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            THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN BY A HUMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      This book was written by a human being. One hunched over a notebook and a keyboard almost every day from October 2024 to November 2025. No artificial intelligence tools were used in its making. All these characters, stories and situations (and any errors!) are my own, and that goes for all my writing.

      

      And now, just to confuse the techbros who have a record of appropriating the works of authors like me to train their AI software, there follows a page of random words to befuddle the bastards.

      

      Happy reading.

      

      Of, uh, the novel. Not the random words below. You can skip over those (though I do plan to read them out for the audiobook).

      

      
        
        Mark Stay
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            WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Being a faithful and accurate transcript of an excerpt of a conversation between the mage Sander Bree and an as-yet-unidentified scribe of his unpublished memoir. Place and date of conversation unknown:

      

      Blimey, where do I start? I suppose things got hairy again when Archbishop Yorath blackmailed Rosheen and me to kill a dragon in Codden, this little fishing island off the coast of Parthalan. Prince Aeden had killed the male dragon, but had his face burned off by the female one, who then started terrorising the locals. I mean, who can blame her? Things would have been much worse if it wasn’t for that girl, Mabyn, of course. She saved us all.

      Gudrun? No, she wasn’t there to start with. She was off on some remote island called, what was it? So-Aki! She and Oskar lived a life of bliss there for a short while. Well, no, nothing lasts for ever, does it? She became less of a vengeful assassin and chose to help us out. Saved lots of lives but lost her moon child powers in the process. Yeah, she gained new powers, ones much like mine, but whatever you do, do not call her a mage. She’s likely to turn your insides to mush if you do.

      And Oskar… Well, my sister Faylen was with him when he changed. He became a demigod. Yes, that’s what I said: a demigod. There’s no other way of putting it. As his final farewell, he turned all the lapis stones in the Great Ring from blue to gold, and then did the same for Elowen the dragon, Anzu the griffin and Petra the wyvern. All gold. Hurts to look at them on a bright day.

      Oh, and yes, Anzu was alive! Kept in wretched captivity, but Gudrun and Malachy found her in Laloob and saved her. It was a very moving reunion, if you must know. Never seen Rosheen look so happy.

      Malachy changed, that’s true. He had some vision of his family from when he was an infant, and for some reason it made him... Well, not exactly peaceful, but afterwards he broke fewer skulls and started reading more books.

      Lodestones! Oh, they changed everything. And not necessarily for the best. It turned out that anyone could recite some old ritual and empower a lodestone to turn lapis stones to dust. Anyone! They didn’t have to be a mage or anything. We thought we were done for, but when we also discovered that we could turn that powder into a liquid and that liquid into lazulium skygas, we went from being outlaws to being useful. And that was what we did for the next, ooh, five years or so. We became the finest purveyors of lazulium skygas, the lighter-than-air, invisible gas that changed the world. Yeah, we made a little bit of money. Spent quite a chunk of it, too. Malachy got a new set of teeth.

      And then Wygar happened. And nothing was ever the same again...
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            A NUN REFUSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn came with golden leaves and cold, misty mornings that played merry hell with Faylen’s knees. It didn’t seem so long ago that she could spring out of bed, slip on her robes and get straight to work. But on grey dawns like these, it took a few minutes of plodding around her cell like a troll of old to warm her joints up to the point where she could interact with her Faith siblings in a manner becoming of a Sister Superior.

      Faylen Bree had many duties to consume her working day, but she insisted that her first task each morning – before prayers, before breakfast – would be to tend to the raised beds in the gardens of Barrow Abbey. Especially now, as the apples, plums and damsons were ripening and the squashes demanded daily watering. Fruit and veg waited for no one.

      Faylen tried to take a different route each morning. Not only did it keep the abbey’s siblings on their toes – they never knew which corner she might come shuffling around next – but she craved any variety that might stave off the creeping realisation that her life had become a rota of mealtimes, meetings and paperwork. Not quite the spiritual journey she had envisaged when she first took her vows as a child.

      This morning, she decided to take the long way around via the reception hall, past the pigeonholes for senior members of the abbey’s faculty. Here they could collect memoranda, minutes of meetings and any letters delivered by the Royal Mail.

      As she approached the wall of little wooden shelves, she discovered that, alas, her allotted pigeonhole was empty. It shouldn’t have surprised her as she had cleared it the previous evening, but there was always the hope that something might have arrived in the first post.

      Something from him.

      Faylen’s correspondence with Malachy Nye was infrequent – one letter arrived each month at most – but it was the highlight of her day when it did.

      After Gudrun and Malachy had rescued Faylen from the floating prison known as Bhaltair’s Balloons, she had vowed to keep in touch with her saviours. She felt they had forged a unique bond during that daring escape in the skies.

      Faylen had learned from her brother Sander that Gudrun Falk would open the letters with a weary sigh and rake her eyes up and down them for a few moments, before scrunching them up and tossing them on the nearest flame.

      But Malachy – much to Faylen’s delight – read hers and wrote long and eloquent replies, each one a beacon of joy in her life of rote and prayer. One a month was not enough.

      Faylen’s legs became less stiff as she passed through reception and strode along the abbey’s limestone halls and out into the crisp air of the courtyards. Determined blackbirds pecked the damp grass for worms and anxious pigeons flapped above the tiled roofs. Faylen bade good morning to a trio of siblings in yellow robes. One of them, Aly, had shaved her hair. It was deemed a requirement of siblings by Archbishop Yorath, but Faylen refused to enforce the rule at Barrow Abbey, having let her own chestnut hair grow back after returning from her adventure a few years ago. Though she was a little concerned to note a few more wisps of grey than she remembered. Regardless, she was happy to let each sibling make their own choices regarding their hair. It also conveniently made it easier for her to spot potential spies and troublemakers. The closer the crop, the more likely they were reporting back to Yorath.

      She wondered if something from Malachy might arrive in the second post, or the evening delivery.

      After his encounter with Oskar, Malachy had confided in Faylen that she might be the only person who would understand his desire to reconcile with his violent past. He wasn’t looking for absolution – he insisted he was beyond that – but he wanted to see if he could become a better man in the years he had left.

      Faylen’s replies were brimming with encouragement, and she would often end with a list of suggested reading that might help him come to terms with his past and open his mind to the possibility of a brighter future.

      She opened the gate to a walled garden and stepped into her true church. Here among the raised beds, vines and trees she could achieve a level of tranquillity that the abbey’s draughty church could only dream of.

      There was so much to do. It was time to sow the turnips, spinach and lettuce if they were to be ready in the spring. But she decided to start by cutting back the blackberries. She rummaged through the garden toolbox and retrieved her secateurs.

      As she did so, a sudden thought struck her. How had she signed off her last letter to Malachy? Rather than her usual ‘Yours sincerely’ or ‘Kind regards’, she had a nagging feeling that she had written ‘With all my love’. Why? Why would she do such a thing?

      While Faylen tried to dismiss this dread thought, a nearby holly bush flashed with an incandescent light as its green, pointed leaves crackled into little fiery candles. Soon, the whole bush was on fire.

      ‘Oh gods.’ Faylen exhaled and shook her head. ‘Not again.’

      ‘Faylen Bree!’ A voice of inhuman multitudes emanated from the shimmering heat haze of gold around the holly bush. It wasn’t his voice. Faylen might have taken the time to speak to him if he bothered to show up in person, but that was highly unlikely seeing as he had become a demigod on that fateful day a little over five years ago.

      ‘Faylen Bree, I have a task for you.’

      ‘No, thank you, Oskar,’ Faylen said politely as she bustled from the blackberry canes to check on the asparagus.

      ‘Faylen Bree⁠—’

      ‘I tried to help, I really did,’ she said, bobbing her shoulders. ‘I told the world about what happened, just as you asked. I wrote a book. But the archbishop had them all pulped, and he threatened to take away my pension if I said any more, so I don’t know what else I can⁠—’

      ‘I have a new task for you, Faylen Bree.’

      ‘Just give it a rest, will you?’ Faylen snapped, raising a palm to the burning bush. ‘Every morning for the last week you’ve sprung this on me, and every morning my answer has been no. And that’s not going to change, do you understand?’

      The bush crackled in contemplation.

      ‘My heart is given to the Goddess,’ Faylen said, pressing the hand gripping the secateurs to her chest. She neglected to mention that part of her agreement with Archbishop Yorath Pasco was to remain at Barrow Abbey and to not mention her book or the events it covered to anyone on pain of death. ‘The true Goddess. Not to some part-timer. If you’ve got something to say, book an appointment like everyone else. And I’d appreciate it if you’d stop setting fire to my holly bushes!’ Her voice echoed off the red bricks of the walled garden.

      The holly bush’s fire was snuffed out in an instant.

      Faylen’s chest rose and fell with a deep, cleansing breath. Her peace had been ruined. The blackberries and asparagus would have to wait. What she really needed now was a strong cup of tea. And by strong, she meant with a hefty splash of gin. That would warm her joints up no end.
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      Sander Bree marched alongside Rosheen Katell through the wood-panelled halls of the fortress of Wygar. Portraits of the former high stewards of Angarad port lined the walls, staring down at them with differing degrees of disapproval.

      ‘I’m telling you, it was Old Lugh,’ Sander said, raising a finger to add a little insistence to his statement. ‘I’d know that randy cackle anywhere.’

      Sander’s head was shaved and shining like a newly hatched egg. His beard had been trimmed neatly just a few days ago by his favourite barber in Morve, and the small blue lapis stone hanging on a chain around his neck gave him a skip in his step. He wore a long brown leather coat, having acquired a taste for them in Tiarna a few years ago, and he now sported two earrings in his right ear, including one with a tiny blue lapis stone, which he replaced on a weekly basis. Now in his mid-sixties, the mage had never felt better.

      ‘Explain to me why a mage older than the hills, last seen all the way over in Kersh, would be wandering about the docks in Wygar?’ Rosheen’s lapis stone was considerably larger and mounted at the end of her staff, which she liked to aim at people to emphasise a point. Her long emerald-green dress was trimmed with runes of gold stitching and had been made to order in Morve. Her dark hair was shaved above the ear on her right side and fell in shining waves over her left shoulder. In her forty-fifth year, Rosheen Katell, too, felt stronger than ever.

      ‘For a start, he was staggering, not wandering,’ Sander corrected her. ‘I saw him in the docks when we were unloading. He was with three others, and they were all completely off their tits having just spilled out of a tavern called the Last Bell. I mean, he was ancient before the Moonfall – he must be at least a hundred now.’

      The pair were flanked by four of the city guard, whose helmets were topped with light blue feathers, complemented by the blue and white stripes of their pantaloons and blousons. They looked ridiculous, but their armour was solid and the rapiers at their belts could slice raindrops in two.

      The entourage came to an oak door, which one of the guards hurried to open, the soles of his boots squeaking. Beyond, a spiral staircase wound upwards. Sander caught the faint whiff of cooking sausages from above and his belly gurgled.

      ‘I didn’t see Old Lugh, but I’ll take your word for it,’ Rosheen told Sander, her staff clacking on the stone steps as they ascended. One guard led the way, the other three trailing behind them.

      ‘Maybe I’m seeing things?’ Sander pondered. ‘Maybe I’m losing my marbles? Or maybe I just need a proper breakfast? Can you smell sausages?’

      ‘Maybe you should shut up about Old Lugh and ask yourself why we’re not getting our fee the usual way?’ Rosheen suggested.

      She had a point. Normally after a delivery of lapis stones, a couple of these blue-feathered guards would drop off a trunk of coins at the Moon Child’s mooring and Sander and the gang would have been on their way home by now. This time, instead of handing over their fee, the guards had arrived with a summons from High Steward Shavonne of Wygar.

      ‘Shavonne’s message said she had a proposition,’ Sander said, aware that the guards had no doubt been briefed to recall every word of their conversation. ‘That’s all I know. She’s always been straight with us before, so I don’t think we’re in trouble.’

      ‘For once, I wish you sounded just a little more sure of yourself, Sander.’

      ‘Me too,’ he muttered.

      ‘This job makes me squirm enough as it is.’

      ‘Please don’t start.’ Sander’s eyes darted to the guards.

      Rosheen chose to ignore his warning. ‘I’ll start whatever I want. I used to be a mage, y’know.’

      ‘You are still a⁠—’

      ‘Now I’m some sort of gas delivery woman. Taking the very thing that gives me my power and turning it into a commodity.’ Rosheen cupped a hand to her ear. ‘If you listen very carefully, you can hear every mage who ever lived turning in their graves.’

      ‘Most of them were burned on pyres, so the joke’s on you.’

      They reached the top of the steps and the lead guard swung open another oak door.

      It was a chilly, misty morning, but the sun’s pale light still made Sander’s eyes pulse. They found themselves on the highest level of the fortress, overlooking the docks and the Solano Ocean. This was the westernmost tip of the Nine Kingdoms. Beyond the sea was Rigo, and beyond that was not much else. The morning mist hid the horizon from view, but Sander could peek over the stone crenelations to look down on the bustling docks. He was rewarded with the mingled scent of fish guts, stale sweat and low-tide brine. A handful of gasbag galleons, vast, lighter-than-air dirigibles, were moored to glistening red, newly built towers. Dozens of sailing ships were loading and unloading their cargo, though quite a few of the weather-worn mooring posts were empty. Sander shielded his eyes to make out their own gasbag, the Moon Child, tethered at the far end. Much smaller than the other merchant gasbags, it was a nimble thing, and the place they now called home. Malachy was still on board, preparing for the long journey back to their icy base in Morve. Gudrun, Petra and Anzu were most likely up in the clouds.

      ‘Sander Bree! Rosheen Katell! Welcome, welcome.’ The High Steward of Wygar sat at a small table crowded with toasted bread, a plate of sausages and eggs, and a flagon of ale.

      ‘Sausages, I knew it,’ Sander muttered excitedly.

      Rosheen gave him a nudge to be quiet.

      The high steward beckoned the new arrivals closer as the guards took positions around her. ‘Can I offer you some breakfast?’ She gestured to the food on the table. Shavonne was a pear-shaped woman, a little older than Rosheen, with dark brown skin that contrasted with her cropped white hair. ‘I like to start my day here – weather permitting, of course – to remind myself of my responsibilities. All those workers, that cargo, the lifeblood of this island.’

      Shavonne had a habit of dispensing such self-important statements whenever they met, and Sander had to clench his teeth to stop himself from making a flippant remark. He had learned to save those until after they were paid.

      ‘Shavonne.’ Rosheen nodded respectfully as she gripped her staff a little tighter. ‘I’m sure you didn’t just invite us for breakfast.’

      ‘I’m sure she could spare a sausage?’ Sander ventured.

      ‘I’m sure I can,’ Shavonne said, stabbing a sausage on her plate with her fork and offering it to Sander.

      ‘Thank you very much,’ he said as he plucked it from the fork and took a nibble. It was hot and he made puffing noises and a flapped his hand before his mouth in a vain effort to cool it down.

      Rosheen exhaled heavily.

      ‘My apologies for the early hour of our meeting,’ Shavonne said as she cut into her eggs, ‘but I know you’re busy people and I wanted to speak to you before you head off. First, let me say how impressed I have been with our trade these past few years. The quality of your lapis stones has been first class, and you’re always on time and you’ve never let me down. You’ve no idea how rare that is in a supplier these days. Furthermore⁠—’

      ‘Apologies for the interruption, Shavonne, especially when you’re doling out such gracious praise, but…’ Sander, still chewing on sausage, tilted his head to get a better view of a small wooden padlocked trunk sitting by Shavonne’s boots. He wagged the remainder of his sausage at the trunk. ‘Is that our fee?’ he asked. ‘Because, and forgive me if I’m wrong, if that’s a box of Newland coins, then it’s about half of what we agreed.’

      ‘Sander, calm yourself.’ Shavonne dabbed her lips with a napkin.

      He shrugged. ‘I’m simply amazed that you would even think about ripping off a couple of mages.’

      ‘Sander, please.’ Shavonne stood, brushing crumbs from her cloak. ‘You’ll get the fee we agreed, of course. I apologise for playing games, but I need your full attention for a few moments. And, call me cynical, but there’s a part of me that suspects you’ll scurry off as soon as you get your money.’

      ‘That part of you is correct.’ Sander smiled, biting down on the remains of the sausage.

      Rosheen remained stony-faced. ‘What’s your proposal?’

      Shavonne took a moment to neatly fold and place her napkin on the table before moving to the crenelations. She gripped the ancient stone as she surveyed the ragged docks. ‘Wygar was once the busiest port in the Newlands.’ For a moment, her eyes drifted as she wallowed in nostalgia. ‘We’re still doing fine, don’t get me wrong, but we’re in danger of falling behind.’ She gestured at the gasbag galleons tethered to their mooring posts. ‘These things have opened up direct trade to Taranis. Merchants from Rigo, Tiarna, Sachari used to fill that boardwalk with their cargo. Now they float right over our heads and straight to Taranis. It’s hitting our margins, and we need to compete.’

      Sander felt a pang of sadness for yet another way of life doomed to be consigned to history. So much had changed in the decade since the Moonfall, he was struggling to keep up.

      ‘With that in mind, we’re building more towers for the gasbags,’ Shavonne said, proudly gesturing at the new additions to the docks. ‘We’re cutting tariffs and fees to make us a more attractive destination, and…’ She hesitated a moment, then lowered her voice. ‘This is top secret and you’re the only people I’ve told, so if I hear this from anyone else I’ll know it came from you. Understand?’

      ‘We still adhere to the Mage’s Code,’ Rosheen assured her. ‘Whatever our clients disclose to us, they can be sure of total confidentiality.’

      Shavonne pursed her lips and nodded. ‘We’re building a lazulium refinery right here on the docks.’

      Rosheen arched a brow. ‘You want to mass-produce your own skygas?’

      ‘Why not?’ Shavonne flashed a cunning grin. ‘Ferdinand Yardbird thinks he has it all sewn up in Stoke Milla. It’s him who’s been buying up the lodestones, and he has all the big refineries, but I have a plan to compete. I can’t beat Yardbird on scale or price, but we’re in the perfect spot here. It’ll claw back a lot of old customers, especially those coming from overseas.’ She stepped closer to the mages, daring to rest a hand on their shoulders. ‘I know things are changing fast, too fast for my liking, but I see no reason to cling to the past. Lazulium is the biggest commodity in the world right now and I want Wygar to become synonymous with its supply.’

      ‘Sorry for being dense,’ Sander began, ‘but to convert lapis stones into lazulium you need either a bloody great lodestone – and, like you said, there are precious few of those now that Yardbird has most of them – or a mage willing to drain a lapis stone of its magical energy, before dissolving it into a liquid, then boiling that liquid to purify it and turn it into a gas.’ He pressed a hand to his chest. ‘That’s a lot of work. If you want us to convert our stones to lazulium, then you should know there’s only three of our team who can do that, and it will take bloody ages⁠—’

      ‘That’s not what I want from you,’ Shavonne said, a clever smirk on her face. ‘I’ve taken care of all the production challenges.’

      Rosheen narrowed her eyes. ‘How?’

      Shavonne’s smirk remained. ‘That’s my business⁠—’

      ‘Lugh!’ Sander slapped Rosheen’s arm. The glare he got in return from her almost doused his joy in being right. ‘Old Lugh. I told you that was him.’

      Rosheen’s lips parted as she twigged. She turned to Shavonne. ‘You’re hiring mages like Old Lugh to convert your stones to lazulium?’

      Shavonne gave her a wink and a grin. ‘Precisely. He and the others I’ve hired have spent every day since the Moonfall in hiding, dodging assassins and feeling generally useless. See that old barracks there?’ She nodded to a two-storey building housed within the walls of the fortress. Gulls nested in one of its chimneys, cracked plaster ran along its walls, and there were iron bars on every window. ‘There are almost two hundred mages of advanced years residing in there. By my estimation, that’s every living mage in the Nine Kingdoms.’

      ‘Every?’ Rosheen narrowed her eyes.

      Shavonne respectfully dipped her head. ‘Present company excluded, of course.’

      ‘How did you manage that?’ Sander asked with a wry chuckle. ‘Not to be rude, but Angarad had the death sentence for mages until we suddenly became useful again. And getting two mages to agree on anything is a miracle, let alone two hundred of the buggers.’

      ‘After… considerable negotiations,’ Shavonne said with a grimace, ‘I’ve offered them a good wage, three square meals, safety and security that they only used to dream of, and nice lodgings with a warm bed at the end of the day. Or mid-afternoon in Lugh’s case.’

      ‘Nice lodgings?’ Sander curled a lip. ‘It looks like a prison.’

      ‘It was before it was a barracks, but it’s been refurbished and is far nicer on the inside than out, believe me.’

      ‘If you’ve got them, what do you need from us?’ Rosheen asked.

      ‘More lapis stones from your hidden stash, obviously, but also…’ Shavonne sucked air through her teeth. ‘These older mages are stuck in their ways. They’re struggling with the concept of draining lapis stones of their power. They see it as…’ She circled her fingers as she thought.

      ‘Sacrilege?’ Sander suggested. ‘An affront to everything they’ve ever stood for?’

      Shavonne dabbed a finger at him. ‘Exactly. I need modern mages. Forward thinkers, like yourselves, to come in and train these older mages. Help them realise that what they’re doing is a for a greater good. And see if you can speed the buggers up? They’re so bloody slow and need to work much faster if I’m to meet my targets.’

      Sander’s belly fluttered. Oh, how the mighty had fallen. Once, he and his fellow mages were feared and respected across the land. There was no doubt they were still feared – Shavonne’s feathered guards were testament to that – but there was so little respect now. When he and Rosheen had discovered how they could use their powers to create the most in-demand gas in the world, he was relieved that they would no longer be looking over their shoulders every day, but once again he had underestimated people’s greed and ability to exploit.

      ‘I don’t know, Shavonne,’ he demurred.

      ‘The fee will be twice what you’ve earned today,’ the high steward said, steepling her fingers. ‘And I’ll make you my preferred supplier of lapis stones for six months.’

      Rosheen gave Sander a doubtful glance. ‘How long do you think it will it take us to train these mages?’ she asked.

      Shavonne’s eyes rose and fell as she did a quick calculation. ‘About… six months.’

      Sander puffed his cheeks. ‘We’ll have to talk to the rest of the⁠—’

      ‘The answer is no,’ Rosheen said, raising her chin.

      Sander winced. Rosheen and her bloody scruples. ‘Rosh, we agreed to take votes on anything like⁠—’

      ‘Sander, you know as well as I do that these greedy fuckers have been using up lapis stones with the same giddy enthusiasm that drunks might guzzle free beer. I’ve sat down and done the sums, High Steward.’

      Shavonne’s face turned stony. ‘Have you now.’

      ‘It’s all there in the most recent studies from natural philosophers. They’ve been carefully tracking lazulium usage, and the known deposits across the world, and they’ve concluded that if you and all the other greedy bloodsuckers across the Nine Kingdoms, and Tiarna, Sachari, Mylar and Rigo, keep using lazulium at the same rate, the supplies of lapis stones will be depleted within ten years.’

      Sander blanched. ‘R-really?’

      Shavonne pursed her lips. ‘Y’know, I debated long and hard about whether or not to…’ Shavonne trailed off. She snapped her fingers at the guards. ‘Leave us,’ she commanded, and they did, the soles of their boots squeaking as they marched through the door to the staircase.

      Rosheen held her staff with both hands. ‘What’s going on?’

      Shavonne waited until she was certain the guards were gone and that they were alone. ‘Ten years, you say?’

      ‘That’s what I read,’ Rosheen said. ‘And I’ve no reason to disbelieve⁠—’

      ‘It’s more like five,’ Shavonne said. ‘If we’re frugal. And, let’s face it, we’re never frugal when it comes to this stuff.’

      Sander felt a little well of fear open up in his belly. ‘Five years?’

      ‘That’s what I’m hearing,’ Shavonne said, leaning against the crenelations. ‘The prospectors haven’t found any new deposits in more than eighteen months. Rigo has been paying silly money for lazulium for the last six months and Sachari has stopped selling. Rumour is they’re stockpiling all their lapis stones.’

      ‘For what?’ Sander asked.

      Shavonne shrugged. ‘Scarcity means opportunity. Lapis stones are going to be more precious than gold. Everyone is looking to make as much money as possible out of them before they’re gone for good.’ Shavonne squinted as she looked up into the morning light. Above them, the Great Ring of golden lapis stones circled the world in a tight and shining band. ‘Or at least until someone figures out how to bring those ones down.’

      Sander found himself looking up, too, trying to fathom the distance between him and the countless lapis stones circling above. Five years ago, Oskar had turned them golden. He wondered if they still worked.

      ‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this,’ Rosheen said, aiming the tip of her staff at Shavonne. ‘You know what those stones mean to us, surely?’

      Shavonne stepped back and pressed a hand to her chest. ‘I’m not saying that I like or approve of any of this, but you and I know that if we don’t exploit this shortage then someone else will. You can take your fee today and go on your merry way and we can carry on as before, but the fact is that very soon you’re going to run out of lapis stones. We all are. I think if you’re smart, you’ll want to make some profit while you still can. Take early retirement or whatever it is you mages dream of.’

      ‘Now, you listen to me—’ Rosheen began.

      The hairs on Sander’s arms stood on end as he heard the high-pitched whistle of incoming ordnance. He was quick to pull Rosheen down as the air was split by the roar of an explosion.

      The stone fortress shook beneath them as another whistle and explosion rocked below.

      Sander and Rosheen, ears ringing, scrabbled to the crenelations and peeked over.

      The barracks that Shavonne had shown them moments ago was now a smouldering hole in the grounds of the fortress. Smoking bricks, shattered tiles and sizzling body parts were scattered about. Mages lay dead. Hundreds of them.

      ‘Oh gods,’ Sander whispered, his hands trembling.

      They ducked as another whistle heralded another shell. This one struck the gates of the fortress, splintering its oak doors into matchsticks.

      ‘Where’s it coming from?’ Sander asked Rosheen, and they scanned the seas.

      The mist above the grey waves was clearing. One cloud was darker than the others and it moved with a deadly purpose. A vast gasbag galleon, bigger than any vessel Sander had seen before, slid silently through the breaking vapour. It moved parallel to the docks, out of range of Wygar’s own defences.

      ‘Sander, their banners…’ Rosheen whispered.

      Sander looked closer and recognised the red and blue banners that fluttered from its tail.

      ‘That’s… that’s come from Rigo.’ He looked at Rosheen. ‘We’re being invaded.’
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      Malachy was lost in a book when it all kicked off. It was one that had been recommended to him by Sander’s sister, Faylen. Talk, Memory was a hefty tome, written by some philosopher from Tiarna who had once been a soldier and done some pretty terrible things. Malachy had never met the man, but about halfway through reading his book it felt like Malachy had known him all his life. Faylen had this uncanny knack for knowing exactly what Malachy needed to hear. There were two more books on the list – Peace and Other Lies by a noted Dand healer, and The Seven Habits of Wisdom by a nun from Myrista. Malachy was pondering two things as the cannons roared. Firstly, if there was a bookshop in Wygar that might actually have these in stock. And secondly, why had Faylen signed off her letter with ‘All my love’? It was the third time she had done it and he was beginning to think that it wasn’t a mistake.

      A salvo of cannon fire rocked the Moon Child, bringing Malachy out of his reverie.

      He scrambled to launch the gasbag galleon as the sky rained fire and the boardwalk of Wygar was blown to smithereens.

      Malachy couldn’t quite believe his eyes as what looked like a flying dreadnought with Rigo banners pounded Wygar’s defences.

      A part of him was flushed with guilt, wondering if Sander and Rosheen would see him taking off and think he was abandoning them. But they all knew that the Moon Child was no good to them if it suffered the fate of every other ship here.

      Getting a gasbag galleon airborne was tricky with two people, let alone one, but he had the steam engine puffing steadily; now all he had to do was cut the ship free of its mooring and steer it around the blazing wreckage of the neighbouring gasbag galleon – a dirigible from Sachari twice their size, which had taken the brunt of the latest hits from the Rigo invaders and was now slumped on a pontoon like a sleeping dog.

      Malachy hacked at the mooring ropes with the curved blade of his halberd. The Moon Child lurched, hoisted into the air by the bags filled with skygas within the ribbed canvas cage of the dirigible.

      Dropping the halberd on the deck of the main cabin, he dashed to the cockpit and took the controls. Frantically turning brass wheels and pulling on levers so as not to careen into the blazing mast of a capsizing merchant ship as it swung like a vast sword blade before plunging into the water.

      As Malachy brought the Moon Child around the harbour wall, he gained more height and could survey the chaos. The once glorious port of Wygar had been pulverised. The walls of the fortress had crumbled, its towers had toppled. Every ship and gasbag galleon was either on fire, or sinking, or both. People fled from the boardwalk, carrying whatever belongings they could muster as they hurried into the relative safety of the city’s labyrinthine streets. Those less fortunate lay in pieces on the crater-pocked parade, or floated face down in the listless oily water.

      Malachy caught a glimpse of a familiar-looking pair striding out of the fortress. A woman in a green dress. A bald man in a long coat. Rosheen and Sander were heading ill-advisedly towards the Rigo galleon and its cannons as if volunteering for target practice.

      He steered the Moon Child into a position out of range of the Rigo ship’s cannons and with enough cloud cover to not be noticed. He risked yanking on a rope to sound a bell positioned below the cockpit. He rang it persistently for a count of ten, then stopped.

      For a moment, all Malachy could hear was the boom of the cannons thudding in a strange, grisly syncopation with his heart.

      The first winged shape glided silently through the breaking clouds.

      Anzu, the golden-feathered griffin, swooped down and circled the Moon Child a little too close for comfort, shaking the cabin. Malachy couldn’t be certain if her screeching was apology or warning.

      A moment later, with an ear-cracking snap of her leathery wings, the golden-skinned wyvern Petra flew alongside the dirigible.

      Riding on a saddle on her back was a young woman clad in flying leathers trimmed with wool. Gudrun plucked her goggles away from her eyes and rested them on her cap.

      ‘Who the fuck is that?’ she cried over the buffeting winds and ear-splitting roar of ordnance.

      The dreadnought was a ghostlike shadow in the mist, lit up by the flash and thunder of its firepower.

      Malachy opened the starboard cockpit window, held a conical brass speaking trumpet to his mouth and bellowed, ‘It’s from Rigo.’

      ‘What’s it doing here?’

      ‘What does it bloody look like?’

      ‘Rosheen’s down there.’ Gudrun almost sounded concerned for the woman she had once hated with every fibre of her being. ‘And Sander,’ she added as an afterthought.

      ‘They’re right in the thick of it. Wait there,’ Malachy said as he hurried to open the port-side window and spoke again through the brass trumpet. ‘Anzu!’

      The griffin couldn’t speak, but they all knew of her strange connection to Rosheen. Even from a distance, the mage could hear Anzu’s thoughts.

      ‘Rosheen and Sander are walking up the pier towards that bloody great gasbag with all the cannons, and if I know those two they’re about to get themselves killed. Can you go and convince the silly sods otherwise?’

      Anzu replied by spreading her magnificent golden wings and gliding silently towards the smoking docks.

      ‘Good girl,’ Malachy muttered, wondering if the griffin ever heard his thoughts. ‘Stay safe.’

      ‘We’re at war, then?’ shouted Gudrun, surveying the relentless hammering of Wygar.

      ‘Looks like it.’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re planning, Malachy, but there’s no way Petra and I are going anywhere near that.’ She jabbed a thumb at the Rigo dreadnought.

      ‘Trust me, girl, I have no intention of doing anything other than getting as far away from that thing as possible. Only a complete fucking idiot would think otherwise.’

      

      ‘Are you a complete fucking idiot?’ Rosheen yelled after Sander as they marched up the main pier extending from what remained of the dock.

      Are you addressing me? Anzu’s voice came directly to Rosheen’s mind as she swooped over the pier, expertly dodging the cannon fire.

      ‘No!’ Rosheen cried after her. She waved her arms and hollered, ‘Stay away, Anzu. It’s not safe.’

      That’s why I’m coming to fetch you.

      ‘No, Anzu, please! Stay away. That’s an order.’ Rosheen turned as she walked, looking for the griffin, but she had risen up into the mist.

      The cannon fire intensified. It was non-stop now.

      I may have to rethink this, Anzu’s thoughts came to Rosheen. Try not to die for the next few minutes. Or perhaps you could do the sensible thing and retreat, but I know what you’re like.

      ‘You certainly do,’ Rosheen said under her breath as she ran to catch up with Sander.

      ‘Shavonne offered us triple our fee if we sort this out.’ Sander waved his fingers dismissively at the Rigo dreadnought, as if it were a nuisance insect at a picnic.

      From here, Rosheen could just about make out its nameplate. Her understanding of the Rigo language was limited, but it looked like the ship was called the Thunderclap. Its cannons roared again, flaming ordnance arcing high over their heads and pounding the city walls. Distant booms were followed by cries of the people of Wygar.

      Rosheen thanked the gods that the crew were so preoccupied with hammering the city that they hadn’t noticed two idiots strolling up the dock’s last remaining pier in the middle of an attack.

      ‘Triple the fee?’ Rosheen threw a hand back to the ruins of the fortress. ‘She didn’t pay us in full for work we’ve already done! How is she⁠—’

      The pier before them shattered in an explosion of wood, seawater and an alarming number of fish, their bloody remains showering around them. A miss this time, but they would soon recalibrate their cannons to hit them dead on.

      Rosheen wiped fish guts from her sleeve. ‘I’ll have to boil-wash this,’ she muttered.

      ‘They’ve seen us,’ Sander declared.

      ‘You think?’ Rosheen gripped his arm. ‘We should find the others and go. Anzu will come around again and I do not want you putting her life at risk. Not after all we’ve been through.’

      Sander gave her one of his grins. The kind that heralded an act of recklessness. ‘It’s one gasbag, Rosh,’ he said. ‘And cannonballs are little more than flying lumps of explosive rock, and flying lumps of rock just so happen to be my area of expertise.’

      ‘These aren’t the Mage’s Moons of Taranis, Sander. You⁠—’

      She was interrupted by a series of ear-shattering cracks as every cannon on the port side of the Thunderclap fired at them at once. Rosheen’s heart raced and her muscles tensed as she readied for action.

      Sander closed his eyes and raised his hands, drawing on the power of the lapis stone around his neck. Rosheen extended her staff, aiming the stone in the cup at the incoming cannonade.

      There was a reason there were so few wars before the Moonfall. It was largely because of mages like Sander and Rosheen. And she knew all too well how Sander had been bruised these past few years. After the Moonfall, the man who was once advising kings had found himself cold and naked and begging for his life. Rosheen had endured more than a few blows herself. The murder of her parents, the kidnapping of her brother, Oskar, though now he was some kind of demigod. And what happened with Anzu would haunt her for the rest of her life. Rosheen shook these distractions away and concentrated on the salvo soaring in their direction. She and Sander harnessed the fiery energy of the projectiles with their magic, taking control of them. The pair turned in unison, swinging the cannonballs around in a wide arc and hurling them back at the Thunderclap.

      Rosheen opened her eyes as they pounded into the airborne ship, shattering its hull and steering vanes. Wails of panic and pain came from the upper deck as the craft began to list. This mingled with the faint trickle of cheers from onlookers in Wygar.

      ‘O ye of little faith,’ Sander said with a supremely smug expression on his face. He was going to be insufferable after this. ‘Look, I knew this was mad, but it can’t hurt to remind warmongers what we’re capable of. I did this to preserve our future.’

      Sander raised a finger to make another point, but his voice was drowned out as a giant hand as big as he was tall burst out of the sea and came crashing down on him.
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      It all happened in the short space between heartbeats. Somehow, Sander managed to keep his eyes open throughout the whole thing. The pale morning light was suddenly eclipsed. As Sander glanced up, his feet were pulled from under him and he landed hard on his back. His skull cracked against the sturdy planks of the pier, and his vision flashed white for a moment.

      Above him was what at first looked like a map of a distant land with long, curved valleys of sand and dust. It took Sander less than that space between heartbeats to realise that these rifts were the wrinkles on the palm of a giant hand. One that was descending at an alarming speed with the intent of flattening him.

      Before he could prepare for a grisly end, an incredible force yanked on Sander’s ankles, pulling him clear of the impact area and delivering him at Rosheen’s feet.

      The look of concentration on her face and the way she extended her staff told Sander all he needed to know. She had saved him with her magic. Yes, he had scratches and splinters on the back of his skull, and this coat would never be the same, but he was grateful to be alive.

      ‘Rosh,’ he managed to blurt as he got his breath back. ‘What was that?’

      ‘Move!’ Rosheen grabbed Sander by his collar and hoisted him to his feet.

      He followed her gaze and finally blinked and, even though he knew what he was seeing must be real, he could not comprehend it.

      A giant righted itself in the water at the end of the pier. The creature towered above them, ten times their height. His bald, stubby head sat on a thick and hairy neck that widened into broad shoulders. His arms and legs were muscular, though hairy folds of fat hung around his belly above a shrivelled penis from which seawater dripped intermittently. Sander hoped it was seawater.

      The giant inspected his hand, probably wondering where Sander had got to.

      ‘It’s… it’s a giant,’ was the most profound statement Sander could manage.

      ‘Nothing gets past you, does it, Bree?’ Rosheen grabbed his hand and pulled him back down the pier towards the remains of Shavonne’s fortress.

      ‘But how is he here?’ Sander said as they ran. ‘He should be dead.’

      ‘Can we debate this later?’ Rosheen picked up the pace.

      A roar that reminded Sander of a day when he’d waited out a hurricane while sheltered in caves off the coast of Eriworth was accompanied by the pier undulating.

      Sander dared to glance back as he ran. The giant tugged at the end of the pier, much like one might shake a rug free of dust, rippling the woodwork. Sander and Rosheen kept their balance, running with magically enhanced strides. The giant then bashed the pier with his fists in frustration. Beams of oak spiralled in the air like toothpicks.

      Sander slowed as he got his first good look at the giant’s features. His heart fluttered in fear.

      ‘Rosheen.’ He stopped, tugging on her arm.

      Rosheen shrugged him off and was ready to scold him when she saw it, too.

      Embedded in the giant’s forehead was a stone. It was golden and shone like the morning sun.

      ‘That looks a lot like a lapis stone,’ Sander said. ‘Only, y’know, golden.’

      The pair shared a silent moment of dread. Both knew what this might mean, but neither wanted to say it out loud.

      Rosheen broke the silence. ‘But that’s not possible.’

      ‘If I wanted to control a bloody great giant, that’s exactly where I’d put a lapis stone.’ Sander tapped the centre of his forehead. ‘Only there isn’t one powerful enough. Well, there was, but that was the Lapis Moon.’

      ‘And this is gold, Sander. Only gods⁠—’

      The giant’s anger intensified. Like a spoiled child bored of a new toy, he swiped at what remained of the end of the pier in a blind rage.

      Sander flinched. ‘Y’know what, let’s finish this fascinating theological debate later, shall we? Whatever the colour of that stone, it’s what’s keeping the big bugger alive.’

      ‘You’re right.’ Rosheen got a look on her face that suggested she was about to do something selfless and heroic. Sander hated that look. ‘If we can remove it, he’ll be powerless.’

      ‘Or as powerless as a sixty-foot-tall Rigo giant can be.’ Sander shielded his eyes, looking for the Moon Child. ‘All we’ll do is piss him off.’

      The giant continued to smash the pier to pieces.

      ‘He looks thoroughly pissed off already,’ Rosheen said. ‘Just let me move closer and I can get that stone out…’

      She trailed off as the giant’s eyes glazed over, and his head tipped to one side as if he was listening to someone.

      ‘What’s he doing?’ she wondered.

      ‘Who cares? You were right. Shavonne won’t have a pot to piss in after this, and we’ve made our point, so let’s go while we’re still unflattened.’

      Rosheen glowered at Sander. ‘Whatever happened to “preserving our future”?’

      Sander shrugged. ‘Well, that’s the thing about the future, isn’t it? It’s always waiting for us. We can catch up with it later. C’mon.’

      Sander reached for Rosheen, but she batted him away, running towards the giant.

      ‘No! Rosh, oh for…’ Sander exhaled, his shoulders sagging, before he reluctantly jogged after her.

      The giant spasmed and jolted upright as the light returned to his eyes. He turned on Rosheen and Sander and began thundering towards them with huge strides.

      Rosheen sprang into the air, her staff held before her as she soared towards the giant’s head.

      With a speed that belied his bulk, the giant swatted her aside. Rosheen arced high over the water, her limbs slack, staff spinning through the air, and she landed with an insignificant splash.

      ‘Oh shit! Rosheen!’ Sander’s heart raced and his muscles tensed as the giant lunged at him, its chubby fingers stretching out to snatch him up.

      An ear-piercing screech sliced through the air and a shadow flitted over the sun. Anzu raised her wings as her talons dug into the mottled skin on the giant’s head. He roared, back arching as he jerked upright. Anzu’s grip remained firm as she pecked at the golden stone embedded in the giant’s forehead.

      ‘Good work, Anzu,’ Sander said, making a fist. ‘Go on, girl, get it out!’

      Anzu tensed her legs and neck while her beak clamped around the stone, but it refused to budge. The giant slapped his hands at Anzu and she hopped back, spread her wings and circled above him, looking for another opportunity to pounce.

      Sander knew what to do. He closed his eyes, reaching out for bricks, ironwork, anchor posts, anything that could be used as projectiles. Raising his hands, he hurled them at the giant, pelting him with debris. He gave a mournful cry, clutching at his eyes and genitals.

      Anzu banked hard and dived, landing on the giant’s forehead again, tugging at the stone with all her might, but the bastard thing simply would not move.

      Somewhere a bell began to ring, and the echoes of orders came over the sea. Sander glanced over the fight between griffin and giant to see that the Thunderclap had righted itself and was bringing its cannons to bear. Someone cried, ‘Fire!’
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      Gudrun Falk tightened her hold on Petra’s reins as they circled above the Moon Child. The thud and crack of cannon fire sent shock waves through the clouds as Gudrun caught glimpses of the pier being systematically torn apart. She thought she saw Sander taking cover behind the wreckage of a skiff that had somehow been tossed onto the pier. It was supposed to have been a quiet morning. Gudrun had hoped she might have time to make repairs on the Moon Child’s gasbags before they left – some of the stitching on the seams was coming loose – but no one had mentioned the possibility of invasion today. A few light showers, maybe, but not a war.

      Petra flexed her wings and they briefly banked around the clouds to spot Anzu pecking at the forehead of the giant. Gudrun still couldn’t quite fathom what she was seeing. Rigo giants were a fairy tale. The punchline to a joke. And here was one of them, hunched over the dockside and smashing it up like an angry toddler. Quite what Anzu was hoping to achieve by prodding his skull, Gudrun had no idea. Maybe blind it? Give it a migraine? The giant pawed and slapped at his head, then Anzu would briefly flap away before resuming her pecking.

      Gudrun looked for Rosheen, and her gut tightened as it dawned on her that the mage might be dead. She wasn’t much of a champion of either of the mages but, despite what they had done to Oskar in the past, she didn’t wish them dead. Not really.

      Flying down to come to the rescue was almost certainly the right thing to do. It was also a surefire way of getting blown to smithereens, which was not on Gudrun’s to-do list today. Gudrun was all for heroic gestures – she’d made a few stupid ones in her time – but there was a fine line between heroism and suicide, and flying on the back of a golden wyvern into the mayhem below was definitely the latter.

      Petra extended her leathery wings as they continued to circle. Gudrun much preferred the wyvern’s natural lime-green skin colouring, but Oskar had to make a statement, didn’t he? It wasn’t enough that he changed the lapis stones of the Great Ring circling around the world from blue to bright gold, but he had to do the same to Rosheen’s griffin, Mabyn’s dragon and Gudrun’s wyvern. There was much speculation over what this new colouring symbolised. Most settled on the idea that the trio of magical creatures, each the last of their kind, represented hope for the future. A future that felt laughable now that a neighbouring country had decide to invade over breakfast. Gudrun didn’t care for symbols or meaning. All she knew was that it was tricky enough getting about on a wyvern when it was green. A gold wyvern not only drew all the wrong kinds of attention, but in situations like this it made you a prize target. Gudrun was no hero and she was fine with that. Diving down to the rescue was not the right thing to do.

      The Moon Child’s bell clanged from somewhere below and Gudrun exhaled wearily. Their gasbag had come with a bell for communicating with other ships and sounding warnings when navigating dense fog. Sander had decided it could also be used to summon Petra and Anzu like a priest bringing his flock to church. The simple pleasure of enjoying a peaceful flight with Petra had been completely ruined by that bastard clanging the bell more times than Gudrun cared to recall. This time it was Malachy doing the ringing, and she had a horrible feeling what he wanted her for. As the wind buffeted around Gudrun, she realised there was nothing to stop her from steering Petra to the horizon and never coming back. Nothing at all.

      The bell tolled with added insistence.

      Gudrun leaned forwards and Petra dived to meet the Moon Child.

      Malachy swung open a cockpit window, the roaring wind flapping his elf ears.

      ‘I want to take us down,’ Malachy hollered through the speaking trumpet.

      ‘Are you mad, Malachy? War just broke out, or hadn’t you noticed?’

      ‘They need our help.’

      ‘Those are two of the most powerful mages in the world, aren’t they? I reckon they can look after themselves.’

      ‘Gudrun—’

      ‘And why doesn’t Rosheen just shut the giant’s brain off?’ Gudrun waved a hand as if doing such a thing was as simple as opening a door. Gudrun had never actually seen Rosheen do it, but she’d heard the stories and recalled the grim expression on Rosheen’s face if anyone ever dared bring it up. ‘She’s done it before.’

      Malachy raised a thumb. ‘One, the giant twatted her and she fell spark out in the sea and hasn’t come up for air yet.’

      ‘Oh shit. Really?’ Gudrun twisted in her saddle to look for Rosheen in the churning waves.

      ‘And two,’ Malachy continued, raising an index finger, ‘the giant has some sort of golden stone stuck in its forehead.’

      ‘Golden?’ Gudrun squinted at the giant. Malachy was right. Fear tugged at the back of her mind as it dawned on her what this might mean.

      ‘That could be Old Magic,’ Malachy said grimly. ‘Gods’ magic.’

      ‘That’s impossible,’ Gudrun snapped, glancing at Petra’s skin and knowing it wasn’t.

      ‘I’ve seen a lot of stuff people reckoned was impossible,’ Malachy said, his eyes flitting to the shining wyvern. ‘If it is gods’ magic, Rosheen couldn’t switch that big fella’s brain off if she wanted to.’

      Gudrun realised now what Anzu had been doing. She wasn’t pecking at the giant, she was trying to pluck the stone out.

      ‘So, I’m going down there,’ Malachy declared, not waiting for Gudrun’s permission.

      ‘No, Malachy, wait!’ she called after him, but he was already climbing into the Moon Child’s engine room. ‘Shit.’

      Gudrun flew Petra above the Moon Child. The wyvern flapped her wings, hovering over a wicker basket crow’s nest that had been fixed in place at the top of the dirigible’s frame. Gudrun leapt from Petra’s back and into the basket. As the wyvern peeled away, Gudrun clambered down a rope ladder that was lashed to the frame, from the crow’s nest to the hatch of the cabin. Gudrun negotiated the perilous overhang where the balloon extended beyond the cabin, then held on to the rope ladder with one hand while yanking the hatch open with the other, and clambered inside the cabin.

      ‘Malachy, I’ve got an idea!’ she cried, but the steam engine was already chuffing.

      Malachy emerged from behind a steel door, sweat glistening on his forehead.

      ‘Malachy, please listen.’

      ‘Enough.’ He raised a palm as he marched through the cabin and clambered into the cockpit.

      ‘Sod you, then,’ Gudrun muttered. She wouldn’t wait for his permission anyway. Gudrun preferred working on her own. Being shackled with this lot could be dangerous. They were constantly arguing over what to do next, pretending to be some kind of democracy, when in reality pivotal decisions were made based on whether Sander or Rosheen was the more belligerent one that day.

      Gudrun slid down the side rail of a ladder to the sleeping quarters and dashed to her bunk at the rear by the bathroom. She yanked open a drawer and, among various daggers, stilettos, garrottes and knuckledusters – artefacts of her previous vocation as an assassin for hire – she found them. Her two remaining crossbow bolts. She snatched them up, then clambered back up to the main deck and swung the hatch open.

      The Moon Child banked hard and Gudrun’s belly flipped as the giant’s head turned to see them. He roared and waved his fists at the new arrivals.

      Anzu continued to wrestle with the embedded lapis stone, her wings trembling with the strain. There was no way to speak to the griffin, so Gudrun made use of that bloody bell hanging by the hatch and rang it for all it was worth.

      Anzu didn’t even look up.

      If there was one thing that Gudrun had learned about Anzu, it was that she was fiercely loyal and determined. She wouldn’t give up until the giant or a cannonball killed her, and she certainly wouldn’t retreat at the sound of a bell.

      The giant growled and snatched up debris from the water. He tossed timber pilings at the Moon Child. One struck the cabin by the cockpit and Malachy’s cry of, ‘What the fuck was that?’ told Gudrun that she had to act fast.

      Gudrun hadn’t attempted anything like this in quite a while. As an assassin, she had perfected her technique and been much in demand. Her heart turned cold at the thought of all that death, and for whom she had been working. She shook the thoughts away and closed her eyes, drawing on the power of the lapis stone on a chain around her neck. In her mind’s eye, the giant was a dull flame, but one getting closer and closer. Anzu was a golden star. Of course she was.

      Gudrun held a crossbow bolt in each hand: two shafts of ash with square steel heads and three feathers of fletching apiece. The one in her right hand rose into the air, guided by her mind. The bolt in her left hand whizzed after it, and she hoped that she wouldn’t screw this up and kill Anzu.

      The pair of bolts darted towards the giant’s head, building up speed. Anzu didn’t see them, still focused on plucking the stone out of the giant’s forehead. The first bolt thudded into the giant’s skull, thumping into the skin by Anzu’s talons. Startled, the griffin flapped her wings and her feathers ruffled as she jumped back, clearing the way.

      A heartbeat later, the second bolt smashed into the golden stone at the speed of sound.

      Fragments of the stone spun in the air and slowly tumbled into the sea. The bolts remained buried in the giant’s head. Anzu flew clear as the giant staggered back, clutching the sides of his head. He gave an enraged roar and raised his fists. The creature was weakened, confused and glassy-eyed. He raised a foot, ready to stomp on the pier.

      At that moment, Rosheen Katell burst from the waves and rose into the air, her staff aimed at the giant’s head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            ROCK BOTTOM

          

        

      

    

    
      The shock of being slapped by a Rigo giant was not something that Rosheen had ever prepared for. The creature’s hand had been a blur as it whipped through the air, and the impact reminded Rosheen of her first flight as a child when she had hurtled face first into the tower of the church in Sabley Village.

      Then, as now, the world had tilted around her and she saw stars. Then, as now, Anzu was the first to care.

      Rosheen! the griffin cried, her thoughts coming directly into Rosheen’s mind as she plunged into the water.

      The cacophony of battle became a dull roar as Rosheen sank to the floor of the harbour, her backside bumping against a rock.

      Rosheen? Give me a sign!

      For all her magic, Rosheen could not reply to Anzu with her mind. They had tried many times in their youth, experimenting with some ancient and peculiar rituals – spending a weekend in a cave filled with the smoke from a pungent incense named ‘Dragon’s Blood’ had only given them both colossal migraines and nausea – but nothing had worked. Over time, Rosheen had developed various signals for emergencies but had failed to come up with one that said, I’m not drowning, I’ll be with you soon, I just need some time to recover.

      Rosheen, I can come to you, Anzu said, but I need to get this bastard stone out and it’s stuck fast.

      Rosheen extended her hand, finding the power of the lapis stone at the tip of her staff. She called it to her, and it came drifting across the silt.

      Give me a sign! Anzu’s voice in her mind was getting frantic. I won’t be able to keep this up for ever, Rosheen. What do we try next?

      Rosheen gripped her staff and drew it closer. Closing her eyes, she brought the stone’s tip down on the silt. The seabed thundered and the water undulated around her, forming a ring of bubbles that rose to the surface.

      Was that you? Anzu asked. If so, do it again.

      Rosheen repeated the action and was lost in a dense swirl of silt.

      Okay, fine. I’ll leave you to whatever it is you’re doing, but don’t be too long!

      Rosheen had never given it much consideration before, but the bottom of a harbour turned out to be an ideal spot for contemplation. Of course, she would only be able to hold her breath for so long, and that meant she couldn’t afford to be self-indulgent. She would have to find a solution fast.

      Pushing away her fears, Rosheen retreated further into her psyche and saw the battle above in her mind’s eye.

      The giant was not the only one protected by magic. Rosheen’s preferred solution for a situation like this was to plant a vision in the minds of the combatants that would send them running. She even considered Oskar’s trick of putting both sides to sleep, though she doubted she could summon the power necessary to pull that off now that the old Lapis Moon was gone.

      But there was something… someone protecting those sailors and marines. Old magic. The gods’ magic.

      In her mind, she could see them as little pinpricks of light, but up on the main deck of the Thunderclap was one brighter and more dazzling than the rest of them put together. A mage. Their power emanated from them in luminescent waves of gold, pulsing brightly as they passed through each member of the crew.

      It made Rosheen think of Oskar when he was a moon child. Such incredible power, the like of which she had never thought she would encounter again. But this was different. Whoever this mage was, their power was infused with bitterness. Resentment.

      Rosheen considered probing their mind, but that would only bring her to their attention and all she had in that moment was the element of surprise. Her lungs were aching and she would need to come up for air soon. The light around the giant suddenly flared brightly then vanished.

      It’s gone! Anzu’s voice was urgent and thrilled. Gudrun smashed it.

      Rosheen pushed herself up from the murky depths of the harbour and began to rise. Extending her staff, she broke through the waves.

      The giant was bleeding from the fresh wound in its head, the feathered crossbow bolts jutting out of his forehead like exotic jewellery. Behind him, the Thunderclap was descending, cannons roaring.

      Anzu had already flown clear of the giant’s flailing fists, and now he turned on the pier and Sander, ready to flatten them both.

      Rosheen did not hesitate. She closed her eyes and probed the giant’s mind, finding a spot in his brain – one that had helped her bring peace to those in pain, and to kill the mercenary Bowden during the Battle of the Alar River.

      Rosheen snuffed out the spark that kept the giant alive with little more than a thought.

      The creature’s back stiffened and his eyes rolled over white. His last act was to try to turn for home, one hand formed into a claw as he grasped at the air. Instead, he found a guide rope dangling from the tip of the wooden dirigible frame of the Thunderclap. The giant gripped the rope in desperation, yanking the airborne warship down. The oak ribs cracked and skygas leaked from the punctured balloons inside. The ship lurched forwards, nosediving into the sea in the dead giant’s embrace.

      ‘Oh shit,’ Rosheen muttered as the sailors and marines who hadn’t been crushed leapt overboard and swam for their lives, dotting the surface with desperate splashes and kicks. A handful of lifeboats were afloat, and a lucky few clambered into them and began rowing away from the chaos.

      Cannons boomed from the shore. Rosheen turned in the air to discover that the high steward had rustled up what remained of Wygar’s defences to send the invaders packing.

      One cannonball hurtled perilously close to Rosheen, all but shoving her aside as it began its descent and plunged into the giant’s face, blowing a bloody crater that sent flesh, bone and cartilage splashing into the water.

      Rosheen? Anzu’s voice came to her, though it was fuzzy. Using so much magic in such a short and intense period had triggered a bout of mage’s delirium in Rosheen; that strange, dizzying sensation that consumed a mage and made them less than useless for a short while. Or perhaps the power of her staff’s lapis stone was already drained? No, it was still keeping Rosheen in the air. For now.

      Idly, as she fell, Rosheen wondered where Sander might be in all this chaos.

      Don’t move a muscle.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Rosheen spotted Anzu approaching, her foreclaws open, ready to snatch her up. On Anzu’s back was Sander Bree, a silly grin on his face. It was a rare thing for him to get a ride with Anzu.

      Surrendering to the delirium, Rosheen breathed deeply, taking a moment to reach out.

      She found them.

      The mind that had been controlling the giant.

      They appeared to be on one of the lifeboats heading away from the harbour to where another Rigo dreadnought, bristling with cannons, was looming on the horizon, poised to strike. And beside it, striding through the water, was another giant, even bigger than the last.
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