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			Prologue – Anyo

			Anyo stared across the green meadow with its bright flowers, each appearing almost joyous beneath the afternoon sun. And yet, he was unable to take a single step into that meadow, not a single step to follow Mei or the creature, or Marhyn... not a single step away from Rinbe’s home and the tomb below.

			Footsteps drew near; Han, his white beard split by a smile. “Still here, then? You need to decide soon if we want to use the afternoon to make a start.”

			Anyo nodded. “True.” He glanced at the bandage upon Han’s arm. “How are you feeling now?”

			Han flexed his arms, one after the other. “Better than I imagined. Whatever that thing was, it had some mighty poison, but I’m close enough to recovered now.”

			“Me too.”

			“Still think she was a sun-killer?”

			“I am less certain than I once was, I admit.” Anyo shrugged. “Part of me wants to follow her to offer thanks, part to discover the truth.”

			“But?”

			“But another path lies before us now.”

			Hanibalo chuckled. “So you say, yet we’ve been ready to leave for long enough, don’t you think? Katonga can only relieve himself so many more times while waiting.”

			Anyo smiled. “That is fair.”

			“Then you’re really going to turn your back on this place to chase that girl?”

			“For now, we’re leaving,” he replied. “But not to follow Mei, no. We’re returning to the snake-pit some still call Omaila.”

			“I see. The capital is still a risk, isn’t it? Your father and probably half your siblings, not to mention the citizens. And why now?”

			“The cost of my hubris.”

			“Anyo?”

			He turned back to Rinbe’s home, the stone still covered in dark needles from the fir. “At the very least, it was quite foolish of me to come here.”

			“Oh?”

			“Of course,” he said with a shrug. “Convinced that no-one else had come so far before, convinced that I would succeed where others had failed. Even hidden as this valley was, we cannot have been the first to find Rinbe’s resting place in the many years since he died. It was never the location, Han, but the tomb itself that stopped people from recovering Sothalic.”

			Han exhaled. “That might be true. If so, what does the very place we left offer?”

			Anyo hesitated. Only one choice remains – I’m not again risking everything on another foreign sorcerer like Marhyn.

			There had been someone who offered help, back in the city.

			Refusing her assistance at the time was the obvious decision – or so it seemed – before leaving to prepare for his search over a year ago. Yet now, after such a clear defeat, after such bitter disappointment, it was enough to have him considering Binya after all.

			Not only a suspected Takirov spy, but something worse – a corpse-singer. And the cost of her service was... unpleasant. More, an unknown. Possibly fatal, after a fashion. Yet who else could unlock the secrets of the past? “Binya.”

			Han folded his arms across his chest. “No, lad. We both know that is a mistake. And immoral. And it is exactly why we left her behind in the first place.”

			“I know that, certainly,” he replied. “And I know now that we have few other choices.”

			“There is always a choice.”

			“You mean letting go? Giving up on the Sothalic? On my heritage? Of changing the city?”

			The older man nodded.

			“I cannot do that.”

			Han frowned. “Then who will pay Binya’s price? Are you volunteering?”

			“She can be convinced to accept something else.”

			“And if she cannot?”

			“Then, yes. I will pay her price myself.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1. – Mei

			Swallowing cut into Mei’s throat and mouth as she drove herself across the barren plain but the dryness was not eased by blood from the inside of her lip, saliva, or her tears of exhaustion.

			Just how long have I been running? Is it morning or noon? And which day?

			Despite the haze that had fallen across her mind, she was still able to recognise when her surroundings changed. I’m so close. She squinted as a glint of light caught her eye. Sparkling water! At last, the river she’d seen from the hills.

			Mei stumbled across the sandy earth only to fall, rolling the final few paces and splashing into the shallows with a sob of relief.

			The cool of the river spread across her skin like a balm. She simply lay still for a moment, water lapping at her chin until she turned her head to drink. It soothed her throat, and fresh tears mixed with the water now, but it was a deep, deep relief. No need to hurry back to her feet; the current was not so strong within her clear little pool, the shallows no threat – the water was life itself.

			Eventually, she sat up to splash more water on her face and arms. She wiped at the thin trails of mud next. I survived. A blessing. All thanks to the river. She glanced along its silvery length where reeds huddled together farther on and the far bank held more greenery. Had Iggy lay within a similar pool, on the very same river? Had he even travelled west?

			He has. I hope.

			And hope was all she had.

			Leaving the marsh after two days of trekking, becoming lost in sucking mud or deep rivulets and channels, after avoiding diseased-looking plants and surviving on little but stolen water, Mei had stumbled free of the Malkaha without any clear sense of where she was. Or where Iggy had gone. She couldn’t sense her brother at all, had no idea if he’d stayed with rivers or sought towns. Mei knew nothing of the Nasaru lands, and carried no map.

			Finding her way anywhere might still prove impossible.

			Escaping Anyo and his men had been far easier.

			Before fleeing Rinbe’s valley, Mei had tended to her former captors, careful not to let the green murk touch her hands while cleaning Anyo. And when she had tipped the pot she used over some grass, the blades began to wilt. They didn’t hiss or blacken right away... but it did not seem they would survive unscathed.

			Back inside Rinbe’s abandoned home, she’d collected the supplies she’d taken from the Nasaru – leaving at least some food behind – and set off with only a final glance. All three men were breathing, even if not a single one could actually move.

			“You’re on your own now,” she had murmured as she left.

			The same supplies had been enough to get her through damp nights in the swamp, shivering and slapping at gnats once more. But by the time her flight took her to an animal trail and into empty hills where tired-looking bracken clung to grey dirt, her food was gone.

			Her water lasted long enough to reach the dusty plains below, and then it was just the sun fuelling her as she’d lurched through the dry grass and over the occasional hill. Enough to finally reach the nameless river and collapse within.

			Despite the ache in her stomach, food could wait.

			She had water now. “This is wonderful,” she murmured, and her throat no longer hurt as much.

			If she followed the river, sooner or later she’d find a village, town or city... but it would be full of strangers, none of whom would be likely to help let alone understand her. She would be seen as Senoja and treated with suspicion at best.

			So, too, a chance existed that Anyo had recovered and followed her, was even now closing in. She had to find Iggy, and soon.

			Once again, Mei let her senses expand, pushing them across and up and down the sparkling river toward greener land, hoping for a sense of his enormous power, calling out his name in her mind, but as before, there was no answer.

			I’m one of the strongest in the village but it’s not enough. Was there another way? Simply roaming Nasaru without any method to trace Ig was hopeless. She needed help. Someone more powerful.

			She frowned. Would that mean returning home?

			Hadn’t Paragon Lirafi worked with Mikal to find old Uganl when the man had wandered off into the abandoned fields to the south? How had they joined their telepathy? It had been many years ago, the details were vague.

			Mei smashed a fist into the water.

			It didn’t matter. I am not going back there.

			“Denuko was right.”

			Seeking Iggy all by herself was nearly impossible. Sitting in a river with only a few possessions, no knowledge of the Nasaru language and no-one to call upon wasn’t going to solve anything. Mei reached into her inner vest where the silver coin from Denuko rested – Anyo not having bothered to take the money.

			There had to be a way to use it… to pay someone to help her find a sorcerer? She straightened. To pay a sorcerer directly? Anyo had done something similar with Marhyn and the guiding object, the one she’d never got a clear look at.

			The solution might have been staring her in the face the whole time.

			The barrier of language remained, true enough, but Mei stood and started back to the shore, water trailing, and with a new snap to her step.

			I just have to keep moving now.

			An old trail ran beside the river and she followed its weaving path. The water was broadening, growing deeper and darker. Scattered leaves from the few willows lining the banks flowed downstream; she travelled no woodland, but toward the west, a great green haze waited.

			When the sun reached its blazing peak, mostly having dried her clothes, Mei paused to wipe sweat from her brow. She’d reached a small wood that crossed the river. Its shade would be both welcome and a slight drain upon her strength, which had only grown as the sunlight granted her body energy.

			At the edge of the wood, a timber bridge spanned the water. It had been built sturdy enough for a wagon, and led to a paved road south – one that disappeared upon the plain. To the north, the same road was swallowed by the trees.

			Which path would take her to a village or town? How many sorcerers could be found in any given village? She faced the stretching plains. No answers in the wilted grass or occasional stand of dark trees. What lay farther west of the Malkaha? Bigger towns and cities, probably.

			But she had to keep close to the river. Crossing the bridge and heading north would at least offer a chance to see what, if anything, might wait nearby. Perhaps a forest-village? If not, turning back to get access to water and heading west once more was not going to be a problem.

			Decision made, Mei set off across the bridge at a jog. Her now well-and-truly dry boots thumped against the boards but at the midway point, she faltered.

			A hooded figure appeared from the trees on the far bank, stepping from behind one of the gnarled-looking trunks. They wore a dark-yellow cloak over a black tunic and carried a two-pronged spear.

			Mei resumed at a walk and drew a little closer. She noted that while the hood concealed much of the figure’s face, a dark beard and tanned skin was visible.

			It did not seem he was a villager, or traveller native to Nasaru lands. Did he hail from farther north? From Cresideth, like Marhyn? Supposedly a strange land of red sails upon searing deserts, beautiful glittering oases and tangled jungles. As a child, the stories of Cresideth had been among her favourites. The swift sand-boats and winged cats or giant butterflies, or the stories claiming everyone could speak to animals…

			Yet the man before her seemed, aside from his striking cloak and hood, far more... ordinary. And when she reached the far side of the river, passing close by, he did not speak, nor raise his hood, but offered a smile and a nod.

			Mei returned the greeting with a nod of her own and continued along the road.

			She glanced back once, but the fellow was already crossing the bridge. A small sparrow swooped down to follow… or was it merely flying in the same direction? She released the grip she’d taken on her power. “Oh.” I was ready to strike...

			Deeper into the wood, her way remained clear and unmarred by much in the way of holes or ridges or other obstructions. Instead, it was half-covered in leaves with rounded edges and small nuts wearing funny little helmets.

			She did not have to walk far before coming across a wooden sign with three panels. The words upon it made no sense but surely they would relate to villages or towns and cities ahead.

			Perfect. She hurried forward, and buildings did soon appear ahead; maybe thirty or more wooden homes with thatch rooves surrounded a dirt-square with a large well. Larger than Nokema, the village was busy with people in dark smocks and boots, moving to and from the well and one even hurrying into the trees with a large saw set across his shoulder.

			Mei stopped near the first home, where a woman knelt in her garden tossing weeds onto a pile. How to actually ask for help? Mei hesitated, and before she could even attempt to speak or gently approach, the woman looked up, then frowned. She spoke a few words.

			Still Mei hesitated.

			Now the woman rose, one hand on her hip as she waved a hand, as if to dismiss Mei.

			“I’m sorry, but I need help,” Mei said, the useless words slipping out.

			“Onima!” the woman snapped.

			Mei strode away, moving farther into the village – the woman’s tone had been clear, if not the exact meaning.

			Near the well now, Mei slowed as more and more eyes fell upon her. Frowns and glares followed. I’m obviously not welcome here. But no-one approached, nor spoke. They simply watched. One of those watchers was an older man whose expression was comparatively friendly. He leant against the well, carving a piece of wood with a short knife.

			I’m most likely in danger, even if they don’t show it.

			There was a bucket at the well she could fling at someone, if needed.

			Or half a dozen tools hanging from belts. She could probably whip up a cloud of dust even, to scare them instead of lashing out and striking their minds, since such an attack might not be the best first choice... And how many could she stop that way before collapsing herself? Her arms were trembling.

			Mei stilled them with some effort. Lashing out first was a mistake. I have to make them understand without violence. I just need one person to help me find a sorcerer, that’s all!

			The carver flinched. “Dormatta?”

			Mei blinked. Had he understood her thought, had she pushed it out? She spoke again, asking the same question, but the villager’s look of vague comprehension and confusion faded. He paused his carving to rub at his temples.

			I need to find a sorcerer, can you help me? Mei asked as she moved a little closer. This time, she sent the words from her mind toward him consciously – and the old man fell back.

			She raised her hands. Please.

			The Nasaru man glanced at his fellow villagers with wide eyes and Mei did too but everyone seemed to be getting back to their business. He looked at her then, perhaps having come to accept that no-one else could hear her voice, then pointed to a large building with many windows. A sign with the head of a bear hung above the door, unintelligible Nasaru script below.

			“Gi-lo-am,” he said, speaking slowly.

			Gilo-am?

			He nodded. “Giloam.”

			Is that who I need to see? In that building?

			The man shook his head with a frown. But it didn’t seem he’d given up, since he then snapped his fingers, before bending to one knee. There, he gestured and she knelt with him. Using the point of his knife, he drew a small circle in the dirt. Next, he slid a line with a few curves, stopping to create a larger circle.

			Then he pointed to Mei, and himself, and then the small circle.

			Ah, are we there? In the small circle?

			He smiled as he nodded. Then he slid his finger to the larger circle. “Giloam.”

			And that’s where I can find a sorcerer?

			Once again, he nodded.

			Mei smiled back at him. Thank you. She looked to the large building. Will someone inside that building take me there? I have a little money only.

			The villager spread his hands, then pointed to the building... or perhaps at the man with the merchant’s collar who was exiting. “Mamalo.”

			Is that the name of the merchant that can take me to Giloam?

			He spoke a single word with another nod, a word that might have been ‘yes’ or ‘goodbye’, or anything really, but he was rubbing at his temples once again and pain glittered in his eyes.

			He resumed his carving.

			“Thank you!” Mei said, relief flooding her voice, then strode toward the merchant.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2. – Mei

			The merchant glanced over his shoulder when Mei called his name, then turned back to the work of hitching his horses to the cart. He paused to rub their necks, murmuring softly.

			“Excuse me, Mamalo?”

			He turned then, one eyebrow raised as he spoke, the words meaningless. His collar was similar to Denuko’s, with a set of scales and Nasaru numbers. But unlike Denuko, this merchant wore no beard and the hair on his head had been shaved close. And though his face seemed kind enough, his words held traces of impatience.

			But it did seem he asked a question, at least.

			Mei lifted her one and only silver coin. Can you guide me to Giloam? I must find a sorcerer there.

			The merchant’s eyes widened, but he did not flinch as the villager had. Instead, he motioned for her to put the coin away with a smile. His next question was again unfamiliar, save for the word “Senoja”.

			Mei hesitated. Is he asking about me? Should I lie? Does he think I’m a spy too?

			The man waited.

			I can’t understand you.

			He shrugged and gestured to the driver’s seat.

			You’ll take me to Giloam?

			He nodded.

			For money?

			The merchant shook his head, as if to suggest that he expected none. And now Mei hesitated. Could he be trusted? She could break bones or stun his mind with her power, but only if she struck first, only if she knew an attack was coming. What if he plans to be kind at first, only to turn me over to the first group of soldiers he sees? Or worse?

			Mamalo spoke again, and this time he climbed up onto the bench and took the reins. He continued speaking a moment longer, then trailed off. With a sigh, he hopped back down and rummaged around within the back of the wagon.

			When he returned, the merchant held a blanket of pale blue, the pattern of a blazing sun stitched in white in the centre. We make these at home. She took and examined the blanket – two colours in the cross-stitching. Mei looked up at the merchant. This looks like Inora work.

			A nod.

			Are you saying… you know that I am not Senoja?

			He nodded again.

			But you’ll keep my secret?

			The merchant smiled as he answered, a single word which sounded like ‘Eu’ and probably meant ‘yes’.

			Why?

			Mamalo gestured to the rest of the village and shrugged.

			He was trying to tell her that she had little choice, it seemed. And he was right. A place with no name she could learn, let alone the names of those who might help. Assuming any would. I could still take the road out of the village and keep walking myself...

			Something rumbled beneath her feet. Faint, but approaching at speed. Hooves?

			Mamalo’s head snapped toward the sound. He took a few steps along the road, and Mei shaded her eyes as she looked after. Steel gleamed between the trees, visible for fleeting moments only.

			The merchant spun and caught her by the shoulders, speaking in a stern voice, his concern clear. He gestured to the back of the wagon, drawing her close before shoving a large crate to one side. Then, he hauled her up into the back before she could object, motioned for silence with a finger held to his lips. He pulled the canvas cover closed.

			Mei blinked. Mamalo had moved fast.

			Shock as much as anything else had kept her from lashing out, that and the worry in his voice, meaningless as the words remained. The riders concerned him – why? It’s obvious, you fool. He doesn’t want you to be seen. Which meant soldiers.

			She waited in the dim wagon, lying still as possible.

			The scent of cinnamon and lavender filled the space, along with something else she could not place – sharp but not overpowering. Whatever Mamalo sold didn’t seem to be something so dangerous that the soldiers would be chasing him. So, were they just passing through the village? On patrol?

			Or could it even be Anyo, somehow come to the village seeking her?

			That doesn’t seem as likely.

			The hooves came to a halt, horses snorting, but raised voices soon overtook the sound of the animals. By the coarse impatience, it seemed the soldiers were demanding answers from any and all.

			Mei shifted slightly, finding a tiny opening in the canvas and peering through. She caught a glimpse of armour and the rump of a horse, its tail swishing, but nothing else. One of the villagers spoke to the soldiers, and when she finished, the horses set off once more, their hoof-beats soon fading.

			A moment longer and then the covering parted, revealing a smiling Mamalo.

			He extended a hand and Mei accepted his help, though it wasn’t really necessary. She waited while he tied the opening down once more. Was he trustworthy? More so than she was willing to admit?

			Hiding her from the soldiers was something, but he likely worried about being seen helping a possible spy.

			On the other hand, he did not seem to want any money...

			Mei followed him around the wagon and when he took the driver’s seat, she hesitated just a moment before climbing up beside him. She had to find a sorcerer, and she had no idea where she was or where she was going. Those soldiers wouldn’t be the last she would encounter either. Maybe this man could help, and if he turned out to be duplicitous, Mei wasn’t defenceless.

			Mamalo gave her a nod as he snapped the reins. The wagon rolled from the village, wheels crunching over dirt and gravel, then a bump as it settled onto the road – she gripped the seat as the horses moved into a trot. Overall, it was a little faster than any childhood rides she’d taken on Denuko’s wagon, but soon enough she grew accustomed.

			Unable to easily converse with the merchant, Mei settled for focusing on her surroundings as the now thinning woods rolled by. It was not a forest, precisely, considering the long stretches of grass, weeds and stones without trees, but when the wagon did pass through shaded stretches of road, shadows were cast by trees with gnarled trunks beneath green leaves and more of the nuts, some a paler green and others a golden brown.

			So different from the Glass Forest.

			But the same river she’d collapsed within not so long ago ran nearby, sometimes close enough to see, usually only audible beyond the trunks or dipping into valleys the merchant skirted. He kept to what was a main road, though travellers were infrequent – usually villagers or perhaps farmers – and all of whom paid them little heed.

			And it seemed, too, that other small towns or villages were nearby. Wooden markers sat at the heads of other trails, or even fences that surrounded fields and distant homes of stone.

			By the time evening cast its orange glow, Mamalo had found a campsite that seemed well-used. It boasted a wide, open space ringed by trees and a cloven hunk of stone half the size of a boulder at one end. There, a blackened fire-pit with an arch waited. Cut into the stone, there was even an alcove filled with chopped wood. Perhaps left behind by a previous traveller. A plaque rested above the alcove, but she could not read it from her seat – nor from up close, no doubt.

			The merchant climbed down and began to unhitch the horses.

			How can I help? Mei asked.

			He paused, as if in thought.

			The question was likely too vague – it shouldn’t have been a surprise that he had no ready answer. Stupid of me. Better to ask something where a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ was the answer.

			But Mamalo still responded with ‘Eu’ and led her to the rear of the wagon. There, he shifted two large barrels of water, one of which was half-empty, and lifted free a string of flasks. He spoke a few words, glancing toward the river.

			She nodded in understanding and took the flasks, heading for the water’s edge where she knelt and dunked them one-by-one. How long would it take to reach Giloam? What would it be like? And once I get there, how can I explain to a sorcerer what I need? Money was another problem. What could a single silver coin amount to?

			Mei returned for the large, half-empty barrel next. That took a bit more work but once she’d filled it, she rejoined the merchant, who was cutting carrots with his belt knife. He nodded toward a small pile of steel poles – wards, just like those used by Denuko.

			I remember these. She sent the words to his mind and he smiled.

			Once Mei had driven them one by one into the loam, hoping they were spaced around the camp correctly, she returned and found a pot, which she filled with water and hung over the fire.

			Mamalo prepared a meal of meat and vegetables, most of which she recognised from home, and they ate in silence for the most part.

			Darkness had fallen and the stars glittered above when Mei finished and attended to cleaning up. She motioned for Mamalo’s attention. How long will it take to reach Giloam? She lifted a small stick and drew the line between two circles, copying the image the villager had drawn as best she could. She pointed at the larger circle. “Giloam.”

			“Hmmm.” Mamalo held out his hand and she gave him the stick. He drew three circles leading to Giloam and then rested the stick on the first and raised a single finger. Next, he rested his cheek upon folded hands, closing his eyes.

			Sleep... one sleep to the first village or town?

			He smiled and offered a single word in response, which sounded like agreement.

			Next, he moved to the second circle and raised three fingers and mimed ‘sleep’ once more.

			Three nights.

			And finally, to the last circle before their destination, where he raised only one finger. Then, he returned to the middle circle and pointed to Mei, opened and closed one hand while pointing to his mouth, repeating the motion. What did he mean… he was miming speech!

			I can speak to someone there? Someone who I will understand?

			Mamalo shook his head.

			He tried again, and this time it seemed he included a third person, while still motioning between them all with the mime that stood for speech, but Mei shook her own head, unable to follow.

			He shrugged with a small smile, then led her to the rear of the wagon. There, he pulled back the canvas to reveal a bedroll nestled between his wares – a similar arrangement to how she’d travelled with Denuko.

			Mamalo gestured for her to sleep.

			Oh. Where will you sleep?

			The merchant jerked a thumb over his shoulder and toward the fire with a smile.

			Thank you for this, Mamalo.

			He nodded and returned to the fire-pit where he spread out a bedroll. Mei hopped up into the wagon and settled herself, lying back with a sigh. Her own head was aching; not from the cinnamon and lavender but the extra effort of communicating, of not quite understanding, of being unsure. It had all taken its toll. Mamalo, too, must have been weary – her telepathy had that effect on the carver from the village, at least.

			Sleep still did not come swiftly.

			A trace of concern remained. The merchant could be trusted, it seemed. He was patient and kind, and something about him was calming... he was no gaffer but he wasn’t a young man either. Was there... something fatherly about Mamalo? Even so, it did not automatically make him trustworthy. There’s always a chance he’s simply been playing nice for now...

			Mei listened. A faint breeze moved the canvas and somewhere a night bird sang out but there were no other sounds. She sat up, straining her hearing, but still nothing. Then a soft snoring reached her, and she lay back with a small smile.

			The merchant was already asleep, and the wards were in place... she was safe enough, surely.

			Mei sighed and closed her eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3. – Thorn

			Using light to travel from the marsh and back to the capital, after only a short detour to retrieve his store of jewels, made for a sharp contrast upon arrival. One moment, Thorn was hauling himself free of the marsh and its damp rot, the next descending a set of stairs within one of the quieter gardens, dust rising with each step. A curious but welcome effect of the Inora travel was for mud and other liquids to sometimes transform into dust during the ‘flight’.

			For those who bothered to stare at him as he left the collection of statues, they saw only a Nasaru man half-covered in dust, not King Mutolo, and certainly not Thorn.

			Ahead, a family sat eating at a long table, their smiling faces reaching him even from a distance. The sight cut into him with a suddenness that gave him pause. To have turned so conclusively away from something… and so long ago… even little hooks could lay hidden for years, for decades at a time, to dig in when least expected.

			He detoured the moment of joyfulness, using a row of flower beds to at least offer a warm, sweetness to his passage. The blooms had been arranged in reds, yellows and pinks, rising in small tiers that encouraged birds and insects alike to visit.

			Similar rows of flowers filled the streets beyond the garden, dividing the stone thoroughfare that led, eventually, to the palace. It peered over the people, horses and carriages, the gleaming building waiting like a lure, almost unbearable beneath the noon sun.

			Yet, to be honest, the palace did not seem more than the sum of its spires.

			From one tower to another, its windows and famous Eternal Silks were similar enough – a forest of gold, silver and soft, sky blue – but there was little function to the place. One tower rarely connected to another. Even the base buildings with their graceful, sweeping lines were perhaps more concerned with sigils and crests upon the stone rather than wide entryways for delivery of goods or reception of dignitaries, absent even of walls to repel invaders.

			That had been left to the city’s own perimeter.

			Instead, welcoming lawns and yet more flower beds, small groves of many tree types, from elm to Glass Trees and beyond were present, with some hiding the iridescence of peacocks, most prized among visitors being the specially-bred pink and yellow variety.

			Unsurprisingly, scattered between visitors to the gardens were guards both in armour and without, stationed to protect not only the magnificent birds but to keep a close watch on the people themselves.

			He quickened his step to reach the lawns, and drifted into a grove where he resembled a labourer only to exit as Cimebo the nobleman – at least, according to those who saw him, those whose minds were simply never going to be strong enough to pierce the gift of his illusions. Cimebo ought to still have been travelling the north, and so Thorn entered the palace proper and stopped before the first guard house with its ornate crest of Wings, these painted in magnificent red.

			There, he motioned for one of the soldiers to attend. The fellow rose from his seat and stepped quickly. “My Lord?”

			“Send a message to Lord Onga and General Tahbe – the King requires their presence in the solarium.”

			“At once.” The guard hurried back inside and Thorn continued toward his destination, south of the palace.

			Thorn produced one of only two skeleton keys in existence, using it to enter through a servant’s door. In the hall, he paused to ensure he was alone before assuming the mantle of his greatest lie – King Mutolo now strode the fine stone halls in his red and gold.

			He passed generous windows, potted plants of vibrant green, and here in the southern wing, a mixture of sculptures stolen from Takirov or soft paintings of cities and deserts, taken from Cresideth. Perhaps images of so much sand and rugged plains with their spiralling trees made for a fitting approach to the sunroom?

			A fitting choice by one King or another, at least.

			The solarium stood large and clear, constructed with mostly thin, steel lines to support all the glass, shaped as an eight-sided gem. At a glance, it could have been a greenhouse but inside were mostly chairs, divans and small tables, all focused around a pool for swimming. It was perfectly round, tiled with marble and gold, giving the impression of flaming water.

			A pair of ladies-in-waiting had removed their shawls and sat with bare shoulders and heads together at the pool’s edge, voices lowered.

			“My dears, I will require this room for a time,” he said as he entered.

			One stood with a little squeak. “Your Majesty!”

			He waved a hand. “You have done nothing wrong.”

			“Thank you, Sire.”

			Together, they snatched up their clothing and scurried for the exit. One nearly tripped over a chair leg. He held in a sigh, then found one of the chairs that faced the entry, settling into the wooden slats designed with enough give to adjust to his body. Better than heavy cloth options, though anything would work for sun-bathing.

			A shame I won’t have enough time.

			“Ibila,” he whispered, waiting for the Twining. “I have called for Onga and Tahbe. Search Onga’s room while he is distracted, in case he has yet one more thing up his sleeve.”

			You are certainly being thorough, she said. And by the way, thank you for letting me know you had returned.

			“I will make it up to you.”

			Ah, something for me to look forward to, at last, Your Majesty.

			“You’re not enjoying all the sneaking around to ferret out secrets?”

			Just because I was good at something yesterday, doesn’t mean I yearn for it today.

			“I will let you focus on your work, then, my loyal subject.”

			She did not answer, but there might have been just a hint of some grumbling caught upon the Twining that connected them. He smiled, tapping the chair now. Ibila was a gift unlooked for and one he did not deserve.

			When Lord Onga and General Tahbe arrived, within moments of one another, Thorn greeted them with a smile. Or, at least from their viewpoint, their king did so. “Please, be seated with me.”

			“Your Majesty.” Tahbe nodded as he took a chair opposite, his muscled arms seemingly large enough to toss the piece of furniture through the special Coral Glass.

			Lord Onga hesitated a moment before seating himself beside the general, his thin face bearing a recent cut from shaving; he’d been interrupted, perhaps. “How might we serve you, King Mutolo?”

			Thorn produced a small cloth bag, then gently tipped the contents into his palm – the ruby stallion with its golden mane and Io, the master-artist’s seal, seared into the bottom. “I know you have been worried about the state of the treasury, considering the delays with the nearly completed Coral Tree.”

			Both men had wide eyes, and Onga’s mouth was open. He shut it with a murmur. “This is… The Charger was lost last century.”

			“No longer. And I do believe a certain collector will be most interested in it – no doubt he will offer the crown a more than fair sum.”

			“Your Majesty…”

			“And considering such a windfall, I assume you no longer have any need to petition others behind my back – your concerns can now be funded, in addition to my own, I think you’ll find.”

			Lord Onga wore no smile, but General Tahbe was nodding. “This is most fortunate, Your Majesty.”

			“Yes.”

			Onga cleared his throat. “While I am overjoyed, I must say that I have not –”

			“To hear that you are overjoyed is wonderful,” Thorn replied, dismissing the man’s words with a wave of his hand. “Now, I will ensure the western farms are taken care of in your absence, so please do not worry yourself.”

			Now the man shrank back. “My absence?”

			“While you take time to consider your loyalty to the kingdom, I am moving you to more utilitarian quarters in the dungeon.” He looked to Tahbe. “General, would you escort our friend as you leave?”

			“As you command,” the General said as he rose, staring down at Onga.

			Meekly, the man rose, starting for the door only to pause before he’d exited, glancing over his shoulder. “I fear you misunderstood me, Your Majesty.”

			“And I fear I did not – convince me otherwise when I come to visit you, Lord Onga.”

			Tahbe prodded the man out the door.

			Thorn sat back, weighing the Charger in one hand as he lowered his voice. “Ibila, watch Tahbe for me. He’s delivering Onga from the solarium to the dungeon.”

			Having doubts about the general now?

			“Being thorough. And I want to know what, if anything, they discuss.”

			On my way. Where will you be?

			“I have something to sell, but after a quick visit to the Coral Tree, you will have all my attention.”
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