant black mountain rising up just in front of them. He rocked back against the caravan as he felt them pick up speed. The camels could probably sense home, and even they knew to get out of this weather. If they were lucky, they still had minutes before the storm really hit. At its worst the sand could tear through clothes and flesh – stripping bones. Arrio sat tensed, waiting for any minute when the caravan would tip and send them all flying to be buried under a mountain of sand.



Suddenly, the wind stopped. The sand and air no longer beat at him. He could hear the wind whistling still, and the loud echo of hooves and wheels. He shook himself gently as he pulled down the hood of his robe and tugged the scarf away. All round him, the black rock of Mikdyal pressed in as they rode through a narrow crack in the mountain that formed an entrance way. At his side, Zemebi pulled away his scarf and goggles, shaking the sand out of the fabric. He smiled over at his son.



“Welcome home.”



Arrio smiled up at the dark rock above him. “There were times when I didn’t think I’d make it back.”



“I feared before that you very nearly didn’t.” Zemebi sounded grim. “Yet you defeated that creature, Arrio. That monster that had destroyed so much. You did it alone.”



“It was significantly weakened from what it had been,” Arrio insisted. He didn’t want to go into the details of what he had seen. Not yet. He wanted time to process it himself first. There was a loud echoing boom behind them and the wind screeched shrilly through the tunnel, rustling their robes. The storm had hit with force. The two men shared a gentle knowing look. Just in time. Of course.



“You know,” Zemebi continued solemnly. “I mean this as a compliment, when I say that I do not see anything of the boy who left in the man returning beside me.”



“Thank you,” Arrio sighed. “That is actually comforting to hear.”



“Just remember not to fear him,” Zemebi warned as he guided the caravan slowly through the tunnel. “For all that he may haunt you, for all that he may embarrass you, you owe him much. You would not be the man you are or have learnt the things you know without him.”



Arrio laughed softly and the sound was nearly lost in the wind. Zemebi caught it and gave him a sharp look. Arrio shook his head gently and leant back against the caravan, trying to relax his shoulders despite the pain.



“I just realised that I’ve spent the last five years listening to your voice in my head,” he grinned. “The others… I dunno… they always act like what I have to say is so profound. Like I’m so wise. I’ve just been trying to repeat everything you taught me on loop. I talk the way you talk, act the way you act, no offence.”



“Arrio, if even half of what Bakki says is true, then I am honoured by that statement.” He stared over at his son for a long time. “I never intended to be a father. I never gave you a family, because it was never something that I wanted. You only had me, and I spent all my time telling you that the people must come first. Mikdyal was the highest priority. But I need you to know that all I ever wanted was to be a good role model for you. I wanted you to learn honesty, humility, and decency. I… I know I am to blame for what happened, just as much as you are. I’m sorry for what happened.”



“So am I. You gave me plenty of warnings, Zemebi. It’s not your fault. You told me that if I didn’t stop you would cast me out, and I tried to call your bluff. I forced you to do it. But you are a good father. You were the leader and role model that made me who I am. I watched you for years, and, when I was alone and had no one else, I didn’t continue down the path I had started. I went back to the only thing I really knew. What was familiar and what I could respect. I tried to find the path you sent me on, even though I was a long way from home. You’re responsible for who I am now, and I want it to be someone you are proud to take credit for. That… it seems that is all I ever wanted.”



Zemebi shook his head weakly, his expression torn. “You have no idea how many nights I lay awake wondering if everything that happened was just your way of trying to get my attention.”



“It was a product of many things,” Arrio muttered. “And… and I try not to blame anyone…”



“So do I…” Zemebi said, in a way that made Arrio very aware that Zemebi did indeed still cast a heavy net of blame. They were both trying to be philosophical and understanding. They were trying to take responsibility on themselves and not throw stones. But they were also both thinking of the same person.



Light shone ahead and they broke out into the lower cavern. Arrio looked around in wonder, as though seeing it for the first time. After so long, it was like visiting a location from a dream. Somewhere he’d read about in stories. It was more magical than he remembered, and he gazed around as memories flooded back.



The lower cavern was the size of a city, and the ceiling stretched up several storeys high. Wide corridors and huge caves stood in for streets and suburbs. Mikdyal had almost no permanent buildings. Everywhere you looked was a mass of bright, richly-coloured tents. The whole city looked like a carnival. Light filtered down in soft tones from above. The hollow mountain was full of cracks and fissures that let in light and air and, very occasionally, rain. 


In the higher levels they had a complex system of mirrors set up that reflected the sunlight from outside to light the caverns like an outdoor city as best they could. It helped to get sunlight on the gardens as well as the people. Currently, the light available was dim due to the storm. It had been a long time since Arrio had experienced the feeling of an overcast sky without the threat of rain. 


Tall spiky trees grew along many of the walls, and the sound of water lapping and dripping was constant, echoing in the chambers like the ocean. The air was thick with the smells of earth and smoke and spice. It was the single most incredible place he’d ever been, and for a moment he couldn’t believe he’d ever left. Then he saw the people, and they saw him. The disbelieving stares and whispers caught like wildfire. Arrio tried to ignore them. He kept his gaze above eye line, staring curiously at the trees and the tops of tents. Then he worried that he would come across as aloof and looked back down. 


The expressions were mixed. Disbelief quickly turned to joy or disgust, and there was no in-between. Arrio didn’t blame them. People saw him riding in beside Zemebi, so they kept a cautious and respectful distance. Mostly. There was one. There was always one. As he stepped out in front of the caravans, a little bit of Arrio died inside. The broad, middle-aged man standing boldly before them had a handsome clean-shaven face and a long salt and pepper braid. He smiled a glistening white, perfect smile at them. Arrio prayed with all his soul that Satinka would burst out and incinerate him.



“Azollu!” he greeted Arrio warmly and enthusiastically. “Praise the Great Beast that you have returned to us! Zemebi, I see you finally came to your senses and brought the rightful ruler of Zynaldini back to us.”



All Arrio’s composure and reason cracked. It was all he could do to keep himself from screaming obscenities. Zemebi pulled up to save himself running the man over. Arrio begrudged him that.



“Move, Hamaal,” Zemebi ordered, as a crowd began to gather.



“I wish to speak to the Azollu,” Hamaal countered. “You cannot deny me the right to have him hear my proposal.”



“Move, Hamaal,” Arrio ordered. A shockwave of stunned silence moved back through the crowd. It was not just the power in his voice, which had deepened considerably since he had left. It was the fact that he had spoken in the common tongue. He knew that would ruffle Hamaal’s feathers. The zealot’s face twisted gently with a sneer.



“The southerners have corrupted you.”



“No one has corrupted me,” he switched back to Zynaldini. “I’m tired and injured and too many things have tried to kill me in the last few months. I have others with me who also require medical care. I need you not to stand in our way.”



The words hung in the air between them. All around the crowd began to look at each other. There was wonder and intrigue in their eyes. They had just witnessed something unexpected. Arrio standing up to Hamaal, and with composure and reason. Hamaal noted the reactions. He stepped aside with a bow.



“I shall rally our finest medics to follow you,” he offered.



“Thank you,” Arrio replied coolly, hating himself for saying it. As they trundled past, he hoped that Francis would open the last water barrel and shoot half a dozen icicles through Hamaal, but no such luck. Taum didn’t even let an accidentally cocked arrow fire perfectly through the man’s eye socket. Hamaal remained unharmed, if perturbed. 


Arrio watched news of the event travel in waves in front of them as they rolled further into the city. The glances cast their way quickly became more curious than anything else. Arrio tried not to look. He kept his eyes on structures. They trundled by a large circular paved area with a short wall constructed around it. It was completely empty, set deeper into the ground. The Ek-Ti-Alumu. A meeting ground. The sacred circle where only the Shama-Ul could speak. Due to the acoustics of the caverns, from that spot the entire city could hear anything you had to say. It was only supposed to be used by those who could speak for Zyki himself.



Up ahead was a cluster of tents so familiar Arrio felt his chest ache. Mikdyal was famous for having almost no permanent structures, but most of the tents in the underground city were as permanent as any building. These tents were easily as big and elaborate as a house. They were dark red with golden trim. Arrio had grown up there.



All around them people were busy bustling around. They knew Zemebi and his staff had returned. As the caravans neared the area, a large woman burst out of the main tent. She was a flurry of bright colours and clinking bangles. Her long black braid had been twisted atop her head with beads and ribbons, and her full lips were heavily rouged. Arrio smiled when he saw her. She rushed out to meet them, and didn’t so much walk as saunter-at-speed. It was more than a swagger, it was a rolling gait through her entire body. It was a dance.



Zemebi pulled up as the woman dashed to meet them. You could tell just by looking at her that she was naturally loud, but you didn’t need to, because she was yelling at them passionately in Zynaldini. Arrio gently and carefully eased himself down from the caravan, wary of his injured arm in its sling. 


“Arrio!” the woman yelled. “All the gods be damned Zemebi you didn’t say you were bringing my boy back! What have you done to him?! Here child, let me look at you. What hurt you? I will wreck vengeance upon it. Oh you are so tall! Look at you darling!”



She collided with him and he winced as the air was crushed from his lungs. She threw her arms around him. From the back of the caravans his friends were peering out and giving the situation strange looks. He didn’t blame them. He was just glad they hadn’t tried to attack her. None of them knew enough Zynaldini to understand her, and even if they had, her accent was so strong and she spoke so quickly it was unlikely they would have picked anything up. All they could see was a loud mad woman accosting him.



“Ree Chian Yozula,” Arrio replied with a soft smile, embracing her with his one good arm. He remembered a childhood of being enveloped in her body like it was a pillow, but now she only came up to his shoulder. She pulled him in and planted kisses all over his face, exclaiming how she hadn’t seen him in a hundred years, and how awful it had been here without him, and what a brute Zemebi was. As though to emphasise her point, she let Arrio go and sent a casual hand whacking into Zemebi’s chest.



“Ah!” she cried. “And you, monster! Sending my little baby away to live on his own without a care in the world! I should have thrown you to the sands, I should have. What kind of father does that to his boy, eh? I tell you, and then heads down to Undernal, quiet as you please, tells no one, not even his dear sister, that he is fetching Arrio and bringing him home. I oughtta smack you right back out to Zyki to justify yourself!”



Arrio looked between Yozula and the curious but hesitant faces of his friends who were gathering beside the caravan.



“Chian,” he paused her gently, “these are my friends Satinka, Francis, Danni, Elvac, Benji and Taum. Guys, this is Yozula – my chian, uh… my auntie. Zemebi’s sister.”



Yozula clapped a hand to her large chest as she looked at them.



“You precious little darlings!” she cried, switching effortlessly to the common tongue, although her accent was stronger than ever. “Have you been looking after my beloved Arrio for me? I have worried for him so! You have no idea! When he left I wept endlessly, abandoned in this old place, cold and alone, and my heartless brother cared nothing for any of us. Stone-faced like a mountain, he is completely unmoved, the brute.” She turned fierce black eyes on Zemebi again. “Look at you! Picking up beautiful little children all over the place. This makes up for nothing! And you did not tell me we were having guests! No messages! Nothing! I am completely unprepared! Look at me – a total mess!” She gestured tragically at her perfect hair, and perfect makeup, and perfect attire, as the giant golden rings in her ears and around her wrists and ankles chimed. Zemebi watched patiently like a man who had spent his entire life dealing with faux-drama. He had the eyes of one totally unmoved by her plight. Arrio smiled fondly at the two. Of course, his friends were not used to Yozula and her customs.



“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Elvac muttered. “We don’t mean to be an inconvenience.”



Yozula looked like he’d slapped her. “An inconvenience? No! Oh no, my sweet child, no! Oon ree ouhni, you are most welcome darling!” She pulled him into a tight hug. Poor Elvac floundered awkwardly and his faint noises of embarrassment were drowned as he was engulfed. Taum and the girls watched in fascination, although Benji backed slowly away for fear of being drawn into her orbit. Arrio grinned at his blonde friend and ignored Elvac’s startled glance for help. This was going to be fun. He had long wondered what the clash of cultures would be like if his friends ever met his family.



“Um,” Elvac untangled himself with his face flaming. “Sorry. We… we have someone with us who isn’t well. Wh–”



“Bring them inside!” Yozula declared. “I have just the place.”



She swept around and waltzed back inside in a gust of colour. Elvac and the others stared after her dumbfounded. 


“She just said she wasn’t prepared,” Taum echoed.



“Pfft!” Zemebi scoffed. “Yozula probably has 18 rooms ready to go. She is never unprepared. She just loves nothing more than to wallow in tragedy and self-pity. My sister is an over-dramatic queen.”



“I love Zynaldini people,” Francis glowed. “Come on, let’s get Sabeh inside and we can work from there.”



Sabeh was still unconscious, but it looked like the time in the ice had done him some good. There was a bit of colour in his face and he didn’t look as dry and dehydrated as before. Satinka and Elvac pulled him from the back of the wagon, and the Syrene girl carried him inside, following after Yozula. Arrio noticed that none of the others moved with any stiffness. It looked as though Francis had lied about waiting until they made it to Mikdyal to heal their minor injuries. However, she was prancing about with enough energy to ease Arrio’s mind. She gave him a look over as they approached the tent. 


“Come with me,” she instructed. “Once I’ve got Sabeh sorted out I want to take another look at your arm.”



Arrio nodded obediently and held the soft flap of the tent aside for her. They all ducked through. Zemebi gave Arrio a nod as he entered.



“Settle your friends. Our home is their home. You know where to find me if you need me.”



Arrio nodded back and let the tent flap fall shut behind him. Inside the corridor, the ceiling of the tent was nearly three meters high. It was a dark and dimly-lit space, long and narrow, with a subtle spicy scent. Ribbons of tiny lamps were strung all over the ceiling like fairy lights. They twinkled like stars on the dark backdrop. Arrio followed the others down to the end where Yozula had draped open a doorway to another room. Inside was a small bedroom, and Satinka was lying Sabeh down on the bed. Yozula eyed the couple appreciatively.



“Well, you’re stronger than you look, girl,” she commented.



“Much stronger,” Satinka agreed, pushing Sabeh’s curls out of his face. In the few days they’d taken to cross the desert, the dark shadow of stubble over his face had grown into a short beard. It probably wasn’t helping his temperature.



“And who’s this attractive young man, then?”



“Sabeh of Stonehall,” she answered. “Ragnar’s Avatar.”



“Avatar indeed,” Yozula approved. “I can see why the storm god chose him.”



“Yeah,” Francis butted in. “Means the desert hasn’t been good for him though. Scoot over.” The tiny Avatar pushed her way in and hunched over the bed. She began to check Sabeh over, her pale little fingers delicate but firm as she lifted and poked and prodded. She touched his forehead. “He’s still very warm,” she frowned. 


“There’s not much you can do about that, unfortunately,” Yozula grimaced.



“Well, we’ll start by getting him out of these layers. Satinka, help me.”



“Woah!” Danni gave her wife a joking look. “That’s more of him than any of us planned on seeing.”



“Yes dear,” Francis smiled. “You can wait out in the corridor with Benji, and take Taum with you.”



“What did I do?” Taum protested. No one answered him and Danni took him by the shoulders and guided him from the room.



“Chian?” Arrio murmured. “It’s crowded in here. Can I show the others to the guest rooms?”



“Of course, chichina,” she smiled. “Here, let me come with you.” As Yozula swirled around to lead them out, a young girl appeared in the doorway. She spoke nervously in Zynaldini. Yozula turned back to Francis.



“Healers have arrived,” she translated. “I show them in?”



Francis pursed her lips and thought, then she shook her head.



“I don’t need the help, but if they have any supplies or advice for heatstroke I wouldn’t mind. This isn’t an ordinary case.”



Yozula nodded, but her eyes fell on Arrio and his sling.



“Fran,” he murmured. “If you’re busy here I might–”



“Don’t even think about it. I’ll get to you soon.”



“Chichina, you are going to burn yourself out,” he scolded. “There are doctors here–”



“I’m fine, Arrio. I’m the healthiest person in this room, but if you think they’ll do a better job, go ahead.”



He tried to stare her down, but she wasn’t looking, and if she had been he would have lost. Yozula was giving him the same look Zemebi had cast his way when he’d heard Arrio call Francis by the Zynaldini term.



“You think you’re quite the expert, don’t you, child?” Yozula asked her coolly.



“Yes,” Francis replied. “I’d say being the Avatar of Lady Ahkma, Goddess of the Forests of Dilarkyrn, puts me in a position of considerable expertise.” As if to emphasis her point, Francis waved a hand over Sabeh’s body and the sweat on his skin and in his hair froze. Yozula gave her a long look that Francis casually ignored. Finally, the big Zynaldini woman laughed a deep rich laugh like caramel. She spoke to her nephew in their own language.



“She reminds me of you. I can see why you’re friends. Very well, I shall speak to the medics. You get your companions settled.” Yozula swept from the room in a clinking flowing flurry.



“What did she say?” Satinka asked nervously.



Arrio translated.



“She thinks you and Francis are alike?” Elvac echoed incredulously. “I think she might have gotten the wrong end of that stick…”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” Francis demanded.



“Elvac just means Arrio’s never rude,” Satinka elaborated. “Especially not to his hosts.”



“That’s not what I meant,” Elvac muttered.



Satinka gave him a look. Elvac was a soft and awkward shade of pink. It was exactly what he meant, he was just far too polite to ever say that. Arrio raised an eyebrow at him.



“You coming?” he asked. Elvac shook his head.



“I want to stay here. Make sure he’s alright.”



“He’ll be fine.” Arrio gave Francis a trusting look, but nodded understandingly to Elvac. He turned and swept from the room. Danni was with Benji and Taum in the corridor. The three looked mid-conversation, but they stopped and turned his way as soon as he joined them.



“What?”



“Nothing,” Benji replied.



“If you call Benji getting progressively sassier nothing,” Danni muttered. “Better watch you don’t turn into Sabeh, sourpuss.”



“Do I insult you?” Benji demanded from behind his scarf.



“Every day,” Danni shrugged. “And there’s nothing to talk about.”



“You nearly got yourself killed. You went suicidal, but you did it standing up to that demon creature. Dan, you could barely swing a weapon two weeks ago because of what that thing did to you. A few hours ago you didn’t just stand up to it – you attacked it. I don’t get it.”



“Neither.” Her answer was bold and final. She clearly wanted to let it go.



“There’s a reason people talk about facing your fears,” Arrio offered. “Maybe standing up to it was what you really needed. Your head wasn’t in the game because, every time you tried to play, all you could see was that thing coming to kill you. This time it wasn’t a vision. The monster really was trying to kill you. You saw the worst thing that could happen, and you stood your ground.”



“I’m sorry,” Taum cut in. “Did you just refer to it as a game?”



Arrio shrugged his good shoulder at Taum’s outrage, but Danni and Benji nodded understandingly.



“Not all of us are the same, Taum,” Arrio explained. “I know you don’t like fighting. You do it because you feel like you have to. I’m fairly indifferent. Maybe I shouldn’t be, but it’s something I’m good at.”



“You nearly got killed.”



“That’s a daily occurrence for us,” Arrio sighed. “It’s what’s making us so cynical.” He looked straight at Benji when he said it, and the riverman met his eyes. It was so hard to read his expression with only his eyes visible.



“It’s also worth mentioning,” Danni muttered, hugging herself, “that the monster was trying to attack Francis. I’m not sure I would have been able to do what I did if it hadn’t been going for her, and, honestly, I really don’t want to think about it.”



“Fair enough,” Arrio nodded. Danni shot him a glance.



“Is that why you killed it?”



Everyone’s eyes fell on him. Even in the small space they were taking it all in – his wounded shoulder and serious expression and the hidden mark on his chest. They were all wondering how he did it. How had he killed something so fast and powerful? They hadn’t seen what he’d seen. They didn’t know. Did he kill it because it had been trying to kill Francis?



“Probably,” he answered casually. “Come on, I’ll show you guys the wing you can stay in.”



He slid between them carefully and swooped down the passage under the canopy of heavy fabric and tiny lights. 


The east wing of the giant sprawling tent complex was full of rooms for people to stay in. It was usually reserved for diplomats from other states, who would be housed in the same camp as the Shama-Ul when they visited Mikdyal. Given that no one was here now, and they were trapped in the middle of a sandstorm, and would be leaving again as soon as the storm was over, Arrio felt that they could probably stay here without too much trouble. Besides, he had a feeling that Zemebi would consider most of Arrio’s friends diplomats, given that they represented power from a number of other states.



The Shama-Ul had been right about his sister, and there were several rooms made up but vacant. Arrio showed the others how to light the rooms brightly with a combination of oil and lichen lamps. The coloured lichen was what they used to fill the tiny lights they strung across the ceilings and walls, because it was safer than fire. The oil lamps were used in the rooms because the lichen often wasn’t bright enough and they needed fire to create decent light to see by. Most rooms used candles and mirrors to appear bigger and brighter.



As he turned to go, Arrio found himself face to face with Taum. The huntsman looked tired and hot and dusty. His dark brown hair was longer after months of traveling and hung around his shoulders pale with sand. The silk clothes he wore billowed around him and gave him a softness that didn’t suit his serious and gruff expression.



“Why didn’t you tell us?” he asked.



“Why didn’t you tell us you were a Dileyrian?” 


“I didn’t want to.”



Arrio would have shrugged, but he could feel his bad shoulder growing tighter. He gave Taum a look as if to say ‘there you go’. Then he snuck away down the corridor back to the centre of the complex. He didn’t return to the others. Near the room Yozula had set aside for Sabeh was an opening that had been roped shut. Arrio didn’t ask for permission. He grunted as he twinged his injury trying to untie the door, but the knot wasn’t tight and he tugged it loose. Wincing slightly, he pushed through the drapes into the room. 


He was astounded at the lack of dust, but only because he was more astounded that everything was exactly as he had left it. Yozula must have been on a regular cleaning frenzy in some kind of maddened effort to preserve everything. Arrio felt his heart pull closer to the injury in his shoulder at the thought. Or perhaps… Arrio dragged his fingers over the skin of a drum by the door. Perhaps Zemebi kept the room clean. Had the old man been in here at all since Arrio left? Had he avoided the room completely and ordered it tied off? Or did he stop and lose time in here every day as he passed it by? Arrio’s room was near the centre of the giant tent. It was easily accessible. It was also impossible to sneak out of.



Arrio looked around. He was home. As he walked through the room, letting his fingers trail over the instruments scattered about, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. No wonder people had been talking in the street. He looked… different. He looked older than he was. There were dark, tired circles under his eyes, and he needed a shave. Sand and dust coated his robe and sprinkled his hair. The burn scar from Satinka covered almost the entire side of his neck. It made his skin look like melted wax. She must have been traumatised to have attacked him like that. 


Slowly and carefully, Arrio pulled his robe back and tucked the sling out of the way so that he could see the mark. It had the same visual qualities as Satinka’s burn – that hard, waxy, melted look. It didn’t hurt anymore though. Now that he had been outed, the pain was gone.



“Arrio?” Elvac’s voice sounded behind him.



Arrio covered himself again and turned. He saw Elvac standing in the curtains of the doorway. Elvac looked around curiously. It was a large room. Elvac noticed the sizable bed and enough instruments to start five bands and an orchestra, as well as two wardrobes and a desk large enough to be called a table. Arrio felt a hot blush creep up on him as he watched Elvac look around. The soldier’s eyes were wide with awe, and Arrio could only imagine him wondering what someone would do with so much stuff. The Azollu had taught himself piety and moderation. He had learnt to live simply and humbly, but he had taught himself those skills in the last five years. He’d learnt a lot from Elvac, although Elvac didn’t know that. The solider lived simply because it was all he and his family had ever had the means to do. The contents of this room was worth double what his family home would be worth. Those were all the things Arrio was thinking, as a deep gluttonous shame crept up on him. Elvac would not be thinking such things.



“Can you play all of these?” he asked in wonder, gazing around.



Arrio nodded.



“That’s incredible,” Elvac shook his head. “Arrio… why did you leave? You’re so talented. You had everything here. Why did you leave Mikdyal?”



“Because I had everything. Do you know what that does to a person?”



“Makes them like Francis?”



“No,” Arrio smiled. “Francis comes from money and her family always took care of her, but she didn’t have everything. Everything was promised to her, provided she made it through med-school. That’s different. Elvac, I was a child, and I already had my own religion. Do you know what that does to a person?”



“I don’t,” Elvac admitted. “But you seem fine to me.”



“And I pray to Zyki you will always think that,” Arrio sighed. He rested his good hand on Elvac’s shoulder. “I want to live in a world where I can meet your eye. You’re a good man, Elvac.”



“Tell that to all the children I murdered,” Elvac said softly, putting everything in perspective and gently pushing Arrio’s hand away. Arrio could feel his jaw hanging slightly open. Elvac never talked about his time in the war. It was hard to believe it had happened, for those who hadn’t been there to witness anything. Arrio had nothing to relate it to. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t imagine the man in front of him raising a weapon against an innocent. The Elvac he knew would never do that. The Elvac he knew was sober and sane.



“Sabeh’s going to be okay,” Elvac changed the topic. “He’s conscious, and grumpy.”



“So back to normal?”



“Exactly the same,” Elvac smiled. “I don’t think Satinka wants him traveling for a couple of days though.”



“Well, we have to wait until the storm passes anyway. He should have time.”



“How long do you think the storm will last?”



“How long does any storm last?” Arrio smiled. “Zyki rages across the land. It could be over tomorrow. It could last days.”



“Do you think he could stop in and bless Satinka and our journey?” Elvac joked. “The precedent has been set. Now it’s only polite.”



Arrio did not smile. “You sound like someone who has no god.”



“Funny that.”



“Elvac,” Arrio sighed. “You have stood in the presence of gods. You know what it is to feel that power – to feel so small. Gods and their behaviour are not a joking matter. You live by the philosophies of Nagatoa-Zu. You know how important faith is. I… I can’t imagine what it must be like – what you must be going through. You put your faith in a god, as we all do, and that faith was betrayed in the worst way I can possibly comprehend. Still, just because Sunne wronged you so absolutely, doesn’t mean you should give up on religion–”



“What have I said about trying to convert me?”



“Don’t do it.”



Elvac raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Don’t do it.”



“Zyki is–”



“Your god, Arrio. Not mine. He is a turbulent, dangerous, and ferocious god. I don’t need that.” Elvac sighed, and smiled to himself. “Thank you. I know you’re only doing it because you care, but… not now. After my experience with Sunne, I really feel that perhaps some time without gods might do me some good. I’m not ready to move onto something else yet, and even if I was… I haven’t found anything that’s right for me. I don’t know what I’m looking for. I don’t know what I am.”



“You’re a good man,” Arrio repeated. “I don’t care what you say you’ve done. The Elvac I know would never do those things. No one can be measured by what they did on adamanthel. I apologise if my words seem hollow to you, given that these are your experiences and I cannot imagine them, but the drug did those things: not you. It borrowed your body, but it didn’t borrow your mind. You never would have done that, Elvac.”



“I remember doing it.”



“And I remember you defending an awkward teenager, who could barely speak the common tongue, when a group of newly returned soldiers started throwing rocks at him and shouting at him to go back where he came from.”



Elvac softened slightly at the memory. Probably considering now that the soldiers would have had traces of adamanthel in their system, egging on their rage and hate. It explained a lot about the behaviour of many of the returned.



“You could have taken them…”



“But I wasn’t going to,” Arrio shook his head. “I didn’t want to get into a fight. I’d win, and that would only make it worse. Before Undernal…” Arrio laughed. “Before Undernal no one had ever tried to bully me before. Biggest and strongest aside – I was Zyki’s chosen.”



“Azollu.”



“Azollu,” Arrio agreed bitterly. “Not all it’s cracked up to be, I can tell you.”



“I’d believe it,” Elvac nodded. “Being the chosen one sounds awful. Just look at Satinka.”



They both fell silent. No one was going to argue about that. She certainly seemed to have it worst. Arrio had always felt the pressure of Zynaldini like a great weight. That was only one region of the Great Realm. People who didn’t know anything about Satinka or her mission were relying on her to keep the world from ending.



Behind Elvac, the curtains pulled open. Francis stood in the doorway and eyed them both up.



“Here you are!” she exclaimed like she’d been looking everywhere. “Elvac, sweetie, I need to borrow Arrio now.”



“Of course,” Elvac ducked out the door and disappeared into the depths of the tent.



Francis had discarded most of her Zynaldini garments now that they were safely inside. She still wore the baggy trousers and sleeveless shirt, but she wandered barefoot with only her hair cloaking her shoulders. A waterskin was tied around her waist.



“Sit,” she instructed, indicating the edge of the bed. Arrio sat, sinking down on the edge of the soft mattress. He was still taller than her. She sauntered over and boldly began to unwrap him. He only had a soft silk robe wrapped around his torso as a shirt. Sleeves were too hard with the sling. Francis took it all and pulled a face as she inspected his shoulder.



“That bad, huh?” he asked. She cursed a word so foul Danni must have taught it to her.



“I made a real mess of this…” she muttered. “I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be. I was prepared to lose the arm, remember?”



“Yes, well, that was unnecessary altruistic nonsense,” she huffed. “You warriors… you always think you’re so noble. So ready to suffer and sacrifice and die. When will you learn.”



He didn’t try and answer. It was clear she wasn’t really asking. She was mostly talking to herself as she scrutinised his wound.



“Okay…” she didn’t sound pleased as she uncapped the waterskin. “Do you have something to bite down on? Because this is going to hurt. I think I’m going to have to make it worse before I make it better.”



Arrio steeled himself. “I can take it.”



“You’re an idiot,” she grumbled. He laughed and lost all his prepared tension. Francis moved the water to his shoulder and it was the most soothing thing he’d ever felt. When the pain came his body froze. He squeezed his eyes shut and ground his teeth. It felt like the Raven was trying to bite his arm off all over again. He could feel his shoulder bleeding again, but the blood wasn’t going anywhere. It seared and leaked, but his arm stayed dry. The pain was sharp and burning. He tried to focus on his knees, draw his attention away from the pain. It didn’t work. The agony settled into a dull ache deep in his muscles. His skin itched and prickled. Slowly, everything settled and he relaxed again, with only a stiff ache left in his shoulder. He opened his eyes. Francis looked exhausted. 


“Chichina…”



“It should be okay now. That’s the best I can get it.”



He looked down. His shoulder was a startling twisted mess of scars, but given that it had been sliced through to the bone it was doing quite well.



“I don’t know what rapid healing on such a flexible joint is going to be like,” she continued wearily. “You might have to train it to get a full range of movement back. Could take time. Will still hurt.”



He nodded. As he opened his mouth to speak, still trying to decide if he should check on her or scold her, the door parted again. Yozula stood framed by the curtain. Arrio snatched the robe he was sitting on and hauled it over his chest, but it was too late. She had seen the mark. At first she didn’t say anything. She just stared at him wide-eyed.



“Arrio…”



“Please don’t tell anyone, Chian!” he begged. “Please! Not yet.”



She continued to stare. Gently she motioned to him. He let the robe fall away, exposing the burn mark in the shape of a paw print. It wasn’t anything new to her. Zemebi had the exact same scar. Still, her eyes brimmed.



“Little Arrio…” she cooed. She took a deep breath and composed herself. “Hamaal came by. I told him you were resting and recovering from your trip and you couldn’t see him.”



“Thank you,” Arrio breathed in relief.



“If you want to see him, you know where to find him,” she continued in a tone that told Arrio exactly what she thought of him visiting the zealot. “But you know that–”



“He isn’t welcome here,” Arrio finished. “I know. He isn’t to set foot in the house of the Shama-Ul. Chian, I don’t want to see him.”



“Well you’re going to have to,” she ruffled in disapproval. “It won’t take long before he starts telling everyone you are Zemebi’s prisoner and that the Shama-Ul is deliberately keeping you from him. You know he will.”



“Can that be tomorrow’s problem?” Arrio asked plaintively.



“If you don’t solve it tonight it will be,” Yozula replied primly. She cast one last look between them, eyeballing Arrio and Francis firmly as well as Zyki’s mark. Arrio’s auntie could say a lot with her heavily made-up eyes. She turned and swept out.



“She doesn’t like me,” Francis commented.



“Mm,” Arrio blushed in a hot sticky wave. “That’s because she thinks you’re with me. She doesn’t realise you’re married.”



Francis gave him a sharp look, but his expression was too mortified to be joking. Francis laughed uproariously. Arrio’s blush deepened. It was more uncomfortable than his new scars.



“I’m wearing my wedding ring,” Francis pointed out. At least she found it delightfully hilarious.



“Your custom, not ours,” Arrio mumbled. “Have you seen how many rings Chian Yozula wears? I’m… I’m going to need to clarify that… and she won’t make it easy.”



“I can say something to her,” Francis chuckled.



“Don’t,” Arrio squeaked in the single most emasculating moment of his life. “You two getting into a conversation about my love life – or comfortable lack of – is literally the stuff of my nightmares.”



“Why on earth does she think I’m with you?” Francis asked in some bewilderment.



“Because that’s what she’s like,” Arrio grumbled. “You’re powerful and important and she heard me call you chichina…”



“You said that was just a casual term of endearment for people you care about!”



“It is! I just… don’t usually use it casually… I… Fran, you never thought it was odd that I didn’t talk about people back home? I don’t have a lot of close friends here. I… I don’t have friends here. I have… worshipers,” the word rolling off his tongue made him feel sick. “It’s probably the first time she’s heard me call someone that with any kind of…” he trailed off. This wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have. This was a nightmare. He didn’t want Francis to know about this side of him. It was more than uncomfortable. “Look, Chian Yozula is just like this. She’ll pick someone to make a big deal about, and start some kind of horrific drama, and it will be whoever can cause me the most embarrassment. I’m almost lucky she didn’t come in when I was talking to Elvac. No doubt she would have tried to turn that into a thing, and it would probably have been worse than this. At least we have Danni to use as a fire blanket before she gets out of hand.”



Francis chuckled. “I love Zynaldini people.”



“No you don’t. We’re a passionate emotional sandstorm and it’s carnage.”



Francis grinned and kissed the top of his head affectionately. Arrio’s blush burned in the pit of his stomach and he was painfully glad Yozula wasn’t around to see it.



“I’m going to go and have a nap,” Francis told him. “All this Avataring and meeting your family has burnt me out. If you need anything, let me know.”



“Thank you, chichina,” Arrio whispered. “Rest up.”



She stroked his hair and turned away. With a start she stopped and turned back.



“Oh, I nearly forgot!” She dug into her pocket and pulled out a tiny coloured orb. It looked like a red glass marble with patterns around the circumference. Arrio recognised it as a circusphere instantly. She passed it to him and he took it gently.



“What’s on it?” he asked.



“A recording from the campfire last night. One of the girls there recorded the performance. She wanted me to give it to you. At least… I’m pretty sure that’s what she said.”



Arrio twisted the bands of the sphere. He set the volume low and started the recording. Sure enough the orb began to pulse with the deep echoing sound of drums. Arrio looked up to Francis.



“Who gave you this?”



“She didn’t tell me her name,” Francis shrugged. “A girl dressed in blue.” With that, the little Avatar turned and left. Arrio noticed her drag her unsteady steps. She had clearly burnt more energy healing than she wanted anyone to know. Typical. Hopefully Danni would tell her off again – for all the good it did.



Arrio shut off the recording and pocketed the circusphere. He stood and pulled the robe on properly. Sure enough, his arm was stiff and he couldn’t lift his shoulder up. The sleeves took a while, but he got the hang of it. He stared down his arm, willing it to lift higher. It didn’t. He reached over with his other arm and pulled it up. A sharp stabbing pain shot down into his ribs, but his arm did point up. So it was possible. He let go and took a deep breath. At least he hadn’t lost the limb. Physically he was exhausted, and his bed was right behind him, but his brain was wired and he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep. There was too much on his mind. He wrapped the robe tightly around his chest and crossed the hall.



Sabeh was still crashed on the bed and he looked barely conscious. Satinka was sitting cross legged on the mattress beside him. She smiled when Arrio came in.



“Did Francis find you?” she asked.



“Yeah. Fixed up my arm properly too,” he nodded. “Now… now I just kinda want to hide from my life for a while.”



“Join us,” Satinka invited with a wave of her hand. “I wouldn’t mind hiding from my life too.”



Arrio moved over and perched himself on the edge of the bed. Sabeh opened one eye and glared at him.



“You dickhead.”



“What?” Arrio grinned at him.



“You took that monster on singlehandedly. By Ragnar’s holy robes you should be dead. Now everyone’s telling me instead you managed to kill it in one-on-one combat? Not even Saka managed that. Not even I did.”



“I didn’t come away unscathed,” Arrio clarified, pulling away the robe to expose his scars. The way Sabeh described it made it sound too easy. It hadn’t been. Arrio had been lucky.



“And you’ve got Zyki’s damned mark,” Sabeh squinted at him. “Shama-Ul…” Sabeh rubbed his face wearily and scratched his short beard. “At least you’re responsible enough for the role.”



Arrio laughed weakly. One day Sabeh was going to laugh at that too – once he realised it was a joke. For now, the Azollu was stuck with people who really believed that, so he was going to have to try and behave. He wanted to be worthy of the mark. He wanted to be worthy of his people, and as soon as his skin had started to blister he had vowed he would be, but in the shadows of the caverns of Mikdyal the ghosts of his past were free to haunt him. Up by the pillows Sabeh groaned.



“How did you kill it?” he asked. “Everyone tells me you did, but… Arrio, no offense, you’re one of the best fighters I know, but that monster was a killing machine. I don’t understand.”



“It wanted to die,” Arrio answered softly. “He wanted to die…”



Satinka and Sabeh both stared at him. He turned his eyes to the floor.



“I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Brukna’s curse, we all thought that it didn’t do anything. He said if the creature tasted Satinka’s blood his curse would lay it low. We were all hoping for a miracle kill. We were hoping it would be struck down. I think… I think what actually happened, was that the curse began to undo the dark magic that had made the monster in the first place. Back… back in those caverns, you and Elvac said they used to be people…”



“You think that the person inside that monster was waking up?” Sabeh asked in horror. “You… you think they were… aware?”



Arrio nodded. “There were words carved into its skin. None of us did that. The scabs were fresh. I think it was doing it to itself.”



“It was cutting itself?” Satinka echoed. “What? Trying to… escape? Get out of its skin?” She looked horrified. Arrio didn’t blame her, but he shook his head.



“No… ah… I think it was… it was trying to remember.”



“Remember what?” Sabeh asked. “What was it writing on its skin?”



“A name,” Arrio muttered. “The same name over and over. Simon. That’s… that’s an Undernalian name, isn’t it?”



“Undernalian and Emerian,” Sabeh nodded against the pillows. “You think it, sorry… he? He was trying to remember his own name?”



Arrio shrugged stiffly. “I don’t know. I can only guess, but fighting it in the desert wasn’t like fighting it anywhere else. It was slower. Sluggish. Every now and again it would look at me with recognition and comprehension in its eyes. It was half homicidal monster, sure, but… but it felt too like it was half suicidal man. I…” Arrio sighed and drew a hand over his eyes. “I feel like we’ve seen so much darkness since our journey began. We’re not addressing it. Elvac… sometimes the things he says… the horrors he must have witnessed… He still dreams sometimes. I hear him begging in his sleep. I can’t imagine… and this. This man mutated into a demon creature. I can’t imagine what that must have been like. What it would have been like to start to wake up in a body that used to be yours and no longer is. Being taken over and violated like that…” He shook his head.



Satinka and Sabeh watched him silently.



“Don’t tell the others,” Arrio requested. “I don’t think any of them saw. I told Benji to keep away from the remains. They don’t know that it was starting to revert back to human when I killed it. Danni seems to be doing better since standing up to it, so let’s not mess with that.”



“Sounds sensible,” Sabeh agreed. Satinka just nodded. Between them, the group was doing enough suffering. They knew Sunne and Āni were doing terrible things. There was no point adding to the guilt and horror their friends already carried if they didn’t have to.







SNOW CONES AND STREET VENDORS 



Francis was exhausted. She dragged herself listlessly through the corridors towards the sound of familiar voices. Elvac had found the others and was chatting to Benji and Taum. They looked over to her as she approached.



“You doing okay?” Elvac asked.



She nodded. The draping door of a room beside them had been tied open. Danni was in there sorting out her pack. Francis drifted in towards her.



“I’m going to nap,” she announced. 


“Sure,” Danni stood and touched her wife’s face gently. “You alright, quiqui?”



“Yeah. Just going to sleep it off.” Francis moved to the bed and crashed face-first onto it. She shimmied up the blankets to nuzzle a pillow, and made a satisfied blissful little sound. Danni laughed and bent over to kiss Francis’ head before leaving the room and tying the door shut after her. Francis was snoring softly into the pillow before Danni had the doors closed.



“Should we be worried?” Taum asked.



“I don’t think so,” Danni replied. “She used to do that after exams too.”



“She’s done a lot of magic to get us here,” Benji shrugged nervously.



“Yeah, but she’s getting stronger too,” Danni stated proudly.



Elvac was looking around the corridor at the tiny coloured lights above them. 


“It feels like night in here,” he commented. “But by my count I think it’s only mid-afternoon.”



“I’m not tired,” Benji agreed. “Been resting in the caravan all the way here.”



“We should go exploring,” Danni suggested.



“We should probably talk to Arrio first,” Taum chuckled.



“Why?” Danni shrugged. “He looked wrecked when we arrived. He’s probably crashed like Fran. Come on, guys! We’re in Mikdyal. The underground city. I’ve never been here before. Aren’t you curious?”



“You spent too long at home,” Elvac muttered. “You forgot: we’re wanted fugitives. Zemebi’s hiding us because we’re with Arrio, but even if Mikdyal doesn’t have any of Sunne’s clergy, the wanted posters will still have made it here.”



“So I’m safe then,” Benji pulled his scarf down. “What do you guys think?”



They all stared at his scarred face. His green eyes were still like emeralds in the snow, but it looked like half the snow had begun to melt.



“You’d still stick out like a sore thumb here.” Elvac shrugged it off first. “It’s not like you’ve changed that much, and we were a distinctive group to begin with.”



“But we were with Arrio,” Danni pointed out. “The first red-haired Zynaldini in a thousand years. The guy everyone just saw ride into town. People probably know we’re here anyway. Plus, we’re in the middle of a sandstorm. What are they going to do?”



“On top of that,” Benji added, replacing his scarf. “You guys all saw how Zemebi’s people acted around Arrio. Azollu? Come on. He’s the chosen one – which makes perfect sense when you think about the whole devout pious hero vibe he’s got going on. You gotta wonder if he’s right and we’re all being guided. Our plans got messed up leaving Undernal, but we ended up on the east coast. And, okay, so Elgárnd was awful, but trust me: it always is. Then we ended up in Woodell where we turned a whole city to our side and made them turn on Sunne. Almenir was already giving the God of Light the middle finger when we got there and they welcomed us with open arms. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mikdyal does the same.”



“Benji’s right,” Danni grinned. “All the gods have blessed us. Brunka and Ahkma gave us an audience and helped us on our journey. We haven’t even met Ragnar and Zyki, but they gave us Sabeh and Arrio. Everyone who isn’t Sunne is on our side, and we don’t have to cross into his lands ever again! What could go wrong?”



“I really wish you hadn’t said that,” Taum groaned.



“Come on, man,” Benji put a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go have a look. If anyone asks we just say we’re with Arrio. They won’t mind.”



“And if things start to look dodgy we’ll come straight back,” Danni promised. “I mean, you got anything better to do this afternoon?”



“Well… no,” he admitted. “Do you think there’s a pool or something? I wouldn’t mind finding somewhere to cool down…”



“You won’t know until you look,” she shrugged. “Come exploring with me.”



They didn’t take much persuading. Benji was already as keen as she was. The two of them led Elvac and Taum from the tent. As they stepped out into the cave, they breathed deep. It had been stuffy inside, but they only noticed that as the warm sandy air of the cave breathed against their skin with the faint ghost of the outside storm. The streets were still light, as though overcast skies were visible somewhere. Above them, wind whistled and echoed in the tunnels and caverns higher up the mountain. 


“So where to first?” Elvac asked.



“Where do you start with any new city?” Danni grinned and pointed. “The main drag.”



She led the boys back down the way they had come, following the tracks on the stone back to the marketplace. 


The streets of Mikdyal were bright and busy. No one in this city had ever been kept inside because of a little storm. Carts and crowds went back and forth between the tents. People swept sand out to the edges of the caves. All around them, the Zynaldini people talked and joked and bartered in their own musical language. The smells of the marketplace were intoxicating with things cooked in spices they had never heard of before. Everything was coloured with rich dyes the sun had never sought to fade. Zynaldini people brushed by them, casually eyeing those who were clearly strangers. The group were still wearing their silk outfits, but even in Zynaldini garb they couldn’t blend in. Some of their audience looked confused, some curious, and others amused.



“You know…” Benji murmured, barely audible over the noise of the city. “This might be the most beautiful place I’ve ever been…”



The others all stared at him. Benji was surrounded by people who were homesick. They each thought that the city they came from was the most amazing place in the world, and they were here because they wanted to keep it safe. Benji had never been subtle about hating Elgárnd. The Marshland city had been a damp, dreary, dull place most of his life. Comparatively, Mikdyal was bold and bright and boisterous. It was like stories he’d read of dragons’ treasure buried deep under mountains. From high enough up, the tents would look like a collection of spilled jewels. It wasn’t hard to see the appeal for him.



“You’ve been to Almenir,” Danni protested. “We built our city in the treetops.”



“Danni,” Taum requested. “Just don’t. He’s allowed to have an opinion.”



“Yeah, but it’s wrong,” she grumbled. 


Benji’s face was unreadable behind his scarf, but to Elvac his eyes looked like they were smiling. Not that Danni cared. She was peering further down the street. 


“Oooo!” she didn’t elaborate or form a sentence. She just grabbed Taum by the front of the shirt and dragged him down the street. The other two followed. It wasn’t a pool, but she had spotted snow cones. A small purple stall nestled between two large tents had a sign in Zynaldini that none of them could read, but it had a picture on the front of a paper cone with crushed ice and little snowflakes. 


The man sitting out the front was huge. He would have been taller than Arrio, with the shoulder width of more than two ordinary people. He was dressed in a leather garb similar to what Arrio wore outside the desert, but, uncommonly for a Zynaldini, his head was shaved. He was missing two fingers from his left hand and his body was covered in scars and tattoos. He was reclining casually on a comically tiny chair beside a table with three silver machines set up on it. Naturally, Danni rushed right over.



“Ree,” she greeted him in halting Zynaldini, holding up an awkward hand.



“Ree Ouhni,” he replied in a deep rumbling voice. “Zynaldini casa oon?”



“Uh…” Danni dragged the sound out so long Taum started to laugh at her. So did the ice-cream man. His dark face cracked into a brilliant white grin as he roared with laughter.



“That’s a no,” he told her. “Or ‘ba’ as we say it. Don’t worry, I speak common.”



“Oh thank Ahkma,” she praised. “Ree is all I know.”



The ice-cream man continued to chuckle. “You must be new to Mikdyal.”



“Only just arrived,” she stated proudly. “Got in just as the storm was hitting.”



“You travel with a red-head?” the man’s eyes narrowed as he squinted at her.



“Yeah…” she shrugged, trying and failing to make it sound casual.



“Hm,” the ice-cream man folded his arms. “So it’s true then? Arrio’s back.”



“He came back with Zemebi,” Benji volunteered. “We all did.”



“Beh, beh,” the man nodded with a smile. “Of course he did. It’s the only way he’d be allowed into the city again. Zemebi banished him. He’d only get back in if the Shama-Ul permitted it.”



“Wait, what?” Taum looked startled.



“Arrio was banished?” Elvac echoed. “Why?”



“You didn’t know?” The big man’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you knew him.”
“We do know him,” Benji retorted. “We’ve known him for five years. What happened? Band practice too loud?”
Danni got in on the joke. “Kept doing all the cooking and cleaning – had to send him away so that the help weren’t out a job?”
The ice-cream man looked between them. “We talking about the same person?”
“How many red-haired Zynaldinis are there?” Benji asked.
“Just the one.”
“Then yeah,” Benji shrugged. “Why? What actually happened?”
The scarred giant looked uncomfortable.
“Don’t worry,” Elvac shook his head. “We can ask him later. Sorry. Didn’t mean to put you in an awkward position.”
“It’s okay. Just… y’know, don’t want to get involved. Didn’t get involved five years ago, don’t want to start now. I’m just a guy trying to make a living.”
“Hey, snow-cones in Mikdyal must make a killing,” Danni approved.
“I do okay,” the big man shrugged. “Today’s a bit slow, but it’s a dark and chilly winter day, especially with the storm rolling in.”
“This is your idea of dark and chilly?” Taum was plucking at the front of his shirt to fan himself. The ice-cream man chuckled at him.
“Do you take Undernalian currency?” Danni asked, digging under her robes, looking for her pockets.
“Beh. Girl, I can even give you Undernalian change. We end up with all sorts floating around here. Anything else you’re looking for, let me know. I know everyone – who you can get local deals from, and who will try and rip you off.”
“This is my new favourite city,” Benji declared unabashedly.
“Ha,” the vendor smiled at him. “For that – this one’s on the house!”
“No way!” Danni exclaimed. “Thanks.”
He handed her a paper cone and got her to choose a flavour. There were three kinds all based on different Zynaldini berries which came out red, blue, or yellow. Danni picked the yellow one and watched as the vendor took a scoop of berries and a cup of water and tossed them into one of the silver machines on the table. He held her cone under the spout and the nozzle snowed fruity golden ice into the cone.
“This is amazing!” she yelped. “How? How do you do it?”
“Magic,” he grinned, serving the others. “I get ice charms from the spirits in Dethfryst.”
“Huh?”
“Sprites, up on the mountain,” he pointed northwest. “They like to play games, but if you win, they will do favours for you. I’ve made a living for twenty years now traveling to and from the mountain. Made friends with some of the sprites too.”
“What kind of games?”
“The kind it pays to win,” he answered, indicating his scars and missing fingers. The group balked at the implication, but the Zynaldini man still seemed unperturbed. He eyed up Elvac and Benji. “But you two must know something about that. Southern soldiers by the looks of you.”
“Ex-soldier,” Elvac nodded. Beside him Benji shook his head, his scarf still covering his face.
“Not me,” he muttered. “I got mine in Almenir. Some kind of demon monster hunted us through the forest.”
“A demon?” Fear flickered across his face. “You came out the victor, though.”
“Not so much… It left me for dead, and without Avatar magic to heal me I might have been.” Benji gently pulled the scarf down to expose his face. The ice-cream man have him a nod of admiration.
“That is quite something you managed there… Few more fights like that and you can show me up.”
Benji grinned nervously at him. The smile twisted his scars, but it made him look more natural – if Benji smiling could be called natural.
“So, what became of the demon?” the man asked.
“Arrio killed it,” Benji answered as Taum handed him a blue snow-cone. “He nearly lost an arm, but, unlike the rest of us, he wasn’t going down without taking it with him. Oh wow, this is really sour!”
“It’s so good,” Danni was halfway through hers. “Super refreshing.”
Elvac stood very quietly and shared a glance with the ice-cream man. He sighed and spoke softly.
“I don’t know what happened five years ago. Arrio never told us. We didn’t know he was banished, but, as you may have been able to tell, the guy we know would never do anything worthy of banishment. Whatever might have happened, he’s a good guy – one of the best people we know. He’s saved our lives more than once, and we wouldn’t be here without him. I don’t know what this means coming from an outsider–”
“It means plenty,” the scarred giant replied with a polite nod. “You made it to Mikdyal – that means Zyki has blessed you. Those who are unworthy do not survive the desert. That you crossed the sands to make it to our cavernous city of wonders proves that you have what it takes to belong. No one who makes it here is ever truly an outsider.”
“I’d go back to school if you were my teacher,” Benji volunteered in awe of the man’s acceptance.
“You don’t have to go back to school to learn,” he chuckled. “I never finished school, but look at us now: both learning just by conversing with each other.”
“You never finished school but you use terms like conversing,” Taum grinned.
“Years of travelling have taught me the common tongue,” the man shrugged. “When you’re my age, boy, you will have a larger vocabulary too. Words are like wrinkles. You pick them up with age.”
They all shared a smile. Danni was done with her snow-cone, so she paid for a second one, dressing down the boys for their weakness at not keeping up with her, and they farewelled the ice-cream man. Taum muttered something about Danni and brain-freeze as they continued wandering down the street, while she shoved her face full of fruity ice. She ignored him. Benji covered his face again as soon as he finished drinking the last of the melted ice from the paper cone. Danni was nearly done with her second cone by the time the boys made it through their first, and she led the way down a side street looking for a bin. What she found instead was a store.
“Sweet Ahkma’s holy roots!” she cursed under her breath.
Before the boys could say they didn’t want to know, she was barrelling inside. Once they saw what she had seen, they quickly followed. The store was a large blue tent with the front tied open and a midnight bead curtain hanging over half of the entranceway. The room was lined with shelves, and the shelves were lined with circuspheres in different sizes and colours. They all recognised the coloured crystal orbs, but none of them had seen so many of the recording devices in any one place before. The symbols glittered and glowed around the circumferences of the orbs, and a couple on the desk at the back of the room played music softly.
The ones that had caught Danni’s eye were set up in the corner behind the bead curtain. They still looked like the other orbs, but each was topped with a slight dent. Light rose out of the dent to create an image like a hologram. Most of the images were fuzzy. Some had colour, some were lit just with the colour of their circusphere. Some were flat two dimensional images like a painting, some were three dimensional like a sculpture. Some moved and some were still. Most of the projecting circuspheres were about the size of a large walnut or a plum. One sitting at the front was the size of an apple and fiery orange. The symbols around the middle glowed in the dim light. It was clearly the best of all of them. The image projecting out of it was full colour and three dimensional. It moved gently. It was Arrio. He was young, mid-teens, with his red hair bound back in a braid. His face was painted and he was dressed in ornate robes. He was clearly speaking and gesticulating, but there was no sound. They all stared.
“These are amazing…” Danni breathed.
“What are they?” Taum asked, half reaching for one, but afraid to touch them.



“They’re circuspheres,” someone behind them answered. They all turned to see a girl of about eight looking at them. She was bundled up in green and gold robes, but her smiling face and large eyes peeked out. 


“But these ones have pictures,” Danni pointed out.



“They record and play image not sound,” said the girl with the practice of someone who knows what they’re selling from the information on the box. “They’re the only ones of their kind – you can’t get them anywhere else. Would you like one?”



“This one is a recording of Arrio?” Danni pointed.



“That is the final address of the Azollu. The last speech he made.” Again spoken with practice. She pulled a face. “I can’t sell it to you though. My aunt would go ballistic. It’s her favourite. She says it’s one of the best she ever made.”



“Your aunt made these?” Taum echoed. “How?”



“Magic,” the girl shrugged. “We use a lot of magic in Mikdyal. It’s our greatest commodity.” She grinned a bold grin and exposed a missing tooth. “I’m going to be a witch when I grow up.”



“Yeah?” Elvac smiled back at her.



“Yeah. Watch.” She ran back to the desk and opened one of the drawers. She pulled out a small stone tile with markings painted on it and set it on the counter. As they watched politely, she took a seed out of a packet and set it down on the tile. In a soft voice she spoke three words and pressed on the seed. Under her thumb, leaves unrolled and petals unfolded. She took her hand away to expose a small purple flower and gave them a beaming grin.



“Wow,” Taum gave her a nod.
“If I get good enough I can go and work in the gardens in the top of the mountain,” she stated proudly.
“They use magic up there?” he asked.
“We use magic for everything,” she nodded. “Mama says outside of Mikdyal no one practices anymore, because they put spells in machines to do stuff for them, but here we still need it.”
“But aren’t circuspheres machines with spells in them?” Danni asked.
“Kinda,” the girl shrugged, clambering down from the desk and coming back. “They are made from crystal. Crystal holds magic better. I don’t know how to do the spells for them though. It’s too hard.”
“It must be more than one spell,” Danni inspected one of the regular circuspheres from the shelves. “I’ve seen Arrio work them. You press this symbol and it records any sound it can hear – different kinds are better for different things. Then these symbols can be used to adjust volume, mix the recordings, play the recordings back… they’re insanely complicated.”
“And these ones with the images,” Benji inspected them. “They work the same way?”
“You point and press and they record what the sensor sees…” the girl picked one up and tried to point it. She grimaced. “I don’t really know how they work, to be honest. Apparently they don’t work like they should yet. She’s been working on them my whole life, but the magic is hard. Chian has been trying to alter the spell that makes the normal circuspheres so that it will record images instead, or as well, but it’s experimental. Experimenting with magic is hard.”
Before they could say anything else, their conversation was interrupted by yelling outside the tent. The little girl squeaked and rushed outside. The others followed. A man stood in the middle of the street with his arms raised protectively. From the tent beside the shop, a woman was screaming at him in Zynaldini and throwing things at him. He called back, trying to reason patiently, but she yelled louder. She threw a circusphere and it smashed at his feet. Music spilled out as the spell began to dissolve and the recording played for the very last time. It mixed with the yelling voices as the two people fought.



The woman screaming and throwing had pale tattoos over her face and hands, and her long braid was a warm golden brown that highlighted her dark skin. The man had dark hair, speckled with grey, which he also tied back like so many Zynaldini. He was clean shaven and looked wealthy. He wore loose black trousers and shirt edged with silver embroidery, and a silver embroidered vest. Compared to the woman hurling circuspheres and abuse at him, he seemed remarkably dignified. 


“Oh dear…” the girl sighed.



Another woman burst out and tried to grab the angry lady and drag her inside. The tattooed woman fought her off. More circuspheres shattered. The chorus of songs mingled with the three fighting voices. The little girl looked up at them with an expression like ‘what can you do?’ as though this happened all the time.



“That’s my family,” she admitted.



“Heh, just like home,” Benji joked softly to her. The others shared a look. Benji’s family had been away when they had visited Elgárnd, but he didn’t talk about it. In fact, most of the years they had known him he hardly spoke of them. They had a niggling suspicion he might not be joking.



The man dodged another circusphere and continued to try reason. His deep voice was insistent. The second woman finally got her companion under control and forced her inside, throwing one last filthy look at the man in the street. He fell silent in their wake, watching the door of the tent fall shut after them, as the last of the recordings died. With a deep sigh he smoothed his hair back and noticed them all watching. The little girl gave him a smug smirk.



“She hates you.”



“I have gathered that,” he replied smoothly. “How’s your common coming, Mihi?”



“Very well,” she replied. Clearly.



“Excellent,” he smiled. “You have always been so well spoken. I don’t suppose you can talk to your chian for me?”



“Nope,” the girl laughed. “She hates you. She calls you keesfatakan.”



The man balked. “She says that in front of you?! Mihi you are too young to know that word!”



“Mihi!”



They all looked over to see the second woman who had taken the girl’s aunt inside calling angrily to her. The girl muttered apologies under her breath, mentioned something about her mother, and quickly pulled a tie at the entrance to the shop. The doors rolled shut behind them, closing the store. She ran off to join her family. Danni and the boys were left in the street with the man who was gently smoothing his clothes.



“Apologies,” he nodded to them. “I am sorry about all that. I hope it doesn’t sour your opinion of our beloved city.”



“Eh, it was pretty entertaining,” Danni shrugged. “What was it about?”



“Danni!” Taum exclaimed. “You can’t ask that! It’s personal!”



“It’s fine,” the man raised a hand as though to brush away concern. “You were just in the store? You saw the circuspheres?”



They nodded. He nodded back, as though that explained something.



“Fidassal – Mihi’s aunt – makes them. She’s the only person I know who has ever been able to create a circusphere that records images. We used to work together. Now… not so much.”



“What happened? You rip off one of her ideas?” Danni grinned. Taum rolled his eyes despairingly.



“No,” the man smiled, shaking his head. “There’s no way I could. I am not much of a magician. Not at all, really. I’m good with words, and with languages. I would help her write spells. Between us we made some truly remarkable circuspheres, but… no longer unfortunately. Creative differences. She won’t overlook them. Refuses. Despite the fact that it is clear she can’t do this without me. Those few experiments she has left are nothing compared to the ones we managed to make together. Alas, she cares not for the potential of such technology and what it might mean for the future of our people.”



“And what’s her side of the story?” Elvac asked pointedly.



“You’d have to ask her,” he motioned in the direction of the tent. “But, my own troubles aside, you look very new to Mikdyal. Were you, perhaps, the group travelling with the Azollu?” 


“Man news gets around this place fast!” Danni laughed. “Yeah. That’s us. You don’t get many visitors, huh?”



“We don’t get quite so many diverse groups on the brink of a storm,” he smiled. “I’d love to hear your stories. There is a store back on the main street. I don’t suppose I could buy you all a drink in exchange for the tale of how you came to Mikdyal with our Azollu?”



They all shared a look. No one shrugged, but no one committed.



“That’s very kind of you,” Elvac replied.



“Not at all,” the man laughed. “We Zynaldini are a curious and nosy people. You get used to it.”



“Really?” Benji’s eyes were narrow through the slit in his scarf. “The one I know isn’t.”



“Are you one of the Azolluni?” Taum asked.



“Devoutly,” he nodded, placing a hand to his chest. “Does that bother you?”



“Do you know why Arrio was banished?” Danni blurted. He grinned at her.



“A story for a story, my Almenian friend?” he invited. “I’ll tell you mine, if you tell me yours.”



“Deal,” she grinned, ignoring Taum’s hesitant and nervous glances as he tried to get her attention. “I’m Danni, this is Elvac, Taum, and Benji.”



“I am Hamaal,” he introduced himself graciously, making the sign of Zyki to her. “Come, all the best stories are told around tea.”



He motioned them forward and led the way back to the main street. Taum gave Danni a surreptitious poke in the side.



“Oh what?” she whispered back to them. “These nutters actually worship Arrio – they’re not going to get us in trouble with Sunne. If anyone was going to be on our side it’s them. They’re basically a cult to our cause – remember Dwali?”



They did. The shopkeeper had been extremely good to them. With no reason not to, they followed after Hamaal. He took them back to the main street and about half a block down. They headed for a large tent in a soft lavender colour that was open to the street. It was filled with tables and chairs. The table tops were all made from slices of a tree, and were irregular shapes like blobs of paint. Hamaal led them over to one of the larger tables and invited them to sit. They joined him and Taum traced the rings of the tree under the polished surface with fascination. Their host ordered for them in Zynaldini before turning back to them.



“I understand that your party arrived somewhat worse for wear,” he began. “I trust everyone is doing better now?”



“I think so,” Danni nodded. “My wife is Ahkma’s Avatar, and she’s been fixing up injuries all the way across the desert. Everyone was looking pretty good when we left.”



“That is excellent,” he beamed. “And by the fur of the Great Beast, you say your wife is an Avatar?”



“Yeah,” Danni smiled that sheepish little smile that snuck across her face when she thought about her wife. “Recent development, on both accounts.”



“Congratulations, Danni. You must truly be blessed,” Hamaal smiled. His attention was distracted momentarily as a waiter came over with five mugs and two pots of tea. Hamaal leant back to give the man space to reach the table and thanked him in their own language. The waiter responded, briefly touching Hamaal’s shoulder with a smile. Benji noticed a tattoo in red on the waiter’s wrist, like the one Dwali had worn. He also noticed the glances thrown their way from the street. This place had a lot of foot traffic pass it by, and not all of it looked happy to see them. Hamaal passed him a mug of deep cerise tea and Benji took it quietly.



“So,” Danni was getting back on track. “You know why Arrio was banished?”



Hamaal smiled gently as he finished pouring tea for everyone. 


“What has he told you?” the Zynaldini gentleman asked.



“Nothing,” she pouted. “We didn’t even know he was banished ‘til we got here and other people told us. He just showed up five years ago and said his guardian had sent him to Undernal to study at UH down there.”



“You didn’t think that was strange?” Hamaal smiled. “A young man like Arrio – his common was lacking, but his Zynaldini was strong. He would have been much better off studying here at OCMA.”



“We didn’t really think about it,” Benji shrugged. “UH offers the second highest number of scholarships of anywhere in the Great Realm. It didn’t seem that strange. I mean, come on… Danni got a scholarship.” He indicated her. She poked her tongue out at him.



“So you all studied with him?”



“Yeah,” Taum nodded. “Most of us were doing different things, but we were all at the University of Honours in Undernal. Satinka befriended him first, but after that… what’s not to like?”



“Nothing,” Hamaal agreed warmly. “But then my opinion is clearly biased, as I suppose yours must be if you are his friends.”



They all nodded. Hamaal sipped his tea slowly and set the mug back on the table.



“Arrio was banished over a misunderstanding,” he murmured tragically. “And some truly terrible judgement calls on Zemebi’s part. It’s awful really. Our Shama-Ul always liked raising Arrio – I imagine for him it felt like having an heir. He felt like he could influence Zyki’s sacred child and raise him to continue his own ways, but as Arrio grew older he began to think for himself, and Zemebi didn’t like that.”



“But Zemebi was so happy to have him back,” Danni disagreed.



“Well, of course,” Hamaal nodded. “We all love Arrio, and Zemebi is not an exception to that. Not to mention, this is exactly what our Shama-Ul wanted. Arrio has been ‘humbled’, as Zemebi puts it, so now he is back and he will do as he’s told. He has been put back in his place.” Hamaal sneered distastefully at the notion. Elvac met his eye.



“Solid as the rock we stand on, so we are in ourselves. While we may be buried under the footsteps of others, we ourselves remain intact to await the day we see the sun again.” Elvac bit his lip. “Arrio won’t be pushed around. He doesn’t let anyone push him around, and he’s marked to be the next Shama-Ul.”



Benji closed his eyes and cast his face to his mug. Hamaal’s eyes widened as he stared at Elvac.



“Zyki has marked him with his paw?” he asked incredulously. “You are sure of this?”



Elvac nodded. “He was wounded when a monster attacked us in the desert, but he performed the roar – Zyki’s roar – and we saw the mark.”



“How did Zemebi take it?”



“Well,” Elvac shrugged. 


“He didn’t seem worried?”



“Arrio nearly lost his arm and we thought he might die,” Benji replied. “We were all worried.”



“Of course,” Hamaal nodded his head to him graciously. “I apologise. I meant no disrespect. I am simply concerned. We have all missed Arrio terribly in Mikdyal.”



“Have you really?” Benji asked softly.



Everyone at the table turned to him. He hadn’t pulled his scarf down to drink. His expression was hidden, save his eyes, and they were unreadable. They stabbed at the table of people like sharp green jewels. 


“Of course we have,” Hamaal answered cautiously. “His loss was felt most keenly here. Why do you ask?”



“No reason,” Benji shrugged. The other three visitors at the table took a private moment to be thankful Sabeh wasn’t there. He would have been far too proud of Benji’s newfound attitude and poker face. It was a deeply unsettling thought.



Heavy footsteps sounded near the entrance. They all looked over and found the giant tattooed ice-cream man approaching. His scarred face scowled and he neared them hesitantly.



“Omah,” Hamaal addressed him with a nod. “It’s good to see you.”



“Hamaal,” Omah nodded back. “I’m sorry, Arrio sent word – he’s looking for his friends. He needs you back right away.”



“What happened?” Elvac jumped to his feet. “What did he say? Are our friends alright?”



“I don’t know. I’m sorry. I didn’t ask.”



Hamaal was directing a subtly suspicious look his way, but Omah steadfastly refused to meet his glance. 


“Look, I don’t want to get involved in politics, and I’ve got to get back to my stall. Was just passing on the message. Fae kyab.” He barely glanced at them as he turned and hurried away.



“What in the names of the five gods was that?” Danni asked.



“If Arrio needs you, you must go,” Hamaal conceded. 


“It could be Sabeh,” Elvac quietly panicked. “Sorry to rush off, Hamaal. I’m sure we’ll see you again. One of our friends was badly injured–”



“I completely understand, Elvac. Please, don’t apologise. I’m glad Arrio had such nice people looking after him in Undernal.”



They all thanked Hamaal and rushed off. At least Zemebi’s lodgings were at the end of the main road and easy to find. They hurried back and burst into the hall. Yozula was moving between rooms and the large lady jumped at the sight of the rag-tag, dirty team bursting into her home.



“Excuse me, do you know where Arrio is?” Taum asked.



“He’s in there, dear,” she motioned down the end to the room they had left Sabeh in. “What’s going on? Is everything alright?”



“I hope so…” Elvac muttered.



“Where have you all been?”



“In town,” Danni replied. “We went exploring and then someone said Arrio needed us back urgently.”



Yozula looked mildly bewildered, as though this was news to her, but she quickly stood aside and ushered them through. Elvac took the lead, racing as quickly as the passage would allow. Benji brought up the rear, sneaking quietly behind them all like a green-robed assassin. They burst through the curtain doors into the room.



Arrio was lying on the bed looking clean and shaven in new robes. Sabeh sat on the other side facing Satinka, who was perched on the dresser holding a mirror, while he shaved. Sabeh ran the blade he was holding under his soapy chin and rinsed it in a tiny basin sitting on the table beside the bed.



“It’s a good thing you lot move like a herd of stampeding camels,” he commented. “I’d hate to have been surprised by your entry with a blade to my throat.”



“You guys are okay?” Elvac ignored him. “We heard you needed us.”



Arrio smiled up at him. “We’re all fine, thanks to Francis. What’s up? How is she?”



“Fast asleep last time we saw her,” Danni replied. “We were in town. Someone said you needed us.”



The three in the room looked bewildered.



“No…” Arrio said slowly. “We’ve been in here the whole time. The most excitement we had was Satinka insisting I make myself presentable. She seems to think someone is about to out me over my mark – that’s why I’m keeping her in here.”



“It was a set up,” Benji murmured behind his scarf. “A hoax, or a trick.”



They all looked at him still standing in the doorway. He looked like a green ghost, but his eyes were narrowed in a glare. He sighed heavily and stepped into the room, unwinding the scarf from his head. If anyone felt any reaction to his scarred face they didn’t let it show. He ruffled his white hair into a spiky feathery mess and crossed the room to Arrio. Arrio sat up, pulling himself up on the pillows expectantly. Benji cast his eyes back to the door. It was as closed as any doors in the tent could be. Still, fabric couldn’t muffle like walls. He kept his usually soft voice low.



“Arrio, now is not the time for secrets, who is Hamaal?”



Arrio’s eyes went darker and harder than anyone had ever seen them. It was enough to make Taum draw back, and Sabeh turn around.



“Why?” Arrio asked between gritted teeth.



“We went exploring,” Benji indicated the others. “We just wanted to have a look around, have a snack, see the city–”



“It was pretty fun,” Danni shrugged. “We got snow cones.”



Sabeh perked up. Benji nodded at Danni before continuing.



“We met someone called Hamaal. He wanted to know about your time in Undernal and the journey to get here. Offered to buy us all tea in exchange for the story.”



“What did you say?!” Arrio demanded.



“Nothing!” Danni protested. “We weren’t with him for very long. The nice ice-cream man–”



“Omah,” Taum supplied.



“Omah found us and told us you were looking for us and it was urgent.”



“He said he didn’t want to get involved in politics,” Elvac groaned, rubbing his face wearily. “It was political, and he didn’t want to be involved, but he was. He lied to get us away from Hamaal.”



“Remind me to send him everything I possess as a token of gratitude,” Arrio grated. “Who saw you with Hamaal?”



“Um… well… he took us to a café thing…” Danni muttered.



“Shian y Khaneer,” Taum recited. “Was the name on the sign.”



Arrio put his face in his hands. He knew it.



“Lots of people,” Benji answered the question honestly. “We were on the main drag. Lots of people saw us.”



“Arrio… I’m so so sorry…” Elvac muttered. He looked sick. Everyone turned to him. His clear blue eyes were full of pain. “I didn’t know…”



“It’s okay,” Arrio waved him down, balancing the lid on his simmering fury. “You guys didn’t know.”



“No! Arrio,” Elvac looked like he was going to choke on the words. “He seemed nice, and he got us talking, and… oh–” Elvac cursed so violently even Sabeh and Danni were shocked. He’d never used language like that in front of them before. They must have been rubbing off on him, but the others who had been out with him all started to cover their faces as they realised what he was trying to say. “Arrio, I told him you were marked. He told us trouble with Zemebi was why you got banished, and we were talking, and I told him about the mark. I’m so, so, so sorry!”



Arrio leapt to his feet in fury. He had no desire to turn his rage on his friends, but he was clearly upset. He opened and closed his mouth like he wanted to scream, but didn’t know what to yell or who to yell at. His hands clenched and unclenched as though he wanted to strangle or hit something.



“In our defence, you never told us you were banished,” Danni put a hand on Elvac’s shoulder, trying to back him up.



Satinka put down the mirror. Sabeh had long stopped using it anyway. She stepped up onto the bed and crossed to the other side. Standing up on the raised mattress, the tiny girl was the same height as her giant Zynaldini friend. She gently put her arms around his head and pulled him in.



“It’s going to be okay,” she promised, kissing the top of his head.



Arrio took a deep breath, hugging her back. Then he cursed fiercely in Zynaldini into her shoulder. She stroked his hair.



“Arrio…” Elvac started again painfully.



“Arrio,” Benji cut over him, waving Elvac down. “We will tell you everything that happened, but you need to tell us why it’s important. Once it’s all out in the open, we can try and fix it. You have to trust us, my friend. What is going on?”



Arrio stood silently with his face buried in Satinka’s shoulder. His arms tightened around her. He looked as agonised as Elvac.



“Okay,” he muttered finally. He let go of Satinka with a heavy sigh and turned to face them with a reluctant nod. “You guys go first.”







OUR END IN FIRE 



Benji, Danni, Elvac, and Taum went over every detail they could think of. Arrio listened patiently, if wearily, as each step was brutally laid out before him. He waited until they were finished to begin.



“Hamaal was fighting with Fidassal?” he asked. “The brunette lady, covered in tattoos, who makes circuspheres?”



“Yeah, that sounds right,” Benji nodded. “No idea what they were saying, but the little girl, Mihi, said her aunt absolutely loathes Hamaal. Why?”



“New development,” Arrio shook his head resignedly. “They were close when I left. If they’re fighting like that it can’t be good.”



“Sounds like it’s been a long running thing,” Danni commented. “Might have something to do with your banishment?” She leant on the last word to get him back on track. He didn’t blame her, but he wished they weren’t having this conversation. He sighed.



“So, long story short, I was banished.”



“Arrio!” Danni scolded. Sabeh cackled. He had finished shaving and wiped his face clean. Combined with the smile it made him look younger.



“I love the thought of you as a hell-raiser,” he grinned.



“Hamaal said you were banished for not doing what Zemebi said,” Elvac muttered.



“I was,” Arrio agreed. “Zemebi told me to stop behaving like a spoilt little monster. He told me that if I didn’t clean up my act, and start behaving responsibly and respectably, he would banish me from Mikdyal and send me far away. I thought I was calling his bluff, but he has always been a man of his word. I continued my path of destruction – taking advantage of my position. Yes, Zemebi banished me, but I never blamed him. At first I was so upset that he had really done it, but it didn’t take me long to realise that I had forced him to do it. I had challenged him. He had to banish me to teach me humility, and to keep his own respect with the people. It was my fault.”



“What’s this got to do with Hamaal?” Satinka asked.



“Hamaal…” Arrio hugged himself, feeling the pull of his scarred shoulder. He wanted the injury to remind him that bigger and more important things had happened, but it didn’t feel like it. “Hamaal is basically the head of the Azolluni. He’s very devout. He believes I am the second coming of Ishal and he encourages that belief in others. He has worked to build the Azolluni into a church.”



“With you as their god?” Taum asked. “That sounds… blasphemous. I can see why that would bother you.”



“Oh no…” Sabeh purred. “I think it’s much worse than that, Taum…”



Arrio looked over at him. Sabeh wore his characteristically cunning expression, like he’d worked something out. He also looked pitying, which Arrio felt with a sinking pit in his stomach probably meant Sabeh had worked something out.



“Please don’t tell Francis,” he begged.



They all stared at him.



“Are you kidding?” Danni folded her arms.



“Please, I don’t want her to know. I didn’t want any of you to know.”



“Know what?” Danni shrugged. “I still don’t get why we’re in trouble.”



“What would you do if you were Hamaal, Danni?” Sabeh asked.



“I don’t bloody know!”



“It’s about power. It always is. That’s all it’s ever about. If I was Hamaal, and I saw this miracle child that everyone started to worship, I would run to the front of that queue. I would mobilise and organise. I would help to raise him and guide him as the chosen Azollu. Then, once he’s old enough, I would use him to take power.”



“How?” Satinka asked. “Zyki marks the leaders. You don’t get points for being associated with them.”



“Actually, duril, you really do,” Sabeh disagreed. “That aside, Arrio was marked so young and so vividly that it made him a contender for life. Cards on the table – If I was Hamaal, I would get the biggest following behind Arrio that I could possibly get, then gain control of Arrio and pitch him against Zemebi. You’d be looking at a civil war, but Hamaal – a man with no chance of ruling Mikdyal himself – could take power using Arrio as a puppet, if he could get everyone to follow the kid instead of the Shama-Ul. It’s crafty, and honestly I’m almost surprised it didn’t work. Historically I know that it can. We’ve had problems like it in Stonehall, because we live under a hereditary monarchy.”



“Arrio…?” Elvac asked softly.



“He’s right,” Arrio admitted miserably. “Hamaal tricked me. I was stupid and selfish, and I nearly brought my home to the brink of war. Zemebi banished me, because he couldn’t get me to turn on Hamaal. I was so…” Arrio buried his face in his hands. He couldn’t stand having them all there looking at him as he remembered. The shame was like a cloak of fire that coated him and burned him. The memories were still painful enough to make him want to cry. He couldn’t break in front of his friends. He couldn’t. Yet, he already felt broken. He felt tough hands on his shoulders, clutching him supportively.



“Arrio,” Sabeh spoke gently. “You were just a kid. This is not on you.”



“I know,” Arrio could barely speak. He felt like his throat was closing up. “But it still is. I know I was just a kid. I tell myself that all the time. But it’s still my fault. That’s why… that’s why I feel so conflicted about it.”



“Why did you even side with Hamaal?” Satinka exclaimed.



“He’s pretty nice,” Elvac shrugged. “We only just met him, but he was polite and charming, and I never thought for a moment something was up.”



“I wondered,” Benji muttered. “But I hate everything, so being suspicious about nice strangers comes naturally.”



“Wish that I was more like you…” Arrio murmured thickly.



“No you don’t,” Benji shook his head. “It’s not like I did anything. Sounds like Hamaal is looking for a way to pick up where he left off, and he couldn’t get to you, so he did his best to be seen publicly with people who have been drawn up on the same wanted poster as you. We weren’t smart enough to do anything about it. Luckily, that guy Omah is on your side.”



“Omah is nice,” Arrio nodded. “He’s not crazy about politics, but he’ll be on Zemebi’s side.”



“And so are you,” Sabeh squeezed his shoulders. “Which I’d be a little surprised about, if I didn’t know you so well. You’re a loyal, beautiful person, Arrio, and Zemebi is your father. He raised you well. That’s why Hamaal can’t win. He could never turn you against Zemebi, not really. Don’t beat yourself up more than you already have. Whatever you’re feeling guilty about, your banishment for the last five years atones for that. You agreed to that banishment, Arrio. Even if you didn’t stand up in front of the city and say ‘that’s fair’, you agreed to go and didn’t fight Zemebi. That’s why your home isn’t at war with itself.”



“I should have stood up to Hamaal…”



“You say that like it would be easy.” There was a sharp and icy edge to Sabeh’s voice. “My friend, you haven’t gone into detail, but I’m an expert in everything–”



Arrio chuckled despite himself.



“–and all my instincts tell me that man groomed and bought you. You got played, and if you want to feel embarrassed about that I can’t stop you, but Hamaal is the one in the wrong here.”



“I could never say that to him…” Arrio shook his head in shame. “The things he…”



“I’ll bury him alive in rock if you want,” Sabeh offered.



“Sabeh!” Satinka scolded him. The look Sabeh directed her way was unapologetic. Arrio couldn’t see it, but he knew Sabeh. Deep down he was trying desperately to resist the temptation to take him up on the offer. The only thing that had protected him so far was the fact that past events had led to Zemebi barring Hamaal from his tents.



Outside the tent, in the distance, Arrio could hear yelling, and he felt like the world was aligning with his inner turmoil. Sabeh and the rest of Arrio’s friends were supporting him, of course. That’s what friends were for. Arrio had meant it about feeling conflicted though. He felt ashamed and guilty for his part in everything that had happened. It was possible he always would. He felt embarrassed at how easy he had made things for Hamaal, and he felt betrayed by the man who had tricked him. The man who had utterly ruined him.



The distant noise grew louder and closer. Footsteps sounded in the corridor. The door was thrown open and Zemebi stood there. He looked over everyone in the room. They all listened. Arrio felt himself shrink down as small as he could go. Outside the words ‘Azollu’ and ‘Shama-Ul’ could be heard amongst the Zynaldini yelling. It sounded like a fight. It sounded like it was growing.



“Hamaal knows…” Arrio breathed in desperate shame, holding his robe closed over his already covered chest. Zemebi nodded like that wasn’t a surprise.



“All of you stay here,” he instructed.



The Shama-Ul pulled the door closed behind him as he hurried out. The noise was growing. Arrio already recognised it. Riots. The people were fighting. Damn the Zynaldini could mobilise quickly when they wanted to. It would have started with a brawl. Someone would have said Arrio had returned to usurp Zemebi. Someone would have said Zemebi was keeping Arrio prisoner. Some would have hoped for the former, and some would have hoped for the latter. Then the two sides would have begun to fight. The Zynaldini were a passionate people. Everyone said that. Arrio was always proud of that. A passionate people. He felt like he was fifteen all over again.



Francis burst into the room with Yozula at her shoulder. Her sleepy eyes were wild. The yelling and screaming outside had become a din.



“Here you all are!” she cried. “What’s going on?”



Yozula guided the tiny woman into the room and Danni wrapped her arms around her. Arrio shared a long look with his aunt. He felt so ashamed. This was his fault. Just by coming back he had done this. Yozula didn’t seem to agree. Her bright red mouth was set in a hard line and her heavily shadowed eyes were stern.



“Listen to that rabble,” she scolded in Zynaldini. “What an embarrassment. They should be ashamed of themselves.”



Arrio shrank down. When his aunt got angry things were very serious.



“We didn’t know,” Danni growled. “This isn’t Arrio’s fault.”



“I’m talking about them,” Yozula snapped, nodding her head at the world. “Bunch of no-good, useless ingrates. This is Hamaal. I’m blaming him. He’s the only one who could start a riot this quickly.”



“What is going on?” Francis demanded. “Why are there riots?”



“Because some unholy dickbag called Hamaal has spent most of Arrio’s life trying to use him to take power, and now he knows that Arrio has returned and is marked to be the next Shama-Ul. Sounds like he’s trying to turn the people against Zemebi,” Benji explained darkly. Arrio shot him a glare but Benji wasn’t looking. It could have been worse – he’d been gentle with the explanation.



Francis cussed out Hamaal before turning her attention. “And which Ahkma-damned-idiot gossiped to him?”



“That would be me…” Elvac admitted in a very small voice, raising his hand. “I didn’t know.”



“Oh,” Francis lost her indignations quickly. “Well yeah… Wait, how did you even–?” 


“We went to town while you were sleeping,” Danni sighed. “Wanted to do some exploring. Ran into this Hamaal guy. Didn’t know who he was. The rest is this…”



Something outside in the city chose that moment to smash loudly. The yelling intensified. Danni’s arms tightened protectively around Francis and the huntress started to look scared. Francis on the other hand was looking irritated again. She shot a glance at Sabeh.



“How do you feel about crowd control?” she asked. “We could go and melt everyone up to their waist in the floor until they calm down.”



“Fran…” Sabeh chuckled with glowing pride. “I love you, girl, but this is an entire city. We would both burn out before we made it halfway. I like the way you think though.”



The yelling was right outside now. Arrio was worried someone would torch Zemebi’s tent, but he wasn’t going to voice that fear. He didn’t want to scare the others. Between them, Satinka, Francis, and Sabeh had enough magic to keep them safe. It was getting hard to hear the other people in the room though, even though the room was far enough back that Arrio couldn’t see if the people out the front were a mob with torches.



“We could do a few as a warning to others,” Francis suggested, refusing to give up on the idea.



Before Sabeh could answer, a loud voice boomed over the city. Their words echoed powerfully in native Zynaldini, and Arrio went cold with a rage unlike anything he had ever felt before. Yozula looked over at him – horror evident on her own face. That was the power of the Ek-Ti-Alumu: the sacred circle. It echoed the speaker’s voice across the whole city. And it was Hamaal’s voice. Arrio got to his feet.



“Arrio…” Yozula began. He could tell from her tone of voice that his emotions were apparent on his face. She didn’t want him to do anything stupid, but she was too scared to stop him. Hamaal’s voice rang in Arrio’s ears. How dare he? How dare he?! Arrio could feel Zyki’s own roar building in the back of his throat as he burst into the hallway and stormed from the tent. The Ek-Ti-Alumu was sacred. Only one who was marked to speak for Zyki was allowed to use it. It was taboo. What Hamaal was doing was blasphemous. 


Arrio burst outside. There was a line of people between Zemebi’s tent and what looked like an angry mob. They all froze when they saw him. He was vaguely aware that everyone who had been inside with him was following him. They wanted to know what was going on and what he was planning on doing. He didn’t know. He didn’t answer. He didn’t even acknowledge the people who were outside his home. All he did was glance their way. It was enough. The fire in his eyes killed their rage. He didn’t know what he looked like with his red braid, and flowing robes, and the burn scar down the side of his neck, but apparently the answer was frightening. The fighting immediately outside the home of the Shama-Ul stopped.



Still Hamaal’s voice echoed over the city. He told Mikdyal that Zemebi had kidnapped Arrio, wounded him, put him in his place. Zemebi was silencing the Azollu and holding him hostage. Silencing the will of the people. Now was the time to rise up and take the city back for Zyki’s true heir. The true marked one. The Azollu had now been marked by Zyki’s paw, and Zemebi – the fraudster – was hiding that fact. Hiding Arrio in order to keep his power.



Arrio strode toward the Ek-Ti-Alumu like a hunting wolf. He could feel the beast inside him. It wanted to tear Hamaal’s throat out for everything that man had done. He had the scent and he was going in for the kill. It was possible, likely even, that Hamaal just wanted the attention. He wanted Arrio to notice him. He was going to regret his wish. 


The people of the city scampered when they saw Arrio coming. Riots stopped, fights ended, and everyone was swept into his wake. There would have been those who doubted he was back. No one doubted now, and no one challenged. It had been a long time since Arrio walked an earth where no one would challenge him. 


There was a significant crowd at the Ek-Ti-Alumu. Those who weren’t rioting or were close to the area had gathered in shock to witness Hamaal’s sacrilege. Mouths hung open in disbelief as the people watched. None dared cross the wall to get to the man in black at the centre of the circle. None but Arrio. The crowd parted for him like a wave.



“Hamaal!” he roared as he stepped over the wall into the Ek-Ti-Alumu. The beast escaped in his roar. It made his voice echo in a duo-tone and the sacred circle carried it over the entire city. Silence fell. The echoes of all else died in the reverberation of the sound of Arrio and the Great Beast. For the second time that day Arrio and Hamaal locked eyes. Hamaal fell to his knees.



“Arrio! Azollu! Praise Zyki you are safe! I had heard such terrible things–”



“How dare you?!” Arrio roared, striding straight for him and grabbing him by the front of the shirt. “How dare you incite chaos?! How dare you encourage turmoil?! How dare you challenge the Shama-Ul of our people?! How dare you stand here?!”



If Hamaal’s voice had carried from the Ek-Ti-Alumu, Arrio’s voice dominated. The very caverns of Mikdyal shook with his power. 


“But I–” Hamaal stammered. “But I thought you were in danger… I thought Zemebi was keeping you trapped and separated from the people… You were locked away–”



“Zemebi is my father. He was welcoming me home and keeping me safe. He offered me shelter from the storm. Whatever happened here, whatever politics of the past, present, or future, there is a place for me in his house. There always will be. I will always have a home under the shelter of his roof.” Arrio took a steadying breath and looked up. 


Yozula stood at the edge of the circle with his friends. She had tears in her eyes and a hand over her heart. The look of pride on her face was a glow of admiration. She gave a nod. Arrio turned his head to follow her gaze. From the other side of the circle he saw Zemebi push his way to the wall. The old man’s beard barely hid a smile that matched his sister’s. His eyes told Arrio with a look of respect that he could not have said it better himself. Arrio sighed loudly and his breath was like the walls whispering. He dropped Hamaal as his anger began to burn out.



“Hamaal, you dare to stand and speak in the Ek-Ti-Alumu? That is sacrilege. You have committed an unholy crime. I should cast you out to Zyki and his storm.”



“Arrio, please, you can’t!” Hamaal begged. Arrio met his eyes without his protective shield of rage. For a moment he was fifteen again. Hamaal was so torn. He was so honest and frightened. He reached for Arrio, clawing at him from where he knelt. “Please Arrio, I was just trying to help you. That’s all I’ve ever done. Everything you ever wanted I have given to you. All I do is live to serve you!”



The words were so familiar, but now so horrifying. They turned Arrio’s stomach. He had known Hamaal too long, and it left him too confused. The leader of the Azolluni spoke so kindly and so devoutly, but now Arrio knew where those words led, and he had to fight with all his strength to turn away from them. He couldn’t let himself believe anymore. He couldn’t afford to be duped. He recoiled, trying to stagger away. Hamaal grabbed at him. Arrio pulled back, tearing himself from Hamaal’s grip. The zealot clutched tighter. Arrio’s soft silk robe tore in Hamaal’s desperate fingers. The pocket ripped. Arrio had forgotten the circusphere Francis had given him. There wasn’t time to catch it. The tiny crystal orb hit the stone floor of the Ek-Ti-Alumu, and it shattered between Arrio and Hamaal.



The spell unwound. All around the city the earth trembled. The sound of the wind whistling and the storm raging outside were drowned in the deep rumbling echo of drums. The eyes and the ears of the city were already upon him. Already upon the circle. All of Mikdyal shook with their powerful echoing boom, and the whole city listened to Arrio’s voice. Words that had once been Ishal’s were now his.



“The waves have gone,



The ocean has turned.



Against a red sky,



See our home burned.”



Arrio closed his eyes. He wasn’t the only one. Suddenly he wasn’t here. The Ek-Ti-Alumu was gone. Mikdyal was gone. He didn’t need them. He didn’t need a physical space with a physical presence. He was beyond that. He sang to his own song as he felt the music flow through his veins. 


“This is it,



Our end in fire.



Smoke obscures the sky.



Our end in fire.



Together we die.



Our end in fire.



One people one land one home.



Our end in fire.



No longer we roam.”



All around him he could hear the beat taken up. His recording was echoed with the sounds of instruments in the caves. People were beating their hands against their bodies and walls as though answering the call.



“United hand in hand,



We hold steady and tall,



To make our last stand,



And to fire we fall.”



A chorus of voices joined him. It was like nothing he had ever heard before. He opened his eyes. Across the circle Zemebi stared back. His lips moved. They had heard the chorus once, now the whole city sang with him.



“This is it,



Our end in fire.



Smoke obscures the sky.



Our end in fire.



Together we die.



Our end in fire.



One people one land one home.



Our end in fire.



No longer we roam.”



Arrio breathed deep. He could feel himself still standing, and he didn’t feel alone. Someone else occupied the same space as he did. Someone from a long time ago. Another world. Someone who had his back. He had never been able to imagine feeling that he could belong in this circle, but he did right now. A stranger, who had never truly been that, joined his voice to speak for the Zynaldini.



“The mountain burns black,



Our world has been lost,



We cannot go back,



Our blood is this cost.”



Arrio would never admit for the rest of his life that it was Ishal who guided his hands as he discarded his torn robe and vest to expose the mark of Zyki, but he knew he didn’t decide or act alone. At the sight of it, the voices of the people became one. No longer were they people joining together. Instead Zynaldini had one voice. One voice that sang.



“This is it,



Our end in fire.



Smoke obscures the sky.



Our end in fire.



Together we die.



Our end in fire.



One people one land one home.



Our end in fire.



No longer we roam.”



As the last of the echoes faded, the wind returned. No one moved. No one spoke. No one applauded. Most of them barely knew what they had just done, but everyone who stood in that city felt it, and they knew in their bones that they would remember it for the rest of their lives. Arrio raised a hand and clawed in front of his face in the sign of Zyki. Fabric rustled like the whispers of ghosts as the crowd of thousands gathered around the Ek-Ti-Alumu returned the gesture.



Arrio looked down on Hamaal. The man sat sprawled on the ground at his feet. His voice had not joined with the others, but Arrio was in no mood to judge him for that. He should not be making a sound while in the circle anyway. 


“What if you’re right?” Arrio asked him. The question echoed around the city. No one answered. Hamaal looked too intimidated to speak. Arrio pulled his braid over his shoulder and looked at it. “I have spent so much of my life second guessing myself. Always I was told my appearance was important – the most important thing about me. This mark of the messiah. I never doubted that Zyki did this to me on purpose. I know the eternal wisdom of my god. But I could never stop wondering – what if it was a test? What if it meant nothing, and all Zyki wanted to see was how I performed under pressure? I spent the last five years believing with all my heart that I had failed that test. Now my footsteps have led me home. Here I stand in the halls of Mikdyal again, and my doubt has proven unfounded.” Arrio motioned the mark on his chest and continued.



“Zyki knew I doubted, so he marked me again to try and put an end to those doubts, but the gods can only do so much to guide and persuade simple flawed humans. Zyki placed his paw upon my skin and in doing so asked that one day I lead you. Now I can only do my best and pray that with Zyki’s guidance that will be enough. There are those of you to whom this is unwelcome news – and I don’t blame you. You remember five years ago with the same horror I do. I can only ask that you forgive me, for I am truly sorry for all the trouble I brought, and I hope that you will give me another chance and understand that people can grow and change with time.” Arrio took a deep breath and looked down on Hamaal. The zealot looked back, but his expression was unreadable. Arrio steeled himself.



“There are those of you like Hamaal who will be pleased. Some of you have been preaching this since I was born. The Azolluni declare me Azollu, and I cannot judge for I do not know, but I have a question for you: what if you’re right? Taea Kere Aroon Koafera. Our End in Fire. Ishal was the man who led our people to salvation – but his words have stayed with us for a thousand years and you hear them now! At what cost? When Ishal brought our ancestors to Mikdyal, the hollow mountain, it was at the cost of nearly three quarters of all Zynaldini people. Our kind were almost annihilated by the coming of Zyki and Ishal, so I must ask you now: what if you are right? If I am the second coming of Ishal what does that mean for our people? And do you really believe it is a good thing? We have come so far and done so much in that time. I for one am not ready to lose the last thousand years of our history for another revolution. When Ishal was marked with the paw, these lands were baptised with Zynaldini blood. Not today. I stand before you, marked with the paw, and I tell you now that my era will be one of peace. Enough Zynaldini life has been lost to history. I will not be the cause of more. This decree starts here.”



Arrio looked down on Hamaal again, and the shield he wore now was so much better than rage. He shook his head.



“Go home, Hamaal. Do not ever set foot in the Ek-Ti-Alumu again.”



The whole city stared. Arrio stared. Hamaal scrambled to his feet as slowly and quietly as he could. He headed for the edge of the wall, and the crowd parted to let him through. No one booed or hissed or harassed him, and Arrio felt a surge of pride for the people he called his own.



“We are the people who remember,” he finished softly, trusting the Ek-Ti-Alumu alone to carry his words. “We remember what we came from. We remember all that we lost. We remember how far we have come since we sang for three days in the desert. Now I ask you all to remember this.”



He knelt to gather the broken remains of the circusphere. A hand touched his shoulder. He hadn’t even realised he wasn’t alone in the circle. When he turned, he saw Zemebi smiling down at him. The Shama-Ul gave him a nod. It was a nod of gratitude and pride and acceptance. He held out his arms. Arrio stood and embraced him. A cry of ‘Kapeeer!’ went up from the crowd. A cry of applause and celebration. Arrio had just been part of everything that led to this moment, and still it felt strange. It felt strange to be standing in the Ek-Ti-Alumu, making up all those lost years with Zemebi, in front of the entire city.



Zemebi let him go, but kept a hand around his shoulders as Arrio wrapped the broken crystal pieces in his shirt before Zemebi began to guide him from the circle. As they reached the edge, Yozula held out another circusphere to them. Arrio stared at it. He wasn’t sure if it was familiar. The thought that he owned too many circuspheres felt like the kind of honest mood-killer that could bring him back to reality. Zemebi took it from her with a smile. He squeezed Arrio’s shoulder once and then turned and walked back into the centre of the circle with the small crystal orb. 


People were still looking at them. They were still all waiting. Arrio was vaguely aware that it wasn’t fair to deliver a speech like that and then just leave them all to their own devices. Zemebi wasn’t going to. He turned the circusphere on and set it playing in the centre of the Ek-Ti-Alumu. Arrio heard music begin to echo through the caves again as though someone had set up a giant collection of linked circuspheres all over the city. He recognised the music too. Zemebi came back. Arrio was already shaking his head.



“You can’t do this,” he hissed as Zemebi joined him and Yozula. “You can’t just use the Ek-Ti-Alumu as some kind of sound system!”



“Why not?” Yozula shrugged. “That’s what it is.”



“And now that you are marked, anything you record is fair game. As with Ishal, your music can be played here,” Zemebi smiled.



“And now we dance!” Yozula cried joyfully, twirling away into the crowd.



Arrio wanted to protest, but all around him people were already starting to dance. Seconds ago he had felt that he couldn’t leave the people with nothing after a rousing speech like that. His family agreed: apparently he had to throw a party. Apparently, Mikdyal thought it had reason to celebrate. That didn’t quite feel right either, but at this point it wasn’t fair to kill other people’s fun. His aunt had already disappeared somewhere, no doubt to make the scene her own. That was what she lived for.



Arrio looked to his friends waiting near where Yozula had been. They were all staring at him like they didn’t know what to make of the situation. Of course, they probably didn’t. Aside from the song they had heard last night, everything that had just transpired had been in Zynaldini. They were probably a bit lost right now, and Arrio was standing in front of them shirtless with a large burn scar on his chest.



“What just happened?” Francis demanded.



“Arrio gave a rousing speech, pardoned Hamaal, and told everyone that we’re having a party,” Satinka answered. “Weren’t you watching?”



“Don’t sass me,” Francis grumbled.



“I wasn’t! Wasn’t that just what happened?”



“Kinda…” Arrio admitted, feeling a little embarrassed. 


“My friend,” Sabeh grinned at him. “That was quite something. I have no idea what you said, but you glowed.”



“Glowed?” Arrio repeated.



“Yep. I’m sensitive to these things. I could see it.”



“I don’t think so…” Francis disagreed. “I think that’s just where we’re standing. Bit of a back-light thing going on.”



“Nope. That was a glow. A tiny glow.” Sabeh held his fingers a crack apart. “Something spiritual was happening up there.”



Arrio gave him a long slow look. He sighed and turned away, beginning to make his way through the celebrating crowd towards the main city. They all followed him.



“I need a drink.”



“That is the best thing you’ve said since we got here,” Sabeh clapped him on the shoulder. “Can I get another cheer for that?”



No one obliged. Everywhere they went, people saw Arrio and made the sign of Zyki. Arrio and Zemebi returned the gesture.



“Sabeh,” Francis warned. “You’ve been out with heatstroke all day. You are not allowed alcohol.”



“Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts.” Sabeh rolled his eyes at Arrio. The Azollu smiled and continued to respond to the signs directed his way. He needed to find a shirt. And some hair dye. And soon his arm was going to get tired. Fortunately, there was a very close means of killing a few birds with one stone. A gigantic man covered in scars and tattoos made the sign of Zyki at him.



“Omah,” Arrio returned the sign. “I heard what you did. Thank you for stepping in when you didn’t have to. I appreciate it.”



“I heard what you did, Azollu,” Omah gave him a gruff smile. “I’m still struggling to believe you actually did it, even though I just heard it with my own ears.”



“If there’s anything I can do…”



“You just did it,” Omah nodded. Zemebi looked between them.



“I feel like I’m missing something,” the Shama-Ul commented. 


Arrio shot Omah a look.



“Do you still brew? I have something of a story to tell my father…”



“Please, come inside,” Omah invited, holding open the door of his tent. Arrio led the way and everyone followed him inside.



Omah had a merchant’s tent. The doorway led into a large room that was fitted with a counter and could easily be turned into a store. Omah looked like he used the space mostly to live and occasionally to entertain. The counter along the side had been turned into a kitchen, and the large room was full of chairs and rugs and cushions. 


“Please, make yourself at home,” he invited, heading for the counter. 


Zemebi sank onto one of the cushions on the floor as though he had been here before. Everyone else followed suit, relaxing around the room and listening to the music play outside. They just needed five minutes with no secrets and no drama. And drinks. A couple of heavy thunks came from the kitchen counter. Omah brought over a stack of glasses and two tall glass bottles. One had a red stopper and the other one a yellow.



“I know you are partial to red,” the storeman nodded at Zemebi. “But I feel perhaps your guests might prefer something a little gentler.”



“Is that miyaki juice?” Elvac asked, nervously eyeing the red bottle.



“It is,” all three Zynaldini men answered.



Elvac shuddered and shook his head. Even Danni paled a little. Arrio laughed and passed the yellow bottle down the line to his friends.



“That shouldn’t kill you,” he smiled. Sabeh appeared at his side and crashed down beside him as they all unwittingly began to form a circle.



“Na-uh,” the little Ickian protested. “I don’t sit anything out.”



“You sit this one out,” Francis warned from just across the circle. “You’re not better yet.”



“It’s a matter of pride, Francis,” Sabeh explained patiently as though that made sense.



“Stonehall boy?” Omah asked.



“Sabeh of Stonehall,” he confirmed, offering his hand. “Ragnar’s Avatar. Don’t go easy on me.”



“I am honoured, my Lord,” Omah shook. “Show me what you got.”



“Why are men so stupid?” Francis grumbled to Danni. Danni stayed wisely silent as they all ignored the memory of her doing exactly the same thing in Undernal. Satinka joined Sabeh, curling up on the cushion next to him.



“Count me in too!”



“Oh Tink!” Sabeh crowed as Omah poured five glasses of clear liquid from the red-toped bottle. “I’m so proud right now.”



“You know what you’re getting into, lass?”



“Anything he can do, I can do better,” she challenged her boyfriend with a grin.



“Them’s fighting words, lady,” Sabeh stared her down. “Build me an ice sculpture.”



Satinka picked up her glass and everyone around the circle followed suit. She held the glass to the middle.



“Cheers.”



Everyone echoed her and clinked. The circle went silent as they all drained their glasses. Danni was the first empty and she slammed the glass upside down onto the floor.



“Woooh, that still packs a punch,” she commented. The others followed suit, and her end of the circle seemed to be doing well. At the other end, a lot of eyes seemed to be watering. Arrio tipped his head back to the ceiling as he felt his entire oesophagus catch fire and burn. The thing about miyaki juice was that it burnt away your ability to scream. He hadn’t drunk it at all since leaving Undernal, and Omah’s brew was strong. He regretted not warning Satinka away. Beside him, he could hear Sabeh coughing. He opened his eyes, and through the tears could see Sabeh, Zemebi, and Omah all wiping water from their streaming eyes. It was good to be home. Beside Sabeh, who sounded like he was getting it together, Satinka sat her glass down. She looked completely nonplussed. The other contenders all stared at her. She smacked a hand to her chest and, when she burped, blue fire shot from her lips. She smirked. Zemebi and Omah roared with laughter.



“Marry that girl,” Omah ordered Sabeh.



“I’m not sure she’d have me,” Sabeh smiled. “Also, I don’t know that her family would approve. However, after we’re done at the top of the world, I can always ask.”



“Don’t let the good ones go,” Zemebi agreed with a nod.



“What would you know about it?” Omah laughed at him. Arrio laughed with his kinsmen. In all his years, Arrio had never known his father to be the relationship type. Zemebi just wasn’t interested. The Shama-Ul shared in the joke as he refilled the glasses. Danni followed his lead for the other end.



“Alright,” Zemebi recorked the bottle. “We’re going to play a game.”



“Now I know where you get it from…” Francis shot Arrio a look.



“How many of you know ‘Never ever have I ever’?”



“The truth game where you try and get everyone to drink?” Elvac asked drily.



“Already taught them,” Arrio smirked.



“Bakki never mentioned…” Zemebi commented.



“Well, there is plenty about my life that Bakki doesn’t know,” Arrio replied. “If you want all the information, you go straight to the source.”



“I’m the source,” Satinka joked, raising her hand. The others laughed at her and she shot a cheeky wink Arrio’s way. It was nearly true.



“Right,” Omah announced on Zemebi’s left. “I’ll kick this off shall I? Never ever have I ever lived outside of Mikdyal.”



A large groan went up from the group.



“Unfair,” Arrio protested. “They’re learning.”



“You said you taught them,” Omah replied as everyone except himself and Zemebi emptied their glasses. “Now they’re seeing how to get a good fall.”



Danni was done first and refilling glasses straight away. She was also the next in the circle.



“Right,” she said, putting a hand over her glass. “Well objectives aside, I’m more of a revenge girl, so: never ever have I ever lived in Mikdyal.”



“Oh come on!” Arrio protested being hit both times.



“You’re a big boy, Arrio,” Danni grinned. “You can take it.” She waited until the glasses were refilled again before she nudged Francis. “What have you never ever done?”



“I’ve never ever kissed a boy,” she sounded quite proud of herself until she glanced around the group. “Oh wait…”



“Yeah,” Satinka and Taum shot dirty looks her way. “You didn’t really think that one through, did you?”



“Hold up,” Sabeh requested as he and Arrio raised their glasses too. They shared a glance and then looked back at the group and clarified. “Not related.”



Everyone chuckled and Francis went back to looking satisfied. 


“Better haul than we thought,” she bragged.



“Yeah,” Taum sat his glass down and Danni filled it. “But now it’s my turn, and you know what’s coming.”



“No,” Arrio protested. “Don’t be boring. Do something different.”



“You’re just annoyed that you’re about to take your fourth drink in a row. Stop living such a full life, Arrio,” Taum teased. He, Satinka, and Zemebi got to cover their glasses as Taum made everyone who’d ever kissed a girl drink.



“Okay,” Benji took a deep breath and shook his head to clear it. Everyone waited with baited breath to see what he’d say. He had his scarf pulled down so that he could drink, but he kept his eyes on the glass in front of him, which still left his face turned to the floor and hard to see. “Never ever have I ever actually told someone I care about how much they really mean to me.”



“Oh Benji…” Francis pressed a tragic hand to her chest heartbrokenly. 


“Suck it and drink, fools,” Benji chuckled. “That is how you get a fall.”



“I mean, philosophically speaking–”



“Shut up and drink, Sabeh,” Satinka laughed as everyone who wasn’t Benji drank. She sat her glass down again, clearly the least affected of anyone trying to drink the miyaki juice, and looked down her shoulder at Elvac. “So how do you follow that?”



Elvac met her look and pushed his long blonde hair out of his face.



“Never ever have I ever lied and kept secrets from the group about myself.”



“Aw yus!” Danni crowed, punching the air. “Nice!”



“Very nice,” Benji agreed, placing a hand on Elvac’s shoulder. Elvac smiled at him.



“Thank you. Now drink – you hid your masochism.” Elvac eyed the entire circle. “By my count only our hosts and our beautiful newlyweds can sit this one out.”



“Actually,” Francis raised her glass with a wince. “I was self-medicating to give myself the energy to keep up with you guys, right up until I became an Avatar and received godly powers.” She downed her glass.



“Oh snap!” Taum commented at her as he took his own drink for hiding his Dileyrian ability.



“So how do you follow that?” Elvac asked Satinka.



“Pfft,” she laughed. “Never ever have I ever been human.”



Silence fell around the circle.



“Oh yeah…” Danni muttered.



“You’re not human?!” Omah exclaimed.



“No, she’s not,” Arrio confirmed. “Although, I sometimes forget that. Humanoid, but not human. She’s from the South.”



“An immortal?”



“I wish,” she murmured. “Life would be much easier if we really were immortal races.”



“Being immortal would suck,” Benji disagreed. “I can’t imagine anything worse. We’ve already got Avatars fearing their potential lifespans. Being forced to suffer and lose everything you care about generation after generation… that’s evil. Our mortality gives us our hope and our empathy. We need it.”



“I don’t know if that’s beautiful or bleak,” Arrio shook his head. “But every human has to drink.”



“Agreed,” Benji high-fived Satinka across the circle. “Good haul.” Nine drinks went down.



“So what say you, Sabeh?” Zemebi asked.



“Look, I’ve got one that’s still a sore spot,” Sabeh admitted, covering his glass. “Never ever have I got to see Sunne’s half demon monster die.”



“You phrased that so I’d have to drink too,” Arrio accused.



“Well yeah,” Sabeh shrugged. “You stole my kill.”



“Are you serious?”



“Drink up, my friend.”



“Sunne’s half demon?” Omah couldn’t help but ask.



“A creature that attacked us in the desert,” Zemebi answered. “Did that to Arrio.”



Omah looked at the twisted mass of scars that was Arrio’s shoulder.



“Those scars look old though…”



“You’re welcome,” Francis cracked her knuckles. Everyone except Sabeh and Omah drank. Francis smiled at Arrio. “Now this time you don’t have to drink.”



“That will be a first,” he muttered. Already his body felt like it was on fire from all the chilli juice he had consumed, not to mention the alcohol content of the last eight drinks. “Okay, never ever have I ever known my mother.”



“Oh brutal,” Sabeh commented. “And I guess our Dilarkyrns don’t have to drink because their societies are too weird?”



“Don’t hate the player, Sabeh,” Danni grinned. “Hate the game.” She and Taum high-fived over Francis who rolled her eyes. The only other person who didn’t reach for their glass was Satinka. Arrio looked at her and she shrugged.



“I told you I was an orphan. My father died when I was ten – which started this disaster, but I never knew my mother. She left before I’d even hatched.”



“Before you what?!” Zemebi and Omah spat their drinks.



“Before she hatched,” Sabeh said louder as though volume was the problem. “From an egg. Not human, remember?”



“It’s not really a big deal,” Satinka was still addressing Arrio. “It’s not like I was ever short of people to take care of me in Syrene. I wanted less attention, not more, and the fact that I’ve always mostly had father figures didn’t bother me, just…” she became quiet. “It was always just me and my dad when I was growing up, for most of my life, but then he got sick. Then Piro and Khol looked after me. Sunne murdered Piro in front of me when he ambushed us, and Khol was left in charge of Syrene so, with the war down there, I doubt he’s survived… Nauel adopted me when I was abandoned. That was never the same, but it was nice to have someone to write to who looked after me. Āni killed him after I was exposed.” Satinka stared down into her glass. She grabbed it and tossed it back, before refilling it and drinking that as well. The miyaki juice still didn’t seem to be having much of an effect on her. The set in her eyes at the memories looked like she wanted to change that.



“Hey,” Sabeh put an arm around her and pulled her in against him. He kissed the top of her head as she rested it against her shoulder. “It’s okay, Tink. Don’t think about it. Think about what we’re going to do to Sunne when we get to the top of the world instead.”



The look on Omah’s face suggested that he had finally come to the realisation that he was well out of his depth with these people and their situation, so he didn’t ask. He turned his face to Zemebi and gave him a nod, despite his startled eyes.



“So, last one for the round?”



Zemebi hadn’t refilled his glass, and he looked grateful for that fact, but he didn’t look merciful. He nodded back and went for the kill.



“Never ever have I ever been in love,” the Shama-Ul stated with a satisfied little smirk tugging his mouth behind the beard.



“That’s cheating!” Arrio protested. “I quit!”



“How is it cheating?” Zemebi laughed as the rest of the room groaned.



“Because shut up!” Arrio complained. “This is the world’s dumbest game.” He downed his ninth drink with a shudder. Even his lungs were starting to burn. “I’m chasing this with water,” he choked. “And you all suck.”



Omah kindly brought him a large bottle of water so he could chase his last drink. Arrio didn’t even pour it into the glass. He unstopped the bottle and drank it straight. It was the best water he’d ever had. After three days in the desert, and everything that had happened during that time, and nine glasses of miyaki juice, this water was the greatest thing Arrio had ever tasted. He sculled back half the bottle without stopping for breath. Francis held her hand out and Arrio passed it over. She wiped the top and started drinking.



“So,” Omah eyed the group. “Round two?”



“No,” Arrio protested, and was relieved to hear most of his friends agree.



“I dunno…” Danni held up the yellow bottle and eyed it. “This stuff is more sour than hot – I could go another round.”



“No one should go another round,” Francis put the water down. “In an hour none of us will be able to walk straight.”



“Then I should get my tightrope walking lesson out of the way now,” Benji joked.



“You’re already wrecked, you scrawny little toy,” Francis sighed. Outside the song changed and she perked up and looked around. “Oh, I love this one!” she exclaimed. “Come dance with me!”



She didn’t specify anyone. However, after she scrambled slightly unsteadily to her feet, she reached out and grabbed Danni and Arrio. Neither of them budged as the tiny blonde woman hauled fiercely at them.



“Come on, guys!”



“Alright, alright,” Arrio got slowly to his feet as Francis urged as many people as she could up to join her. They all piled back out of the tent.







WOUNDS 



Arrio was just leaving the bathroom when Sabeh grabbed him. He knew it was Sabeh because it had to be someone small and inhumanly strong. Not as small as Satinka – he knew what having her sneak up on him was like. As far as he was aware, she was still out dancing with Francis and Yozula. Arrio had been with them minutes ago. He hadn’t wanted to leave the three people in the world who knew the most about him, and were the most likely to gossip, alone and free to do so. But he had also been drinking lots of water to compensate for the drinks Omah had given them, and nature had called.



“You’ve been drinking more, haven’t you?” Arrio sighed at the strong, muscled forearms he could see pinning him in a bear hug. Sabeh laughed and let him go. Arrio turned and saw Sabeh grinning cheerfully at him. Definitely not sober.



“Only like…” Sabeh tried to count on his fingers, but he got distracted by the wonder of fingers. Arrio shook his head hopelessly.



“Francis will slap you for this,” he warned. “And newsflash: it hurts. She told you that you weren’t allowed to drink.”



“Pfft. No one made a move to stop me back in the tent.” 


He wasn’t wrong, Arrio conceded.



“Have you seen any of the others?” Sabeh asked.



“I was with Francis and Satinka,” Arrio felt sober embarrassment rising in his stomach at the memory. The day they left for the desert he had been contemplating how people should let go. No one should ever let go. Yozula was teaching the girls traditional Zynaldini dancing. They loved it. Everyone was having a fantastic time. He knew he should just follow Sabeh’s example, but he was already worried about his reputation in Mikdyal. He had responsibilities now. He also wasn’t sure why the idea of his friends and his family hanging out and dancing together bothered him. He was clearly the only one it bothered.



“I haven’t seen Elvac,” Sabeh told Arrio over the noise of the city-wide celebration.



“You want to go look for him?”



“Maybe… Should I be worried?”



“How much did he have to drink?” Arrio asked.



Sabeh gave him a look. Fair point. The Ickian couldn’t even remember how much he’d had to drink himself.



“He’s probably just with the others,” Arrio shrugged.



“Well, Benji and Taum went shopping,” Sabeh regaled. “They totally and completely refused to come dancing with us – probably because they’re such stiffs, and you’d have to pour alcohol into them with a funnel to get them to break loose. I think Benji was getting new hook for his ropes – no, wait–”



Arrio rolled his eyes. Sabeh had been doing so well until then. Anyway, he got the idea.



“Benji’s not too drunk to be shopping? He has a high metabolism…”



“Eh, he’s with Taum. What could go wrong? Also, Danni started a fight.”



“What?!”



“Like, it’s just casual…” Sabeh slurred. Arrio grabbed him by the shoulders and pointed him back towards the city. 


“Take me to her,” he ordered. Francis would be furious if she found out Arrio had let her wife start fights in his home town.



For a drunk, Sabeh wasn’t a terrible guide. He seemed to have a fantastic sense of direction, and he led on with purpose. Arrio just prayed he was actually taking them where they wanted to go, and not simply bounding off confidently in the direction he happened to be facing.



They ran into Benji and Taum on the way. Benji had indeed replaced the rope for his hooks and he was incredibly pleased with it. He had found a rope that was wound with metal fibres. It didn’t clink like chain so it had the silence of cloth, but it was stronger and tougher than normal rope. He couldn’t stop showing it to Arrio, who couldn’t help but laugh at seeing Benji like this. The riverman had never been excited about anything in his whole life. It was almost cute. Not to mention that Arrio was quite touched by how much Benji seemed to love Mikdyal. The lanky young man raved about Arrio’s home, and was captivated by all the wonders he believed it possessed. 


Taum was still complaining about it being too hot, and Benji was adamant that in this magical land there was a cure for anything and everything. Arrio and Sabeh lost them again when Benji dragged Taum away on a quest to cool him down. The huntsman had not appreciated Sabeh’s suggestion to take his shirt off.



Sabeh led Arrio to the far eastern side of the city. As they headed down a set of wide shallow stairs to the lowest point of Mikdyal, a thought began to dawn on Arrio. He narrowed his eyes at Sabeh stumbling along ahead of him.



“Sabeh… the only thing down this way is the sparring pit.”



“Yeah?”



“You told me Danni started a fight…”



“She did,” Sabeh pointed. At the bottom of the stairs was a large open oval. It had a track around the edge and a gym setup in the middle. The centre of the area was covered in coloured mats. From down on the mats, Danni looked up at them and grinned. She gave them a thumbs up and dabbed at her sweaty face with a towel. The group she was sparring with was led by Bakki.



“Sparring doesn’t count!” Arrio told Sabeh exasperatedly.



“Azollu!” Bakki called up to him and waved him down. Arrio and Sabeh wandered down to join them. Bakki eyed them both up with a challenge in his gaze. “Your Almenian fights well. They have such an unusual style, those ladies.”



“It’s called no holds barred,” Danni grinned at him. “We fight to win. Not to play fair.”



“Either of you fancy a chance against her?” Bakki chuckled.



Arrio could feel Sabeh perk up at his side. He put a hand on the Ickian’s shoulder and sat him down on the stairs.



“Oh no. Not you. You can kill someone if you land a blow, and you’re drunk.”



“What about you?” Bakki eyed Arrio. “How’s that shoulder?”



That was a good question. Last he checked he couldn’t lift it properly. Everyone was looking at him. He shrugged. It hurt, and he felt like his shoulders didn’t pull evenly anymore. Unsurprisingly. Danni gave him a nod and motioned him forward.



“Come on,” she invited. “I’ll go easy on you. We can test it out.”



Even if Arrio had been in the mood to say no, the crowd wouldn’t let him. Sabeh and Bakki both seemed to think this was a genius idea. Arrio sighed and slouched into the ring to join Danni on the mats. She grinned at him and pushed her short brown hair back from her face. It was slick with sweat. She raised her fists. He followed suit. He could feel the tightness in his shoulder already. At least sparring with Danni was something he had done before. The two had practiced sometimes when he was over visiting Francis. He was used to the way she tried to hit him. He knew what to look for in the different way she held herself when fighting in an Almenian style.



It turned out Danni was in a fighting mood. Whatever had knocked her down after her brush with death, she had kicked it in the teeth when she had faced up to the Raven. Now she was trying to kick in the teeth of everything else too. Arrio blocked her first kick, but the second one that followed it around caught him on the side of the head. It wasn’t a hard knock – she had promised to go easy. He hadn’t been able to get his arm high enough to block her, and they had all seen it. Danni stopped, looking him up and down. She stayed on her toes, but she lowered her fists slightly.



“Lift your arm for me,” she instructed.



Arrio tried. He had the sense not to feel embarrassed, but he still felt nervous. He couldn’t get his upper arm perpendicular to his body. Not even close.



“Geez…” Danni muttered, dropping her hands and coming over. “That’s all the movement you’ve got?”



“Looks like it,” Arrio replied. “But, come on, twelve hours ago it was nearly severed. I’m lucky I’ve still got it. Fran said it might take time.” He wanted to ask how her ribs were in comparison, but he didn’t know if bringing up the injury would set her back again. She seemed to be doing so well now. At least, she was fighting again, and that was something. Even if she was just going rounds in a gym.



“It will take time,” Danni agreed. “It’s just also a bit stink. Here.”



Danni grabbed his arm and directed it up. Arrio protested in pain as Danni wiggled it around, but she seemed to be noting in her head what hurt and how much. 


“I’m going to take some gentle hits at you,” she told him. “I’m just going for that side. Let’s see what you can block just with that arm.”



“Oh joy…” Arrio sighed. Danni gave him a querying look that told him he didn’t have to do this. He shook his head at her to let her know he hadn’t really meant it. He was grateful she was offering to help.



“Let’s go, man,” she nodded at him. “From the top.”



Alera was terrified and awestruck, but she could also feel a cold calculation building up under layers of jaded distrust. She stared without shame, finally comprehending the cave system back under the mountains for the first time.
“Alera.”
She turned. Khol was watching her sharply. She had left Derrio with the carts and followed Khol up toward the front. She couldn’t follow him into the fire. She couldn’t even follow him too close to it, but she wanted to see. She had wanted to come back to the front – wanted to feel like she was part of something – but surrounded by all these Syrene she still felt very separate.
“You should send a message down the line to move all the herds forward,” she instructed.
“We’re struggling to feed the ones we have,” Khol reminded her.
Alera didn’t need the reminder. It was all very well to have the herds pull supplies to the Syrene – nutrition for the Mantras and themselves for the Tuotams. A bleak thought. But in this desolate wasteland there was nothing to feed the hunoths as they came further across the warzone. Alera knew all this, but she had an idea.
“See that?” she pointed. Her finger was aimed straight at what had once been a cluster of hills. Now it looked like a charred and blackened hive. The dragons had stormed through it yesterday, and what they had left behind looked like charcoal honeycomb. It reminded her of home. Though smaller than Mikdyal, the basic principal was the same, and she had a whole new understanding and burning homesickness after witnessing how her city would have been created a thousand years ago.
“It’s a cave system now, just like under the mountains that brought us here, but smaller. We can use it to make a halfway pen, and hopefully the molten ground will take some of the plants you can transport up – we can create layered gardens inside the hill.”
Khol looked at it for a long time. Alera was finally used to his long silences. She no longer felt the need to fill them or try and explain herself. She waited patiently.
“That is clever,” he stated. “What makes you think it will work?”
“My home is built like that. It is a mountain that was hollowed out with fire, and the only space in the desert that Zyki gave to us with the promise of safety. So we build our gardens and homes in layers up through the mountain. We use glass to reflect sunlight down into the city – but I’m not sure I would want to try that here. If you don’t do it right it can start fires.”
Khol shifted his gazed from the burnt hill to her, but his hard eyes were uncharacteristically curious. Alera knew him well enough to know that a visible curiosity didn’t mean he would ask. She smiled.
“You could learn a lot from other people.”
“Yes,” he responded softly with a nod. “I know. It was a hard lesson to learn.” Khol turned back to look at the fire. Alera could feel the warmth blow back over her soothingly. Terro had told them that the humans had retreated. They hadn’t seen anyone at the front in over a week. At least she could rest easily knowing her own people weren’t under those flames.
“I have been thinking about that a lot recently,” he breathed. “Wondering how all this began. What I could have done differently. We Syrene learnt a hard lesson about namuraka – staying aloof.”
Alera held her breath. It wasn’t often that Khol volunteered information without her having to ask. She didn’t want to react and startle him into silence if he had forgotten her, but she didn’t want him to think she didn’t care and wasn’t listening if he was still aware of her presence. He looked at her.
“Ten years ago, when the war began, I drew together what could barely be called an army of Syrene. I took anyone who would heed my call, but we didn’t know how to fight. We didn’t know how to make war. So I went looking for aid from those that did. There are many races down here in the South. Most of them live in regions beyond the mountains – further south than Syrene – and almost all of them know a great deal about war. Our closest… ah…” he trailed off, searching for the word. “Umatera… kalokia… uh, friends? Allies? Kin?”
“I get the idea,” Alera shrugged. Khol nodded.
“I always believed we Syrene were close with the Alais and Kazut tribes.”
“You turned to them for help?”
Khol nodded. There was a sadness and regret in his eyes so raw Alera felt her chest ache.
“They turned me away. All the other southern races did. The Alais and Kazut have a long and bloody history with each other. They have been to war many times – like so many other races before them. We always kept out of the way. We never took sides, and we always said it wasn’t our fight. My people needed help, and everyone else said it wasn’t their fight. I tried to argue that the humans would come for them once they were done with us. They responded that, should that day come, they would gather arms. Our namuraka was our greatest downfall. If we had helped others, perhaps they would help us.”
“Maybe…” Alera said thickly, her words sticking to the inside of her mouth. “Or maybe they’re all just shitty people.”
Khol raised an eyebrow at her.
“It shouldn’t work like that,” she argued. “They should help you because it’s the right thing to do. Look at it this way: I’m friends with you and Derrio. If you two had a fight… yeah, okay, I would try and help you both sort it out, but even if I didn’t – if I was in trouble you would both try and help me. I know you would. You wouldn’t just abandon me. It’s the same principle. It shouldn’t be about race. You’re Syrene, I’m human, and our people are killing each other, but I’m still trying to help you because it’s the right thing to do.”
“Hm. Perhaps I needed you to go and speak to the other races…”
“It doesn’t sound like it would have helped. It sounds like their… namuraka…? is as bad if not worse than yours.”
“That is probably true too,” Khol agreed. He sighed. “If Derrio and I fought, whose side would you take?”
“I think that would depend entirely on the nature of the fight.”
“You would not just take his side?”
“No. That would go against my whole speech. Derrio and I… we’re… we’re not really that close. We don’t know each other well. We’re only clinging to each other because that’s all we have to remind ourselves of the life we had before the war.”
“You said you were part of the same…”
“Cult,” Alera finished sharply. “We were part of the same cult.”
“That is like a tribe?”
“Yeah, but I wish it wasn’t. We are from the same tribe – we’re both Zynaldini – but within that tribe we joined another group. A group that brainwashed us.”
Khol shook his head at her.
“They… tricked us into thinking things. They said a lot of stuff… and we were foolish enough to believe them.”
“This is about your chosen one?” Khol asked.
“Yeah,” Alera sighed heavily. “One day, when I was just a little girl, our leader brought home a child – a baby that he had found in the desert. The baby was born marked, and when he was brought to the city he was declared Azollu – messiah.”
“That is a lot of pressure on one so young.”
“It’s insane. It’s an awful thing to do to a child, but I didn’t think that at the time. At the time I believed he was a holy being. Sacred and perfect. I joined the Azolluni, and I did everything they told me.”
“What happened?”
“Everything went wrong. The Azolluni weren’t the united tribe of faithful that I and many others believed them to be. There were divided factions within the group, all vying for power. It came down to who had the most control and influence over Arrio. When he was fifteen his father sent him away – banished him for his behaviour, although I can’t help but feel that in some ways he was trying to protect his son from the toxic manipulation of the cult leader.”
“And that is what made everything go wrong? That is why you left?”
“Yes. I know now that things were wrong before Arrio was banished, but at the time things felt fine, until he was forced to leave and then chaos descended. Riots started. Azolluni were saying that the Shama-Ul didn’t have the right to make that choice.”
“Hm,” Khol considered her story. “It sounds like you lived through everything I feared I would. When our Kakai was just a child, I was deeply concerned what people might try. Much like in your home, our Kakai is born into power, but they cannot be usurped or replaced. I had been the security advisor and chief for Doheraki, who had been an easy man to advise and protect until he fell ill. In his absence, I was dealing with a room of advisors and a little girl. I feared that each advisor would try and sway her to their own benefit while she was too young to know better. The reality of our future was much worse. Now I fear that she has grown without our culture, and she will never know Syrene. I do not know what would happen to our people if we lost her, but I know that it would be a disaster. At least we can both hope that our lost children will return home.”
“Maybe…” Alera didn’t sound sure. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the piece of paper, gently unfolding it and letting her eyes scan the page. Khol looked over her shoulder.
“That is him?”
“So Derrio tells me…”
“He looks very serious.”
“Yes he does,” Alera smiled softly to herself. She resisted the urge to point out the similarities between them. Khol probably wouldn’t get a pot/kettle analogy anyway. “He didn’t look like that when I knew him. I worry about him. What happened in the last five years that would age him so?”
“I am the wrong person to ask. The last ten years have aged my race irreversibly. But, if he knows my Kakai, he may know of the Syrene plight. Perhaps that weighs on him, if he cares for her. Perhaps, if he were to see you down here, he would say the same about you.”
“I doubt it,” Alera shook her head. She folded up the sketch and put it away. “He wouldn’t remember me. I knew who he was, but I would have just been one of many to him.”
“That doesn’t bother you?”
“It comforts me. It makes me think maybe I didn’t do anything too wrong after all. The whole situation is… still confusing.”
“How so? You always sound so clear when you speak of it.”
Alera paused for thought, and then began slowly. “I love my god. Zyki has been a constant warm presence my whole life. I don’t know what I would be without him. But he never gave us very clear instructions. That is why we feel so lost. That is why we have made bad decisions. There was no right or wrong answer to this. Zyki marked the Azollu, but he also marks every Shama-Ul. They were both chosen by him. That is why it was so difficult when one cast the other out. What side do you take? What is right there?”
“This Shama-Ul is chosen by Zyki to lead the people? Trust him, if he is the father of your Azollu. He will do what is right for his boy.”
“That’s the thing, though…” Alera muttered. “The Azolluni… we… the Azolluni believe that Arrio is the son of Zyki. He was found in the desert without parents. We believe Zyki gave us his own child, and that he is part god and outranks all others.”
“Ah,” Khol gave her a strange look. “You… your people know that is not possible, yes? It is not possible for a human and an Eáshra to mate.”
“No, but a god could make a human from scratch. The Azolluni believe Zyki created him and gave him to the Zynaldini people. Our… cult believed that he was a sacred and holy being who had been given to us to lead us into salvation. He was the chosen one, and we worshipped him completely. We worshipped him like he was Zyki himself.”
“How…”
“Foolish?”
“Naïve,” Khol smiled. “Alera, your story is a strange one, but…” he trailed off. She waited for him to keep going. But what? “You sound like you still feel that way.”
Alera shrugged. She didn’t know how she felt, and she was fairly sure that wasn’t what he had been about to say.
“I feel confused, and I cling to it because it is all I remember of home.”
“You hold onto the fight because it is all you have left?” he asked.
“Maybe,” she sighed. “At the time, I remember the Azollu was this great holy being who just left without a fight. He abandoned us at the will of a foolish old man who had betrayed our people. Looking back, I can see a fifteen-year-old boy who had let a life of excess and worship go to his head, who was being cast out in shame by a father he loved and respected. I was so angry and hurt five years ago, but now… now I’m just sad that I didn’t have the maturity I have in this moment. I can’t imagine what he must have felt then. I can’t stop wondering what he’s like now.” Her fingers clutched the paper in her pocket. She sighed and let her grip loosen. Part of her worried that she sounded as mad as Derrio.
Beside her Khol sighed quietly into the warm smoggy air.
“I hope he is like you.”
Alera turned to stare at him. She was always surprised by how tall Khol was, even after all this time. She craned her neck to look up at him.
“Your story is strange, but it comforts me. If she is out there somewhere with him, then I hope he is like you. That he has the drive and determination that you do. Just as we travel together, I hope they do. It eases the worry in my heart that I am not there for her.”
“You want him to be like me? Someone who runs away from a fight?”
“You do not run from fights, Alera. We fight nearly every day.”
She laughed. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
“It is important. You do not run from a fight. You are unswayable when you think you are right. That you run when weapons are drawn, well… perhaps you are somewhat Syrene. Before this war we never drew weapons. We never took up arms and battled. It is a barbaric practice. But dying is worse. I hope your Azollu is like you and unshakable in his resolve, and I hope he is everything you hope he is.”
“Wow…” Alera stood, completely taken aback by the sentiment. “Thanks, I think.” She laughed quietly to herself as a thought struck her. “And to think you didn’t want me to come back with you.”
“I didn’t,” Khol replied, placing a warm hand on her shoulder. “Not a day goes by that I don’t regret letting you come with me.” He smiled and took his hand back as he walked away. Alera stared after him in confusion. Was that a language issue? A translation slip? Or had he just tried to make a joke? She didn’t know which would be more unsettling.




DREAMS AND DARKNESS 



Sometime later, after two bottles of water, five trips to the bathroom, half an hour of being kicked around by Danni, and an as yet uncounted number of hours dancing, Arrio discovered two things. One: somewhere along the line he had managed to get a shirt. It was too big for him and as such incredibly loose and light and comfortable. Two: his feet hurt. He had been on them for a while now, and now they were hurting as much as his shoulder. He needed to sit down. His wanderings had taken him across much of the city, and he was somewhere on the second level. He wasn’t the only one, and when he saw someone he recognised he headed their way.



Elvac was sitting by one of the openings. Given the organic nature of Mikdyal’s construction, a lot of the city was built in a strange way to accommodate the natural cave systems. The higher levels all had multiple fenced holes and balconies which overlooked the levels beneath them. Elvac was sitting at one of the holes in the second level that made the space seem like a giant mezzanine. He had his feet dangling between the rails as he looked down on the party still going below him. Arrio took a swig from the water bottle he was carrying around and wandered over to join him. He sat down at Elvac’s side, looking down through the hole with a smile at the crowd dancing beneath them.



“How’s it going?” Arrio asked as he sat.



“Alright,” Elvac nodded. “I’m trying to get sober.”



Arrio handed over the water bottle. Elvac took it with a grateful nod and sipped it slowly.



“We maybe shouldn’t have had all those drinks with Omah. The whole drinking game thing was a bad idea.”



“I blame everyone I know,” Arrio agreed. “Although, I don’t think everyone would agree.”



Down through the hole he could see Danni and Francis dancing together in the crowd.



“What happened to the others?” 


“No idea,” Elvac replied. “They probably went to find more to drink, because they’re too far gone to realise it’s a bad idea, and it’s not like we’ve got anything to do until the storm blows over.” He took another sip. “I think Sabeh was going to try and out-drink Satinka, which will probably kill him.”



Arrio gave Elvac a sly smile, but he couldn’t keep the judgement from his eyes.



“You know, Elvac, you should stop being a romantic and start being romantic.”



Elvac laughed and passed the bottle back.



“So you haven’t noticed then? I’m not really surprised… but then, I don’t really think you’re in a position to be giving me advice either.” 


Elvac kept his eyes on Arrio. Arrio held his gaze, but he had no idea what Elvac was talking about, so he just held onto the bottle and tried to pretend his expression was profound instead of stupid. Elvac laughed and looked down through the railings.



“What a pair we make, huh?”



“I don’t know what we’re talking about…” Arrio admitted.



“You tried to call me on Satinka, but you’re in love with a married woman… so you can get down off your high horse.”



“It’s not the same–”



“I love Satinka more than almost anything else in the world,” Elvac cut him off, “but I don’t want her. Not anymore. I’ll admit I did – anything else would be lying. But I don’t anymore. I love her exactly the same. I’d do anything in the world she asked. But nothing is as it was, and that includes all of us. Back in Undernal… I didn’t know her. I raised her up and put her on a pedestal like a god or a trophy and I wanted her. Now that I know her and she’s stopped hiding things, I can see that she’s just a person. You can’t own a person – you can only accept them. She’s not what I thought, and while I care for her as deeply as I did then – more so even – I’ve finally grown up enough to see that the people you love are something you should fight for, not fight over.”



Arrio took a gulp from the bottle and handed it back. Elvac took a swig and continued.



“I don’t know when I stopped being jealous. No idea, but at some point I did, and that’s what matters now. I’m not mad at him, and the idea that I was… oh sweet Sunne it’s embarrassing! Painfully embarrassing. He’s my best friend, and I love him too, for all his lies and madness. Now, when I look at them… I want to help them. I don’t know how, but I want to. I want it to work out for them. I want to fix everything for them. Good gods, they’re not even the same species, but I need everything to work out for them. I need them to be okay. I guess the difference now is that I actually love her, and that’s why I can think and feel all this chaos. Back when I thought I loved her, what I actually loved was myself and my dreams. Dreams change. Luckily, I managed to change mine for the better.”



Elvac stopped and tipped the bottle to his lips. He sculled for several seconds, and came back into the conversation with a deep breath, handing the bottle back to Arrio.



“So, tell me again how I don’t understand you and Francis because it’s completely different?”



Arrio stared at him for a long time.



“I got nothing,” he admitted, taking a drink. “Your philosophy book wins. I concede. I think Francis is one of the most incredible things in the world, and when she trusted me to give her away at her wedding that was probably the most amazing moment of my life.”



“You just stood in front of your entire city and preached an era of peace!”



“Yeah… maybe don’t tell them that Danni and Fran’s wedding beats that,” Arrio chuckled. Elvac laughed at him and shook his head hopelessly.



“I think human relationships might be complicated…”



“I’m worried this isn’t water…” Arrio stared at the bottle in his hand as he contemplated their conversation. As the two of them laughed at each other and their situation, they were approached. Racing footsteps smacked towards them as bare feet came running across the cavern floor. 


“Elvac!” Sabeh crashed into him, throwing his arms around Elvac’s shoulders and bumping them both into Arrio. “I found you! I was worried, man. I thought you might have got caught up in something cultural and ended up accidentally married to someone!”



Satinka quietly stepped over to join them and gently tugged Sabeh back so he wasn’t clinging quite so intensely. 


“He’s been drinking,” she clarified unnecessarily. 


“Guys,” Sabeh looked delighted. “Did you know alcohol is a solution?”



“To what?” Arrio asked, although he had a few ideas.



“He means chemically,” Elvac chuckled. “Ethanol is a solvent, making whatever beverage you’re actually drinking a solution – scientifically speaking.”



“Look at you,” Arrio nudged him with a grin. “And here I heard you dropped out of school.”



“I dropped out pretty late,” Elvac smiled.



“You’re a beautiful creature, Elvac,” Sabeh hugged him. “You’re too smart for school.”



“I think we need to get you back to the tent before you do something stupid,” Elvac laughed, pulling himself back from the railing and standing up. He pulled Sabeh up after him. The little Ickian was struggling to get vertical again. Sabeh rubbed his face.



“I’m so drunk my eyebrows aren’t working…”



Arrio laughed and also clambered to his feet. As he rose and turned, he took in the whole situation. He could see Elvac comically trying to manage their drunk friend, and he could see Satinka smiling at them all from where she watched. Satinka, probably more drinks down than the rest of them, and still painfully sober. Satinka, exhausted with tired bloodshot eyes, just trying to keep it together. Elvac and Sabeh looked back at Arrio.



“You coming too?” Elvac asked.



“Can you get him back to Zemebi’s on your own?” Arrio replied.



“Sure. I think so,” Elvac shrugged.



“Good. Take this and get him to finish it,” Arrio handed over the water bottle. “I need to take a trip with Satinka. We’ll meet you back there later.”



“Okay…” Elvac let it die. He was clearly hoping that Arrio would elaborate, but he didn’t push when Arrio stayed quiet. Elvac pulled Sabeh’s arm up over his shoulders and herded him away. Satinka walked silently up beside Arrio and looked up at him.



“Where are we going?” she asked softly.



“To the fifth level of Mikdyal,” Arrio replied seriously. “I have a friend I want you to meet.”



The fifth level of Mikdyal was the level just before the biggest of the high gardens. The passages were smaller and narrower, and there were very few open spaces. It was mostly a network of tunnels, with roots blanketing the ceilings and spilling down the walls. There were no structures built up here, and the tents were haphazard and shoddy at best. It was one of the most poorly lit areas in the city. Most of the light from the top of the mountain was used for the gardens, and everything else was reflected down into the most populated areas of the city. The fifth level had not been designed for people to live in it. It was mostly just there to keep the gardens and the city tidily separate so that they didn’t damage each other. That was probably why the people who lived there chose to.



Arrio led Satinka along through the dark passages. He had taken a torch from the lower levels, but one of the ones that used lichen rather than flames. Some of the walls were smeared with the stuff anyway. Trails, handprints, words, and drawings all glowed randomly out of the walls at them. Trash littered the floors. Everything stank of wet dirt and incense and uncleanliness. Satinka stayed close, holding onto Arrio’s hand.



“Arrio… where are we?” she murmured.



“This is where the Ahu-Kaba live,” he replied quietly. “The dreamers. We should be able to find someone who can help.”



He hoped. In truth he was looking for someone in particular. Someone he was a little surprised he hadn’t seen yet. Still, the Ahu-Kaba were an interesting lot. Many of the gifted came to live up here to get away from the noise of the city. They hid in the darkness, and listened to the voices they heard, and immersed themselves in their visions with others who knew what it was like. Some of them took things that helped plunge them deeper into their dreams. 


Mikdyal had tried many things over the years to help the Ahu-Kaba, but nothing stuck. At one point they had been given an entire ward of the hospital. Always they returned to the fifth level and their dark caverns and their drugs and their community. Whatever made them happy. Generally they didn’t cause trouble. Most of them had families that cared and would still make sure they were taken care of, and then those ones would take care of the others. Arrio didn’t understand it, but the system seemed to work, as much as any system could.



He led Satinka through ankle-deep trash toward a different tunnel. Oh yeah; most of the Ahu-Kaba were hoarders. They couldn’t seem to help themselves. They grew attached to things that had no meaning to anyone but themselves. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like to only ever be half in reality; half of you always desperately trying to work out what was real and what wasn’t. 


He came around a corner and stopped. The tunnel had structures Arrio would mostly have considered shacks rather than tents. Most not even that. Dozens of people lay sprawled over the ground, some rolled up in blankets, some just crashed where they had fallen. All of them looked their way, and scores of eyes glimmered back at them in the phosphorescence.



“Azollu,” they all chorused in unison.



Arrio and Satinka stayed frozen.



“Well that was creepy,” he admitted very quietly as the hallway continued to stare at them.



“Arrio, who are they?” Satinka murmured. “Is this the slums?”



“No,” Arrio shook his head. “We don’t really have slums in Mikdyal. These people aren’t homeless. They don’t have to be here. No one is shunning them – far from it. They choose this. They, uh, like it…? I think.”



“Azollu,” another voice spoke, but this one was alone. Someone stepped out of a small tent further down the tunnel and approached them. She looked maybe fifteen at most. Arrio recognised her, despite the fact that she had aged most noticeably. The girl had other defining features. Her eyes were milky white and clouded. She did not wear Zyki’s braid, something Arrio disapproved of, and she kept her hair cut short. Her small lithe body was scantily clad, but who was going to care up here? She didn’t need many clothes for warmth, and she was blind, so it wasn’t like she cared how she looked. Mostly she adorned herself with beads and feathers.



“Ahameer,” Arrio greeted her suspiciously.



“Ree Arrio,” she nodded with a smile. “We knew you had returned: Shama-Ul.”



“You’re a little behind on the news this time,” Arrio replied. “Already done a speech and everything.”



“You invoked Ishal. That was sensible.”



Arrio didn’t want to talk about it. Especially not with her. She had been a child when he had left, and somehow he didn’t feel like aging would have improved her. He got straight to the point.



“I’m here to see Derrio.”



“Derrio is not here,” Ahameer shook her head. “He is gone. He chose his path and he shall never return. He has chosen the Syrene.”



There was some awkward rustling around the tunnel.



“What?” Arrio demanded. He could feel Satinka’s hand tighten in his own.



“Come,” Ahameer curled her fingers at them and turned to move back into the tent.



Arrio stared. He didn’t want to follow her. Of all the Ahu-Kaba, Ahameer was easily the most dangerous. He had hoped she wouldn’t be here. He had hoped he wouldn’t run into her. But she had said that Derrio wasn’t here. More than that, he was with the Syrene. Arrio’s own curiosity aside, he could tell from Satinka’s grip she wasn’t going anywhere until that question was answered. Not to mention… Ahameer was powerful. The most powerful of all the Ahu-Kaba. As much as he hated to admit it, if anyone could help Satinka it would be the blind girl. Arrio squeezed Satinka’s hand back reassuringly and took a deep incense-flavoured breath, before leading her carefully over the sprawled dreamers to Ahameer’s tent.



Inside was nicer than he expected. The smell was still gagging. Two sticks of incense burnt with a collection of scented candles down one side of the tiny room and the smells mixed with the scent of unwashed people. Everything was carpeted with small prayer rugs and embroidered flames twinkled at them from every visible space. The colours of all the rugs and cushions clashed horribly, but Arrio wasn’t going to judge her on that.



Ahameer moved away and sat cross-legged on a cushion in the centre of the room. She looked up at them and, as he so often felt, it seemed as though her cloudy white eyes could still see them. He took a deep breath and reminded himself that it wasn’t her blindness that disturbed him. Once he had felt pity that she had been born without sight. Now he was scared of what she had been born with instead.



“Sit,” she invited. Satinka let go of Arrio to move forward and sit facing the young girl. Arrio quickly followed her. He touched Satinka’s shoulder as he sat and mouthed ‘careful, she’s dangerous’. Satinka’s eyes narrowed with understanding, and Arrio prayed he hadn’t given them away. They both sat cross-legged on the floor, facing Ahameer, who stared at them blankly, unblinking.



“You… you said something about the Syrene?” Satinka asked nervously.



“Yes, Child-Queen,” Ahameer nodded. “In truth, I know very little of what is happening in the South. I know only what I have dreamt, and I have dreamt of Derrio, but only rarely.”



“Derrio?” Satinka asked.



“One of Arrio’s zeekish. Derrio was one of our strongest Ahu-Kaba, and one of the most powerfully devout Azolluni.” Ahameer turned her head to Arrio, even though he was mostly sure she couldn’t see him. “You came looking for him. You didn’t think that if he were in the city he would have found you by now? Even by the standards of the zeekish, he was devout.”



“People change,” Arrio answered quickly. He didn’t want to give Satinka a chance to ask what ‘zeekish’ meant. “I’m not the person I was when I left. He might have changed too.”



“He hasn’t,” Ahameer smiled. “When you left he went mad and ran into the jungles. I don’t know what he found in Karm Tor, but the answer led him to the South. He is fighting with the Syrene – probably because he knows that is your cause too.”



Arrio rested his face in his hands and kneaded his forehead. Of course. Poor Derrio. He had never been… stable. The kid had always been a little off. Always a little intense. He was an Ahu-Kaba after all. Still, Arrio felt sick and guilty. He wasn’t sure if the sensations were connected or separate. Derrio wasn’t someone who could survive a war. He wasn’t a fighter. He’d get himself killed on a battlefield. Why hadn’t someone stopped him? Why hadn’t someone protected him from himself? Still, Arrio had no idea how long Derrio had been in the South. Maybe the Syrene were protecting him. Maybe, if they could end the war fast enough…



“Ahameer,” Arrio addressed her. “We were looking for Derrio because we need the help of a dreamer. My friend is having trouble with her dreams. She has nightmares. Someone is invading her mind when she sleeps. We need an Ahu-Kaba to help us.”



“Why do you think I brought you in here?”



Arrio didn’t answer. This was why he always went to Derrio. Derrio was polite and kind and helpful, and he would do absolutely anything for Arrio. He wasn’t all-knowing and snide about things. Ahameer treated everyone like they were stupid.



“Child-Queen,” Ahameer offered her hands to Satinka. “Are you prepared to let me explore your mind for the infiltrator?”



“What does that involve?” Satinka asked suspiciously, casting a worried glance at Arrio.



“You will sleep,” Ahameer indicated the ground at her feet. “I will give you something to open your mind. It will make things harder for the infiltrator, and easier for me. I will let you know now that you will not be able to hide anything from me. You need to be prepared to let me see everything, because if you panic and try to hide things from me, you will fail, but you will make things easier for the one who is already seeking control of your mind.”



Satinka looked frightened. Arrio reached out and took her hand.



“If it comforts you at all,” Ahameer continued. “I have no interest in your life. I am not doing this to spy on you. I do not have the same cares you do. You also do not have to decide now. Think it over. You have until the storm passes, and I am in no hurry. I am not the one who cannot sleep.”



The girl rolled to her feet in one fluid motion and turned to her candles. Satinka didn’t get up. Her hand squeezed Arrio’s with inhuman strength, but she wasn’t trying to hurt him. She was just scared.



“W-what are the consequences?” Satinka asked.



“I don’t know,” Ahameer replied honestly. “I do not know what the infiltrator has done. I don’t know what I can do. You are concerned about permanent damage? It is a possibility. Very unlikely, but I would be lying if I said there was no chance. You have to weigh up what this is worth to you. If I could get the monster out of your head, is it worth the risk of making it worse?”



“I don’t know how you can make it worse…”



“Then would you like to try?”



Satinka nodded, pressing her lips together tightly in anxiety. Ahameer stared down with her white eyes. She stared with such intensity that for a moment they had forgotten the intensity was blank.



“Yes,” Satinka answered so that Ahameer could hear it. “Yes. Please help me. How much does it cost?”



“Ahu-Kaba don’t charge,” Arrio replied as Ahameer smirked at them. “They believe you will repay them in time somehow. Some other way.”



Ahameer crossed to them and reached out. She placed her hands over Satinka’s face and felt gently around. She pushed the Syrene girl’s hair from her face and bent over, kissing the top of her hairline.



“You will save the world,” Ahameer whispered, tracing Satinka’s face with her fingers. “Pay me in life.”



The blind girl let go and moved back to the candles. She kept her hands in front of her as she moved, reaching out to sense for the flames. Arrio watched her as she knelt and began to sniff. At first he found it strange, but he found everything about Ahameer strange. When she had been a young child she had explored her powers by entering dreams. Before his banishment, Arrio had experienced Ahameer entering and altering his dreams three times. He was still deeply unsettled by the experiences. Before she had moved to the fifth floor, she had simply found vulnerable targets and gone inside without any warning or permission. In the last year before he had left Arrio had been a particularly vulnerable target.



He watched her sniff the candles – picking out which one was which by their scent. Her fingers reached out for one, gently and cautiously groping for the saucer it sat in, while trying not to touch the fire. Arrio hadn’t even noticed the tiny pills sitting in the saucers until she reached for them. Once he had realised what she was doing, he noticed all the different kinds of pills in each saucer, based on what kind of candle they were sat with. It was actually quite clever. Ahameer took pills from two saucers and returned.



“Lie down,” she invited, motioning.



Satinka nervously lay back on the floor with her head on a cushion. Arrio helped settle her back and stayed at her side.



“It’s okay,” he encouraged. “Just relax. I’ve had her in my brain before and I’m still fine.” He didn’t add that it was a horrifying and violating experience he never wanted to repeat.



“Take these,” Ahameer held out two small pills. “And dissolve them under your tongue.”



“What are they?”



“Necessary,” she answered. “I cannot get in to someone’s mind if the defences are still up. These will relax you, possibly disorient you, but mostly force you to lower your guard. Think of it as opening a door – this is how you invite me in.”



That explained a lot, Arrio thought bitterly. Most people didn’t take those things so that Ahameer could get into their brains, but if that was how she saw it, that explained why she went where she pleased. She held her hand out and offered pills to Arrio. They might have helped with the ache in his shoulder, but right now it wasn’t worth it.



“No, thank you,” he replied coldly.



“Suit yourself.” Ahameer sat down at Satinka’s head and looked down on her as the Syrene girl nervously took the drugs the dreamer had given her. Arrio stood by and watched. Even as he looked, he could see Satinka getting sleepier. She was already exhausted. He had a horrible feeling getting into her brain would be easy for Ahameer. She might even find the defences already torn down by Āni. He started to worry about what else might happen. What if Satinka did panic and set fire to the tent? Shit. He wasn’t prepared for this. Sabeh was too drunk to help them. What about Francis? She could help with anything. He had to ask.



As he turned to go without a word, he heard a sharp hiss behind him. When he looked back Ahameer was shaking her head. Satinka looked asleep.



“What?” he demanded.



“You, Azollu,” she replied. “Arrio: be careful of Hamaal.”



Like he needed that warning. Or did he? Ahameer wasn’t trying to stop him. He had a horrible feeling that he shouldn’t leave Satinka alone with the blind girl, but he couldn’t stop the fear in his gut at the horrifying idea of what might happen if the tent in this crowded tunnel caught fire. As he watched, Ahameer placed her fingers on Satinka’s temples and closed her eyes. What could he even do? When Satinka had agreed to this they had both trusted Ahameer, so he had to continue to do so.



Arrio left the tent and raced carefully back to the start of the tunnel. He didn’t notice the shadow in the dark until he was past it. He probably wouldn’t have noticed them at all if they hadn’t spoken.



“Arrio.”



Arrio stopped instantly. Of course. Ahameer wasn’t trying to be cryptic or subtle. Arrio turned. Loitering in the darkness of the tunnels, the silver on his clothes and in his hair glinted.



“Hamaal,” Arrio replied in kind. The only person in the city aside from the dreamers who wasn’t taking part in the celebrations downstairs.



“You’ve come so far since you left, Arrio,” Hamaal praised, his hands open. “That speech before… utterly moving, now that I’m no longer afraid for either of us. You were right, my boy, I was completely in the wrong. I should never have entered the Ek-Ti-Alumu. That was unforgivable, yet, you, in your infinite wisdom and grace, still forgave me. Thank you, Azollu.”



“You’re welcome…” Arrio replied slowly. He tried to keep himself focused. Be careful of Hamaal. He could do this. He knew how the zealot worked. Everything he said sounded reasonable at the time. The trick was not to agree to anything until you had a decent legal team assembled. Even then… but Hamaal sounded so sincere. Everything he had just said was so polite and earnest.



“I swear,” Hamaal placed a hand on his chest. “I will never commit such a crime again. You have my word. I will go to you before I make any decisions on behalf of the Azolluni. You should be the one leading us. It was always meant to be you. I apologise for the mistakes I have made in my attempts to guide us all.”



“It’s fine,” Arrio replied, but now he was the one whose words were empty. It wasn’t fine, it was just easier to say that.



“If there is anything you want, you don’t have to come here,” Hamaal offered. “I can still get you anything – just say the word.”



“I don’t do that anymore, Hamaal,” Arrio growled. “You’re talking about habits and behaviours I only ever practiced under your guidance. Don’t go down that road with me. In fact, if you ever want something to do with me, you have to go through Zemebi at all times.”



“You don’t sound so forgiving in private as you were in the circle…”



“I’m not. You taught me well, Hamaal. Just like you I have two heads: one for the masses and one for my private interactions.”



“If I recall, your private interactions could be described as for the masses,” Hamaal smirked at him. Arrio felt his stomach drop out and his blood run cold. It wasn’t really a threat, it couldn’t be, but it still felt like an attack. The beast sneered inside him as it shared his rage. Hamaal had blackmailed Arrio with things he had tricked him into doing. That was their history. Arrio knew he was deeply at fault, but he also wanted to blame Hamaal. He knew he had done things he shouldn’t have, but he never would have thought of those things alone. They had all been Hamaal’s ideas. Everything was orchestrated by him. Arrio had paid the price for that. There was nothing left for Hamaal to hold over his head. Everyone knew it all. Arrio stepped forward, standing up to Hamaal and looming over him. He was finally glad for the extreme growth spurt of the last five years. It was about time it worked this way around. 


“I was up here looking for Derrio – another person you betrayed and let down.”



“What did you want me to do, Arrio? Chain him to the city? He was old enough to make his own decisions. What did you want him for?”



“That’s none of your business.”



“Are you sure?” Hamaal purred, pressing his fingertips together. “You know Arrio, you really seem to have put the past behind you.”



“I really have,” Arrio agreed. He forced confidence and assurance into his voice. He didn’t want Hamaal to know how hard it had been, or that he still carried so many scars from it. “I have bigger things going on right now, Hamaal, so I am done with the history I have carried, and you know what else – Mikdyal seems done with it too. I forgave you in the circle, and the city forgave me. Let’s just leave it at that.”



“Of course,” Hamaal nodded graciously. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright with everything that has happened. I’m glad you can turn away from those past events with such conviction. It will help make you a strong leader. Of course, the city might not be as over it as you might think… that is something you should be prepared for.”



“People will have been telling those stories on loop the entire time I was gone,” Arrio shook his head. “There is nothing new there anymore. Everyone individually will forgive me, or they won’t, and that has to be their choice, but it’s not like they don’t know everything already.”



“True enough…” Hamaal smiled. “True enough, my boy. You are right, as always, it is old news. Just be careful, Arrio. You and I… we have history. You were the one who just reminded us all of how important history is. I only want to look out for you, so I’m just trying to warn you to err on the side of caution. It would be a tragedy if, after everything that has happened today, people found something that would reignite their outrage…”



“Like what?”



“I have no idea,” Hamaal shrugged. “But you are right that they are old stories, and after your triumphant return no one is telling them anymore, but wouldn’t it be awful if they found something that made it seem all too real again?”



“What do you want, Hamaal?”



“Only to take care of you, as I always have,” Hamaal placed a hand on Arrio’s shoulder.



“You and I are done.” Arrio removed his hand.



“It hurts me that you feel that way, Arrio. It truly does. I love you like my own son, you know. Still, you have shown me the path of forgiveness. You might feel that way now, but you are tired and frustrated and you’ve been drinking. I forgive you, and perhaps in the morning you will feel differently on the matter.”



Arrio was about to retort when a cry sounded from back the way he had come. It sounded like Ahameer. Both Azollu and Azolluni shared a look and raced for the tunnel. Hamaal stopped at the start of the passage, but Arrio continued over the sprawled dreamers back to the tent. Inside, both girls were on the floor. Ahameer was crashed beside Satinka and she appeared to be seizing. Satinka was completely still. 


“Hamaal!” Arrio stuck his head out and yelled. “I need your help.”



Every fibre of his being hated himself for saying those words, but his private battles were nothing compared to helping the girls. The hospital was down on the second floor. He couldn’t carry them both. Hamaal appeared at his side.



“What is happening?”



“I don’t know,” Arrio admitted. “My friend was having nightmares and I asked Ahameer to try and help her. We… we have to get them to level two.”



“Agreed,” Hamaal nodded. “You take your friend and I will carry Ahameer. Hold on a moment.” Hamaal went to the candles and searched them quickly. In seconds, he had plucked a pill from the Ahu-Kaba’s collection. He crushed the soft pill to powder, and sprinkled it over Ahameer’s tongue to dissolve.



“What are you doing?”



“This should help them both – it should relax Ahameer and hopefully make it easier to break the connection between them.”



Arrio nodded. Of course Hamaal would know what kinds of drugs Ahameer had. He probably gave them to her. Arrio scooped Satinka up off the floor and carried her out, as Hamaal followed close behind with Ahameer. Arrio led the way back, racing through the tunnels to get to the hospital. 


The building in question was one of the few actually built into the mountain itself and constructed from rock rather than fabric. Many of the doors were still screened frames and almost everything inside had been tiled. Because it had been built into the side of the mountain it also had windows to the outside that gave it excellent venting and natural light – when there wasn’t a storm. Right now everything was shuttered and blocked. Arrio raced inside with Hamaal hot on his heels. They broke into the main lobby and looked around. It was empty.



“Do not tell me everyone is outside,” Arrio growled. “You can’t leave the hospital unstaffed just because I did a stupid speech.”



“Don’t look at me,” Hamaal panted. “I didn’t start this. Your family were the ones who decided the city could have a party.”



“Oh don’t even–” Before Arrio could take Hamaal to town over how he had, in fact, started everything, a young man came running out of a corridor.



“What’s wrong?” he asked them.



“Ahameer tried to dream link with that girl,” Hamaal answered. “Something has gone wrong.”



“What did they take?” the young man asked, pulling a stethoscope from his pocket. 


“Ahameer gave Satinka two pills before they started, and then Hamaal gave Ahameer something before we came here.”



Arrio saw Hamaal trying not to roll his eyes as he elaborated with all the helpful information the healer might actually need – like the names of the drugs. The healer quickly listened to each girl’s heart and lungs and then motioned them to follow him through the building. He led them to a room with twin beds that Arrio and Hamaal lay the girls in. The healer listened to them both again. He ran to the doorway of the room and yelled for someone. In seconds, someone skinny and androgynous with a long braid and flowing robes appeared. The healer had rushed back to Ahameer’s side and he indicated to his companion who hurried to join him.



“What’s going on?” Arrio asked.



“Ahameer is trapped,” the healer replied. “Her heart is pounding like she’s sprinting a race. Your other companion seems fine. If this is something of the mind, I can’t treat it.”



“I can,” the spiritual healer insisted, standing over Ahameer and placing their hands over the girl’s temples. “Show me what is wrong.”



Arrio knelt by Satinka’s bed and took her hand. Everyone was focused on Ahameer. They didn’t know that seeing Satinka so still was just as bad as seeing Ahameer thrash. Still, he had to admit she looked peaceful. He brought her hand to his face and kissed the spiral on her skin.



“You’re going to be okay, denden,” he promised. “I know you will.”



Satinka groaned and shifted. Arrio tensed, watching her. Hamaal watched them both.



“Where am I?” Satinka whispered.



“You’re in Mikdyal,” Arrio answered, pushing her hair back from her face. “You’re in the hospital here. We’re taking care of you.”



She didn’t answer. Hamaal watched them shrewdly.



“That isn’t a good sign…” he muttered.



“What are you talking about?” Arrio snapped.



“They are still connected. Still dreaming,” he answered. “If she doesn’t know where they are, then they are not in her head anymore.”



“I’ve found them,” the robed healer announced. “I’m bringing them back.” They grimaced and their hands tensed. Both girls opened their eyes. Ahameer began to scream. It was a terrified ear-splitting shriek. She shot upright in the bed and then curled into herself, holding her head and screaming and crying. Both medics tried to subdue her, but she screamed and thrashed. 


“Don’t make me sleep! Don’t make me sleep!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.



“Ahameer,” Satinka breathed. She looked exhausted. “Don’t think about it. You’re awake now.  He can’t get you. Think of something safe. Something good. I’m right here.”



Ahameer rocked back and forwards gasping for breath. She continued to cry but she stopped screaming. After a moment, she began to reach out towards Satinka. Satinka extended a hand, and Ahameer found it and clutched it. One of the doctors tried to reach for her, but she yelled as soon as hands touched her.



“Leave her be,” Satinka sighed. “Let her calm down.”



Hamaal looked over at Arrio, his dark eyes troubled.



“Do I want to know?”



“No,” Arrio shook his head. “You don’t.”



Hamaal nodded and turned to go. Arrio felt a heavy sigh building in his chest.



“Hamaal?”



The man in black stopped.



“Thank you for your help. I couldn’t have done this without you.”



“You are most welcome, Azollu. Anything you need.” Hamaal gave him a slight bow and left. Arrio felt his guts sink. What was it Elvac had said before? I think human relationships might be complicated? That was the understatement of the century. He sat quietly and watched Ahameer cry and cling to Satinka, while he thought about everything that had happened since he had returned home.







EVERY SHADE OF EVIL 



Arrio stayed with Satinka and Ahameer all night. When he woke in the morning his mouth tasted like sand, and his scarred shoulder was sore from the way he had fallen asleep over the edge of Satinka’s bed. She was stroking his hair. After the events of last night she looked surprisingly rested – but only by her standards. By regular standards she looked weary. He wasn’t surprised. Nothing that had happened last night had given him hope that his plan to involve the Ahu-Kaba would work. 


Ahameer was standing across the room, pressed against one of the blocked panels that would ordinarily be a window. She seemed to be listening intently to the storm outside. Arrio wondered what a dreamer as powerful as her could hear in Zyki’s sands. He wondered what had happened to her last night, and if she would be okay.



“Ahameer?”



She turned to them.



“What do you want, Azollu?”



“I’m sorry about what happened… I thought you would be able to help. I didn’t realise I was putting you in so much danger.”



“Of course you didn’t. Neither of you realise what you are really dealing with when you confront Āni. The chosen of Sunne is more powerful than any of us. Even together we do not have the power to beat him. He is the lord of all dreams. Did you know that? I somehow doubt it.”



“Āni is the lord of dreams?” Satinka asked.



“Sunne,” Ahameer told them. “Before Kina left, and baptised Sunne as the new god of light, Sunne was the god of dreams and magic. All Ahu-Kaba are in some way bound to him. He gave us our sight, whether we wanted it or not.” She reached up and touched her short hair. 


Arrio repressed a shudder as he realised what she was saying. Sunne bought children all over the Great Realm using magic. Dreamers, shamans, all kinds of magicians, all belonged to him in some way. Even if they tried to choose a religion that was right for them, no matter what god they chose, part of them would always belong to the three-eyed genocidal maniac. 


“So… what do I do?” Satinka asked. “How do I make this stop?”



“Pray,” Ahameer answered. “There are only two ways for your nightmares to end. One: Lord Āni stops of his own free will and lets you go. Two: one of you dies. In the meantime, the only thing I can suggest is: learn to enjoy it.”



“That isn’t advice, Ahameer!” Arrio scolded. “I heard you screaming last night. You can’t tell Satinka to learn to enjoy it.”



“He enjoys your suffering, Satinka,” Ahameer ignored Arrio and continued to talk to the girl she had shared the dream with. “Lord Āni enjoys suffering. It pleases him greatly. If you stop suffering, perhaps he will get bored. It’s unlikely, but it’s your only option. I don’t know what else to do. The relish with which he takes to your pain… it is not like anything else I have ever touched…”



Satinka was sitting in the bed with a grimace on her face, but her brows were knotted in thought. She looked over at the blind girl staring blankly at her.



“You said you can see when you’re inside the dreams?”



“I believe I can,” Ahameer shrugged. “But I don’t know how it compares to what the rest of you call sight.”



“Did you see the boy?” Satinka asked. “There was a boy there that I’d never seen before.”



“I only remember seeing Āni,” Ahameer shook her head. “I was new to him, so he came for me, but I doubt he really saw a threat. Just a new toy, probably.”



Arrio felt sick listening to their conversation. What happened when Āni attacked Satinka? What did he do to her mind?



“Because you were there I was able to follow Āni’s mind back,” Satinka continued. “I’ve never done that before. Also… whatever you gave me… it dulled my senses. It helped. I know when I went back into his mind I saw a boy, I just… I don’t remember…”



“Āni as a child?” Ahameer suggested. “That is fairly common.”



“No,” Satinka shook her head. “No, it was someone else… I just can’t remember who. I feel like I spoke to them, but I don’t remember what they said.”



Ahameer shrugged. “I didn’t see anything. I’m sorry. Could have been anyone. And I’m sorry I can’t help you. You have a terrible fate, Satinka, but I still want you to win.”



“Thank you…”



Ahameer nodded. She looked up and turned her head to the doorway as though trying to see. Moments later, the spiritual healer appeared in a swirl of robes.



“Ahameer,” they addressed the Ahu-Kaba gently. “I can guide you back to the fifth level, if you would like?”



The blind girl nodded hopefully. She looked back at where she had last heard Satinka speak from.



“Is that alright? May I go?”



“Of course. I’m sorry for what I put you through.”



“At least I only had to go through it once,” she replied, crossing the room slowly with her arms out until she reached the healer. “I don’t know how you’re not insane.”



With those comforting words in farewell, Ahameer left them alone. Arrio stretched and tried to rub some of the pain from his shoulder. He looked over at Satinka.



“How are you doing?” he asked gently.



“It was nice to get some sleep,” she shrugged. “I feel bad though… we never did warn Ahameer that she was going up against Āni himself. We messed that one up, Arrio. What happened to her was our fault.”



“What did happen to her?”



“I… I don’t really know…” she admitted. “I… It’s not like real life, Arrio. It’s like being in a dream. Once you wake up, nothing makes sense anymore and everything is chaos. I didn’t even really know what was happening. I think Āni found her in my brain, and he knew what she was doing. I think he attacked her, probably the way he attacks me, but I didn’t know what was happening – or, if I did, it didn’t register. I lost Ahameer and wandered down a way I had never gone. I… I think I wandered back into Āni’s mind. Wherever I was… it looked like Sunndan. I remember the halls of Sunndan looking like that… a bit. And there was a boy. I met a boy. I don’t… I don’t remember what we talked about. I don’t remember what he looked like…”



Satinka shook her head and rubbed her temples. Arrio didn’t want to push her. It was over, for now. At least she had managed to get some sleep out of the experience. Arrio himself was still haunted by everything that had transpired with Hamaal. The memories left him emotionally exhausted and drained. He barely noticed Satinka slip out of the top of the blankets and pull her knees up, hugging them to her body.



“Can we go home?” she asked. He nodded. 


“Good idea. Come on.” He helped her down from the bunk and they wandered from the room. The doctor at the counter this morning was different, but they seemed to have the notes from last night and a basic grip on what had transpired. They let Arrio discharge Satinka and leave with her, although, given the way they treated him, Arrio was worried that even if he’d dragged her out kicking and screaming no one would have called it kidnap because he was Azollu. That was what was wrong with religion. The thought riled him. He needed his faith. His belief in Zyki and the wisdom of the Great Beast kept him going. People who played favourites and twisted holy messages for the sake of their own power made him furious beyond belief. People like Hamaal gave religion a bad name.



“Satinka…” Arrio murmured softly as they wandered down through the city streets. She looked up at him curiously. He kept his eyes on the ground. The city was quiet this morning. Almost everyone was resting after last night, and the storm kept all signs of morning at bay. For most, it felt as if dawn had never broken. 


“Would you help me with something?”



“Of course. What?”



“Last night Hamaal helped me get you and Ahameer to the hospital. He was good and honest and genuine in his help. Didn’t try and get anything out of it – just did what needed to be done.”



“That’s… awesome. Did you thank him?”



“Yes. I did.”



Satinka eyed him sceptically. Clearly that wasn’t the whole story.



“But… what? Too little too late? You still don’t trust him?”



“I can’t. Even after what he did, I can’t.” Arrio remembered back with a grimace. “Before everything went wrong with you two, I think he was trying to blackmail me…”



“Do you want me to have words with him?” Satinka’s tone had a hard edge.



“No,” Arrio shook his head. “I want you to help me sleuth. I can’t imagine he’s got anything new on me. He used it all before I left. But if he does have something, I want you to help me find it.”



“You don’t think the fact that you are on a wanted poster with me that has been circulated around every Sunne-owned state might be something new?”



“Not really,” he shook his head. “That’s old news, Satinka. We’ve been wanted for months, and remember what we said about Zynaldini people? They wouldn’t dare risk Zyki’s wrath for Sunne’s favour.”



“Not even the dreamers?”



“Not even the dreamers,” he confirmed. “They just wouldn’t. In the desert Zyki’s word is law, and the law is sacred. Most people have no idea what Sunne is doing. They think he is a peaceful protector. Zyki is far more commanding and fearsome than old three-eyes.”



“We should get Sabeh,” Satinka sighed. “He’s really good at sleuthing. He can help us dig up dirt on you.”



“Okay…” Arrio conceded somewhat reluctantly. “But I don’t want to involve the others.”



“Whatever you say,” she nodded.



They meandered their way back to Zemebi’s tent. Outside everything looked fine, but they were both a little worried about what they might find inside. Their fears were not entirely unfounded. The corridor was empty, but they could hear laughter coming from the direction their group was staying in. They followed it. 


The door to Francis and Danni’s room was tied firmly shut, but the door to the room where Benji had dumped his bags was tied open. Arrio and Satinka followed the noise to the source. Benji was sitting up in bed as though he’d been woken. His legs were hidden under crumpled sheets and his scrawny torso was pale and bare. His scarred face was split with a grin. Elvac was occupying a chair near the bed. He was still dressed in his clothes from the day before and he looked tired, but amused. Taum was sitting on the end of the bed. He was wearing a loose shirt and pants that were wrinkled as though they had been used as pyjamas. Also, half his hair was missing. The bottom half, to be precise. Everything on top of his head had been trimmed and tied back into a short tail, and the back and sides had been shaved. He looked up at Satinka and Arrio as they entered.



“Apparently,” Taum stated grandly, “I was complaining about the heat last night, and someone said this would help. I have absolutely no memory of any of it.”



Benji started to laugh again.



“If it makes you feel better you look pretty badass,” Satinka said appreciatively. “It clearly wasn’t Benji who did this because someone knew what they were doing. It suits you – and I imagine it’s cooler?”



“Much,” Taum nodded. “Although it does feel weird.” He reached up a hand to feel where his hair used to be. He pulled the tie from his ponytail and shook it out. His hair still fell to his shoulders and it covered the shaved areas, looking almost exactly like it had before the cut. “Even this is cooler.” He shrugged.



“Congratulations,” Arrio placed a hand on his shoulder proudly. “You are probably the first person in history to get your hair cut while blind drunk and actually come away with something good.”



“I know, right?” Taum grinned. “Everyone tells terrible stories about things they did drunk – clearly they’re all doing it wrong. I aced this.” He tied his hair back up.



“Is the storm still going?” Benji asked.



“As strong as ever,” Arrio nodded. “Sorry, but we will be here at least another day. Possibly longer.”



“That’s fine,” Benji groaned, lying back against pillows wearily. “I have to find a way to sell my ass.”



The whole room stared at him in disbelief, trying to work out if they’d misheard, or what he’d meant if he’d misspoken. Taum started suddenly and pointed at him.



“You bought a donkey!” he exclaimed.



“Hm. It did happen. You remember it too…”



“Very very vaguely…” Taum struggled to recall.



“I think it’s called Jonathan,” Benji told the ceiling. “And I have no idea where it is.”



Elvac leant further into the chair and let his head rest on the back as he laughed wearily at the crazy stories of his insane friends. He turned his face to Arrio and Satinka.



“What did you two get up to?” he asked.



“We tried to get help with my nightmares from some shaman dreamers,” Satinka replied sadly. “It didn’t work. Hopefully we didn’t do any permanent damage though.”



“What about you?” Arrio inquired before Elvac could ask anything else about the dreamers. He didn’t want to have to tell anyone that he’d put Satinka in the hospital.



“I looked after Sabeh,” Elvac shook his head. “I’ve never seen him so drunk before. He stopped puking at about three in the morning though.”



“Is he alright?!” Satinka cried.



“Probably,” Elvac shrugged. “He’s so hungover he keeps praying for death, which sounds like the logical response to the state he was in last night.”



Benji chuckled evilly from where he lay in bed.



“You’re not doing so well yourself,” Elvac reminded him.



“Shhh Elvac,” Benji begged from the bed. “Just let me enjoy his pain from a distance.”



“I will throw pillows at you,” Satinka threatened him crossly.



“I will not dodge,” Benji admitted. “I will probably not do much in the way of moving today.”



Satinka jerked her head at Arrio and left the room. He followed her as she headed back to the room in the main hall that Yozula had given Sabeh yesterday. The door was closed, but not tied shut, and they both let themselves in. There was a ghastly smell of sick drunk as soon as they entered.



“Ew… Sabeh?” Satinka grimaced.



A small, sad, and pained sound came from the bed. 


“Hold on,” Arrio sighed. He moved around the room until he found the zip. “Uh, sorry, could you please help?” he asked Satinka. He could only raise one arm high enough. His injured shoulder kept his left arm down. 


She joined him and slowly they worked their way around the room, making sure all the walls were properly secured as they unzipped the ceiling. It wasn’t something that got done often, because it was a mission to roll up and then try and put back, but every room had the option available so that it could be aired. This room desperately needed airing. Dim light from outside spilled in, as Arrio and Satinka rolled up the heavy fabric of the ceiling and tucked it away. Sabeh whimpered and curled under the blankets.



“Sweetie…” Satinka looked at the tangle on the bed. “Sabeh are you okay?”



“No,” the blankets replied. “I want to die.”



“I think if you really thought about it–”



“I have. I have begged. I have prayed. Oh sweet merciful Ragnar, if you can hear me, please grant me an end to this. I want to die. Let me die.”



“If I was Ragnar,” Arrio folded his arms. “I would just laugh at you.”



Sabeh made a small crying sound. Satinka gave Arrio a look.



“Could you please give us a minute?” she requested. 


Arrio nodded. He saw the water bottle from last night lying empty on the floor.  He picked it up and left to refill it. Mikdyal was an oasis and there were two lakes and hundreds of wells on the first level, not to mention the wastewater system set up to pump water to the gardens. It still didn’t have fresh water like most other cites Arrio knew, but it was enough for the Zynaldini to get by. Zemebi had a well just out the back of his tent. Arrio drifted outside to it and was pleasantly surprised at how full it was. Mikdyal was doing better than he had thought. It was a nice feeling. A small comfort after everything else that had happened in the past several months. Zyki was in a generous mood.



Arrio refilled the glass bottle and carried it back inside. Satinka was sitting on the edge of the bed, stroking Sabeh’s curls as he hugged a pillow. The Syrene girl looked up when he entered and didn’t wave him away, which he took as an invitation.



“Here,” Arrio offered the bottle to Sabeh. “Drink this.”



“Will it kill me?”



“Sure,” Arrio nodded. Sabeh took the bottle and Satinka rolled her eyes. She stood and took Arrio’s arm, leading him back out of the room and letting the door fall shut behind her.



“It’s just us,” she told him under the soft coloured light of the hallway. “You and I have to sleuth on our own. He can’t even get out of bed, so I didn’t tell him.”



“Thank you, denden,” Arrio kissed her cheek.



“Come on,” she instructed. “Where are we looking?”



Hamaal’s tent was a deep midnight blue. Darker even than Satinka’s markings. Arrio stood in the shadows of the cave wall, watching as she ducked around and snuck back at him from the side. He had taken a leaf out of Benji’s book and completely robed himself, covering his hair and face with a scarf so that he wasn’t immediately recognisable. Satinka had conceded to long robes, but she wasn’t hiding. Hamaal lived in a crowded but pleasant neighbourhood. There were tents all around his, and Arrio knew that if this had been any other day, they would never have stood a chance of sneaking inside. As it was, they were early enough that many of the people who would ordinarily have stopped them were probably in a similar way to their own friends.



“He’s not there,” Satinka whispered with a smirk. “Apparently he’s gone preaching the ways of the Azolluni, now that the great and merciful Azollu has returned. He says your forgiveness has helped to show him the light and, after speaking to you again post your speech, the two of you are closer than ever.”



Arrio sighed though his nose.



“He’s at least five blocks south of here, and it sounds like most of his neighbours went with him – so it’s now or never. You still want to break in and have a look?”



“It’s called sleuthing,” Arrio muttered.



“We’re breaking and entering,” she disagreed. “Let’s call it what it is.”



Arrio grumbled but he had much more important things on his mind. The truth was he didn’t trust Hamaal, despite what the man had done to help last night. He wasn’t going to apologise for that distrust either. Hamaal had earnt it. If they didn’t find anything, Arrio would quietly pretend none of this had happened. If they did find something, which Arrio and his biased opinion felt was more likely, he would take it and then find a way to deal with Hamaal.



They went in through the front and untied the door. Arrio was worried about leaving it obviously undone, but it was near impossible to tie shut behind them, so they left it. Hamaal had a large hospitality tent. It was similar in design to Zemebi’s; not as big, although far more lavish. Not only did he have coloured lights strung across the ceiling of his hallway, he also had the lights wind down ornate pillars that lined the walls.



“Oo-la-la,” Satinka commented cheekily as she stepped daintily down the hall. “Someone thinks highly of themselves. What does this guy do again?”



“He’s the head of the Azolluni,” Arrio growled. “Which, under his leadership, established themselves as a branch of the Church of Zyki. Technically; he’s a priest.”



“Ugh,” Satinka pulled a face. “Of course he is. You know, the longer I spend in the North, the more I really hate religion. Organised religion is just a nasty power struggle that preys on the poor and the weak.”



Arrio gave her a dark look. At first she was too busy looking around to notice, but after a few moments she caught his eye and her resolve softened apologetically. Arrio still couldn’t help but feel defensive.



“Zemebi was a priest before Zyki marked him,” Arrio stated coolly. “He had to leave the Church to run the state, but originally he trained as a priest.”



“Sorry, Arrio… I didn’t mean… you know what I meant…”



“You did mean it,” he sighed. “And I don’t blame you. Not really. I understand, but please remember: hate is still hate. It never fixed anything. It never even improved a situation.”



She nodded in shame.



“I know. I’m sorry. But you have to admit that the system is built in a way that allows worms like Hamaal to crawl to the top.”



“True enough,” Arrio nodded. “So help me prove he’s a worm.”



“Do… do you know what we’re looking for?”



“No idea,” he sighed. “Don’t even know if there is something. Anything you find that looks like it might have something to do with me, bring it to me.”



Satinka nodded, but there was a bleakness in her eyes when she looked at him. It looked like she had an idea. He thought about asking, but it could wait. If she had something to say, they could deal with it after their sleuthing mission. Now was not the time for chit-chat. Satinka seemed to be thinking along the same lines. She wandered slowly down the corridor, peering through the doors.



“This looks like a study,” she commented, pulling a curtain door aside.



“That’s a good place to start,” Arrio moved to her side.



“Well, do you want to start then, given that you can read the language, and I’ll check elsewhere?”



Arrio nodded and slipped into the study as Satinka scuttled off, poking into the other rooms. As he looked around, Arrio had to bite down a sneer. Hamaal certainly liked opulence – not something Arrio was particularly fond of anymore. The office was a large room with a polished desk and stands of art all around the walls. Arrio had never been fond of the idea of private collections. Sure, he couldn’t blame someone for falling in love with a beautiful creation, and being inspired by it, and wanting to decorate their lives with it, but, as an artist himself, he tried to make his art for the people. He liked galleries and museums and music halls. He liked public access. Anyone and everyone should be able to see and hear and feel – that was the purpose of art. At least, that was how Arrio thought of it.



Not that he felt in any particular position to take a moral high-ground, as he headed for the desk and began to rifle through it. Breaking and entering, as Satinka had so aptly put it, didn’t leave him much room to judge Hamaal. Still, if Arrio found anything at all that he thought Hamaal might so much as try and use against him, then he was pretty sure all traces of guilt would leave him. In the drawers of the desk he found papers and journals. A quick flick through told him they were mostly old sermons – a look at Hamaal at his best. The man worked in words. Words were his friends and he could make them do anything he wanted. He could use them to make himself seem like good person. 


Arrio searched each drawer thoroughly. He checked for false bottoms and secret compartments and hidden latches. He knew it was crazy – like something out of a story – but if he was going to hide something sinister he would put it somewhere truly hidden. Somewhere like a safe. Arrio scanned the room with his eyes. Tents weren’t great places for safes. What if Hamaal had something buried under the tent where only he knew how to find it? What if he had nothing and the threat had just been an attempt to keep Arrio in line? Hamaal was such a conniving bastard! Arrio took a deep breath and slowed his thoughts down. There were thousands of ‘what ifs’ and he was only torturing himself thinking about them. 


What were the truths? Hamaal was threatening to blackmail him. Probably. Even if that was true, even if that was where this was going, Arrio’s original thought couldn’t help but bubble to the surface. With what? Everyone knew what Arrio had done. Under Hamaal’s guiding hand, Arrio had lied and incited chaos. He had turned people against each other and requested worship and devotion. He had been, by his own account, a little monster. Hamaal had groomed him into a monster that had revelled in a carefree and intoxicated lifestyle. He had spent his days preaching words Hamaal wrote for him, without a care for what he was saying, and he had spent his nights entertaining whatever new vice Hamaal had introduced him to. And everyone already knew this. There was nothing left for Hamaal to use against him.



Arrio sighed at his own stupidity. He wasn’t sure if the burning in his face and stomach was the shame for five years ago, or the shame that he had broken into someone’s home and gone through their things in search of evidence for a crime that had never happened. He put everything back where he had found it and shut the drawers. Hopefully no one would ever know he’d been here. Before he could leave, the door to the study was pulled aside. He froze. It was just Satinka. Arrio breathed out his relief.



“Hey, let’s go. This is ridiculous. I’m sorry I–” he stopped at the look on her face. He hadn’t realised when she first appeared, but she stood in the doorway pale and shaking. “Satinka?”



She looked up at him. She hadn’t been crying, but her eyes were wet. She looked sick. She opened her mouth to try and say something, but nothing would come out. She tried again. She raised a shaking hand to cover her mouth when she realised that she couldn’t speak.



“I… I…”



Arrio rushed around the desk to join her in the doorway. He grabbed her by the shoulders.



“Denden what’s wrong? Look at me, what is it?”



She couldn’t. She couldn’t look at him. She just shook her head.



“I lied,” she choked. “I lied when I told you I didn’t tell Sabeh. I did. I did tell him.”



“Why didn’t you tell me?”



“Because he told me what to look for and I didn’t think he’d be right,” Satinka pressed her trembling lips together and shook her face at the floor. “When Sabeh said it, it sounded funny, but it’s not. It’s really not. I’m so sorry Arrio… I…”



“Satinka, what is going on?” he begged.



With trembling fingers she raised her other hand. It was holding a little circusphere.



“I found them, just like Sabeh said. They’re all labelled, and even though I can’t really speak Zynaldini, I know enough to recognise your name. I saw your name on them and so I looked… and…” she cursed violently. “I’m sorry Arrio…”



He took the circusphere from her. She looked so heartbroken. He still felt numb in his ignorance. He couldn’t work out what would cause her to be so hurt on his behalf. Especially over a recording. He lifted it up and had a look. It was different from the ones he used – he could tell that much. Different in a way that made his heart stop beating as a sudden terror gripped him. He turned it on. It began to play. It played images.



Everything. 


Shattered.



Everything except the circusphere which kept playing in his hand. The video continued to play long after Arrio felt the life leave his body. His corpse stood mute and dumb, with his jaw slightly agape, as it stared. Satinka had seen this. Hamaal. Hamaal had recorded this. Arrio gagged.



“Arrio!” Satinka reached for him, but he whirled away from her. He crashed to his knees. The circusphere disappeared in his fist and hid the recording. Still it played, trapped in his hand. He choked. Air wasn’t coming easily. He couldn’t… anything. He was going to vomit. He gagged again. Satinka’s hands clutched at him. She leant over his back and hugged him around the shoulders. He retched, but nothing came up. Satinka squeezed tight.



“Arrio…” she whispered sadly.



He tried to think. He wasn’t capable of thought. But he could remember. He remembered what she’d said.



“Them,” he repeated in a thick choked voice. “Them. You said there’s enough to warrant labels…” He staggered back to his feet, dragging her with him. He grabbed the circusphere in his hand and twisted it off. Then he lurched from the room as though drunk. Everything was spinning. He knew he shouldn’t let it bother him. He knew he should let it go. He couldn’t. His universe had been shattered. Satinka kept hold of him. She guided him down the hallway to another room. Hamaal’s bedroom. It couldn’t have been more obvious if he’d put a sign over the doorway. The bed was gigantic and neatly made with expensive sheets. The wardrobes full of opulent clothes still stood open from Satinka’s raid. She had known to come here. Sabeh had told her to come here. 


Cabinets and drawers around the room were open. Satinka had dug around like she had been looking for something in particular. She had been told what to look for, and where to find it. Not with the knowledge of someone who had seen it and knew the exact space to search. No. She had been forced to dig around. But she had known the item and the room. Sabeh had guessed. Somehow he had guessed. There they were. In the trunk at the end of the bed. All set into a beautiful carved box in the bottom of the trunk. Organised and labelled. Arrio pulled it out and stared at it, opening the box out all the way and reading the labels. There were dozens of them. 


Satinka held him tightly. Her face was pressed against his shoulder, as though she could make everything okay just by squeezing him. She raised a hand, tugging at the sleeve of her robe, and used it to wipe his face. It wasn’t until that action that he realised he was crying.



“They’re names, aren’t they?” she asked. “The labels. I recognised your name so I looked at them, but the other words on each label are the names of the other people in the videos, aren’t they?”



“How could he do this?” Arrio trembled. “How could anyone do this?”



Satinka took a deep breath. Her shock was over. The horror she had been struggling with had less to do with what she had found, and more to do with her fear of having to break the news to Arrio. For her, the hard part was over, and she just had to take care of her brother. For him, the nightmare had only just begun.



“Sabeh said Hamaal groomed you,” she whispered fearfully. “He said that your banishment would have arisen because Hamaal would have groomed you to be his voice in the city, and he would have organised for you to be part of drug-fuelled orgies. He said… he said a lot of things. He told me that given the fight the others had heard about in the town, I should be looking for circuspheres, and he said the first place to check should be Hamaal’s room… He said Hamaal would have recorded them.”



“Hamaal wasn’t even in the room!” Arrio tried to fight the way the earth lurched and made him want to puke. “I’m sure he wasn’t… I… I don’t remember… I was… I was always high… I don’t… How could he do this to me, Satinka? How could he?”



“Ask Sabeh…” she murmured sickly. “He was the one who guessed it. Arrio, it’s not… it’s not as embarrassing as you might think…”



“This has nothing to do with embarrassment,” Arrio let the circusphere he was holding fall back in the box. His whole body slumped as he sat on the floor and stared. “This… is about betrayal. He had no right. This is no one’s business but ours. Everyone in these recordings has tried to move on with their lives. Hamaal… Hamaal tricked us into it. He gave us the drugs. He…” Arrio curled up into a ball as his throat closed up. He cried into his knees. This wasn’t fair. Hamaal had done a lot of things to hurt him over the years. Arrio had come here looking for evidence that the man he had once trusted was doing just that, but he hadn’t expected this. This was beyond manipulative. From where Arrio was sitting, it felt sadistic. Even from Hamaal, this was a new level of betrayal.



“What do I do?” he cried into his knees. 


“You leave,” Satinka answered gently and firmly. Arrio uncurled to look at her. She was smiling at him. A sweet but sad smile. She knelt in front of him and reached out, wiping his tears and taking his face in her hands. 


“Arrio, little brother, I need you to trust me. Don’t ask any questions. Just do exactly as I say.”



He gave a very small nod.



“Good. Get up. Dry your eyes. Leave. Get back to Zemebi’s tent and don’t let anyone see you. Don’t think about this. Don’t think about any of it. Get the others up – as many of them as you can manage. Take them out for breakfast. Somewhere that does greasy hangover food of some kind. Somewhere very public. Tell Sabeh where you’re going, because I don’t imagine you will be able to drag him out of bed. Have breakfast with the others and listen to their drunk stories. Don’t let your mind come back here. Do these things, Arrio. Start now.”



He wanted to ask multiple things, but she had told him not to ask questions. Slowly and unsteadily, he got to his feet. He was still shaking. He rubbed his sleeves on his eyes and dried his face. Then he wrapped himself back up in his scarf and left.



Mother Sutra Calidia of the Order of Kai Mo was a tall woman with sharp cheekbones and the physique of a gymnast. Āni admired her ambition and hunger for power, but he didn’t like her. In fact, he loathed her more than most of the robed slugs that slimed through the halls of Sunndan. Still, someone had to run Kai Mo, and he was glad it was her.
The city stank. It wasn’t like Undernal. There was an honest-to-Sunne stench that anyone could smell if they entered beyond the walls. The smell of the creatures that lived here. The smell of the Dargo. Āni could not think of them without thinking of his predecessor, Zelphis Chi. Āni privately felt that Sunne’s previous Avatar had been an overly ambitious mad genius. However, the man’s affection for the Dargo, and the way he had kept them as something akin to pets, turned even Āni’s stomach.
He always wondered how Zelphis Chi would have felt once the Dargo had him in their clutches. Rumour was they ate him alive. Āni knew the Dargo. He believed that completely. He also believed that by the time they sank their teeth into him, Zelphis Chi would have been glad their fun with him was finally coming to an end.
“I do not wait for anyone, Sutra,” Āni insisted coldly.
“No one is asking you to wait, Lord Āni,” she purred in her sultry voice. “We’re just inviting you to stay for tea.”
She poured as she spoke, and Āni breathed in the scent of peaches, but couldn’t tell if it was from the iced tea or the trees outside in the courtyard. A soft hot breeze drifted in the open window of the sandstone building from the desert. So close… he had seen the girls in Mikdyal, but the fire of Zyki could destroy him if he crossed onto the sand.
Goats bleated in the distance. For such a large city, Kai Mo was surprisingly rustic, and disturbingly empty. In another time and world, Āni could have liked it here. Unfortunately, Āni wasn’t the kind of person who liked things, and Kai Mo wasn’t the kind of place people liked.
Sutra passed him a tall glass and the ice in it rattled and clinked. Āni took it and willed his patience to stay as the priestess’s long fingers brushed gently around his shoulders. Sutra was a tactile person. Āni was not. He did not like being touched. Sutra didn’t know how to communicate without her hands.
The door opened and someone else entered. The tension in the room escalated instantly. The man was tall and lean with skin like tough leather. His short dark hair was barely speckled with grey, and his eyes were completely black. His name was Zumith. He was the leader of the Dargo. The head of the ten. He grinned a wry, lopsided grin when he saw Āni.
“My Lord Avatar,” he bowed sweepingly. The action was mocking, but no outsider looking on would have known. Āni’s eyes burned with an envy beyond natural human longing when he looked at him. They always did.
“Zumith.”
“Did you receive our latest shipment?”
“It is on its way to the South as we speak.”
“We will have the next batch ready soon. I believe we have perfected the art – not that there isn’t always some room for improvement.” Zumith slouched over and sprawled himself in the chair opposite Āni. His long skinny legs were thrust out in front of him to the side of the table. Kai Mo was not somewhere Āni expected courtesy. Even Sutra didn’t really fear him. She spent all her time with the Dargo. She probably didn’t fear anything.
“I am not here about the Ravens,” Āni sat his glass down gently on the table with a soft clunk. The room held its breath and waited. Āni liked that. It was as close as he could get to the respect he was used to. “I have another favour to ask you.”
“You have but to ask, my Lord,” Sutra nodded her head gracefully to him as she took a seat between the men. “Kai Mo exists to serve Lord Sunne and yourself.”
“Anything for the Avatar of Lord Sunne,” Zumith agreed smugly.
Āni reached into his pocket and pulled out something small and golden. He unclipped the mirror, folded it over, and laid it on the table. Satinka’s hair cast a dark line across the polished surface. With her essence there and readily available, his next trick cost him almost no magic. At a casual flick of his hand, an image of Satinka appeared like a ghost above the surface of the mirror. Sutra and Zumith leaned in.
“The Kakai herself,” Zumith purred curiously.
“She’s beautiful,” Sutra commented. “I didn’t expect her to look so human.”
“Contrary, my dear,” Zumith chuckled. “Humans, in fact, look very southern. The Syrene, Alais, Kazuts, all were around before humans. We look like them.”
“Fascinating,” Āni drawled. “I’m recruiting the Dargo to apprehend her.”
Zumith and Sutra both tore their eyes from the apparition to look at him. He coldly ignored them and continued.
“Your prototype failed. The original Raven is dead. The Kakai has made it to Zyki’s desert and I cannot touch her there. She travels with the Avatars of Ragnar and Ahkma and I would not be surprised to find that she leaves Mikdyal with another.”
“I was unaware Lady Ahkma had a current Avatar,” Zumith commented, leaning back again.
“A recent development. One of the Kakai’s companions was granted the power when they passed through Almenir. I think it likely Zyki will follow in his sister’s footsteps. All the Kakai’s companions, including the Avatars, will be yours should you capture them, but bringing me the Kakai is now the most important assignment you have. I would prefer her alive, but dead is acceptable, as long as I receive the body.”
Sutra smiled gently to herself and settled back primly in her chair. The situation was as close to cream as this cat was ever going to get. All the prestige with none of the work on her part. Zumith rubbed his mouth as he thought.
“Lord Ragnar’s Avatar…” he mused. “That is still Sabeh of Stonehall, yes?”
“It is. You know him?”
“Only by reputation…” Zumith smiled. “We live at the base of the mountains. Stories from the top filter down to us. I’ve always wanted to meet him.”
“Now’s your chance,” Āni replied coolly. “You bring me the Kakai and you can have Sabeh all to yourself. I’d probably sleep better if I knew he was going to spend the remainder of his very short life in your hands.”
Zumith didn’t say anything, but Āni had known him long enough to recognise that hungry fire in the inky pools of darkness that were the Dargo leader’s eyes.
“A minor piece of trivia that I’m sure will tickle you,” the Avatar teased. “Sabeh is the Kakai’s human lover.”
Zumith cracked a grin he couldn’t hide. Sutra sighed wearily.
“Please refrain from teasing him, Lord Āni. I’m the one who has to deal with him once you’re gone.”
“You won’t have to deal with him once I’m gone either. When I leave, I expect them to dust off their masks. The Dargo will ride again. The Kakai travels to the Five Stars of the North. She has but to leave the desert and pass through the mountains to reach us. She cannot make it to the mountains, Zumith.”
“You have my word, Āni,” Zumith promised. He breathed the words so gently they sounded unusually sincere, and unusually hungry. “And… you really need her alive?”
Āni swallowed his sigh. He should have known that would be a point of contention. He shouldn’t have mentioned that she had a lover. Zumith liked couples. They fascinated him.
“Preferably,” he strained. “However, Syrene can withstand a great deal, provided their heart isn’t damaged. As long as I receive all the pieces, that will be enough.”
Zumith nodded, still grinning the grin of a hungry wild animal.
“What about Ido?” Sutra asked politely, gently smoothing her skirt. Āni watched the fabric fall around her legs. He couldn’t believe she wore white here. Of all the places to still keep the Sunndan robes over the black travel robes of other cities, this made the least sense. He was almost surprised she hadn’t petitioned for something in red, but it probably gave her a sense of smug satisfaction to keep her robes so pristine in the face of all that was held below.
“What about Ido?” he repeated coldly.
“You haven’t heard?” Sutra looked concerned. Zumith looked like he was still dreaming about having an Avatar of his own to play with. Āni had to conceal his sneer of distaste.
“I have heard, but it does not sound like something that warrants attention. Why? Are there details being withheld from Sunndan?”
“We know little of what is happening – only that something is happening. This level of blasphemy doesn’t intrigue you?”
“The people of Karm Tor were always barbarians.” Āni took another sip of tea. “They descended from followers of Zyki. That a group of savages turned mad and abandoned Sunne means nothing. Sunne has now abandoned them. They are no longer protected by his blessing, and should anything befall them, he will not deliver them. That is punishment enough.”
Sutra gave him an inquiring look, but then shrugged.
Āni sighed. “If we investigate and begin a fight it will tarnish us and it will show that we take them seriously. They are a few dozen people in rags dancing around stones. They are not a threat. Eventually, they will find that there is no other god and their church will die a natural death. It is the safest course of action.”
“Ignore them until they go away?” Sutra smiled.
“Preschool taught you something,” Āni praised. “They are a minor nuisance, nothing more. If a hundred years has taught me anything, it is that everything comes and goes. Their time will pass, I assure you. Wouldn’t you agree, Zumith?”
“Oh, Lord Āni…” Zumith chuckled. “You have no idea how true that is.”
Āni kept his pain and fury at the reply to himself. Privately, he knew he had set himself up for it. He stood. Sutra stood too. The priestess at least pretended to still be a member of the clergy, and as such Sunne could see through her eyes. Probably why she ‘slept’ so much. Kai Mo sucked the energy out of people. Āni wasn’t stupid. He assumed she kept a blindfold in her pocket at all times. He would if he was her, and he wouldn’t betray her to Sunne. However, that the god he served could be fooled with a simple lie and a piece of cloth concerned him. Nauel’s use of a blindfold was what had helped get them all into this mess.
He nodded to her and walked away as she bowed. The Dargo were uncaged. He had released his war dogs on the Kakai. The thought should have brought him comfort, but it didn’t. He stepped back into his mirror, and through it into his home, but deep in his bones he felt worse than when he had left.




ZYKI AND THZUL 



Arrio made it made to Zemebi’s tent without incident. He was the strangest mix of emotions. Somehow he managed to be utterly destroyed, betrayed and hurt beyond imagining, and completely numb and dead inside at the same time. He didn’t know how. He didn’t know why. Satinka was right. It wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t that embarrassing. It wasn’t new information. Everyone already knew it had been going on – even Sabeh had been able to guess. It wasn’t going to be a surprise. Still, he felt he’d been dragged into the back of an alley and beaten. He felt weak. He felt victimised. Never in a million years had he imagined Hamaal was recording any of the things he had taken part in. He didn’t think such a thing was really possible. It made a good advert for the technology. Come, see your Azollu as you’ve never seen him before.



Arrio gagged again as staggered in his bedroom doorway and unwrapped the scarf from his head. The world kept spinning. He was vaguely aware that the world should be spinning, but not at this rate. Nothing close to this rate. He shrugged out of the robes and tossed them all on his bed. Next step in Satinka’s plan: wake the others. He stumbled back out of his room.



Yozula was in the corridor. She took one look at him.



“Chichina, what’s wrong?” she reached out pulled him in, taking his face in her hands. “You look terrible, my Arrio. What happened? Did my awful brother take you drinking last night?”



Arrio stared down at her. Zemebi had taken him drinking, but he’d had the sense to spend the rest of the night after that trying to get sober again. Yozula gazed up at him and he gazed back. She was such an honest person. Sure, she exaggerated all the time and lived a dramatic and hyperbolic life, but she never lied. She never hid anything. She wore her heart on her sleeve, and her mind on the other. She was big and bright and joyful. Arrio wrapped his arms around his jolly aunt and held her close.



“I love you, Chian.”



She squeezed him back with the force of a big woman, and he tried not to cry again as he breathed in her powerful perfume.



“Oh my sweet little Arrio,” she sighed tragically. “When did you get so big?”



“I don’t feel big,” he muttered miserably. “I feel really really small…”



Yozula stepped back and looked up at him. “That’s because you’re my little baby.” She laughed. “You’re nearly seven foot tall and you’re still my little baby. Has my useless brother sorted breakfast for you yet? An empty stomach is no way to recover from anything.”



“I was thinking of dragging everyone out,” Arrio smiled. Satinka had told him to. She had told him not to think about it. Don’t think about any of it. “Most of them need something to cure their hangovers.”



“Oh dear,” Yozula sighed. “What a mess grumpy old Zemebi leaves in his wake. Where do you want to go?”



Arrio shrugged. He had no idea. It had been five years since he lived here, and his thought process hadn’t gotten far enough to think about what places might still be around. 


“You used to love Poppi’s,” Yozula smiled.



“Yeah,” Arrio remembered fondly. “But it’s probably a bit small.”



“Not anymore,” Yozula shook her head. “He bought the shop next door and expanded. Come, little chichina, you wake your friends and I will drag my useless brother out. We shall see if they have space.” 


She patted his shoulders reassuringly and turned in a sweeping flurry of robes and clinking bangles as she sauntered down the hall. Arrio went to find the others. Sabeh was the only one who didn’t rise at the description of breakfast, and Arrio wasn’t surprised, but he did as Satinka asked and told the little Ickian where they were going. 


Yozula found Zemebi, and the Shama-Ul was in terrific shape. He looked like he’d spent all morning at his desk, and there was no sign that he had been the instigator of a city-wide party and at least one drinking game last night. He grinned when he saw Arrio and his friends.



“You lot are looking a little green this morning…”



“That is entirely your fault,” Yozula scolded, whacking him on the arm. “You are a brute, and these poor children are paying the price. Look at my little Arrio!” 


Zemebi did look at him. The others looked at him too. They were all up and dressed, if a little pale, tired, and queasy. Benji’s eyes narrowed suspiciously behind his scarf. The look was a great deal like Zemebi’s expression.



“How are you doing?” the Shama-Ul asked gently.



“I’m fine,” Arrio lied. “Just a bit delicate today.” That was a lot closer to the truth. Don’t think about it, she had told him. Don’t think about any of it. Don’t let your mind go back there. “Come on. I’m sure none of us are ailed with something food can’t fix.”



“Can I get an ‘Amen’?” Danni preached. That sounded like her kind of religion. 


Yozula and Zemebi led the rest of them out of the tent and down the road. 


It was a slow, hungover shamble across town, but Arrio didn’t mind. He still didn’t know how he felt. Half of him liked the slow safe pace surrounded by his friends. Half of him wanted to take off at a full sprint and run out into the storm. All around him the others began to tease each other about the crazy antics they had carried out last night. None of them knew. Zyki willing, none of them would ever know. Still, he was conflicted. He wanted to share his pain. He didn’t want to have to carry it alone, but he didn’t want anyone else to find out. The thought horrified him. Beside him, Benji was still giving him the eye.



“You look worse now than you did earlier,” he commented so softly only Arrio heard him over the laughter of the others.



“I don’t want to talk about it,” Arrio made the decision instantly.



“Fair enough,” Benji gave him a nod and backed down. Arrio appreciated the gesture so much he nearly reconsidered, but not by much. 


His family led the way to Poppi’s as the hungover crew shambled after them like zombies. The eatery had indeed grown in size since Arrio had last seen it. In fact, it had probably tripled in size. That was fine by him. They did the best gurgoi in the world and, as far has he was concerned, gurgoi was the best cure for hangovers man had created. He was not prepared to admit at what age he had learnt this. 


Poppi welcomed them with delight, and Arrio tried to make a show of being pleased to be back. He was pleased. Last night had been fun… somewhere between having his father and friends make him do nine shots, and then rushing Satinka to the hospital, somewhere between all that, it had been fun. Also before Hamaal had blackmailed him. Arrio had known, deep down he had known, that the threat had not been empty. He had gone looking because he expected to find something. He had thought it would be something embarrassing Hamaal would try and use to rub in his face. He hadn’t imagined it would be something of which the simple existence would cause him pain. Even for Hamaal, this was evil. 


But he had promised Satinka not to think about it, so he helped Zemebi order gurgoi for everyone, and then tried to pitch it to his friends. Gurgoi was a kind of spicy noodle soup with araishi flowers in it. The flowers were less what people thought of typically as flowers, and more like thick, starchy, carb-heavy sponges that soaked up the spiced broth with the noodles. They were a regular staple in Mikdyal because they grew well in the hot weather and they were filling. Not to mention, they were the best thing to soak up gravy or soup with. Arrio had listened to every argument Francis had ever made for fresh bread, but araishi flowers were better.



In the distance, Arrio heard yelling. It was in the far distance. He couldn’t deal with it now. Last time he had intervened in other people’s business it had ended in the Ek-Ti-Alumu. He wasn’t doing it again. Not today. Even as he thought it, bowls of steaming hot gurgoi were brought out for everyone at the table. The smell washed away his worries, and he felt himself relaxing and giving in to a hunger he hadn’t known was there. His nausea vanished, and he wasn’t going to let his mind dwell on anything that might bring it back.



They were all gathered around a large table, quietly hunched over their bowls as though the hot scented steam alone might save them. The bowls were large enough that Arrio could stare down into what was probably at least two litres of soup, and hopefully salvation. Each bowl came with its own big curved spoon and a stick for twisting the noodles and stabbing the araishi. The first mouthful was like being reborn, and he wondered if maybe he was actually hungover after the disaster that had been last night.



Someone slipped onto the bench beside him and he looked up. The smile of a beautiful blue-eyed lady met him.



“Mind if we join you?” Satinka asked. She looked over at him around Sabeh, whom she had squeezed in between them. He still didn’t look good. At the other end of the table Zemebi laughed.



“I didn’t think you two would be joining us.”



“I managed to get him up eventually,” Satinka smiled down at the Shama-Ul. “It took all morning and quite some persuading…”



“Let me die…” Sabeh begged painfully, resting his head on the table and covering it with his arms.



Zemebi politely refrained from more laughter and ordered two more bowls of gurgoi for the late arrivals. Arrio wanted to ask Satinka what she had done. Had she destroyed the circuspheres? What if there were more they hadn’t found? He couldn’t ask any of his questions at the crowded table. Not if he had to speak over Sabeh. The little Ickian was the only one of them close enough that he could talk to privately here. Sabeh didn’t look like he wanted to talk, but he lifted his head when food arrived and Arrio couldn’t fight the urge anymore.



“How did you know?” he whispered sickly. He knew he’d promised not to think about it, but that was impossible. Sabeh looked at him and his black eyes were suffering, but the sharpness Arrio so often relied on was still in there.



“It was an easy guess,” he replied just as quietly, nearly dropping his face in his soup. “I’ve met people like Hamaal before. I left Stonehall when I was twelve, so I never had the opportunities to get in trouble like you did, but I was a child Avatar. You think I didn’t have to deal with the same kind of human-stains you have? I’m sorry you had to go through that, Arrio. I really am. You were just a kid. None of this is on you, and it is going to be all right.”



“When?” Arrio breathed thickly. “Because it isn’t all right now.”



Across the table from them Francis groaned loudly and leant back. She let out a deep breath and held her stomach.



“I’m going to pop,” she announced. “How does anyone finish this?”



“To be fair, Fran,” Benji replied. “You are only half the size of a regular human.”



“So are you,” she retorted. “You just do it sideways instead of proportionally.”



Benji knocked on the table. 


“Hollow legs though,” he joked. 


Francis ignored him and turned imploring eyes on Danni.



“Babe, you got this?” she asked.



Danni nodded with a look that said ‘of course my beautiful angel’, but she couldn’t speak because she was in the process of emptying her bowl – well ahead of everyone else. She shoved a whole araishi flower in her mouth and chewed while she wiped soup from her chin. Then she pulled Francis’s half-finished bowl towards her and kept going. Arrio felt himself join in the chuckling with most of the others. Taum was too busy looking revolted to laugh.



“You’re disgusting,” he told her disapprovingly.



“Hey! That’s my wife!” Francis hassled him.



“So dignified,” Taum drawled. “You must be very proud.”



Francis reached over and flicked him on the shoulder. Arrio smiled as he watched. Beside him, Sabeh leant in closer and whispered gently.



“See, it’s going to be all right.”



Arrio didn’t answer. He didn’t want to. Part of him felt like Sabeh was right. Things would turn out okay. Part of him felt it was too soon. Not enough time had passed to clot the wound and stop the bleeding. He needed time and space, and to feel safe again. If only he knew how to get any of those things. That was what Hamaal had destroyed. Arrio couldn’t feel safe anymore. It was like someone had invaded his personal space with an army, and he couldn’t make them leave. He felt smeared with the kind of dirt that couldn’t be washed away.



Arrio wasn’t sure if he was feeling better by the time they finished breakfast, but he didn’t think he was doing any worse. Then footsteps approached at a run. A woman staggered to a stop by their table, her long braid flew over her shoulder as she stopped her sprint suddenly. She raised her hands to her shoulders as was customary when addressing the Shama-Ul for a favour.



“A moment of your time, Shama-Ul and Azollu?” she gasped. A few more people stopped behind her and made the same gesture.



“What is it?” Zemebi inquired seriously as he helped stack empty bowls onto a tray.



“Zyki,” she panted. “Zyki is here. He has spoken to Hamaal.”



Zemebi rolled his eyes. It was too early in the morning to have to be dealing with Hamaal again. Couldn’t the man go twenty-four hours without getting in trouble?



“And what, exactly, does Hamaal claim the Great Beast said to him?”



“No,” the lady shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. Hamaal says nothing. Come. You must come.”



“What is going on?” Zemebi’s eyes narrowed and he tugged at his beard.



The woman and her panicked companions were all motioning urgently at Zemebi and Arrio to follow them. Zemebi looked at Arrio. Arrio was filled with dread, and he knew he wore it on his face too. He was using all his energy to force himself not to look at Satinka.



“Come,” Zemebi directed him and the two of them followed the small crowd into the city.



Arrio knew where they were going, but he wished he didn’t. He didn’t know what they were going to find, and there was still a parasitic crawling fear of the place creeping under his skin. What if Satinka hadn’t destroyed all the circuspheres? What would they find? What had she done? He felt people behind him and turned. Yozula was leading the others too. No one was going to miss out. Arrio felt a rising panic in his chest. He had to stop this. He had to prevent everyone getting there. He couldn’t let them see. He couldn’t let her see. No one had told her anything yet. He’d asked them not to. Only Sabeh and Satinka really knew– 


A hand slipped into his own and squeezed. He recognised the tiny hot touch. Satinka kept her grip firm and comforting. Just like Sabeh, she wanted Arrio to know things would be okay. But would they? What were they going to find? 


Arrio let go of her as soon as they reached the site. He stared. His jaw dropped and he wondered if things were going to be all right. It was far too early to tell, but none of this horror had vanished.



Hamaal’s tent was gone. The man himself, and dozens of his followers, knelt around the space it had once been. There was nothing but ash and smoking embers left. It was impossible. A fire like that would have spread to the neighbouring tents. It would have smoked out the cavern. It would have been a disaster. None of the neighbouring tents were so much as singed. Arrio hadn’t smelt any smoke at all on his way over. It was impossible. More impossible was the arrangement of the ashes. The last sparking embers of all of Hamaal’s worldly possessions were arranged in the symbol of Zyki. The god’s mark stared up at them from the ground. 


“What happened?” Zemebi demanded from the silent crowd. 


“Zyki burnt it,” someone answered. “The whole place went up instantly. Flames twenty feet high consumed Hamaal’s home, but touched nothing else. It was over in less than a minute. All that was left was this. Praise Zyki. Forgive us.”



The speaker clawed in front of their face in the sign of Zyki. Everyone in the crowd followed instantly – even Zemebi. Arrio felt his own hand make the sign without even thinking it. He was staring at Hamaal’s back. The man’s braid was darker at the end. The grey that was beginning to sprinkle through his hair hadn’t made it all the way down yet. Arrio was empty. He felt nothing. He didn’t know how to feel. There was no sense of righteousness or justice here. There was only what was, and he didn’t know how he felt about it – if he felt anything at all.



Hamaal turned and face them. Arrio met his eyes. He had a horrible feeling that their expressions mirrored each other. Everyone else in the cave had an aura of religious experience around them. Hamaal looked like he didn’t know what to think. Arrio knew how he felt. He wanted to be forgiving, but he could feel, down just underneath his stomach, the part of him that wished Hamaal had been inside the tent when it burnt to the ground. 


“Ha!” 


Everyone turned. Arrio felt feeling return to his body – dread, to be specific – as he saw the look of righteous glee on Yozula’s face as she pointed at Hamaal.



“Zyki has spoken, zealot,” she declared. “He will not stand for your blasphemous poison any longer. Stay away from my nephew.”



Hamaal barely reacted, but he turned his eyes to Arrio’s again. Arrio couldn’t look away. He wanted to. He tried with all his might to turn his head or blink or anything, but Hamaal’s gaze held his completely. Arrio had trusted him once. Arrio had done everything Hamaal had asked of him. He had thought the whole ordeal fun. He had been rebelling against his stuffy old father and he had been special. Hamaal had made him feel special. Like the only person in the world that mattered. Arrio had been of an age when that was something he had leant towards to shape himself. Now he felt betrayed. Betrayed on a level too powerful to voice, and with every second Hamaal held his gaze that feeling grew.



“Chian,” Arrio murmured softly, his deep voice carrying. “This might not have anything to do with me.”



He said it wanting to believe it, but knowing it wasn’t true. The whole time his eyes stayed locked with Hamaal’s. He gave away nothing. Neither of them did. Arrio felt a storm of emotions raging inside him. A full-blown tempest. He didn’t let it show. If Hamaal felt the same way, he still mirrored Arrio’s perfect calm.



“Arrio’s right,” Zemebi nodded. 


Arrio and Hamaal broke their gaze to look at the Shama-Ul. Everyone looked to him. He stood with a very serious expression as he looked on the ashen symbol and stroked his beard.



“Arrio’s right,” he stated again. “This has nothing to do with him or your preaching, Hamaal. Zyki has spoken. Zyki has spoken very clearly. He waited until you weren’t home, so your life is spared. He does not wish to end you. However, you committed a terrible sin last night. Sacrilege. You entered the Ek-Ti-Alumu and you spoke to the people. That is taboo, Hamaal. You know that. You tried to speak for Zyki. Now Zyki has spoken for you. I’m sorry, but we shouldn’t be surprised.”



Arrio stared at his father. He wanted to jump on him and throw his arms around him. It made perfect sense. Even to Arrio, who was privy to a lot more information about this event than most, that seemed like the only logical answer. All around them people were nodding and making the sign of Zyki. Hamaal sighed finally and his shoulders sagged.



“I must abide the will of Lord Zyki,” he agreed resignedly. “I should never have crossed him. I accept his punishment.”



His followers seemed to lap this up eagerly. He wasn’t losing support over this. He had conceded his faults and people found it pious. Arrio wanted to scream in rage and out all of Hamaal’s horrible deeds to everyone, but that wouldn’t help anything. Staying here was only going to raise the risk of doing something stupid, or worse: being addressed by Hamaal directly. If Hamaal apologised again and asked him for help, Arrio was fairly sure he would murder him with his bare hands. Instead, he turned quickly and hurried back towards Zemebi’s tent. It was the only safe place in the city Hamaal was banned from.



As he burst through into his home, he found there was something else that had been bothering him niggling under his skin. His rage at Hamaal and his followers was boiling after the walk, and he didn’t want to take it out on anyone, but he knew this couldn’t go unsaid. The room he turned into was the first room on the right of the passage. It was a large living room with bookshelves and cushions. He had not burst in there alone. He still had his own group of followers.



“Arrio,” Francis grabbed his arm. “What in Ahkma’s name is going on?”



“Too many things…” he muttered.



“Hamaal is being punished for his countless transgressions,” Yozula answered smugly.



“Or is he…” Arrio muttered glumly. He turned to Satinka, and tried to keep his frustration from showing. “I appreciate what you did, denden. I really really do… but that was blasphemous. We cannot speak for Zyki.”



The whole room stared at them. Zemebi looked horrified. Satinka just smiled.



“You never asked what colour the flames were,” she smiled sweetly.



“I… no…” he admitted. “They just said twenty-foot fire.”



Satinka looked at him. He looked back.



“What colour were the flames?” he asked. She reached out and took his braid, running it through her fingers under she could hold up the end of it and wave it in his face. The fluffy tuft that poked out of the tie almost looked like red-orange flames.



“Zyki’s fire,” she answered.



“You’re fire’s blue…” he stated, knowing the words sounded dumb even as he said them.



“Yes it is,” she agreed, dropping his hair and demonstrating a few blue flames in her fingers.



“But…” Arrio was lost. “But you did that… didn’t you?”



“I guess we’ll never know…” she shrugged.



“Wait, no! Satinka!” Arrio loomed over her. The whole room was watching them. Everyone knew now that she had done it. Zemebi knew. They knew they were no better than Hamaal now. Speaking for Zyki was blasphemous. “How?! How did you change the colour? How did you burn the tent and make it look like Zyki?”



“Who said I did?”



“You must have! It must have been you! You can control fire.”



Satinka met his intense gaze, and her eyes were a mystery. She took his face in her hands, just as she had done in Hamaal’s tent when she had told him to run. She tiptoed up, and pulled his head down, and kissed his nose.



“How do you know I didn’t just ask Zyki for a favour? How do you know I didn’t just pray?”



The whole room held its breath. Arrio held his breath. He didn’t. He never would. He could never know for sure Zyki hadn’t granted them this. With a defeated sigh he slumped.



“You think Zyki answered such a specific prayer?”



“Why not?” Satinka shrugged. “I’m very special. The gods talk to me, you know. Even Ahameer said it. She said she could hear the gods when she was in my mind. I thought it was just the sound of the storm, but it turns out not all of you can hear it. She was listening for it this morning – didn’t you notice? She was listening at the window to try and hear the whispering, but apparently no one else can hear it in the storm.”



“You can hear Zyki talk in the storm?” Arrio asked incredulously.



“That’s what Ahameer said,” Satinka shrugged.



“Holy child,” Zemebi made the sign of Zyki at her. “What does the Great Beast say?”



“I don’t know,” Satinka shrugged. “I can’t make out words. Even if I could, I don’t know if I could speak the language. It just sounds like whispering… but, also kinda like waves. Like the sound of the ocean murmuring.”



Arrio, Zemebi, and Yozula all made ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ sounds at each other and shared a look of wonder.



“What?” Satinka muttered, suddenly self-conscious about it.



“That is not Zyki, child,” Zemebi smiled. “That is Thzul.”



The fireplace was filled with a roaring blaze that sent waves of warmth swirling through the halls. Āni bit a knuckle as he thought. The door to his living room was open, because anyone who lived in these halls was currently welcome in his presence. Frustration niggled at the back of his mind like an itch he couldn’t scratch. He wanted to unleash it. Let it turn to rage and surrender to it. He wanted to destroy something beautiful. Now would have been the perfect time for the Dargo to have found the Kakai, but he knew he couldn’t expect results so soon. Someone moved in the doorway.
Āni didn’t have to look to know who it was. There were only two other people up here, and it was easy to tell them apart by a sense of size alone. He also realised that in his own subconscious way he had been calling to them. Taal stood like a statue in the doorway. He was mostly over whatever horror had plagued him when he had touched the edge of death. However, he had remained particularly pale and gaunt ever since. A reaction that had confirmed to Āni that he never wanted to experience the sensation personally.
“You called me?” Taal asked quietly.
Āni gave him a brief half-nod. Taal stepped softly into the room. He crossed to Āni’s chair and knelt. Āni looked him over. He had definitely changed since his brush with death. Āni reached out and laid a hand on his head. The boy had a fragility about him that he hadn’t had since he was a child.
“Taal, I need you to do something for me,” Āni requested softly.
“Of course.” He couldn’t keep the resignation from his voice.
“I need you to go to Ido.”
They were both silent in the wake of that statement. Both surprised he had said it. The Raven was dead, so that part of Taal’s role was over. Logically, Āni didn’t need him anymore. He could afford to send him away, but part of him didn’t want to, and they both knew that.
“I need to find out what is happening up there. There may be a clue that could help us. Whatever this false god is, the more we know, the more we can prevent. You’re the only person I trust. I know you won’t make any noise. Subtly investigate and report back.”
Taal gently adjusted his spectacles. Āni almost smiled at the gesture, but he could see the cogs whirling at speed behind the young man’s blank porcelain face.
“I… I can’t…” Taal whispered.
Āni shifted in his chair to try and face the priest on the floor. Taal had never said no to him before. Āni wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly, but there was a quiet and urgent desperation deep in Taal’s eyes that Āni knew could only mean a confirmation of that rejection.
“Lord Āni…” Taal shook his head, clearly searching for words he had no practice with. “I cannot leave Sunndan. I…” he looked down at his soft gentle hands. “I cannot be anything other than what I am. I could not blend in.” He touched his face self-consciously and Āni knew what he meant. “I would be seen as your spy. It would be a disaster. I cannot do this.”
Āni sighed, even though he knew it made perfect sense. “You are the only person I trust.”
“Then…” Taal thought quietly. “Then perhaps we should use someone I trust…”
Āni looked at him sharply. Taal turned his blank face up to the Avatar, and Āni eyed him shrewdly as he caught on. His shock and resentment gave way to cunning.
“The blacksmith?”
“I trust him, Āni. If I ask him to go for us, then he will. He isn’t of our church, so he will not draw unwanted attention. He can just be another traveller, another merchant, and he can send us all the information we need. He is far better suited to this than I am. I sometimes think that perhaps he drew my attention for a reason. He is our eyes and ears beyond the church, and we can use him. He is not like the others who live in the Palace. He has no interest in politics or power. He just wants to get by, and he… he is loyal to me.”
Āni felt a strange expression stain itself across his face. It began with a smile and spread. It was pride. He leant over the arm of the chair and kissed the top of Taal’s head. The young man seemed to wilt under the touch. It was more affection than Āni normally showed.
“Wisdom beyond your years, Taal. Well done. I expect frequent reports.”
“Of course, Lord Āni.”
“Excellent,” Āni, in a much better mood than he had been seconds ago, stood, and stroked his fingers through Taal’s hair as he left the room. “You’re a good boy, Taal.”
The words didn’t hit Taal at first. He was still numb to everything, but he felt them crack his emotionless shell. It was a tiny hairline crack, but it snapped further as he stood. He followed Āni from the room. The words broke through his traumatised shell in the corridor and he staggered. You’re a good boy, Taal. He shoved his way into his own room, his knees buckling and his body trembling. Across the floor, around the bed, into the bathroom. He crashed to his knees. In the clear reflection in the toilet he would see his dead eyes and emotionless, smooth face. It barely even creased when he gagged. Sweet merciful Lord of Light, how many times had he heard those words in his life? So many. Too many. When had been the first time? When he was four? Five? If that? He didn’t know how old he was now. You’re such a good boy, Taal. He threw up.
“A thousand years ago the area that is now Zynaldini was once the Ocean of Thzul,” Zemebi recited. He had told the story hundreds of times. They were all still gathered in the main room. Everyone was sitting and lounging on the cushions. Most people knew this story because it was taught everywhere, but hearing it from a Zynaldini storyteller was an entirely different experience. It was also a story Satinka needed to hear. The storm still raged outside the city. It wasn’t like they had anything else to do for the day.



“You know how the Great Realm was once divided in the time of Kina?” he asked. “The regions have stayed very much the same, because the gods set the boundaries, but where the gods control has changed the landscape greatly in that time. The lands of Ragnar and Brukna have stayed much the same, but Ahkma used to have the entire Dilarkyrn Forest. She lost the southern half to Sunne over a couple of centuries after the Great Change.



“The Great Change came when Kina left. He used to reign over the regions we call Undernal and Quam. Originally, Sunne’s only region was Emer. Zyki was the original master of Karm Tor, and everything that is now desert was the Ocean of Thzul. He was the ocean god and his people – the Zynaldini – lived on islands and sailed the seas.”



“They were pirates,” Sabeh grinned.



“They weren’t all pirates,” Arrio growled.



“They were mostly pirates,” Sabeh smirked. Breakfast had revived him; whether it had improved him was a debatable matter.



“Mikdyal was the biggest of the islands. It was always the main hub for the Zynaldini people, and eventually it became our only home. Over a thousand years ago now Kina, father of the gods and the original god of light, decided to leave the Great Realm behind to visit more of the world.”



“I know,” Satinka nodded. “He came to the South. I met him.”



Everyone stared at her.



“You met Kina?” Taum echoed incredulously.



“We call him Kika,” she confirmed. “I’m sure I’ve told you all this before. He travels as a shaman around the South. He came to speak to my father when Memnyir and I were just little children.”



“Well, can you tell him to come back and fix all our problems?” Danni asked.



“You mean like all the other gods are prepared to do?” Satinka arched an eyebrow. “Kika might be what you call the father of all Áshra, but that doesn’t mean he can swoop in here and save us any more than his children can. Ahkma told us that if the gods had a direct altercation the energy released would be enough to destroy the planet. If any of them tried to fight Sunne, and he decided to fight back instead of backing down, the earth could literally tear apart. We do the dirty work for the gods, not the other way around.”



“You’ve been spending too much time around Sabeh,” Arrio muttered.



“I don’t think so,” she smiled and turned back to Zemebi. “So what is going on with Thzul? I thought Zyki killed him.”



“Not quite,” the old man replied. “When Kina left he gave his lands to Sunne and made him the new god of light. That left Zyki with Karm Tor and only Sunne beneath him. Do you know much of Ko and the Sleepy Valley?”



“I know that Ko is the demon that Sunne was forbidden to talk to, who made the prophecy that led to the Syrene war, and I have been to the Sleepy Valley.”



“You’ve been there?” Benji asked.



“After Sunne kidnapped Memnyir and abandoned me I was left on the edge of Sleepy Valley to die.” She lifted her leg and indicated a scar on both sides of her calf that looked like she’d been shot with an arrow. “That’s where the blood lilies tried to eat through me before I woke up.”



The temperature in the room dropped significantly as everyone imagined the horror of a ten-year-old Satinka waking alone in a strange land, with everyone she knew dead, and a plant eating through her leg. She seemed strangely matter-of-fact about it. As though Āni had done so much damage to her through her dreams that none of her memories could terrify her anymore.



“Zyki’s travel had something to do with Ko?” she got them back on track.



“Yes,” Zemebi nodded. “Sleepy Valley is at the bottom of Karm Tor. It was part of Zyki’s lands. Kina put the blood lilies in the valley to keep people away from Ko because the demon is so very dangerous. Kina was a large part of what kept Ko in line. When Kina left, Zyki refused to stay in the same area as Ko. He tried to bargain – but the other gods would not bargain with him. In the end, Zyki demanded Thzul, god of the ocean, swap with him. Thzul refused.”



“So Zyki killed him and took the land for himself,” Satinka remembered. “He moved across and this area became the desert instead of Karm Tor. In his wake, the jungles sprang up because Karm Tor was still hot, but things could start to grow again. Ishal was marked when Zyki killed Thzul.”



Zemebi nodded, but with an indication that there was a key point that she had missed. Part of her knew that, because if Thzul was dead then why had they said she could hear him?



“Zyki did not kill his brother,” Zemebi said. “Not quite. He drank him. When the ocean defied him, the Great Beast lowered his muzzle and began to drink. The seas went down as Zyki drank, and Thzul begged to be released, but Zyki would not listen. He did not lift his head again until every drop of his little brother had been sucked from the sand. Now Thzul still lives, rolling around in Zyki’s belly until the god of fire sees fit to release him.”



“And I can hear him?!” Satinka sounded intimidated.



“If the whispering you think you can hear sounds like the ocean, it is much more likely to be the sound of Thzul. His essence still remains. The ghost of the ocean god drifts where Zyki goes. If the Great Beast is the storm outside us now, it only makes sense that Thzul is there too. That you can hear him is a great wonder.”



Satinka didn’t say anything. Arrio watched her closely. She didn’t look like she thought it was a great wonder. She looked like she was wondering how it was going to be important. He didn’t blame her. After everything they had been through, there was a residual sense that nothing happened without purpose. Nothing happened to them by accident. If she could hear Thzul, he was going to have something to say to her. The question now was: did she want to listen?



The night was dark and stormy. A strong wind was tearing at the wall of blue fire and making it dance. Alera kept looking to the sky, waiting for thunder or rain. She could feel the clouds churning even though she couldn’t see them. The fire was so bright it eclipsed everything that hid in the darkness. She only knew that it must be cloudy because the stars and moon weren’t visible.
Alera pulled her cloak tighter around herself. She was sitting with six sleeping dragons and probably a dozen dragon riders. It was still such a bizarre notion. One of the riders sat atop his sleeping dragon watching her. His dark blue eyes were unsettling. Alera knew him vaguely. She knew his name was Yuhio and that he didn’t speak any human languages. She had tried to converse with him once, but he had just shaken his head and walked away. Now she wanted to try again, if only to ask why he kept looking at her. She could feel her irritation starting to prickle under her skin.
“He just curious about you.”
Alera turned and came face-to-face with another set of dark blue eyes, just the same as all the others around her. The speaker was a girl. She looked younger than Alera, although that didn’t mean much. She could well be a hundred – two hundred – years old. Age was hard to judge with Syrene. Her navy-blue hair was short and choppy, and she had a single blue spiral that marked her snowy skin down from her right eye like a tear curling over her cheek.
“He says you sick. You sick and Khol take you away – Yuhio see it. Then next thing, you come back. No human ever come back before. He curious why.”
“Him and me both,” Alera muttered, half to herself. She and Derrio had been spending their time turning the new hollow hill into hunoth pens, but every now and again she had to get away and drag herself closer to the front. She was so sick of the anticipation and anxiety building in her guts. Mostly she was hoping that Derrio was mad, there was no reason for them to be here, and it would all be over soon. Still, she felt like something was coming. They all did. It had become a horrible permanent tension in her bones.
“Micaylu,” the Syrene girl introduced herself with a smile. “This is Igalum.” She rested a hand on the glittering diamond scales of the dragon sleeping next to her.
“Alera,” Alera responded out of a need to be polite. Micaylu nodded like she already knew. Alera wasn’t surprised. There weren’t that many humans out here. She wanted to ask more. There weren’t that many Syrene she could communicate with, but the wind picked up and stole her thoughts even as it battered her. Micaylu perked up. She asked something in Syrene and Yuhio grunted in affirmation. All around her the Syrene started up.
“What?” Alera asked. “What is it?”
Micaylu pointed up. Alera looked to the sky but couldn’t see anything. Micaylu cupped a hand around her ear. Alera listened. Over the sound of the wind she heard a faint noise – like wing beats. Hundreds of flapping wings.
“Bats?” she asked.
Micaylu shook her head. “Too big.”
“Then what–” Alera didn’t have to finish. She felt her skeleton seize. It had been waiting for this. Until she saw them… Her thought was broken by a blood curdling screech above them. She had never heard anything like it. It was almost as though someone tortured was shrieking from inside the belly of a roaring monster. The call was answered. Hundreds of cries sounded. Alera clamped her hands over her ears as she fell to her knees. The charcoal ground was soft and forgiving as she hit it, but her head felt like it was splitting open.
It began to rain. Not water, but something was falling from the sky. Alera felt things crash to the ground all around her. She squinted painfully at the world. Shadows. Humanoid shadows stood all around her, heads bowed and draped in robes. Beside her, Micaylu roared an order. Igalum opened her mouth and blue fire burst out like an explosion. The creatures in the path of the flames screamed and took off. Wings, Alera registered. Wings not robes. They were skeletal humanoids with bat-like wings. Demons.
There were dozens of them. They swarmed around the Syrene as the dragons woke. The air was filled with roars and screeches. Fire tore through the darkness. Yuhio’s dragon Gavaghna whipped around. His tail caught Alera and sent her flying. The air was ripped from her lungs and she smashed into the ground. Her hip had taken most of the force and her leg felt numb. She scrambled to her hands and knees, unsure if she could stand. Down the line – out in the darkness – she could see bursts of fire slashing through the night. The entire line outside of the wall was under attack.
Something hot and wet sprayed across her face. It burned and stung where it hit. She wiped fiercely at her skin. Something red and sticky with a metallic scent. So familiar, yet so alien. Traces of fire. Alera gagged and turned her eyes up again. She had met her first dragons after joining Khol, but they had still been the most frightening creatures she had ever seen. She longed for that feeling to return.
Until you see them, you will not know true horror.
They had six-inch talons on each of their five fingers. Black soulless orbs for eyes in scarred faces. Fangs like needles crammed tightly into stretched gapping mouths. One of them turned its blind black eyes on her. Looked at her. Its mouth stretched open exposing too many fangs and a long snake-like tongue. It screamed at her. Her blood froze. For a moment she wondered if she had died from the sight and sound alone. It was a monster. It was a demon. But. But oh sweet merciful Zyki. But it had once been Zynaldini. Beneath the monster, she saw the dark skin stretched over the human skeleton. It was one of her people. Leathery wings stretched out from its back. Alera waited for it to kill her. It turned back to the fray.
“Yuhio!” she screamed in warning.
The Syrene man turned and threw a hand out. The blue fire that erupted from his palm scorched the creature across the eyes, and it whirled shrieking out of the way. Alera still sat on the ground, stained with the blood of one of the Syrene, the horror on her face apparent and unconcealed. He gave her a brief nod. Claws erupted through his chest. Alera covered her mouth to stop another scream. She felt his blood on her skin. His eyes glazed with death instantly. At his side, Gavaghna shuddered and fell to the ground. The claws retracted. For a moment his corpse stood, his blank dead eyes still staring unblinkingly at Alera, as the ten holes in his heart and lungs bled down his front. Then he toppled.
The monsters were so fast, and there were so many of them. They didn’t notice when one of their own fell. The fire struck them and sent them reeling. Then they came right back like a flock of diving birds. Micaylu roared an order at the Syrene still standing. Alera didn’t understand the words, but she could tell from the gesture what it meant: get to the fire.
The monsters weren’t fireproof. The Syrene were. If the dragons could get their riders inside the wall they would be safe. Alera would not.
The Syrene formed ranks and Alera caught Micaylu’s eye one last time. The Syrene girl gave her a sympathetic look, but there was nothing she could do. She turned away. Then she screamed. Alera watched her fall, clutching her leg, as she tried to hide behind Igalum. The dragon was bleeding. Dragon blood sprayed out. Monstrous claws had ripped under and torn through the diamond scales on Igalum’s flank. The dragon’s injury had mirrored itself on her rider. If Alera felt horror, it was nothing compared to the look on Micaylu’s face. For the first time in the history of the Syrene, a dragon bled. Their scales were no longer impenetrable. Not to the demon rain.
Micaylu screamed at the others to run, even as more dragons felt their flesh torn for the first time. Her cry was cut short as fangs tore her throat out. She lay on her side and choked, until claws finally pierced her heart and her eyes lost their fire. The ground beneath her was muddy with blood and ash. Igalum bellowed as she fell, spraying cold blue fire into the sky. Alera clambered up, limping and staggering. She turned. She fled.
Arrio woke in his own bed. It was strange to be back in it after all these years. He had spent most of the afternoon in his room messing around on his old instruments. It was therapeutic. Also, it meant he didn’t have to be around people. He didn’t have to talk to anyone. Most importantly, he didn’t have to listen to anyone else talk. Word of Zyki’s condemnation of Hamaal had spread and, in a confirmation of the infinite strangeness of humans, people had been petitioning Zemebi all afternoon on the zealot’s behalf. 


Arrio didn’t care and he didn’t want to hear it. The more time passed, the more he wanted to throw the man out into the storm and let Zyki kill him. He was done being nice. He was done being polite. Hamaal had done something awful, and while Arrio was grateful that all the evidence had been destroyed, he wanted justice to be served. He wanted people to realise that Hamaal was a monster. The thought that right now the man would be taking advantage of the kindness of others made Arrio’s skin crawl.



He wondered if that was what had woken him. When he’d crawled into a real bed after dinner, he had been under the impression that he would sleep well, and sure enough he had fallen asleep quickly. The last few days had been eventful and exhausting. He’d worked off most of his energy on a drum kit with enough enthusiasm to make even the beautiful and patient Yozula glare at him. As he lay awake and wondered about it, he realised what it was that had in fact woken him. Silence. He couldn’t hear the storm. He climbed from the bed and dressed roughly as he headed out into the hall. He wasn’t the only one. Satinka, in her small belted tunic, also stepped into the corridor. They nodded their greetings and both headed for the door.



The city was silent and deserted. Everyone seemed to be in bed. However, it seemed to be lighter now in the middle of the night than it had been the entire time they had been here. Arrio gazed around at the soft white glow that filled the city. Moonlight. He and Satinka walked quietly barefoot towards the crack in the side of the mountain that served as the entrance to the city. Still the world was silent. Not so much as a breeze whistled through the cracks. Sand from the storm had built up heavily in the tunnel. Tomorrow’s work would be to clear the road again, but for now, the two of them clambered over the miniature dune and stumbled out into the desert. 


A full moon sat high in the sky and bathed everything in a bright white light. All around them, the sand rose and fell in silver toned dunes under the colour of night. Above them, the stars twinkled like they’d never had to compete with city lights. Beneath them, the sand was warm and fine between their toes. Arrio took Satinka’s hand and led her away from the mountain. They didn’t go far. He didn’t know where to go. He didn’t know what he was doing. He just had a feeling that he was looking for something. Somehow, he knew she felt it too. They were not alone. He couldn’t hear it, but he could sense it. Both Arrio and Satinka stopped and turned. They were not alone.



“Hello Arrio.”







THE GREAT BEAST 



The man before them was big. Bigger than Arrio. He was tall and lean and long-limbed like Arrio was. His skin and hair were the colour of sand, and he wore only a small dirty loincloth. His hair was clumped in messy dreadlocks that reached his ankles. Bits of bone and plant and shell were matted and twisted into the locks like debris he had picked up along the way. His body was heavily scarred. Every now and again one of the scars would rip open and he would bleed sand before the wound closed up and other opened. It made his skin ripple and move like a dance. His eyes glowed blood red.



Arrio slowly bowed his head and got down on one knee. Now that he could see the god, the sense of presence was overwhelming. Kneeling felt like the only appropriate response, but it wasn’t like standing was easy anymore. Zyki watched him curiously.



“My Lord Zyki,” Arrio replied to him.



“Hello Arrio,” Zyki repeated. His voice had the deep booming quality of a god. It radiated down into Arrio’s very bones. This was the first time Arrio had seen a god truly attempt human form. Zyki wasn’t doing particularly well – at least behaviourally. He approached them with a cautious gait, and the way he held his arms suggested that he wasn’t sure what to do with them. He wasn’t used to being bipedal. His expression was openly curious, and he began to sniff around them, his large nostrils twitching. Arrio stayed completely still as Zyki sniffed him. It was a strange experience. The god moved on to Satinka. She raised her eyebrows at him, and he mirrored the gesture. She smiled.



“Hello Zyki.”



“Hello Satinka.”



Zyki turned back to Arrio and turned his head to the side as he regarded him kneeling in the sand.



“How are you?”



“I’m not sure,” Arrio answered, completely honestly. 


Zyki nodded. “Yes. I understand that is common among humans your age.” The god turned back to Satinka. He towered above her, and seemed to think that was strange. She was clearly much smaller than he had expected. “I wish to speak to you.”



“I’m listening, Lord of Fire,” she nodded her head respectfully. He seemed pleased.



“You are on a mission to stop my youngest brother?”



“Yes I am.”



“How do you plan to stop him?”



“I intend to kill him.”



Arrio turned to look over his shoulder at them, but still he stayed on his knee. Zyki didn’t seem to have reacted to the statement. The god sighed and the desert trembled at the sound.



“I thought as much. This is why we must speak. It will not do. What you propose is near impossible. How detailed is your knowledge of the Áshra? Do you know what we are?”



“Áshra is the ancient word for the species of the Eáshra and Dáshra: God and Demons,” she answered. 


Zyki nodded. “But do you know what we are, Little Syrene? We are not like you. You small things that scurry the earth – you are carbon-based creatures. You exist in this,” he indicated her body, shaping her silhouette with his hands. “This tiny chemical form is all that you are. You are all so very very mortal. Áshra are not like you. We are sentient energy. We cannot die. Child Queen, I think what I am trying to ask, trying to convey, is this: If, by a miracle unknown, you manage to kill the entity that is Sunne, what will you do with his energy? Where will you put it? It cannot be destroyed. It can only be transformed.”



Satinka didn’t answer. Now was an awkward time to admit that they didn’t have a plan.



“You cannot house it,” Zyki continued. “I look at you now… you are too small. Too fragile. You could never be a vessel. Stronger than a human: yes, but you would be ripped apart instantly if you tried. You must find a vessel. You must find a way to house Sunne’s energy, and transform it, otherwise he will simply rise again.”



“Another Áshra can contain it…” Satinka mused, remembering the story Zemebi had told her. “You drank Thzul. In most of the Great Realm, the story just tells that you killed him, but you couldn’t. You couldn’t kill him without risking ripping apart the world and then just having him reform anyway. That’s why you drank him. You contained his energy inside you. Does that make you even more powerful? If you have the power of two gods does that mean you could defeat Sunne?”



“No,” Zyki shook his head. “If anything, I am weaker. Thzul still lives inside me. He churns my stomach. I expend energy to keep him there. It is a constant battle.” More scars ripped open and spilt sand onto the ground. Zyki didn’t react. “Little Syrene, even if my siblings and I united against Sunne, the risk is still the same. He is powerful. Sunne is the unbalanced. The unstable. I am sorry. He is not easily consumable, and none of us are prepared to try. I simply could not. I have Thzul to contend with, and in his current state he cares little for this world. We are not your answer.”



“Then I’ll find another one,” Satinka decided. Zyki seemed pleased with her answer.



“You intend to take my son with you?” he asked.



“That’s the plan,” Satinka nodded at Arrio. Zyki motioned at him to rise and he got slowly to his feet. The tiny Syrene girl and the huge desert god looked down on him.



“You will need all the strength you can get,” Zyki said. “I offer you my power to take with you. Use my strength as you see fit, my son.”



“Are you asking me to be your Avatar?” Arrio asked.



“I am offering you that power, yes.” Zyki’s red eyes glowed. They bore into Arrio who stared back into the irises like flames. He stayed silent for a moment as he thought.



“No,” Arrio replied. Satinka stared at him in disbelief and her jaw nearly dropped. Zyki didn’t react.



“You don’t want it?” the god asked.



Arrio untied the vest he had thrown on and exposed the burn scar on his chest.



“You have already marked me Shama-Ul,” he said. “I cannot be both.”



“Why not?”



“Because I need to think of the people. There is not supposed to be one person in charge of everything. We designed our system so that there would be balance. This is not only unbalanced, it is unethical. I don’t want to live for a thousand years. Right now a hundred looks like a long time. You cannot ask the Zynaldini people to have one ruler, and you certainly cannot give them one ruler that will live for a thousand years. I’m sorry, my Lord Zyki, I am truly honoured and humbled by all that you have offered and done for me, but I cannot accept this. You have already marked me as the future Shama-Ul, so I must think of the people now, and I cannot condemn them to this.”



Satinka looked furious. Zyki looked nonplussed. Nothing seemed to faze him, but then, his body did keep ripping open at random intervals and bleeding sand, so maybe there weren’t many surprises left for some gods. He just nodded.



“Alright. Show me your strength.” As he spoke he morphed until only his eyes were the same. The man vanished. In his place stood a gigantic flaming wolf. He was huge. So big he could have swatted Arrio easily with a paw. His eyes still burned red, but instead of fur he was covered with rippling orange flames. Satinka jumped in front of Arrio who had frozen at the sight. Zyki went for them. Satinka raised her hands to try and manage the fire. Zyki devoured them.



Arrio opened his eyes. The last thing he remembered was the gaping maw of a fiery wolf. He sat up. Everything was white. He didn’t recognise the place at all. If it even was a place. There were no shadows here. Everything, the walls, the floor, the ceiling, all glowed with a soft white light. He stood and looked around. There were no doors, and the size of the space was impossible to judge. He had no idea how he had gotten here. He didn’t know where here was or how to get out. Those thoughts bothered him. He didn’t want to be here. He had to find a way out. Something moved behind him. Arrio turned.



He recognised Satinka, but he had never known her this young. She looked maybe ten years old. She crawled along the floor, naked, trembling, and terrified. She looked like she’d been crying, maybe screaming. Her leg was bleeding and Arrio could see the dark red trail it left as she crawled hopelessly, trying to escape. He recognised the wound too. It was the scar she had shown them earlier. The wound the blood lily had made trying to eat her.



Arrio followed the trail of blood with his eyes. In the distance he could see a beautiful red flower with green tendrils sitting innocently on the glowing ground. As he watched it, it began to grow and change. The flower warped into something much bigger, and morphed into a man. A tall man with olive skin and short white hair and matching goatee. He looked saintly. His snow white robes were pristine. His eyes were grey, and even from here they froze Arrio dead in his tracks. Arrio had never seen Sunne’s Avatar before in his life, but he recognised him instantly. 


Āni strode towards them. Satinka began to sob desperately as she struggled along the ground. There was nothing she could do. She couldn’t move fast enough. He was closing in rapidly. Āni reached her. He grabbed her by the ankles and began to pull her back. She screamed.



“NO!” she shrieked, clawing helplessly at the ground. “NO!”



Āni smiled as he dragged the tiny naked girl struggling and screaming and sobbing back over the trail of her own blood. Arrio watched it all unfold in a frozen horror. And horrifying it was. He couldn’t explain it. What he was watching was obviously horrifying, but somehow there was an extra layer of horror to it. Something he couldn’t put into words. Something about watching Āni attack Satinka at her most vulnerable, something about the pleasure on his face, was something Arrio couldn’t deal with. He cracked.



Arrio roared as he went for the Avatar. He didn’t know what he was doing, but he knew he couldn’t do nothing. Āni dropped Satinka as Arrio lunged for him. The tiny Syrene girl slapped back against the floor and began her desperate scramble to get away again. Arrio tried to grab the Avatar, but he froze with his hands raised for the man’s throat. His left arm was never going to make it high enough. He still couldn’t raise it properly.



“You,” Āni said like he knew him. The man’s voice was like nothing Arrio had ever heard before. It was deeper even than his own. It wasn’t the voice of a god, but somehow it didn’t quite feel like the voice of a man either. It made Arrio feel small. It made him feel two years old and like he needed someone to change his diaper. 


“Zyki’s child…” Āni came closer, his eyes roving over Arrio’s face and body like he was searching for something he’d lost. Arrio couldn’t budge. Āni put a hand to Arrio’s cheek, but despite his gentle touch, it wasn’t a comforting gesture. Trapped deep inside his own body, Arrio could hear himself start to scream in a desperate panic. 


“What do you possibly think you can do?” Āni asked. “You don’t even have any power.” 


Āni’s hand moved on Arrio’s face. He clawed Arrio’s cheek sharply. Hard enough to gouge skin and draw blood. Hard enough to break his own hold and send Arrio crashing to the floor.



Arrio gasped for breath and tried to roll to his feet. He couldn’t. He was lying on something. Some invisible table. The room looked the same, but there was no sign of Satinka. Arrio realised he was lying naked in the air, shackled to something he couldn’t see. He tried to swallow his panic but it was rapidly building. All his senses were heightened. Everything felt and looked and sounded more intense than usual.



Āni stepped up beside him and looked down on him. The Avatar smiled. Arrio didn’t know where this was going, but it couldn’t be going anywhere good. He felt weak. He felt vulnerable. He felt worse than when he had found out how Hamaal intended to blackmail him. He felt terrified. Āni walked down Arrio’s side, eyeing him up in a way that made the young man’s panic worse. It was that smile. It was the pleasure Āni got from his pain. The Avatar sat on something invisible that lowered him to Arrio’s level. He brought his lips to Arrio’s skin. He bit a chunk out of his leg.



Arrio screamed. With his senses heightened, the pain was beyond anything he had ever known. It was worse than when the Raven had bitten him. It was ten times worse than that. Arrio’s body didn’t even have the decency to go into shock. He was aware, acutely aware, of everything. Every sting, every tingle, every ache. Every drop of blood and ripped nerve ending. Āni bit him again, tearing his flesh from his body. Arrio cried and yelled. He begged. He begged it to stop. Āni took another bite out of him. 


Arrio screamed and cried as Āni slowly and agonisingly ate him alive. He tried to thrash and struggle. He tried to get free. There was nothing he could do. He couldn’t even pass out to escape the pain. He couldn’t do anything to escape the horror of what was happening. In the deepest vaguest corners of his mind he remembered Ahameer saying ‘learn to enjoy it’. That was what the Ahu-Kaba had said to Satinka. Arrio knew he wouldn’t survive, but he wanted to just so he could smack the dreamer up the head for even making the suggestion. He kept screaming long after Āni started on his lungs.



Arrio felt hands on his face. He opened his eyes, but his vision was blurry with tears. Even through the pain he could make her out. She was his age again, still naked and shivering, now covered in blood.



“It’s okay,” she whispered, stroking Arrio’s cheek. “He’s done worse before.”



Satinka looked up, taking her hands from Arrio’s skin. She faced Āni down his body. The Avatar grinned at her, drenched in Arrio’s blood as though bathing in it, and delighted at his twisted buffet of human flesh. Satinka raised her hands and shot blue fire at him. Āni vanished instantly. Arrio fell. He hit the ground. His body was whole again, but he was still in too much pain to move. It had all felt so real. Satinka grabbed him and tried to pull him up.



“Come on, Arrio,” she begged. “We have to go.”



“I can’t–” he choked, barely able to speak. “I can’t–”



Satinka grabbed him under the arms and started to drag him. Arrio couldn’t move. He couldn’t get to his feet. Couldn’t support himself. He was in too much pain. They were lucky she was super-human. It was the only way to move him. His skin crawled. He could feel Āni coming back. He didn’t know from where. He couldn’t see anything. Everything looked the same. There was nothing but white glow for miles. He could sense Āni approaching. He was close. He was so close. Arrio felt the way Satinka had looked when he had first seen her at ten years old. He wanted to struggle and crawl and sob. He had to get away. Āni was getting closer.



“I found him,” Satinka said quietly. “I found the boy from before. He can help us. Come on, Arrio.”



The encouragement was useless. It didn’t do anything. It couldn’t help with anything. Āni was going to be on them any moment. Then there would be nothing they could do. Then it would get worse.



“You can beat this, Arrio! Come on!” She dragged him along the ground. He couldn’t beat it. He couldn’t stand. He could feel muscles and tendons that had just been devoured now twitching under his skin, just waiting to be eaten again. 


Suddenly, everything was dark. Satinka dragged him over the threshold of a doorway of darkness. She dropped him on the ground and shut the light out. The ground was cold, like stone. Light came again, but this was the warm orange light of fire. Arrio could feel the heat on his skin and it was like life spilling into him. The fear and despair of the room of light began to burn away. 


“Āni really did him in good, didn’t he?” said a male voice Arrio had never heard before.



“Arrio has never tried to survive one of the nightmares before,” Satinka replied. “That was his first meeting with Āni. The first time he had anything to do with Āni, and it was the being eaten alive one.”



“That one’s not so bad,” the stranger sighed. “At least you know where you stand with that one. It’s just pain and fear.”



Arrio sat up and looked around. Satinka stood by the dark stone wall hugging herself. In the torchlight, her hair and markings and all the blood she was drenched in looked black. He didn’t want to know what he looked like. The ‘boy’ she was standing with looked to be close to her own age. He was pretty, in a doll-like way, with unblemished features and no expression. His brown hair was short and his eyes behind his glasses were green. He wasn’t naked, but the scant rags he wore weren’t enough for Arrio to describe him as clothed either. 


“Who are you?”  Arrio asked, sitting on the ground and still unable to stand.



“I’m Taal. I’m the only survivor.” He looked at Satinka and even though his expression was blank his eyes were desperate. “Save me.”



“Can’t you escape?”



“No,” Taal shook his head. “I have to stay. I have to protect Karli. That is my mission. That is how I can help. I… I belong to Āni.”



“Who’s Karli?”



“My… replacement. The one Āni replaced me with when I got too old. I have to look after him. I am the only survivor.”



Arrio felt his stomach vanish. He realised with a sudden new horror what Taal was. It made him worried he was going to throw up. Except, he still had this strange feeling that his stomach had been eaten. So the stories were true. He didn’t want to think about them.



“Where are we?” Arrio asked.



“The only place we can be safe,” Taal answered, raising the torch. “He never comes here.”



As Taal held the torch up, it illuminated more of the room, and Arrio recognised it. They were in the dungeons in Undernal beneath the Palace of Sunne. Slowly and shakily he got to his feet. It was strange to be seeing it again. The cell reeked of fear, but Arrio didn’t feel that afraid of it. It wasn’t somewhere he was fond of by any stretch of the imagination, but it didn’t strike terror into his heart. The fear wasn’t his. It wasn’t even Satinka or Taal’s. There was someone else here.



Curled up in the corner furthest from them, chained to the wall, was a boy maybe eleven or twelve at the oldest. He had white hair and olive skin. He was sprawled naked, with bruises all across his body. His back and buttocks were scabbed as though he had been whipped, and he sat in a small puddle of his own blood. He was crying.



“This is probably a hundred years ago now,” Taal murmured softly. “But I found the memory. No one knows about it, and anyone who did know died a long time ago. He killed the priest that did this to him. History tells that he was sent to Undernal as a child to do an apprenticeship. He stayed there for five years. He lived through this for five years. When he was fifteen he was ‘too old’ and his master went to send him back. Āni killed him first. He killed nearly a dozen people before he went back to Sunndan, and then he kept killing there until he worked his way to the top. Now when he kills he just does it for fun. He is afraid of dying. It is his worst fear. Now he is bonded with Sunne, and Sunne shares his fear of death. That fear is why he became the Avatar. He needed the extra years. So he killed the last Avatar. I found the memory. No one knows. It was poison. The last Avatar got sick one day. It kept getting worse. Sunne is not a healing god. There was nothing they could do. Once they were gone, Āni put himself in a position to take their place.” Taal looked at Satinka as he spoke. She stared back. There was something in that look. Something that brought a darkness to her eyes Arrio had never seen the like of before. She knew someone else that had happened to.



“Why didn’t Sunne do something?!” Arrio demanded. “He sees what his priests see! You can’t tell me he’s okay with this!”



“I can’t tell you anything about Sunne,” Taal sighed. “Because I don’t understand him at all. I don’t know if he knew. You see, everyone had a weakness…” Taal watched the little boy cry in the corner. “This is his weakness. I found it, eventually, but I can’t use it. Not for anything more than hiding. I can’t refuse Āni. He owns me. I like to think sometimes that this is why. He’s not really evil. He was made this way. He only does what he does because of what was done to him… but then… then I worry I will become like them one day too.”



“You won’t,” Satinka took his arm. “The fact that you can even think all this puts you above it.”



“Āni never beats us,” Taal spoke as though in a daze. “Never ever. He was beaten and he considers it barbaric. He would never ever hit us. He loves us. He doesn’t know he hurts us… He doesn’t understand…”



“Taal, look at me,” Satinka begged. “I will find you. I will save you. Hang in there.”



“Everyone has a weakness, Satinka,” Taal sighed. “This is Āni’s. Sunne, our all-powerful god, can be tricked with a simple blindfold. You know this. You know it because Nauel knew it. It’s ironic, but everyone who has risen to power in Sunne’s church has used that trick or something like it. We all do things specifically so that Sunne cannot see us. I don’t know if Sunne knows what happened to Āni as a child. I don’t know if Sunne knows how many people in his own church Āni has killed. It is possible he had no idea. But he has watched children and innocents brutally slaughtered in the South and felt righteous, so for all I know, maybe he did know this whole time. Maybe he knows everything Āni does. Maybe he knows all that the Dargo do, and after thousands of years of watching and learning, maybe he thinks this is normal now. All I know is that Sunne’s weaknesses are all the things he doesn’t notice.”



“So now what?” Arrio asked, trying to ignore the child crying in the corner that they were a hundred years too late to save. Taal still addressed Satinka when he answered the question.



“You must learn to navigate the maze. It is your only chance. Can you do this?”



“I can,” Satinka nodded. “Will you be able to help me?”



“I doubt it. I was only able to find you these past two times because you didn’t come alone. You brought someone else to distract Āni. He will be getting wise though, and I can feel that you never want to bring someone else here again. You didn’t mean to this time.”



“Then this is goodbye for now, until we meet in person.” She held his gaze and he returned the look despite his blank porcelain face.



“May the universe bless you, Satinka. Bring me a new god of light. Bring me a new god of dreams.” Taal extinguished the torch.



Arrio was floating in the darkness. The great flaming wolf lunged for him again. He tried to raise his arms and shield himself. It didn’t work. He couldn’t move his arm. It was too soon. The scars stretched and burned. He wanted to scream. He couldn’t be eaten by the wolf again. He couldn’t go back to that again. He had to move. His arm wouldn’t raise. It was too damaged. No jaws closed on him. There was no sign of Zyki. Drums sounded. Deep echoing drums. Arrio uncoiled, letting his injured arm fall and hoping the pain would lessen. It didn’t. His whole body hurt. He sat in the desert and looked out.



The sand was wet. All around him, ocean creatures lay lifeless in the wet sand. Their large glassy eyes stared blankly up into a smoky red sky. In the distance a black mountain burned. Fire poured out of cracks and crevices in the rock. Everything melted, dripping and oozing, into the honeycomb-like caves that would become the new Mikdyal. The old Mikdyal burned. There had been people on that island.



Still the drums echoed. Arrio was not alone. He looked on at the death before him. It stretched on forever. He saw what made Sabeh so angry. All this wasted life. That the Áshra saw life as a commodity they could waste. He saw what happened when gods argued. This was the fallout of what history told was an easy victory. The gods protected what was theirs. That was something Arrio had always clung to. He and his people belonged to Zyki, and that made him feel safe. When the god was gone, all that they protected was laid waste. All the life that had been Thzul’s was destroyed. What did that mean for them? If they destroyed Sunne, what would that mean for his life?



“I need your help,” Arrio whispered.



Beside him another man nodded. Arrio turned to look to his right. The man was not as tall as he was. He had a wider nose, but otherwise his features were very similar. His red hair was long on top and tied back into a tail that hung past his shoulders. The back and sides were shaved in what had been a common style among the pirates then.



“That’s why you came, isn’t it?” Ishal asked, turning to look at him.



“I don’t know what to do.”



“Yes you do,” Ishal smiled. “But I remember the feeling. It’s not easy. Remember, our dreams guide us. They give us the answers. You’ve already been given yours.”



“Dreams are the domain of Sunne,” Arrio muttered. “How can I trust them?”



“The same way you always have,” Ishal replied. “Thzul was the god of the ocean, but he wasn’t responsible for every ocean. The earth is still covered in water. Zyki is the god of the desert. The god of fire. He is not responsible for every desert and every flame. The Syrene have their own fire that has nothing to do with Zyki. Sunne does not control every dream. Everything finds a way. Life endures. It is not linear. We are both here right now in this very moment – two lives a thousand years apart – yet here we stand. Somewhere out there, you have already won. Somewhere out there, you have already lost. You know what to do, because somewhere out there you have already done it.”



“Somewhere I’ve already made the right choice…”



Ishal nodded approvingly.



“But somewhere I’ve already made the wrong choice…”



Ishal laughed at him. His black eyes sparkled as he looked up at Arrio. It felt wrong. They were surrounded by death. Ishal laughed, because life endured. He knew this. He could see that it wasn’t the end. Time wasn’t linear. He knew how much continued after. Arrio was looking back from all that had come since, yet to him this looked like the end. Ishal was still amused.



“Arrio,” he said softly. “There are no wrong answers. It’s your life. You live it the way that’s right for you.”



“But how do I know it will work?” he begged. Ishal looked past him beyond his shoulder. Another voice spoke.



“Because it already has.”



Arrio turned. It was like looking in a mirror. The man standing behind him looked so much like him it was striking. His red hair was cut short and choppy around his head. His eyes were sad and torn, and he looked older, but not by much. Perhaps a few years. He smiled at Arrio. His smile was filled with tragic wonder.



“Somewhere,” the other man spoke, “it has already worked.”



“But somewhere it has already failed,” Arrio insisted.



“Nothing is certain,” he replied. “Time isn’t linear. I understand now.” The man looked past Arrio at Ishal and gave him a nod. Ishal nodded in return and laid a hand on Arrio’s shoulder as he spoke.



“You need to go now. Remember: you can’t do this wrong. You can only do what you have always done because it is right for you.”



Arrio looked back at the man that looked like him. A single tear traced down the man’s cheek as he gave Arrio a nod. Ishal pushed Arrio and he stumbled and fell. The whole world lurched.



Arrio woke again. Something was burning. He could smell burning. He rolled to his feet, and the sand of the desert fell like rain from his clothes and hair. Apparently he’d been lying in a dune somewhere thrashing like a mad dog. About twelve feet away, Satinka sat up inside a large glass bowl. It looked like she had cooked the sand in some kind of small explosion around her. She shared a look of surprise and alarm with him.



Giant footsteps padded softly on the ground behind him, and Arrio turned. The giant flaming wolf was smaller now, but it could still look Arrio in the eye, which made it a very intimidating size. Satinka scrambled out of the bowl and came to join them.



“Do you think you can defeat Āni?” Zyki asked him in his deep echoing growl.



“No,” Arrio answered, completely sure. “No way.”



“Then how do you expect to beat Sunne?”



Arrio didn’t have an answer. When they had all sat around in the living room in Undernal, after escaping the prison under the Palace, and talked about this, he had been one of the first to jump onboard. Growing up, he had always been the biggest and the strongest. He could count on one hand the number of fights he had lost in his life. The idea of going up against a god had been a challenge to meet head on – especially because they were the good guys. They were fighting for all the right reasons, and they were going to save an entire people. Now Arrio could see how all of that meant nothing. They had no plan. They were out of their depth. They were going to lose.



“Arrio,” Zyki nuzzled his cheek, but his nose was hot and steamy instead of cold and damp. “I can give you my power, if you think it will help. You are my child, and I want to help you.”



“Thank you,” Arrio reached up to touch the flames on Zyki’s head. They were hot enough to be uncomfortable, but they didn’t burn him. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I don’t want it.”



“Arrio!” Satinka begged. 


Arrio let his hand drop from the god’s head and turned back to face her. She stood so small and desperate in the silver sands of the midnight desert. Her large eyes were dark in her face and they pleaded with him. She was trying not to be angry, but he knew one more word down his current line of thought would burst her banks.



“I’m sorry, Satinka. I need to think about what is right for my people as their new Shama-Ul. I can’t hold both positions.”



“Arrio, the whole damned world will end if we can’t stop Sunne!” she yelled. “You can’t afford to worry about one tiny race, in one tiny desert, in the corner of the world. They will all die too if you don’t help me kill Sunne!”



“We can’t kill Sunne!” he argued. “Weren’t you listening? You can’t kill a god. We’d need another Áshra just to contain him.”



“Let me worry about containing him,” Satinka growled. “That’s my problem. The rest of you joined me to add to my firepower. That’s what I need, Arrio. I need the strength to take him down – that’s what you’re here for.”



“It’s not that kind of fight,” Arrio sighed. “Satinka, even if I took the powers of Zyki’s Avatar, what would I get? Magical fire? But at best only as strong as yours. Earth magic from the sand? Again, it wouldn’t compare with Sabeh’s magic. Zyki’s roar? I’ve already got it. Look, I don’t know what I’d learn to do, but it’s not really going to add to the skills we already have. Satinka, you think I could stand up to Āni if I could breathe fire? I really don’t think it’s going to help. That’s what that guy was trying to tell us: it’s not that kind of fight.”



“Arrio, having the power just in case can’t hurt.”



“Yes it can. I don’t want it, Satinka. If you think we really need it, you take it.”



“I can’t!” she yelled. “It’s not a gift I can be given. Zyki’s Avatar must be Zynaldini. You are clearly the one it’s meant to be. It’s fate that you do this.”



“Then fate can get screwed. It’s my decision. I’m shaping my own destiny.”



Satinka looked like she was about to set him on fire, or possibly make another glass crater. Zyki stepped between them calmly. His giant paws made tiny little thumps on the soft sand. He sat down, poked out a leg, and began to lick it. Arrio and Satinka stared at him. The god’s belly rumbled like thunder.



“I’m sorry, denden,” Arrio sighed wearily. “I really am. I wish I could make you understand. I don’t know why I saw the things I saw. I don’t know why I feel about them the way I do. But I’m sure, down in my very bones I am sure, that more power will only make our confrontation with Āni worse. If we try and go head on with him we will lose. He will… eat us alive.” The phrase had a whole new gut-wrenching meaning. “We need to find a new way to fight him. I will do whatever I can to help you, but I don’t think becoming an Avatar is the way. That’s why I have to turn this power down.”



Zyki stopped licking himself to look up at Arrio. The god met his eyes. Arrio knew he looked apologetic. He felt apologetic. Zyki continued to seem unperturbed. Satinka still looked crushed. The Great Beast came over and sniffed at Arrio again.



“That is your decision then?” he rumbled.



“It is,” Arrio nodded.



“Very well. It was your decision to make. You have thought it through.” The wolf looked back over at Satinka. “She is the key to all of this, Arrio. I need you to protect her with your life. It is the most important thing you will ever do for the sake of the world.”



“I know,” Arrio nodded. “And I will do it. I promise I will keep her safe.”



“Good,” Zyki licked his cheek with a tongue so rough it nearly grazed his skin, and breath like hot desert wind. It smelt vaguely of salt and seaweed. The Great Beast turned and padded over to Satinka. He poked his hot nose against her cheek.



“You are filled with a great rage, Child Queen.”



“You don’t say,” Satinka bit back sullenly.



“There is a time and place for rage. There is a time and place for all things. I would ask a favour of you, sweet creature?”



Satinka mellowed slightly in curiosity. Her expression became intrigued. Zyki met her eyes with his own, and directed her gaze back at Arrio.



“Protect my sons. Look after them. Care for them. You are angry because you do not want to lose him. Some things are inevitable. Please, when they need you, you will know. Will you watch over my boys for me?”



Satinka sighed and her shoulders slumped. All the fight went out of her like Zyki had tipped water over a fire.



“Of course,” she answered resignedly. “I’m doing my best.”



“Thank you. Your best has been very good,” he nosed her cheek again. “Then with that,” he looked at them both. “I bid you farewell. Until next time, children. I will see you again.”



Zyki moved at a trot between them, but in seconds he had built to a sprint that kicked up sand under his fiery paws. He raced to the top of a dune, like a beacon in the distance, and as he hit the peak he vanished in a puff of smoke.



Arrio looked over at Satinka again. She met his eye and all her anger and frustration returned. He opened his mouth to speak, but she turned on her heel and stormed back towards the city.



“Satinka!” he chased after her.



She was quick, and he was still slightly unsteady after the nightmare he had lived through. Every now and again, he would go to take a step and then remember that he shouldn’t have legs. It was a horrible feeling, and it made it hard to keep up as she scrambled over the build-up in the entranceway. Arrio didn’t catch her again until they were nearly at Zemebi’s tent. What he lacked in strength right now, he made up for in size. She was angry which gave her speed, but she was also upset which slowed her down. He grabbed her arm.



“Satinka.”



She yanked her arm back and turned on him as they burst through the front door into the hallway. He knew she didn’t want to talk, and now inside in the middle of the night, she had the safety of knowing he wasn’t going to start a fight while everyone was asleep. Still, he wasn’t just going to let it go either.



“Satinka, what was that?”



“What was what?”



“With Zyki! He asked…”



“He asked me to take care of you,” she shrugged irritably. “And by the sounds of things your kids too.”



“Uh…” Arrio paled noticeably and Satinka smirked a little despite herself.



“I think he meant future children,” she clarified. “Although judging from some of Hamaal’s videos…”



Arrio blushed horribly in the darkness. Satinka had the decency to look embarrassed at the low blow that had been. Her anger mellowed slightly and she sighed.



“Look, I know it’s selfish, but I can’t help feeling it, so we just have to deal with that. Arrio, I’m going to live to be a thousand. I am going to lose all of you and just keep living another ten of your lifetimes. I think about… I think about how I’m going to lose him. I don’t want to, but I can’t help it. I might get him for two hundred – maybe three hundred – years. That’s it. And for a moment there, for one shining little moment, I thought I might at least get you. I might at least not have to lose you too. But that’s just not going to happen. So instead I told Zyki I will look after your descendants, because I’ll be around long enough to do that.”



“That’s what this is about?” Arrio stared. “You’re planning things based on us surviving Sunne?”



“I have to,” she muttered. “I’m not as selfless as you. I can’t just march up there feeling like I’m going to sacrifice myself to save the world. I need to think about what I’m saving the world for. I need to have those dreams.”



“Satinka…” he sighed, reaching out to her again. She shrugged away from his touch.



“I don’t expect you to understand.” She stormed away and disappeared into the room down the end of the hall. Arrio didn’t chase her this time. He felt a little bad. Sure it was selfish like she said, but it was also sweet. She wasn’t upset because she thought he was being selfish, she was upset because she loved him. He couldn’t begrudge her that. If their positions were changed, he would probably feel the same way. It was part of the reason he didn’t want the role. He didn’t want that problem.



He trudged down the hall to his own room, dumped his sandy clothes in the corner, and climbed back into bed. He lay in the sheets listening to the snoring that was coming from other parts of the tent and his own racing heartbeat. He didn’t want to be alone with the memories of his nightmare, but he didn’t want to wake anyone else either. He thought about the meeting. Had that been himself he had met? Why had he cut his hair? How much older had he been? As he began to doze off into darkness he listened to the wind begin to pick up again outside. He curled up in his blankets. His fingers brushed the scar on his neck. That other man hadn’t had a scar there. Not Arrio’s children. Zyki’s other children. Zyki had asked her to take care of his sons, not Arrio’s. It was his last thought before he drifted off.



The moon shone full and bright onto Sunndan. Clouds drifted like ink splots in the sky over it, creating shadows over the city. Āni lay awake with the curtains open watching the shadows pass his window. He didn’t remember dreaming. He didn’t know why he was awake in the middle of the night. Usually he didn’t have any trouble sleeping, even if he slept rarely. He felt weak and he felt small. He didn’t know why, and he resented the feeling.



He climbed from the bed and walked to the window. Down beneath him, he could see the small walled town that was the Palace of Sunne in the centre of Sunndan. The roofs of smaller towers and buildings all clustered together down there looked like tiny pieces of a shattered white tile. He felt the analogy appropriate. To look down on human society and see something broken was the only way to be sure of your own sanity. Such tiny pathetic creatures lived down there.



Āni felt his skin crawl with distaste. Why did he feel so vulnerable? For some reason, the sensation reminded him of Taal. He had no memory as to why that could be though. Still, the boy was an empath. He’d been in Āni’s head before. It would be easy enough for him to get there again. He still hadn’t come right since Undernal. That thought made everything in Āni’s cold black soul freeze over. He would know. He would know if someone in Undernal had tried to hurt Taal. Taal would have told him. 


Unless Taal had plans of his own. Unless he was sneaking around. What if he had been here? What if he had been playing around in Āni’s mind? What if that was why the Avatar was awake in the middle of the night with a sick vulnerable distrust lurking in his gut, and no sense of why? 


Āni swept from the room. He strode through the halls of his tower like a ghost in the moonlight. Taal’s room wasn’t far from his own. Āni didn’t even bother with the door handle. He waved his fingers at the latch and it opened silently. The door breezed open as he willed it. The room inside was dark and still and silent. A crumpled heap rested in the middle of the bed. Āni crossed to it.



Taal lay fast asleep curled up in his blankets. Āni passed a hand over his head and sensed. Taal was asleep. He had been for some time. He was dreaming. Āni had spent lots of time in Taal’s dreams before. He enjoyed visiting them. Taal’s mind was such a fun place to visit. A smile tugged at his lips as he thought about his suspicions a moment ago. How he had ever thought this tiny innocent little creature could dupe him was a mystery.



Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling. Now that he stood here, looking down on the sleeping boy, the sense that Taal was somehow connected to his sense of unease and weakness deepened. Āni couldn’t cope with feeling like this. He needed something to erase it. He needed something to make it stop. He needed something to make himself feel powerful and in control again.



Āni grabbed the blankets and pulled. They ripped away like flayed skin and he dumped them on the floor. Taal woke with a sudden start. He curled into a ball, shivering at the unexpected cold. He blinked desperately in the dark, his green eyes momentarily confused without his glasses as he looked around. Taal didn’t stay confused for long. He never did. He might never get used to it, but it was familiar enough that he never had to ask.



“Get up,” Āni ordered coldly.







DEFIANCE 



Arrio woke in the morning wishing that mornings were forbidden. He wanted to curl up and go back to sleep and never have to get up for anything again. But he couldn’t. He still had a fight to finish with Satinka. The longer he lay in bed, the more awake he became, as the horror and wonder of last night attacked his refreshed senses with a whole new force. The terror and pain of confronting Āni was enough to keep him awake. The awe of the fact that he had actually met Zyki in person was unfathomable in the cool clear light of day. 


He climbed from the bed and dressed properly for the day this time, as he listened to the wind howl outside. That sound was one he had heard start up again as he had gone to sleep. With that intensity it could only mean one thing. 


Arrio buckled his boots and stepped out into the corridor. The corridor was already full of people and bags. Arrio noted all his sleepy friends standing around with stupid looks on their faces. They all turned his way.



“What’s going on?” he asked.



“Satinka says if we get going now we can get some decent distance covered before it gets too hot,” Benji grumbled. He was hiding behind his scarf as usual, but Arrio didn’t have to see his face to know how much he hated mornings.



“She said you two met Zyki last night,” Francis gave Arrio a pointed look. “Sounds like it didn’t go great…”



As much as Arrio loved Francis’s obtuse way of teasing for information, he had things to sort out. He gently moved her out of the way and squeezed through the crowded corridor to Satinka’s room. Sabeh was in a sulky pile on the floor after being forced to get out of bed and dress. Satinka was shoving things into a pack. Arrio stood in the open doorway taking up the entire space.



“Satinka…” he sighed.



“Good, you’re up,” she replied sharply without looking at him. “I want to get on the road as soon as everyone’s had something to eat.”



“Satinka, there’s still a storm outside.”



“That’s what Zemebi said,” Sabeh chipped in unhelpfully.



“We were just out there last night,” Satinka snapped. “The storm has stopped.”



“It doesn’t work like that,” Arrio shook his head.



“It does in the rest of the world!” Satinka yelled, getting to her feet. “Sandstorms aren’t gods losing their shit. They are created in desert regions when convection currents are created by the intense heat of the ground. They produce a wind strong enough to raise and carry clouds of sand! They happen like regular storms. They finish like regular storms. This one blew over last night. The sky was clear. It’s over.”



Arrio took a deep breath and looked down at Sabeh sitting on the floor. The Ickian must have shaved again before bed, because he had a youthful smooth look right now that was protesting that he was just a kid, and was under no circumstances getting involved. Arrio raised an eyebrow and Sabeh just shook his head. Arrio stepped back out of the doorway and held an arm out to Satinka.



“If I’m wrong, go outside and check.”



She stood there staring at him for a moment. Then she threw down the last of her things and rushed out. Sleep clearly hadn’t helped her like it had him. She was even angrier now than she had been last night. Although, Arrio thought about the troubles she had sleeping. He thought about the kinds of nightmares she had. Being eaten alive wasn’t one of the worst ones. An uncontrollable shiver ran down his spine and he fought the urge to gag as he remembered the agony. 


Arrio followed after Satinka. When she saw the storm raging outside she was going to want to hit something. He felt he should be a good friend and put himself in the firing line. Francis tried to stop him, catching his arm and eyeing him up with her cool blue gaze.



“What’s going on?” she asked.



“Nothing. Hold on. Just give me a sec.” That was probably the worst possible answer. Now, when he left the tent, he had a crowd of people following him. Why did people do that? And then it got worse. Somehow, what felt like every time he walked through the city, he picked up more stragglers. For reasons unknown to him, when the people of Mikdyal saw him walking with a crowd of people behind him, they felt compelled to join. There was no point even telling them that nothing was happening and they should go home. This was an event. At least, it was about to be one. 


He reached Satinka as she stood by the crack in the mountain, looking out into the raging storm. Like something out of a fairy tale, he had brought nearly half the city with him. Most of them didn’t even know what they were doing here. Jokes would have been on them if he’d just been taking everyone to breakfast again. But he wasn’t, and everyone knew that. They could see in the set of his eyes and his shoulders that he was on a mission. A mission to fix things with his little sister. 


She turned around to face him, and his large group of people she mostly didn’t know. Her eyes were hurt and betrayed and tired. He wondered if that was how he had looked yesterday when she had helped him.



“What in the names of the gods is this?” she demanded, jerking her hand at the storm. The crowd probably thought she was crazy. Arrio really really wished they weren’t there. He opened his mouth to reply and Satinka pointed a sharp finger at him.



“If you say Zyki, so help me, I will punch you so hard Sabeh will have to time travel into next week to find you!”



“Satinka!” Francis exclaimed. “What is going on?”



“The storm never stopped, Satinka,” Arrio sighed loudly. “Not really. It was just an illusion. Just like everything else.”



“No it wasn’t. It happened. I know it happened. We both remember it!”



“Yes, but–” he stopped short. He didn’t know how to explain it. “Yes, but…” he finished weakly.



“This is your fault,” she blamed him. “If you’d said yes, you could have stopped this. You could have fixed all of it, and we could be on our way again, instead of stuck here doing nothing!”



“I was sleeping…” Benji raised his hand in the background.



“Don’t rub it in,” Sabeh warned him gently.



“No, I couldn’t,” Arrio argued wearily. “It doesn’t work like that.”



“What doesn’t work like what?” Zemebi asked, coming forward and making his way through the crowd. He was clearly concerned by the fact that another large crowd had formed around Arrio. At least this time his opponent was Satinka. Zemebi gave her a sympathetic look. “Child, please, what is going on?”



“Last night…” Satinka pulled at her cheeks. She was so clearly exhausted. Arrio was tempted to offer to go on a dream journey again to suffer in her place just so that she could get some sleep, but he wasn’t sure he was as selfless as she thought he was. She was also going to answer the question – in front of everyone. Oh, please, Zyki no. He could see it happening in slow motion, like a collision he couldn’t stop in time.



“Last night the storm was over, and Arrio and I went into the desert and met Zyki,” she answered urgently, as though insisting it had really happened. “He asked Arrio to be his Avatar, and Arrio turned him down.”



The wind whistled through the crack. It was the only one cheering. Everyone else was silent. Arrio tapped two of his fingers together and waited for Zemebi to explode. There was nothing. Very slowly, Arrio turned around to look at him. Zemebi looked bewildered. Then stern. There we go, Arrio thought grimly.



“You did what?” Zemebi asked him.



“I had to!” Arrio protested.



“But Arrio–” 


“No,” Francis cut Zemebi off and stormed forward to place herself in front of Arrio. She folded her arms and a golden light filled her eyes and surrounded her body. “If he doesn’t want it, he doesn’t have to take it. Zyki asked him, which gives him the right to say no. If the fire god absolutely needed him, he wouldn’t have asked. It’s Arrio’s choice.”



From where Arrio stood, with Satinka behind him near the wall, Francis in front of him like a guardian angel, and the crowd in front of her stretching into the distance, Arrio could see Sabeh give Francis a little thumb’s up. If Arrio could see it, Satinka could see it. Arrio hoped his friend wasn’t going to suffer for that later. He sighed and placed a grateful hand on Francis’s shoulder, but she didn’t have to fight his battles for him.



“Look,” he addressed Zemebi, and got the crowd as a bonus. “I had to say no. I’ve already been marked as the future Shama-Ul. I can’t be the Avatar as well… right? I was doing what I thought would be best for the city. Say if you think I’m wrong, but… I had to say no, didn’t I?”



No one answered. Arrio had a feeling this was one of those situations where there wasn’t a right answer. Hypothetically, he was right: it could be awful. But, hypothetically, it could be fantastic as well. May Zyki damn all hypotheticals. Ishal had told him he’d made the right choice. There was no wrong choice as long as he chose.



“Well…” said a horribly familiar voice from the crowd. “That’s assuming any of this really happened at all…”



“Oh not you,” Arrio groaned as Hamaal melted out of the crowd. “I don’t have time to deal with your shit right now. Piss off.”



“Arrio!” Francis scolded.



“No, I’m done being polite,” Arrio snapped. “I have had it up to here with your crap, Hamaal. Leave me alone.”



“It’s funny you say that, Arrio,” Hamaal purred, commanding his audience like a professional. “I too am done being polite. In fact, I’ve been wondering about a lot of things. When I helped you the other night with your friend and Ahameer, it was apparent that your poor young friend is very troubled. Ahameer tells me the girl suffers terrible nightmares and hallucinations.”



“Meeting Zyki wasn’t a nightmare,” Arrio growled.



“Perhaps, but only you two can corroborate it. No one else in the city even noticed that the storm had stopped. Convenient, don’t you think?”



“So don’t believe me about Zyki,” Arrio scorned. “I don’t care what you think anyway. You’re a monster.”



“Quite the contrary, Arrio. She’s the monster,” Hamaal pointed. He should not have done that. When it had been him and Arrio it had been personal, but calling Satinka a monster in front of their group was just asking to get murdered. Still he continued.



“I read up on the old letters Sunndan have been sending our way about you and you little posse. It turns out you never grew out of your old habits after all. You’re still quite the troublemaker. Added murder to the list though – that’s new. You came back a hero and threw yourself a parade in Zyki’s name, but all Zyki has actually done since you arrived is create the storm to keep you trapped here. You’re a fraud, Arrio, and your little monster friend is a fire elemental! A sorceress of fire magic. Very clever really. She burns the mark into you so that you can appear forgiven and blessed. When I stand up to you, she burns my tent to the ground and pretends it was Zyki. Now she concocts a story to make it sound like you really are the holy Azollu we have all been praying for – someone so special Zyki seeks to mark them twice, but so humble they will turn down such power. You played the game well, but you’ve been caught. Mikdyal will not tolerate a criminal like you at its head.”



Francis called Hamaal a word Arrio was a little surprised she knew. Naturally, cursing would have been the first thing she’d learn in any language.



“How dare–!” Satinka began, but Arrio flung an arm out to stop her. The crowd was already torn. If they weren’t careful, they would have another riot on their hands, and clearly Zemebi could see that too, even though he looked like he was ready to start something. Instead, he was holding Yozula back while Arrio’s aunt struggled silently to get close enough to smack Hamaal around the head.



“No,” Arrio commanded, his voice carried the double echo of the beast again and everyone froze. Arrio met Hamaal’s eyes. “You can say what you like, Hamaal. Get it all out now. You are a liar and a fraud and a manipulative monster. I am Zyki’s son,” he drew himself up. “And I can prove it.”



Arrio turned around and walked toward the opening in the wall of the mountain. Without so much as a glance back, he walked out into the storm.



“Arrio!” Satinka cried, grabbing for him. Francis reached out and caught Satinka.



“Wait,” she grabbed the Syrene girl’s hand. “You guys really met Zyki last night like you said?”



“Yes.”



“Then what are you worried about?” Francis asked, looking down the tunnel into the swirling sand.



The bedroom felt cold. It wasn’t, but it felt that way. Taal pushed the closet doors shut and left his hands resting on them. There was no more laundry to put away and he would have to find a new task. He didn’t want to. He wanted to start something that would go on forever and never let him think. Āni was downstairs. The Ravens had arrived in the South, and now the Avatar was standing in for Sunne in a war meeting. It sounded like the first wave had been successful. Perhaps that was where Taal should try and direct his talents. He was already a monster, and the war would keep him busy. Perhaps he could abandon his morals and take his skills elsewhere.
Little feet sounded in the doorway. Taal turned. That was why he couldn’t leave the tower. The real reason he couldn’t go to Ido or change his course of action now. He had not been able to say to Āni that he couldn’t leave for Karm Tor because he refused to leave Karli behind alone with no protection from the Avatar. He loved the child too much to turn away now. Karli looked about ten, and he stepped into the room softly.
Taal stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed with a sigh. Karli approached him and stood before him. The boy stroked Taal’s short brown hair back from his face. He kissed the top of his head. Taal began to cry. Hot salty tears splashed down his expressionless face.
“Give him to me,” Karli requested softly.
Taal didn’t know what to say, and then he realised Karli wasn’t speaking to him. He turned his face up to meet Karli’s eye. Eyes that weren’t his own stared deep into Karli’s soul, and Karli stared all the way back.
“Please,” he boy begged. “Can I have him? Just this one. I just want this one.”
Sunne let go. Taal thought he was about to die. For the first time in his life, he was as light as air. He felt as though tendrils he had never known were there were suddenly pulling out of his brain and away from his eyes. The god had granted Taal as a gift to the little boy without so much as a word. The young priest was free from the god of light. Karli had saved him. And yet… somehow… it only made him feel worse. Too little, too late. The corruption of Sunne’s church was so deep within his soul that his eyes were irrelevant. He turned them back to his knees as more tears fell. Sunne leaving his body didn’t protect either of them from Āni.
“She’s okay,” Karli whispered to him gently.
At first Taal wasn’t sure he’d heard him. He didn’t know what to make of the words. Then he started to comprehend what they might mean.
“What?” he murmured, turning his face back up again. The silvery child gently poked his fingers under Taal’s glasses and wiped away his tears.
“She’s okay,” he repeated. “The lady in Undernal. She’s alright. Some amnesia and lost time, but mostly still okay.”
Taal couldn’t believe it. He wanted to, but he had no proof. He couldn’t believe she was just magically alright. Not after what he had done.
“You made a mistake,” Karli told him. “But… well… after that I’m not sure. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe someone out there really likes you. Or really likes her. Write to her. Send a letter to Undernal. She will answer it. She’s wondering what happened to you, and why she never saw you leave.”
Taal wanted to smile. He wanted his eyes to widen in hope and disbelief. He wanted to show Karli what this information meant to him. Nothing happened. He pulled the boy into his arms and hugged him tightly. Karli hugged him back.
“Āni asked me to go to Ido,” Taal muttered into Karli’s shoulder.
“Yes,” Karli nodded by his ear. “You said no.”
“I–” Taal felt his voice crack. “I don’t know what to do. I thought I’d hurt her. I did hurt her, even if I didn’t destroy her. I feel so much… my own emotions try to destroy me from the inside out, and all the while I can feel the backwash of everyone around me pressing down like a tidal wave. Walking down the corridor is like being pelted with stones. I can feel everyone’s fear of me. They’re terrified. All the clergy fear Āni. Now they fear me. Everyone is scared all the time – and I’m the worst of them.”
“You’re not the worst of anything, Taal.”
Taal pulled himself back from the embrace. He held Karli’s little face in his hands and pushed the child’s silver hair back as his eyes sought out every available detail.
“I can’t leave you here. I can’t leave you alone with him. He’ll destroy you. I know what it’s like.”
“I can look after myself,” Karli promised.
“You shouldn’t have to. I… I don’t know what to do. Āni agreed to let me send Lemonsaley, but that isn’t fair either. This is on me. I should be the one to go, but I cannot leave you. This new god… I don’t know… I just don’t know…”
Taal shook his head and let his gaze drop to his knees. Karli should be the one to go, but he couldn’t even form those words. It was hopeless. There was no way to get Karli out of the tower without bringing the wrath of Āni down on the world. They’d never make it out of the city before the Avatar caught them. If Taal tried to steal Karli, no history with Āni would save him. Sunne’s Avatar would rip him limb from limb like he had Nauel.
“Taal…”
Taal turned his eyes back to the loving grey gaze of the boy smiling at him.
“Stay with me.”
Taal blinked.
“You don’t have to, but I’d like you to. Lemons came into our lives for a reason, maybe this is the reason. Maybe this is what he needs to do next. The only way to know is to ask. You need to do what’s right for you, but for all my words are worth: please stay with me.”
Just like that there was nothing Taal wanted more.
The sand stung like tiny flecks of glass as it whipped fiercely around Arrio. He had his cloak pulled over his face and eyes to protect him, but his hands felt grazed and he was starting to feel that perhaps this hadn’t been the best idea. In the spur of the moment, he knew it had looked bold and grand and resolute. Now he was starting to worry. What if his unwavering faith didn’t pay off? What if Zyki didn’t come to his rescue? What if people started to believe Hamaal? What if he died out here? He couldn’t turn back. There was simply no way. However dire his situation in the storm became, he couldn’t go back to Mikdyal without a sure sign of Zyki’s blessing. 


The air was thick and dusty and it was getting hard to breathe. Arrio coughed into his cloak as he stumbled blind through the sand. Through the fabric of his robe and the dust of the storm, he could see something bright and shiny in the distance. It got bigger. It got closer. Arrio could feel the heat coming off it as he recognised the great flaming wolf trotting up towards him.



“Need a lift?” Zyki asked.



Arrio couldn’t yell loud enough to answer over the storm, and his nod was hidden, but Zyki knew. He lowered himself down, and Arrio clambered onto his back. The god was hot but not quite enough to burn. Arrio still felt like he was sitting over steam. It was uncomfortable, but at least he wasn’t dead. Zyki picked up the pace and headed for the mountain.



Inside Mikdyal, Francis was holding onto Satinka’s arm to stop her from running out into the storm. Satinka, however, had another problem to deal with. She rounded on Hamaal with the kind of fire in her eyes that would prove his story right.



“You absolute demon!” she cussed him out. “This is your fault! How dare you?! I know what you did to him! We did meet Zyki, and he told us what you did. He told us what he destroyed in your tent. The circuspheres you were going to use to blackmail Arrio! The ones you made with Fidassal, that you stole from her, and then used to record Arrio, without his knowledge or permission, in the compromising situations you put him in! You have no idea how much you hurt him, you sick twisted little shidikat!”



Satinka lunged at him and Sabeh was forced to jump forward to intercept her. She hit him with enough force to stagger him, but he kept her back. Sabeh tried to calm her down, but she had everyone’s attention now. Even Hamaal had looked momentarily shocked by her claim. Somewhere in the crowd, a woman with pale tattoos was screaming something in Zynaldini. Despite not speaking the language well, Satinka was pretty sure it translated to ‘I knew it! I knew it!’ Hamaal, naturally, was recovering effortlessly.



“Another convenient tale,” he snarled. “Once again, you try and blacken my name with something for which there is no evidence – just rubble– ugh!”



Hamaal staggered as Zemebi’s fist left an imprint in his face. The Shama-Ul was big and buff for an older man, and Hamaal looked like he was noticing that for the first time. Zemebi also looked angrier than Satinka. It was a miracle his stare alone hadn’t killed Hamaal. The crowd backed away as one to give them room.



“My son?!” Zemebi roared with the fury of the beast, causing the very caverns to shake. “You did what to my boy?!” 


Hamaal finally realised how much trouble he was in, and tried to run, but there was a tight circle forming around the fight as everyone crowded to watch Zemebi pummel him. The Shama-Ul cornered him and punched him again. Hamaal tried to block it, but Zemebi just grabbed his arm and pulled it out of the way, before bringing his forehead into contact with Hamaal’s nose. Hamaal clutched as his face as blood poured over his chin. He tried to dodge. Zemebi kicked him in the gut. Hamaal hit the ground with a thud and tried to struggle up. Zemebi reached down and grabbed him by the front of the shirt. He lifted Hamaal into the air with one hand, as he raised the other for another blow. Hamaal flinched. Zemebi stopped. He was looking over Arrio’s friends to the cavern wall. He let his fist drop. The group quickly parted. A giant flaming wolf padded slowly into the room from the crack in the wall. From its back, Arrio sat up and unwrapped his cloak from around himself, shaking out his long red braid. He looked down on the crowd.



“What is going on?” he asked.



Zemebi dropped Hamaal, and every Zynaldini in the area fell to their knees. Arrio dismounted and looked over the kneeling crowd. He shared a look with the Great Beast.



“What is going on?” Zyki asked curiously.



“Your Shama-Ul is deservedly beating the almighty heck out of this monster of a man, my Great Lord,” Yozula cried with religious fervour. “He is dispensing justice!”



“Good,” the wolf nodded. “Fighting is good for the soul. I myself am locked in a constant battle. Carry on.”



Zemebi did not look like he was prepared to get up and keep punching Hamaal in front of the god. When no one moved, the wolf regarded them curiously and shimmered into the man. His comment about the constant battle carried a strange new meaning when everyone could see the wounds rippling across his body, persistently bleeding sand. In the light of the city, his sand-coloured form looked far more golden than it had in the moonlight.



“Is this better?” he asked. Arrio realised that when the god spoke his voice carried everywhere in the mountain, as though anywhere he spoke was an Ek-Ti-Alumu.



“I don’t think it’s the form,” Arrio answered. “I think it’s your presence. Most of these people have never seen a god before. You don’t stop by very often.”



Zyki regarded him with his blood-red eyes.



“Did you find me less impressive because you have met my siblings?”



“No, Lord Zyki,” Arrio smiled. “You are still the most impressive god I have ever met.”



Francis made a little sound off to the side, but Arrio ignored her. Zyki seemed very pleased with the answer. A smirk graced his wolfish face. He placed a hand on Arrio’s shoulder and addressed the city.



“With my own paw I have marked this human as my son,” he stated. “Would anyone like to contend that?”



Somewhere in the distance a small pebble fell as the ceiling vibrated with the echoes.



“Good,” Zyki seemed to appreciate how smoothly it was all going. He kept his hand on Arrio as he faced him seriously. “Arrio, this is it: my third and final offer. Refuse me a third time and you shall never have this power. If you turn it down now, you can never ever change your mind. Will you take up the mantle of the Avatar of the desert and flame?”



The whole city was watching. Arrio was getting really sick of that feeling. He took a deep breath, and kept his eyes only on Zyki. No one else could influence this choice.



“No. You honour me, Zyki, but I must think of what is best for the people. I cannot take it. I cannot be Shama-Ul and Avatar. It is not right.”



“You are sure?”



“I am. That is my final decision. Thank you.”



Zyki smiled. He leant forward, bowing his head down to Arrio’s level, and touched his nose to Arrio’s nose. As he moved back, his gaze was warning.



“Remember this moment in the future: you can never change your mind.”



“I’ll just have to live with that,” Arrio decided.



“Then it is done,” Zyki raised a hand to the crack in the wall, and the winds died instantly. He looked back over the city. The god had a satisfied look on his face, as though he had just come out the other side of a very productive day. However, he was not yet done. His glowing red eyes fell on Hamaal who was kneeling and bleeding on the ground.



“I know you,” Zyki stated. Arrio had to resist the urge to grin. Today was going to be an excellent day. He had been declared the son of a god, and he was really in the mood for some biblical smiting.



“Rise,” Zyki ordered, raising his hand at Hamaal and compelling him to obey. Hamaal staggered to his feet and approached the giant god. “There has been a disturbance in my city for some time.” Zyki commented, his head swaying like he was still a wolf as he regarded Hamaal. “You. You have wronged me, denied me, sold me, and betrayed me at every turn, Hamaal. I no longer have patience for you. You sought to use my own son to take power in this city. You are corrupt, and you corrupted him. I have no illusions about either of you. Hamaal, you hurt my child.”



“My Lord, I didn–” Hamaal choked as Zyki waved a hand in his face. The zealot mouthed repeatedly, but no sound would come out.



“You cannot lie to me, Hamaal,” Zyki sighed. “I am a god. Your lies have served you well. They are all you have left – so I have taken them too. You have lied to everyone. You have lied to me. You can lie no longer. This is the beginning of a new journey for you, Hamaal. You will leave Mikdyal. Like my own son, you are banished from this city. Go south as he did and learn. I have taken your voice. The man who only ever cared for his own words is forced to listen. The man who only sought to teach will be forced to learn. Your voice will return once you have learnt humility. Only once your voice returns, may you return to Mikdyal. Look.”



Zyki pointed to the entrance to the desert. As the storm settled, a red light crept in from the land outside. A red dawn.



“This dawn is for you, Hamaal. This is your warning. You have three days to leave the city. If you don’t, you will die. If you try to return to Mikdyal before you recover your voice, you will never cross the desert. Heed my warnings, Hamaal. It is possible to complete this task. My own son did it. He was banished until he learnt humility. Now it is your turn.”



Zyki looked over the crowd. No one moved. He seemed satisfied with this. He nodded at the city, as though approving his own handiwork for the caverns he had built a thousand years ago. With any luck, he was still pleased.



“Good,” he stated again. “Now I am done.” Zyki looked down and caught Zemebi’s eye. He gave the Shama-Ul a smile and a nod. Zyki turned and rested a hand on Arrio’s chest. It was not the first time. He had placed his paw there before. Arrio felt the mark flare up against his skin one more time. Zyki nosed Arrio’s face. Then he walked to the crack in the mountain, and vanished in smoke before he reached the sand.



The box was wide and flat and exquisitely painted. Zumith took it in his hands and brushed thick swaths of dust from it. It couldn’t possibly have been that long since he’d last opened it. Except time had no meaning to him. One by one.
He opened the box. Inside was a beautiful ceramic mask with a hand painted doll’s face. His fingers caressed it ever so softly. Two by two.
Outside in the hallway, Sutra waited. She smiled when she saw him. He smiled back, but kept his cynical guard up. He had to. It was all she ever saw, because she shared her eyes. They were not her own. The concept had always amused Zumith. Three by three.
He headed for the stairs. Each foot fell casually onto the next stair as he let himself drop down them. The thick soles of his boots drummed heavily with the beat of his pace in deep echoing waves. Four by four.
He shoved his way into the barn. The scents of horse and hay filled the air, hot and sticky like a fog. Winter was a foreign word in Kai Mo. They sat on the soil that bridged Zyki’s old land with his new. The cold from the mountains went right over them. Five by five.
Eighteen black eyes turned to greet him from behind painted doll’s faces. Zumith grinned a wry grin at the nine. He didn’t have to see their faces to know what they were thinking. There was a hunger in those eyes he recognised from his own mirror. Six by six.
He nodded his head at one of his followers. They raised a hand and waved it dismissively. Somewhere, the grunt and moan of a large animal sounded. It snorted and began to plod. Gears began to turn. Hinges began to creak. The gates of Kai Mo began to open. Seven by seven.
Zumith was handed reins. He handed over the painted box in return, as he mounted his horse. The masked Dargo at his side waited for him to settle, before handing the box back and mounting up on his own horse behind Zumith. Eight by eight.
The leader of the Dargo opened the box again. He gently pulled out the mask and brought it to his face. It fit like a glove. He tied it tightly in place with the thick silk ribbons attached. The feeling was so familiar he couldn’t remember a time without it. He stashed the box in his saddlebag. Nine by nine.
At a walk, he led the nine from the large barn beneath the castle of Kai Mo. The gate stood open. The world stood waiting. He kicked his heels into his steed, and it took off from the empty city. The sound of hooves pounding filled his ears, and the wind rushed by as the others followed. Ten by ten.
The Dargo rode again.




SPIRIT AND SAND 



The snow had turned to slush in the street. Taal stepped slowly along. He felt like a ghost. Like a stranger in this city. As far as he knew, Āni still had no idea that Karli had freed him from Sunne’s hold, but Karli belonged to Āni, so in many ways it made no difference. Still, without the god behind his eyes, he felt naked. It was as though he was walking the streets for the first time. His discomfort eased as he came around the corner and caught sight of the smithy. It was always a warm and welcome sight. He imagined that this was what ‘coming home’ must feel like. He had heard those words but never truly understood them.
The feeling ebbed the closer he got. Comfort turned to dread. The fires of the forge weren’t going. Taal refused to let panic grip him. He hadn’t written ahead. Perhaps Lemonsaley was out. Perhaps he was having a day off. There were all kinds of reasons he would not have started work this morning. Deep down, Taal could feel that whatever the reason was, it wasn’t good. He braced himself, picking up speed and pushing through the gate.
Lemonsaley was standing near the bench in the forge. He leant heavily on the end of the table. Something wrapped in a sheet lay on the table before him. Something humanoid, but small. Taal stopped and stared. Lemons looked up at him, glanced over him dismissively, and let his head hang again. Taal wanted to look surprised. He wanted his sympathy to show in his face. Of course it didn’t, but perhaps that was more appropriate. Lemons let out a long shuddering sigh and turned back to him again.
“This is your fault.”
Taal froze.
“I do what I can for these kids,” Lemons continued accusatorily. “But my rule is that I won’t do for one what I can’t do for the others. I can’t afford to shelter and feed them all, so I don’t do it for any of them. It shouldn’t be my job. It shouldn’t be my responsibility.” He pointed to the body. “She was seven years old and I found her outside my gate this morning. You’re supposed to be a god. You’re supposed to be all love, all light, and infinite. If you’re so powerful, why have you abandoned us? Why are there little kids starving and freezing to death in your streets?! You are so silent I curse in another’s name, and I no longer fear you. You are nothing. This is your fault – if you couldn’t even save her, why should I fear what you could do to me? Go on, do your worst. Send Āni himself down here. See if I shy away this time.”
This was the sharpest Taal had ever felt irony. Slowly, he reached up and took off his glasses. He wiped them on his robe and kept his eyes downcast. Lemons continued.
“I’m sorry to yell at you, Father, but–”
“He’s not there,” Taal cut over him. He slipped his glasses back on and looked Lemonsaley right in the eye. “Sunne is no longer behind my eyes. He wasn’t looking. He has no idea what you just said.”
“… What?”
“He’s not there. I was going to tell you. Karli asked Sunne if he could have me, and the god agreed. I have a feeling those two engage in a great many conversations that you and I – even Āni – are not privy to. Sunne removed himself from my eyes and mind, and gave me to Karli. However, Karli still belongs to Āni, so my life hasn’t really changed.”
Lemons was silent as he processed this. Taal waited patiently, letting the irony wash over them both in the heat of the moment. He looked to the body on the table and wished again that he could visibly express sympathy. He tried. Nothing happened. He sighed.
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I,” Lemons exhaled gruffly. “Why are you here?”
“I have a favour to ask.”
“On behalf of your old master or your new one?”
“Both. My order is from Āni, but my intention comes from Karli.”
Lemons let out a long slow breath and stepped away from the table to lean back against the bench. He drummed the fingers of his hand on the edge of the wood beside him.
“What does the Palace ask of me now?”
“We would like you to travel to Ido.”
“Ido?” Lemons lifted an eyebrow at him. “What in the name of sweet Ahkma do you want in the jungles?”
“You haven’t heard what’s going on up there?”
“Father, I struggle to keep up with the news that’s considered important in this city. I usually have my hand rather full.” They both looked back at the table. The silence between them was uncomfortable. Taal had a feeling there was nothing they were going to be able to do about that. It was easier to be plain.
“Rumours have trickled down to us of a burgeoning cult rising up near Ido. A cult to a new god of light,” he clarified.
“You’re joking.”
“I’m not. Āni wants it investigated quietly. I want answers of a more personal nature.”
“I can imagine,” Lemons nodded. “What can you tell me?”
“I’ve already told you everything I know. That’s it. That’s why we need you to go. Karli and I need to know who this new god will be. Who is it we are serving? I know in my bones that these people in Ido are our people, Lemonsaley, but I cannot leave Karli alone with Āni to go and investigate myself. I convinced Āni that you would be the best spy to send in because you are not a member of Sunne’s clergy and hence not affiliated with his church. He agreed. Please, Karli and I need this from you.”
Lemons crossed his arms and pursed his lips in thought. Taal waited. He did not expect Lemonsaley to think about it for so long. Surely he would be just as curious as the rest of them. Finally, he spoke.
“I have a condition.”
“A condition?”
“Yes. I’ll go to Ido for you, but I want you to do something for me.”
“If it is within my power, of course.”
“It is within your power,” Lemons settled back. “I want you to start up a home, an orphanage, somewhere for these kids to go so that they can be safe.”
Taal was very quiet in return.
“Those are my terms,” Lemons shrugged. “You don’t have to do it overnight. I’m not expecting to get up in the morning and find you’ve got a house full of beds and soup for all the little street rats, but you have power in this city, and you’re the only person I know who does. Start something. Make it count.”
“You…” Taal wet his lips as he struggled for words. “You want the Right Hand of Āni to set up a residence for homeless children?”
“No,” Lemons gave him a very direct look. “I want the Right Hand of Karli to set up a residence for homeless children. If I’m going to help you put that child on a throne for a god, then you’re going to help me make sure that all the other children don’t get forgotten about.”
Taal nodded slowly. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Good, then we have a deal. When do you want me to leave?”
“As soon as you can. We don’t have time to waste on this,” Taal paused momentarily. He wanted to say more, but he just wasn’t sure how to. “Can you please stop by the Palace before you leave?”
“Alright,” Lemons nodded. “I can check in. Pick up official orders.”
Taal looked back to the table and the little girl wrapped in the sheet. He was painfully aware of Lemonsaley watching him look.
“I can send someone to get her,” was all he managed.
“Why?”
“Because that’s what the church is. That is the very human way that Sunne works. He didn’t save her in life, but now he can make a show of caring about the tragedy of her death.”
“I’m not interested in helping Sunne put on a show,” Lemons sneered.
“This isn’t about you. It’s about her,” Taal replied. All the excitement he had carried around seeing Lemonsaley again had burnt out. He couldn’t pretend they were out of the woods yet, not when the forest surrounding them was so damn thick. “She deserved better. She didn’t get it. The least we can do is give her a funeral and put her to rest.”
“Hm,” Lemons grunted. “Look at you: Āni’s only living ex-slave, the one who survived him, now the patron saint of lost and tortured children.”
“You do not have the capacity to imagine how appropriate that is,” Taal told him as he turned to the gate. “And, not that it matters, but I don’t think there is such a thing as an ‘ex-slave’. Āni is not someone you survive.” He gave Lemonsaley a final nod, and pushed his way back out the gate before the blacksmith could ask him more. Taal appreciated that Lemonsaley had never asked about the things that were done to him, but he knew that sooner or later everyone’s curiosity got the better of them, and those were not questions he ever wanted to answer. He hadn’t survived Āni. Not yet.
The storm was over. Arrio was trying not to feel elated at Zyki’s treatment of Hamaal, but it wasn’t working. He had prayed for justice and, even though that wasn’t how the world worked, he had gotten it. It was possibly the most satisfying feeling in the universe. But now it was time to move on, so he was packing away in his room. After breakfast, he would leave. It all felt quite sudden, but he wasn’t really surprised. As Sabeh had said once before: this wasn’t a sight-seeing trip. They had stopped at Mikdyal to survive the storm. Now Zyki had blessed them and the storm had passed. They were free to go.



Someone moved in the doorway behind him. He turned to look. Arrio didn’t know who he’d been expecting, but he was a little surprised to find Sabeh.



“How are you doing?” the Ickian asked.



“I’m alright,” Arrio nodded. “How about you? Ready to venture into the desert again?”



“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Sabeh shrugged. His tone was disturbingly blasé about something that was effectively torture. “At least this trip will be easier. It’s only one day from Mikdyal to the mountains, and we’re heading for snow.” He said snow like it was the most beautiful thing in the world. Arrio smiled. Each to their own.



“Is Satinka still mad at me?” 


“Not really,” Sabeh sighed. “Give it time. She’ll get over it. She was never really mad at you to begin with. She’s just hurting, in so many ways, over so many things. That was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. She’s struggling with hope and fear, and every time one of those strings gets pulled she gets a little more wired. It’s not a good idea to mess with them.”



“I didn’t mean to.”



“Of course you didn’t,” Sabeh smiled. 


“I…” Arrio thought about it. “I guess I always thought… I always assumed we would lose her. That after all this, she would save her people and return to them, but the way she talks… she’s worried about all of us surviving Sunne and then having to lose us later. I guess we all have different plans for the future, assuming any of us make it, and assuming there is one.”



“Those are quite some assumptions…” Sabeh agreed quietly. The two of them shared a look.



“You said once that you didn’t think you would survive Āni…” Arrio spoke softly, as though afraid the world might hear him. “You don’t think you’ll make it through that battle?”



Sabeh was silent for a long time, and he wouldn’t meet Arrio’s eyes. He breathed through his nose and looked up.



“No, I don’t. Āni is more powerful than I am. I don’t think I can beat him. I like to think I can hold my own while the rest of you find a way to kill him. And, once it’s done, I will need you to look after Satinka for me.”



“You’re going into this expecting to die?”



“Look, I don’t want to. I want to rock up there, shove an icicle in his brain, bowl on through to Sunne and demand his eternal surrender, because we have four other gods on our side, and just have him keel over, but I’m a realist. I always have been. I don’t want to kid myself.”



“Are… are you mad I didn’t take the power to help you based on a future where I survive this?”



“Of course not,” Sabeh smiled. “I don’t begrudge you anything, my friend. You recall I was angry when Francis took the power.  I don’t want any of you risking yourselves unnecessarily. I’ve been an Avatar for seventeen years. Āni has been an Avatar for over a hundred years. You and Francis wouldn’t even have been in the same league as me, let alone Āni. I know what I’m getting myself into, and I don’t want to have to worry about people with newfound powers getting too big for their boots.”



“How…” Arrio shook his head. “How can we possibly stop him? I… when I was in the desert with Satinka, when we met Zyki, I saw…” Arrio realised his hands were trembling at the memory. Sabeh could see it. “I went into one of Satinka’s dreams. I met Āni. He knew who I was. He… oh, by Zyki’s fire, Sabeh. He is so powerful. He commands fear in you. I don’t know what I’d do… I think… I really think that if he were close enough to us he could… make us do things. He could go into our minds and make us do things…”



“That is exactly what he does,” Sabeh confirmed, making Arrio feel worse.



“We met… we met someone in Āni’s mind. Someone… I think–”



“One of Āni’s slaves,” Sabeh nodded. “Satinka told me. She’s seen him twice now. Both times here in Mikdyal when she dream-shared. You know… I always believed the stories, but hearing the confirmation… Hearing that there’s a survivor still living to talk about it… Imagine that. Imagine being a child, confined to a tower with someone who can enter your mind, enter your dreams, and do anything they want to you. Make you do anything they want. A complete mindless slave screaming for freedom inside your own head.”



Arrio remembered the pretty, doll-like, expressionless face and the tortured green eyes begging. Save me. He felt sick. Arrio rubbed his face as though trying to wake himself up from the memory. From the nightmare. What kind of monster…? Well, he didn’t have to ask that question. 


“We need to find a way to beat Āni,” Arrio stated resolutely. Utterly determined. “But I don’t think the key will be a head on fight. We need to find a way to beat him at his own game.”



“Agreed,” Sabeh said with a nod. “Don’t feel guilty about turning Zyki down. If you did want the power, then you would be the wrong person to wield it. You haven’t done anything wrong, Arrio.” Sabeh smirked a little. “Even your dirty little secrets aren’t nasty or malicious, despite the embarrassment you might feel. You’ve lived a saintly life, my friend.”



“Maybe you feel that way…” Arrio grumbled.



“You know Satinka outed you? She lied and said that Zyki told you two, but she yelled at Hamaal about the recordings he had. That’s why Zemebi was trying to cave his skull in.”



“What did she–? I mean– Did she–? How specific–?” Arrio stumbled over his questions.



“She didn’t go into any kind of detail,” Sabeh laughed. “I still don’t know what she saw. I assume she will take that secret to her grave, no matter how much I pester her. She’s a good person like that. However, most of the city heard about it, and they can all guess because, I assume, they know enough about what went on before your banishment to put two and two together.”



“Does Francis know?” Arrio blurted. Sabeh just stared at him. Then he burst out laughing. Arrio blushed, but anger bubbled inside him. He was being serious. Why did Sabeh have to be such a prick about everything?



“You’re worried about that?” he laughed.



“I told you guys I didn’t want her to know,” Arrio growled. “I want her to think well of me. That’s not wrong.”



“No,” Sabeh agreed with a smirk. “But seriously? You’re worried that she’s going to judge you based on what you were like when you were fifteen? My friend, that’s… actually kind of hilarious.”
Arrio glared at him.
“Stop thinking this is somehow different from you,” Arrio warned. “You were the same with Satinka. Despite the way you talk, and the culture you’re so desperate to cling to, you never cared about anyone but her. You wanted her to think well of you. All those years she wasn’t interested in you, you never lost interest and pursued someone else. You never took advantage of opportunities she didn’t have to know about. You never tried to brag that you were an Avatar to get her to like you. You wanted her to learn to love you for you. You held her up like a god, and you wanted to be worthy of her. You wanted to be good enough for her.”
“This isn’t the same–”
“It’s exactly the same. I have no illusions about where I stand. Just because this isn’t about sex doesn’t mean the love isn’t equal. You know I love her, and I want her to think well of me. I want to be worthy of her. I know you think she won’t care, but I feel as though the truth is halfway between us.”
Sabeh waited patiently for the elaboration. Arrio shook his head and calmed down. He was nervous and embarrassed, and he knew he shouldn’t be, but as they argued he couldn’t stop thinking about the way Francis had defended him in front of the town.
“I’m sure she won’t care as much as I think she will,” he admitted. “But she will care more than you think. When she looks at me, she’s proud of who I am. She makes me want to be a better person. If she finds out what I was like, things will change. She won’t look at me the same way. There will be a shadow in her eyes.”
“I think she’ll just be entertained,” Sabeh shrugged. He clearly was.
“And I understand why you think that,” Arrio sighed. “Maybe you’re even right. I don’t want to risk it. She thinks she knows everything about me, and when she looks at me, when she talks to me, it’s for the man I am now. That is the only person I want her to know, because it’s the only person I will ever be now that I know her. It is who I will always be for her. I don’t want my old shadows falling over us. I want the pride and trust I see in her eyes to be the way she always looks me – like she did on that day.”
Sabeh sank slightly down into himself at Arrio’s last remark. Elvac had mentioned what Arrio had said about Francis and Danni’s wedding day. It was kinda sweet.
Sabeh sighed. “Don’t repeat this to Satinka. She’ll decide I’m not romantic enough. It’s hard to compete with poets.”
“I’m not the poet you think I am,” Arrio smiled.
“Oh, yes you are,” Sabeh gave him a knowing look. “You’re in love with a married woman you never intend to have sex with, and you build your entire life around her and her happiness. It’s bizarre. Selfless, romantic, and beautiful, but bizarre. You’re completely devoted to her – like a guardian angel, and yet, somehow, there’s no creepy stalker element to it. If she asked you to leave, you’d wander out into the desert and vanish.” Sabeh narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure you’re not some kind of holy entity created by Zyki? Most people here think you are.”
“If I am, then I’m unaware of it,” Arrio shrugged. “But if I was, I feel that more of my devotion would be focused on the Zynaldini people and not singular outsiders.”
“You mean the way that you’ve been marked and named Shama-Ul, and now you seem almost completely focused on what is best for your people, rather than what is best for you or for our mission?” Sabeh raised an eyebrow and pouted slightly. It was actually a rather good impression of Satinka.
Arrio stayed silent but a slight smile tugged at his lips. Sabeh shook his head.
“Arrio, I love you like a brother, but I’m an Avatar and you scare me. In a good way. I’m very glad you’re on my side. But you do scare me a bit. In relation to how little I think the slights of your past matter: I’m pretty sure you’re going to be canonised when you die.”
“And when that happens I want her to agree with the decision,” Arrio smiled gently.
Sabeh laughed. “You are astounding, my friend. You’re worshipped as a demi-god by a cult whose purpose is to engage in mind-altering substance orgies – which you abused. You’ve now been named the future leader of your entire people, and the desert god himself has picked you to be his chosen one, yet you had the nerve to turn him down. You have an ego to rival mine, and yet, somehow, you’re nearly as modest as Elvac.”
“It takes skill and discipline,” Arrio shrugged.
Sabeh laughed. He stepped into the room and threw his arms around Arrio’s middle, wrapping him in a bear hug.
“Come and get some breakfast, Arrio. Our glorious leader will be whipping us back on track any minute.”
Arrio untangled himself from the hug, but patted Sabeh on the shoulder, and then let the Avatar drag him away for food.
After breakfast they were all packed up and ready to go. Arrio didn’t know how he felt about it. Sure, he had known this was coming, but he had grown very comfortable living back at home again, even if only for a few days. The pull of Mikdyal was strong, and it was difficult to resist, especially now that he knew so much more about the horrors they were going to face. Still, he couldn’t turn away. He couldn’t back down now. He had been one of the first to join. He had defeated the Raven even without Avatar powers. His friends needed him. The world needed him.



Zemebi and Yozula walked them to the entrance of the cave. Arrio had hoped he would get a private farewell, but, of course, they couldn’t help but attract a small crowd of onlookers. Why did Zynaldini people have to be so damn nosy? Still, as he hugged his father and aunt farewell, the crowd seemed to melt away. He barely noticed them at all. 


“Fae kyab,” Zemebi wished as he hugged Arrio tightly.



“You too,” Arrio squeezed him back. “Take care of the city for me.”



“I always do,” Zemebi gave him one last squeeze and let him go. 


Yozula, bless her, was bawling her eyes out as though this was some tragic affair. Her make-up streaked her face like Ahu-Kaba markings. Arrio put his arms around her and kissed her forehead.



“I’ll be back soon, Chian,” he promised. “I just have to go save the world first.”



Yozula was too choked up to reply, but she pulled his head down and planted kisses all over his face until he was worried he was wearing more make-up than she was. 


The group said their farewells and gave their thanks, but at this point Arrio was just stalling the inevitable. After the last goodbyes were said, he led the group out the crack in the mountain and back into the desert.



The sun was still low in the sky, but it was already hot where the light fell. Sabeh whimpered gently as they stepped out into the morning light. Arrio wondered how much pain the little Ickian was already in just from stepping out of the safety of the oasis.



“It’s alright,” Arrio told him squinting into the distance. “We’re heading west so we can walk in the shadow of Mikdyal for now.” 


Sabeh appreciated the gesture, and Arrio was pretty sure the others did too. They were all still geared up in their desert-wear for today’s trek. Arrio followed the base of the mountain around and the others followed after him. While he had meant it about walking in the shadow, the further they walked and the higher the sun rose, the less possible it was. They didn’t get the comfort of the shadow for long. All of Mikdyal’s comforts were gone.



Midday crept ever closer, and heatwaves turned the terrain into a mirage. Arrio tried to keep Sabeh close to make sure he wasn’t trailing too far behind. Eventually, the little Ickian turned to him and Arrio could see the pain in his eyes again. Desert travel really did start to kill him.



“I know we go northwest,” Sabeh spoke through cracked lips. “But which direction is the shortest? I can’t even see the mountains yet.”



He had a point. Arrio knew the walk from Mikdyal to the edge of Dethfryst was only supposed to take about a day, but he couldn’t see the snowy mountains yet. He squinted at the distance, desperately seeking a clear path to get his friends to safety again. He saw it. Far in the distance, sitting between two large dunes, was a giant wolf made of fire. Arrio grinned.



“We go this way,” he directed them, heading straight for Zyki.



The wolf waited patiently for them. No one commented, and Arrio wasn’t sure if anyone else could see him. If they could, they didn’t feel like talking about it, but as they neared, he did hope he wasn’t about to look like he’d lost his mind. He bowed to the wolf. The wolf looked pleased. It got to its feet and began to lead the way. Arrio and his friends followed in its wake. 


Zyki clearly knew the shortest path, and when the sun set, the group where nearly at the base of a mountain the size of Mikdyal. The evening sun stained the peaks in the distance pink. Arrio wasn’t a snow person, but it was beautiful. Sabeh was looking at it with a wonder in his eyes Arrio had never seen. He kept his gaze off the little Ickian so as not to feel invasive. Of all of them from the Great Realm, Sabeh had been the longest from home. He hadn’t seen Dethfryst since he was twelve.



“The shortest path brings you right to the base of the eastern mountains,” Sabeh commented.



“Yes,” Zyki agreed. “Take the hunting trail up through the valley. Come at Stonehall from the side.” With those last words of advice, the giant wolf touched his nose to Arrio’s face and then bounded back into the warmth of the desert, disappearing as always in a puff of smoke.



Sabeh, enlivened by the edge of the desert, walked to the front and surveyed the area.



“We need to go south,” he announced.



“Isn’t that the trail Zyki told us to take?” Arrio pointed to a path visibly stretching between two peaks.



“You like the look of climbing it?” Sabeh asked.



Arrio didn’t, but he wasn’t going to say it.



“That path is fairly treacherous,” Sabeh told him. “And none of us have packed for mountain climbing or snow. We’ll need to go to a store – maybe trade our desert clothes for something for Dethfryst. The only stores are south, so we go south.”



It made perfect sense, so Arrio let Sabeh take the lead. He walked them around the base of the mountains, keeping to the cool balance of the lands. Not quite stepping into the snowy mountains, but not quite in the burning desert either. It was a beautiful twilight walk, and Arrio found himself looking up into the mountains with wonder. It was the first time he had ever seen snow. The peaks rose so high they were lost in the clouds. He wasn’t sure he could even see Mount Ickiar, let alone Stonehall or Icecastle from here.



Francis was the first to stumble as dusk became night, and Arrio turned to look at her. She met his gaze like she’d just scuffed her boot, but when he saw how tired she looked he realised she wasn’t the only one.



“Sabeh,” he called.



Ragnar’s Avatar stopped and looked back at them. “We have to stop for the night, don’t we?”



“No,” Francis shook her head.



“Yes,” Arrio insisted. “It’s been a long day. It’s been a few long days. It’s been a few long months. I’m tired.”



“Yeah,” Sabeh nodded. His mind had clearly been a million miles away, thinking about something else, before Arrio had called him back to reality. “Sure. We can make camp here, does that sound good?”



“Love it,” Taum approved, sinking down onto the ground without question. Arrio smiled. He forgot sometimes that the others had to exert themselves more than he did. Given that they were all crashing to the ground with the energy of beached jellyfish, he took it upon himself to make supper. Satinka helped. She didn’t say anything, but she stood beside him and took care of the fire and stirred the pot. It was a start. Sabeh was right; she wasn’t really angry. She was just scared. He didn’t blame her. 


An hour later, he was rolling up in his blanket on the ground, already regretting leaving his bed behind. The memories of Satinka’s nightmare still plagued him. He had been able to sleep again last night after it, but he had a feeling that even if he never dreamed anything that awful ever again, there would always still be that lingering fear in the back of his mind. That dread that somewhere in the back of his brain Āni was waiting. With those cheery thoughts keeping him company, he drifted off to sleep.



The taste of vomit and the scent of copper still lingered. Not even the smell of hunoth could drown it out. They didn’t have enough water for Alera to wash the blood off, so it stained her clothes and skin as she tried to wash what she could with her tears. She hid in the dark of the caves, trembling and weeping. Derrio had found her, almost like he knew where to look for her. He had held her while she cried, but knew better than to say anything. She kept waiting for them to catch up. Every sound, every breath of air, made her jump and twitch.
Underneath it all, she knew they wouldn’t find her. The monsters wouldn’t pursue her. That one had looked at her, it had seen her, and it had turned away. That meant that they weren’t just killing machines designed to destroy everything in their path. They functioned at a higher level. They were trained to know the difference between human and Syrene. That made it worse. That meant the demon had looked at her and decided that they were on the same side. The monsters were allies with the humans. It saw her as its accomplice. They were one and the same. How, even in their drug-addled states, could humans still believe they were in the right when they had resorted to a weapon like that?
Something sounded in the tunnels. Alera started. There was something moving. Something breathing. She trembled in Derrio’s arms. He let her go and stood, walking slowly around to catch a glimpse. It occurred to her that, before now, she had never seen real surprise on the young man’s face. He darted off. She knew it should have put her at ease, but her panic only deepened as he disappeared from sight. It felt like being on adamanthel all over again. She couldn’t trust herself. She was too traumatised.
A grunt came from down the hall. Alera curled up tightly into herself. Derrio appeared again. He wasn’t alone.
“Khol!” Alera blurted as soon as she saw him.
The general had an arm around Derrio, who gently supported him, as they staggered down the tunnel. Khol had a hand pressed tightly to his ribs, where blood was visible over his chainmail.
“Supplies,” he grunted.
Alera ran back to the pens. It didn’t occur to her to stop and think. She rushed to where some of the carts were stored, and rifled through the sacks and boxes. She didn’t even know what she was looking for. She slung a sack and a waterskin over her shoulder, grabbed a crate, and rushed back.
Derrio had Khol slumped on the ground, resting against the wall. He carefully helped pull the chainmail over Khol’s head. Alera could see a hole in the links where one of the monster’s claws must have pierced it. They were stronger than steel. She dumped everything at Khol’s feet, staring at him with wide, frightened eyes, and waiting for his next order. When he looked at her, his gaze was calm. She didn’t know how he managed it. He gestured at the crate. Alera slid the lid off and rummaged inside.
“Purple,” Khol grunted.
Alera didn’t ask for more. She dug around until she found a jar of purple powder and held it up. He nodded. She unscrewed the lid and handed it over. Derrio took it from her and Khol lifted his arm away from his body. Under his linen shirt, the side of his torso was smeared with blood. Alera could see at least two claws had pierced his side. Another point of training – the demons must have been taught to aim for the heart. Fortunately, they had missed Khol’s.
Derrio shook out a small handful of powder under Khol’s directions and smeared it across the wounds. Khol hissed fiercely and grimaced in pain. The purple powder changed as it connected with his blood and became a wet blue paste. Alera watched the men communicate in charades as Derrio nervously spread the paste over Khol’s wounds. The general sighed.
“Your dreamer has soft hands. He has never had to endure physical work.”
“No,” Alera almost smiled. “Probably not.”
“What are you saying?” Derrio asked.
“Nothing,” Alera replied. She was too burnt out to translate between them. Khol motioned to her and she pulled a bandage out and handed it over. Khol leant off the wall and Derrio strapped up the wound. Alera was surprised to see that the bleeding appeared to have stopped. It had looked like so much blood before.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered sickly, feeling her eyes sting as she watched. Khol looked up at her. He was still so calm. “I’m sorry. I’m such a coward. I ran.”
“That’s probably the only reason you’re still alive.”
Alera fell silent. She didn’t want to tell him that the monsters deliberately hadn’t attacked her. He sighed.
“We were not prepared for this, Alera. We were warned, but there was no way we could really have known or prepared for this. Now that we have met their force, we will have to learn to face it.”
“You can’t beat it…” Alera choked.
“We have to. We cannot hide in the fire forever. It takes energy to burn it, and they will try and starve us out. This is not the last stand of the Syrene. Your Sunne taunts us – we are slow and clumsy now, while these demons possess the power of flight that has been taken from us. But they are not resistant to fire. We will find a way.” He looked over the contents before him and picked up the jar. “I will teach you. I will teach you how our medicine works. You will teach him.” Khol looked at Derrio. “Then the two of you will look after anyone who comes this way. You will be our medics. We found a way to beat your last army. We will beat this one as well.”
Alera nodded slowly. A medic. She could do that. It was violence she ran from.
“What’s going on?” Derrio asked. Alera looked over to him. He looked nervous and uncomfortable with Khol’s blood and medicine smeared on his fingers.
“We’re going to learn how to look after injured Syrene, and we’re going to find a way to stop the demon rain before they finish what Sunne started. We can’t let our kind win.”
Arrio woke with a foul, sweet taste in his mouth. He couldn’t place it, and he was sure dinner last night hadn’t been that bad, even if he had just been cooking it in one pot. His whole body ached. Sleeping on the ground was a nightmare. He couldn’t believe he’d gotten so soft in just two nights. He tried to roll over. He couldn’t. He tried to open his eyes. He couldn’t. He remembered Āni binding him before the Avatar had started to eat him. Arrio began to panic. He felt the panic build like a fire in his chest. Why couldn’t he move?



His hands were bound. So was the rest of his body. He was tied up. There was a gag tied tightly around his mouth, and another cloth over his eyes. His fingers brushed the ground beneath him and the action made chains rattle. Stone floor. They weren’t in the desert anymore. Where were they? Who had done this? How long had they been gone? Was it even real? Arrio tried to yell. His voice was muffled. He couldn’t do anything. He felt like a snake in a bag. He was trapped.



Here ends the fifth book of the War of the North Saga. The story continues in book six: The Prince and the Witch.



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