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Vinezi hauled himself up the stony sides of the regeneration pool, gasping and spitting grey and pink gunk sharp with the tang of blood. He blinked stinging liquid from his eyes. His slick fingers gripped the rim and he growled, straining to lift his bulk free of the slush. Where was his strength? Something was amiss.

“Help me,” he snarled at the shadows beyond the pool of light.

One of his brothers leapt across the cavern, boots echoing on stone. “Here.” It was Tarvilus. The younger man caught Vinezi’s arm and heaved. Together they worked to free him. Fluid soon sloshed to the tiled floor and he shivered in the chill air.

“Find me...a robe,” he managed, heaving in air as his knees wobbled. Even his chest strained at the activity. Ridiculous, he’d followed the instructions in the Genus exactly. To the damnable letter. Not a whit of variation. His idiot brothers had made a mistake – that was the only answer.

He sighed.

No. It was hardly their fault. Both his brothers would have done their best with what was available. He was standing at least. And he was alive. His oldest memories were intact. He was Vinezi still – bones could not lie, they remembered everything. Everything returned to bone eventually.

The Crucible had delivered its promise. He was reborn.

He twisted with a grunt, enough to see the artefact where it lay in the centre of the pool. Old bone woven in criss-crossing patterns, ringed by a silver band, it peeked above the surface of the murky pool.

Tarvilus returned, a heavy red robe in his hands. His dark beard and the collar of his own robe glistened with fluid from the pool. “It’s the last we have,” he said.

“Fine.” Vinezi spread his arms, allowing his brother to help him into the robe. “Clean yourself up too. And what happened this time?”

Tarvilus produced a rag, wiping the fluid away. “An accident, Vinezi.”

He frowned. “With the mercenary at the inn?”

“No. You don’t recall?

“No.”

“This is the second time you have been regenerated,” Tarvilus said. His expression grew into one of worry. “Don’t you remember the acor and Tantos? The throne room?”

“I...” He frowned. There was nothing there...except. Almost. Laughter? Darkness and crashing through glass. Tantos and his blasted mask; yet nothing added up. 

Memories of his youth were clear as daylight. The taste of mud as Marinus Compelled him, forcing him with magic to lie across the earth, bones aching, while the others laughed. Even Father. Vinezi sneered – what a coward he’d been as a boy.

“How are your legs?”

Vinezi waved a hand. “Well enough. What do you mean by ‘accident’?”

“I think it’s best for your recovery if you try and remember for yourself.”

“I do not.”

His brother sighed. “After the...miscalculation at the Iron Pig we regenerated you. I stole bone from your body but left the rest behind. You recovered quickly and we resumed the search.”

“And?”

“You don’t remember anything after?”

“No. A curse upon you, Tarvilus, tell me,” Vinezi shouted. He gaped as the room spun, reaching out. His flailing hand caught something firm. A shoulder. An arm slipped around his back.

“This isn’t good, brother. You remembered more easily last time.”

Sweat had formed on Vinezi’s brow. “Just tell me.”

“You need to remember the details for yourself – your mind needs the practice – but everything transpired as we’d hoped until the old man and the Renovar girl interrupted. Tantos lost control and we had to flee the palace.”

“We broke through the windows.” Feet pounded on cobblestones and red fire glowed in the sky. He blinked. The cavern was dim, quiet.

“Good. But in the Second Tier one of the explosions had damaged a nearby building. It collapsed and crushed you.”

Nothing. “Truly?”

“Julas cut a finger free – only your hand was visible in the rubble. We had no time; the search parties were closing in.”

Only a finger? Was that why it was harder for him to remember? The Genus always specified a larger bone for regeneration via the Crucible, but nowhere did it mention a minimum. “Next time take my skull,” he said. “And where is your brother?”

“Below. In the city.”

“Why?”

“To watch. Much has happened.”

“I need to rest. Tell me after.” He took a step and his leg collapsed. Tarvilus caught his weight and together they walked to a bench at the edge of the cavern. Not a large room, it was nonetheless lined with benches for witnesses. Regeneration had once been a holy rite not the befouled by secrecy and common blood.

His neck ached from supporting his head. He lifted a hand. Fluid from the pool still coated his skin – but there was a patch of fur spreading from wrist to knuckle. “What is this?”

Tarvilus swallowed. “I could only take one. A young man. The village is already suspicious after the last time.”

“That’s not enough flesh or blood for the ritual.”

“Forgive me. I had to improvise.”

“Tarvilus.”

“I used animal flesh. I skinned them as best I could.”

Vinezi shuddered. There. He was part animal now. How fitting – perhaps one of them had been a slinking fox or some other sneaking thief? Father would have roared with laughter. “No more.”

Tarvilus waited.  

“Send for Julas. I need to know what’s happening. We will form new plans while I recover.” He paused. “Do I remember true – the Sea God has died?”

“Yes. Its bones are even now being harvested by the Anaskari.”

“Fortunate.” He smiled – cheeks reacting slowly. “That ought to make our task easier. Go now, find our little brother.”

Tarvilus stood and strode for the exit. He hesitated, a mere dark figure beyond the pool of light. “Do you think Marinus will find us?”

“Stop asking me that.”

“I know he will come for us.”

“It won’t matter. We will have our own Greatsuits by then.”

“Don’t underestimate him.”

“Never will I, brother.” Vinezi closed his eyes and leant back. “Tarvilus?”

“Yes?”

“You did exceptionally well. Thank you.”

His younger brother left but there was a snap to his footfalls. Vinezi smiled again. This time the muscles in his cheeks were quicker to respond. 

There would be no more accidents.
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Kanis paced the deck, only half-aware of the creak of ropes and shouts of men in the rigging, sparing not even a glance for inky clouds massing on the horizon. A chill wind pressed pants and vest against him but barely bothered his bare arms. 

He almost sighed. The closer they drew to Anaskar the harder it was to avoid thinking about her. Would he see her there? Maybe not. Years had passed; there was no guarantee Flir would even be in the city anymore. An easier question – would she still be angry? He chuckled. Of course she would. And she’d hardly be happy with him looting her new home either.

But being at least a little angry was natural for Flir. 

And her temper kept things interesting, no point denying that.

“Kanis, the storm.” Yaev gave him a look. The first mate’s beard was crusted with brine and the scar on his cheek pink in the cold. “Did you hear me?”

“Huh?”

“Thinking about her again?”

He affected a look of nonchalance. “No.”

Yaev snorted. “You’re no actor, Kan.”

“Fine, give me something else to worry about then.” He turned to the rail and leant against it, staring across the grey of flashing waves to the storm clouds. They were breaking apart already and the storm would be no more than a squall when it hit his small fleet. Only a dozen ships in total, one wing of his ‘V’ formation trailing to port, but twelve would be enough to surprise Anaskar.

“Maybe you should worry about her. You dilar have a knack for causing trouble – and it’s worse when you’re together.”

He smiled. Like the brawl in temple, right before the end. “We did have some good times.”

“She’ll try and stop you.”

“I know.”

“And you don’t have a problem with that?”

“Of course I have a problem with it – namely, how do I convince her to join us?”

Yaev groaned. “You burned that bridge years ago.”

“True.” 

He’d lied to her. No hiding that fact now but he’d had no choice back then. There was no way she’d have gone along with the coup otherwise. And King Chaak had been a tyrant – after a fashion. To further cloud the skies, she’d loved him despite all her denials. Flir wasn’t one to be honest with herself when it came to love.

If he could talk to her...maybe there would be a chance? But then, maybe not. Her last words, shouted from the royal docks, hadn’t been encouraging.

He sighed. “What else is afoot, Yaev?”

“I’ve got three things. Take your pick.”

“You choose – anything to break the eternal dullness of this trip.”

Yaev ignored him. “First, that storm.”

“Nothing to its bite,” he said. “Take another look.”

He did so and grunted. “Fine. Second, the new cabin boy was caught trying to steal some of the acor.”

Kanis turned, a frown on his face. “That’s more like it. Little fool, what’s he want with it? Impress me, Yaev, what’s the third problem?”

“It’s that weasel Vinezi left behind.”

“Oh?”

“His fever isn’t breaking. He demands to see you.”

Kanis snorted. “I’m almost disappointed. Atilus will recover, we’re not lucky enough for him to die.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“We don’t need him to sack Anaskar, Yaev.” He raised a hand and began counting off items on his fingers. “We have the acor. We’ve been taught to use it. We have our catapults. We have a dozen ships with us. We’ll have a city on its knees. Don’t worry so much.”

Yaev raised an eyebrow. “Well I still don’t trust Vinezi. And you tried to tell me not to worry when I warned you about the new Conclave.”

Kanis paused to shout up to a man working on the rigging. “Watch that line.” He glanced back to his mate. “They’ll have no idea we’re betraying them until it’s too late. And as for Vinezi, I’ll be keeping an eye on him.”

“But I was right, Kan. And the Conclave will send ships after us eventually. They want what we want.”

“Then they shouldn’t have given me command, don’t you agree? And we’re too far ahead now.” He slapped the rail, ignoring the creak. “Let’s start with young Skink.”

Yaev led him below decks to the darkened hold. They picked their way through barrels of acor and stores marked with the ice-peaks of Renovar; the familiar symbol a dire reminder of home. A single lamp swung overhead. To be safe, it was a good distance from the sealed cases of acor, which in turn kept the hold quite dark.

Skink lay shackled in place, knees pulled up against his chest. His bare feet twitched when Kanis knelt before him.

“I’m s-sorry, dilar. Please, f-forgive me.”

“That depends.”

“On what?” He swallowed.

“Why did you steal the acor? What were you going to do with it?”

Skink looked down, shoulders hunched. “Sell it.”

Kanis glanced at Yaev, who shrugged. It made no difference to his first mate. “Why?”

He opened his eyes, his bottom lip quivering. “I-I...for money, dilar.”

“I know, Skink. But we’re about to steal a lot of gold, jewels and silks from the richest city in the world. Even as cabin boy, your share of whatever we take could see you clear of never working another day for years. Why steal acor?”

“It’s not enough,” he said.

“Greedy whelp,” Yaev said.

“I didn’t take much. I need to make a lot of money back home. My father owes gold.” His eyes were wet. “I don’t even know how much. Mother told me I had to get some acor.”

Kanis raised an eyebrow. “Well, little Skink, I don’t know if I believe you.”

“Dilar, I would –”

“No need,” he interrupted. “I’ll think about your fate and when I return, we’ll talk again.”

He left the boy huddled in his chains and climbed the ladder back to the cabins, moving aft until he reached Atilus’ cabin door.

“You believe the boy?” Yaev asked.

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Let him sweat tonight. Tomorrow I’ll Bind him to me.”

“Him?”

“Don’t give me that – he’ll prove useful. Trust me, I always know.”

Yaev muttered beneath his breath.

Kanis grinned. “Have I been wrong before?”

“Yes.”

“Well, not recently, anyway.” He pushed the door open. A man lay on a narrow cot beneath a porthole, beyond which the dark sea toiled. His face was pale, even with the Anaskari tan, and sweat soaked rags on his temple. The room smelt of illness – closed up air, herbs and sweat.

Yaev opened the window, letting a blast of cold sea air in.

Atilus groaned.

“Atilus?”

The man turned his head, breathing hard. “Kanis you half-wit, I need a proper healer.” His accent was slight.

“No port for two weeks, perhaps more.”

“Then try something else,” he snapped.

“Why?”

His eyes blazed, partly in rage, partly from the fever, no doubt. He pointed at his own chest. “Because if I die, the proper use of the acor dies with me.”

Kanis narrowed his eyes. “What have you been holding back?”

“Enough.”

“Tell me.”

“When I am recovered.”

“Your own goals are at risk if our attack fails.”

“At risk, yes. But you will have nothing.”

Kanis swore. He was right, the bastard. But that didn’t mean a healer could be produced from the heavens. “I’ll check the other ships.”

“Good.” Atilus lay back and Kanis left the room, motioning for Yaev to lock the cabin behind them. 

“Damn him.”

“Do you believe him?”

Kanis shrugged. “We don’t have a choice, do we?”
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Seto rubbed at a spot of grime on the golden, gilded arm of his throne. Father had often let him sit on it as a child. A tiny step toward a typical preparation for a prince – preparation that not so long ago, he would have looked back on as pointless. No longer. Now he would be sitting on the throne often. And at the very least, he’d ensure it remained clean. 

His father’s unsmiling face loomed in memory. 

“So, Father, is this not a triumph? Your son – your only worthy son – is King.” King of two realms. One of deceit, and one of...deceit.

He snorted. How often Father came to mind, now when the clamouring of a thousand problems pummelled him. The shattered harbour, the poor tatters of the navy and the great, rotting intrusion of the Sea Beast. Near to two weeks since its breach and so little progress in harvesting its precious bones. 

“No greater commodity,” he whispered.

Footsteps approached. “Sire?”

He didn’t turn from the Swordfish banner; an orange splash against grey stone. “Yes?”

“Ah, Luik requests that you join him in the city jail at your earliest convenience.”

A Braonn page, dressed in yellow and grey, and beginning to sweat despite the cold hall, stood with arms at his side. Seto smiled. “Surely Luik didn’t use those actual words?”

“That is his request, Your Majesty.” A slight frown creased his smooth brow.

“Indeed.” He rose and descended from the dais. He still had to meet with the council an hour after daybreak, but there was time if he hurried. What now, Luik?

He waved to the boy. “Off you go, then.”

The lad swallowed as he bowed.

Seto swept through the corridors, the glittering trim on his robes catching dust as he slipped into the secret ways. How long before such freedom was denied? Already, the wet-nurses of the palace, or the council, if he was feeling generous, did their best to either curtail or at the very least, monitor his every move. How was he to run both his Kingdoms with worriers like Nemola underfoot all the time?

Seto slapped a hidden switch and crossed a corridor, its warmth rushing over his cheeks, then it was back into the darkness of the ways. Only twice since having the throne dumped in his lap, had he encountered Mascare in the passages, and each time, their challenge was answered with a royal response.

By the time he crossed beneath the walls and snuck into the cobblestone of the Second Tier, sweat had formed at his temples, even in the cool of morning. He exhaled and rolled up his sleeves. Most unbecoming. Dawn light softened the hard edges of the buildings, their upper storeys casting deep shadows. His footfalls echoed on the cobbles of the empty street and from afar came the crash of waves, a gentlemanly rhythm.

He passed two women drawing water from a well, their discussion hushed, arms straining. He nodded to them as he passed.

Anaskar City Prison was a squat building. Well-fortified, its heavy doors possessed twin steel bands and thick bars on the windows. He rapped on the door. A hatch soon opened and a face bearing a faded bruise blinked at him.

“Your Majesty?”

“I certainly am. Now do open up.”

The door swung wide and Seto swept in. “Where is Luik?”

“The big guy, My Lord?”

He sighed. “Yes, the big guy.”

“Bottom floor. It’s –”

“I know the way, thank you.” He held out his hand.

“My Liege?”

“The key, my dear fellow. The key.”

The Jailor fumbled at his belt, eventually handing the ring over. Seto took it and opened the first door. Immediately beyond, he turned down a set of steps and then a second, and after unlocking another door, a third. He wrinkled his nose at the bottom. Prisons. All the same. Dead sweat, bad hay and human waste.

Seto strode toward a pair of figures at an open cell near the end of a row. He ignored the rather unimaginative calls from the inhabitants, and stopped before two guards. One gaped and the other combined a bow with frantic brushing at his silver and blue uniform. Comical.

“That will be all, gentlemen.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” they chimed as they left.

Luik stood within the open cell, his nasty-looking mace belted over a dark tunic. “Glad you’re here, Seto. Fancy robe you’ve got there.”

“Never mind that. And why am I here exactly, Luik? This lump?” He gestured to the occupant, who lay in a heap on the floor. “You know I’ve had to leave off preparing for a meeting to come here.”

“You seem heartbroken.”

Seto grinned. “Well?”

“You won’t believe me, so I’ll let you look. Just remember, doesn’t make sense. I figured that much out already.”

Seto bent by the body. A familiar face, covered in grime and twisted into a mask of death, stared up at him.

Vinezi.

He sucked in a breath. “Impossible.”

“I thought so too.”

Seto prodded the body with his toe. Soft. And the smell another clue – enough to know the prisoner had been dead for some time. Weeks. There was no way the corpse before him could have set off the explosion at the Iron Pig, let alone attacked the palace. 

“See his neck?”

Seto’s brows drew together. Vinezi still wore the blindfold from the interrogation, it had fallen down around his throat. “By all the Ocean Gods.”

“There’s more.”

“I couldn’t be more surprised, Luik.”

He pulled up Vinezi’s pant cuff. “Someone cut his foot off.” Only a festering stub remained.

Seto raised an eyebrow. “I retract my earlier claim. Who cut him?”

Luik sighed. “I’ll be back.”

Seto bent down to address the corpse. “Dead all along it seems. Then who was your friend? A brother?” He rose, meeting Luik and one of the jailors outside.

Luik gestured. “This is Adilo, Your Majesty.”

“Who visited the prisoner, Adilo?”

He swallowed. “It was weeks ago now, Sire, but one of the masks, ah, Mascare-is, well, he came in and said he wanted ‘the big prisoner’ that was just put in.” He spread his hands. “We took the mask, but when we got to the cell, the prisoner wasn’t in good shape.”

“Continue.”

“He was dead, Sire. I’d say whoever dropped him off had worked him over, broken something inside. Anyway, the mask screamed at us, as if it were our fault, then demanded an axe. Took a bit, but we found one.” Adilo scratched at his cheek. “Well, I don’t really understand the point of what happened next. But I won’t never forget it-is. He took the axe and chopped the fellow’s foot right off. Snatched it up and told us to move the body down here-is, and not to disturb it until he returned. We’ve been waiting since. Only sent word because of the smell.”

What madness was afoot? Seto almost smiled at his own joke. Instead, he saved it for the guard. “You did the right thing, Adilo. Know that I am pleased. Return to your post now.”

He bowed and scurried off. 

“What’s happening, Seto?” Luik’s voice was a little unsteady.

“This man died some weeks ago.”

“Right after Flir and I dumped him here by the looks of things.”

“And then, he did not escape as we assumed – as we witnessed – but instead, has lain in this corner of the prison ever since?”

“Doesn’t seem real.” Luik shook his head. “And then some mask comes and hacks off a foot? Imposter?”

“Baffling but it would appear so. Arrange to have the body taken to the palace.”

“Seto?”

“I will investigate this further. I’ve no idea what it could mean. But we have to accept that there may be two of Vinezi out there.”

“Twins? Or brothers?”

Seto shrugged. “Possibly.” It wasn’t something that could be solved right away. The pit of dark stone and human refuse was not the venue either. “It’s more likely that this body, whoever he was, was no more than a ploy.”

“Doesn’t explain why he’s missing a foot.”

“Nothing does.” He pointed toward the entrance. “Have anyone who has been on guard duty since his arrival report to the palace. Then go find Flir.”

“Yes, Seto.”
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Sofia pulled her mount to a halt, calling for Notch. She rubbed her mare’s neck, leaning over to murmur in the horse’s ear. Notch turned his own horse. Beneath shadows of the treeline his face was creased with worry and his beard had grown heavier.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She glanced over her shoulder. “I just...” A week had already passed and they were only now reaching the Bloodwood, how could they catch up? And how could she turn her back on Anaskar, on her city? From her position on the edge of the Bloodwood, in the middle of the once-paved road, the city was lost beyond the horizon but it would still be perched on the black coast, its walls rebuffing the distant sea. She sighed. Damned either way. Seto would be furious; not that the old man needed her, just her bone masks. But then, he couldn’t use Osani anyway. 

And only she could use Argeon. 

“Is this the right choice?”

Notch rested his hands on the pommel. “We can turn back.”

She said nothing, running a hand over the saddlebag where both Argeon and Osani sat. Were they talking to each other even now, as Tantos claimed they could? Or was it another diversion, a half-truth? Gods, it wasn’t as though she could trust her brother. Had he lied about Father? Or worse, had he told the truth? 

“Sofia?”

“No. I’m just being...I don’t know. Maybe it’s selfish.” Did he think she was selfish too? His face gave nothing away. She adjusted her cloak in the cold. The crimson robes of the Mascare were packed away, for now Notch believed it best to appear as simple travellers. “But I need to know the truth about Father.” 

He hesitated. “Seto will understand your choice, Sofia.”

“Hmmm.” Would he? Would anyone back in the city? Pietta? Or Emilio? How could she explain it to them, especially with the city under threat? The Masks were meant to protect Anaskar. “I doubt that.”

“You might be surprised.”

“You’re not much of a liar, are you, Notch?”

He chuckled. “I guess not. Well, either way, he’ll manage. We should keep moving.”

Sofia exhaled and pulled her horse into line behind Notch. The Bloodwood closed around them as long branches spread over the road; big, broad leaves rustling in the breeze where it danced across the treetops. Sofia reached for one but paused. Notch assured her stories about the Bloodwood were lies, that the trees didn’t suck the blood of unwary travellers, but perhaps there was another reason for the name. She tugged at a leaf as they passed a low branch. It came free with a tiny pop.

Red veins ran through the green leaf, ending in a blush at the tip. She shuddered. Blood followed her still. Splashing over her hands as she drove the blade into Oson’s stomach. Spreading across the Mascare’s back in the Carver’s room. Staining the carpet in her father’s study. 

“Sofia.” Notch had stopped beside her. “The deeper we go, the more careful you should be.”

“With the trees?”

“The Braonn are very attached to the forest. Some consider it a grave insult to raise a hand against a tree.”

Sofia nodded slowly. History lessons with Father. “As their Gods, Tira and Areth ask.”

“Right. Protectors of the forests.”

They rode on. So much of the wood appeared similar to what had come before. “Have you seen any sign yet?”

He shook his head. “That’d be pushing the limits of our luck. Weeks have passed since he’d have come this way. If he did.”

She frowned. “This is hardly a good time to start having doubts.”

“I’m only saying he might not have taken the Southern Road into the Bloodwood. There are other trails.”

“He was being pursued; wouldn’t he take the path of least resistance?”

“You know Danillo best. What do you think?”

“He’d make it difficult. He’d go deep. He wouldn’t stay on the main road long.”

“We’ll find something.” Notch said, nudging his horse back into motion. The clomp of hooves was dulled by a thick loam coating the road. “There’s a settlement where we can ask. Demarc. We’ll reach it by noon.”

The morning wore on. Notch set a steady pace, not overtaxing their mounts. They stopped twice, once to eat travel rations and once to let a Braonn cart pass. Two men crowded the driver’s seat. The Anaskari man inclined his head, but the driver glared, his pale skin covered in bruises. In the back rode four Braonn children, already dressed in palace livery. Wide eyes stared from sombre faces, though one, a girl, waved at Sofia. Indentured, each of them.

She waved back.

Beside the children were a pair of heavily armed Braonn. Bigger than the driver, they reminded her of Luik. Bows were slung across their shoulders and each carried long knives belted over green tunics.

“Heading for the Palace,” was all Notch said. 

Sofia didn’t speak again until the trees thinned ahead. A dozen low-rooved buildings of log and thatch appeared. The homes surrounded a dirt square with a single well. One building, much larger than others, boasted a stable. Not much else seemed of note. Both Braonn and Anaskari folk mingled before the buildings, some offering a greeting to Notch as he dismounted before the building that must have been Demarc’s inn.

“It’s smaller than I expected,” she whispered, removing her cloak and fastening it to her saddle. Beneath the leaves it wasn’t exactly hot, the winter sun being smothered by green, but nor was the day cool. Or she was simply nervous. She hesitated over the masks. No-one could use them, and she wasn’t going far. They would be safe.

“It’s a stopping point really,” Notch said. “We’ll reach a larger, older village tomorrow.”

She trailed him to the door, which he pushed open, entered and closed gently. “Doors are rarely slammed in the wood,” he told her. “It’s how they honour the trees from which they were made.”

“Truly?”

Notch didn’t answer, instead moving across the crowded room. The inn, such as it was, had curved seats with a long bar, though most people stood around tall tables with circular tops. Anaskari traders in their blues, yellows and oranges and even a few Shields from the city, mingled with paler Braonn, their blue eyes striking in large groups. Everywhere she turned, another face with clear blue eyes. Some were even green.

Instead of tension, the murmur of purposeful conversation filled the room. Expressions were calm, or if animated, it was with interest, even excitement. Trade – how swiftly it connected people.

She glanced back through a window at the horses. Both appeared safe.

Notch stopped before an old man drinking alone. He leant against one of the odd, tall tables. His hair was yellow but his face lined, as if every part of him had aged except his hair.

He blinked at first, then put his drink down with a smile. “Notch, what brings you to the thins of Demarc?” His accent was light.

Their hands met in a warrior’s grip. “We’re searching.” He introduced Sofia. “Gelehn here is one of the best hunters in the Bloodwood, though he’s far from his part of the forest.”

“As folks here on the fringes are quick to remind me,” he grumbled. He raised an eyebrow. “And what do you mean, ‘one of’?”

“Fine. The best.”

“Better.” He winked at Sofia. “How’d you get mixed up with Notch then?”

She laughed. “He seems a man of his word.”

“That he is, girl.” To Notch he said, “And what are you searching for here in the Wiraced?”

“A Mascare who fled the city. He’s an imposter and we’ve been given the job of recapturing him. He would have passed this way some weeks ago.”

Gelehn shook his head. “That I can’t help you with. Haven’t been here long, but I know someone who might have heard something – nothing gets by Pan.”

“I’d hoped you would.”

Sofia brightened. Notch was quicker than she gave him credit for, already they had something to go on. Good. Every clue, every advantage was vital. They followed Gelehn from the tavern and crossed the dirt to one of the smaller buildings, built up against the tree line. Beyond the screen of trunks a man toiled in a large, enclosed garden of dappled light. When he saw them the thin man straightened and wiped sweat from his brow. A dark streak of dirt was left behind.

Gelehn stepped over the low stone fence, switching to Braonn. “Pan, can you help us today?”

The farmer drove a hoe into the turned earth. “Might be, Gelehn. Who are your city friends?”

“This is Notch and Sofia. They’re chasing a fugitive from Anaskar.”

The man’s eyes widened. “In a red robe? One of them Mask-fellows?”

“Yes. Did you see him?” Sofia asked.

“I did. He damn near smashed through my fence, he did.” The man waved to a corner of the garden, its fencing newly tied. “Hope you have better luck than them others.”

Sofia straightened. “Others?”

“I’ll show you.” Pan took them to the fence, which he stepped over carefully with some show, as if to school them, and to a small clearing beyond a fallen trunk covered in moss. He pointed to a great heap of white ashes and burnt log endings. “There.” Within, hints of blackened steel poked through the ash, and something that might have been a skull. She looked away. It could have been Father in there.

“You burnt them?” Notch asked. His Braonn was passable but the farmer followed.

“After the fellow that was running burst my fence, he stopped here and killed them that was following him. He took off again, and more Shields and another Mask came through Demarc later, but by then, we’d already burnt the bodies. Bad luck to just leave them.”

Sofia turned to Pan as Notch knelt by the ashes. “But he was well, the man being chased?”

Pan pursed his lips. “Well, he looked tired but made short work of that lot.” He pointed.

Notch stood. “When was this, Pan?”

“Weeks back now. I’d just put the potatoes into the ground.”

Gelehn thanked the farmer and led them back to their mounts. “This Mascare you’re chasing, he sounds dangerous. At least, more than usual. Sure just the two of you are up to it, Notch?”

“Don’t worry about us, Gelehn. Sofia has hidden talents and I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

He chuckled. “Well, good luck to you both. I’ve work of my own to be about. Be safe, Notch.”

“And you, Gelehn.”

The old man strode off and Sofia caught her saddle. A wave of dizziness stopped her words. Sweat had built up beneath her clothing.

Notch reached out. “The withdrawals?”

Her vision had grown foggy. She closed her eyes a moment and it passed. “I think so.”

“Can you stand?”

“Yes. I’ll put Osani on again later, when we’re out of sight.” She clenched her teeth. Damn you, brother. “It’ll pass.”

“Why don’t you wait here while I top up our supplies?”

Sofia murmured assent as she checked on the masks. How frequent the attacks had become. She’d used what little medicine Mayla had been able to provide mere days out of Anaskar. Only wearing Osani put a stop to the fever and side effects. Argeon would too...but how much of Tantos was in the mask now? No. Better to leave it in her bag, hidden away. Not that Osani was much better. If Argeon had been difficult to communicate with, Osani simply refused to acknowledge her.

But he protected her from the lenasi cravings at least. Better, from the pain too.

And at least they’d finally had word of Father.

“Ready?” Notch was stuffing flasks and packages into his saddlebags. How long had she stood by the horses?

“Ready.” She mounted up. “Where to now?”

“To Irihs.” He kicked his horse into a trot, leading them deeper along the leaf-strewn trail. “I’ll bet my sword that your father passed by, maybe even through. He’d need supplies, possibly medicine if he was wounded. Even a small cut can sometimes turn into a problem if not tended.”

“Think we’ll be lucky there too?”

“The Braonn know their forest, Sofia. Someone will help us.” A slight frown crossed his brow.

“Notch?”

“Folks in Ihris might not be as welcoming as they were here. Resentment lingers.”

“So we’re going to be in danger.”

“No more than on any other day of your life.”

“I’m looking for something more specific than philosophy right now.”

He grinned. “Sorry. Just keep a closer eye on those masks perhaps, and leave the talking to me.”

“Fine, but I speak better Braonn than you.”

“That’s a relief.”

“What is?”

“To spend time with someone so refined in manner.”

“But it’s true, Notch. And I have a larger vocabulary.”

He laughed. “Well, leave the sword play to me at least. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”
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The council wore near identical looks of shock at his robes, the hems covered in webs and dust of the ways and filth from the prison. Seto bit his tongue to keep from sighing as he paced before the fire, its warmth soothing his bones. They weren’t listening; that old busybody Nemola was the worst. The man’s eyes tracked every swish of Seto’s robe from where the advisor sat at the grand table, its polished surface catching the firelight.

Seto stopped before a painting – one of many that towered over him from the walls. Menfolk of the Sword-Fish line. This man, dressed in full armour and his dark eyes brooding, was all-too familiar, especially for someone Seto so rarely thought of before taking the throne.

Father.

Seto spoke without turning. “Nemola, my robe isn’t going anywhere.”

The councillor cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, I –”

He waved a hand as he returned to his seat. “No matter, Nem, old boy. What matters is that we return our focus to the future. Or rather, the present. I need reports, after which Flir ought to have arrived to update us on remaining acor deposits in the city and the palace.” 

The council exchanged glances. So similar, robes trimmed in royal orange, faces lined, brows furrowed. More than one member swallowed. Only Brunetti appeared unperturbed – an ex-soldier, he was used to such tension. And living in the palace had its share of tense moments, now that any portion of it could explode. Not only were the poor fools adjusting to the new order – a much more efficient order if the truth were known – but they had to live in constant fear. Tempers frayed as easily as the cheapest, dockside linen.

Even Captain Holindo was not immune to the tension. He barely acknowledged Solicci whenever the two shared a room. But then, perhaps that was no surprise, after what Solicci had been part of. The Captain’s shock at Solicci and Cera’s scheming had been genuine as far as Seto was concerned. Surprising too. 

The scarred Captain spoke first. “King Oseto, I regret to report little progress in tracking down Vinezi. Early this morning we captured one of his lackeys, but the man died from his wounds. The good news is that we believe Vinezi has not left the Second Tier yet.”

Seto tapped the arm of his chair. No need to immediately share what Luik had discovered. “You found nothing on his body?”

He shook his head.

“And word from Wayrn?”

“Returned to his search for trails beneath the city.”

Seto turned to Solicci. The man had lost weight since his brief interrogation and release, his cheeks sinking and his nose becoming an even sharper hook. Seto had him watched constantly of course. So too the man’s nephew, who’d replaced Sol as head of House Cavallo, but so far, Solicci had proven a useful administrator and interim head of the Mascare. The man’s outrage at Tantos’ false Mascare had seemed genuine too. Was he trustworthy? He was certainly useful. Seto had mined the traitor for insights into the subtler relationships in the palace as much as he had any other man in the room.

“No word on the whereabouts of either Danillo or Sofia Falco, nor Captain Medoro. Not from my earlier party, nor from Captain Emilio. It has nearly been two weeks, I doubt we will catch up to them. Maybe if Emilio had left the same day...”

“We had to search the city too,” Holindo added, not quite addressing the man, but rather the space between Solicci and Seto.

“Of course, Captain.”

Seto exhaled slowly. To avoid thinking on Notch and Sofia, and the masks...it took some effort. He’d been doing well up to that point. Inevitable, really. Those two...they’d have to talk fast indeed when they returned. Or better, were dragged back. 

Possibly in chains. “Send more men.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Next was General Tadeo. Hailing from the edge of the Bloodwood, the man’s partial Braonn heritage found him exiled by Otonos until Seto ordered him back from the Far Islands. His brother had many failings, chief among them an inability to recognise – and make good use of – talent. “Tadeo? News from the eastern seas?”

“No big storms as yet, but it was a comfort to have your Storm Singer along, Your Majesty.”

Abrensi inclined his head, a half-smile on his face. That one bore watching. Ever since Abrensi ‘saved the city’ he’d been enjoying his new-found fame a little too much. But then, Abrensi had been the same, even before Father ‘put him out of sight.’ For an undisclosed reason at that. How reliable was Abrensi truly?

Seto accepted a drink from a servant. “Then you both feel that the sea is not impassable yet? You saw no ships from Renovar?”

“Hard to say. But we saw no such ships.”

Abrensi clicked his tongue. “If the weather worsens quickly, the invasion may not eventuate.”

Holindo crossed his arms. “There’s no guarantee of that – we may have as little as a week to finalise the city’s defences.”

Seto frowned into his fire-lemon. “And I find myself unconvinced yet.”

“Sire?” Solicci asked.

“Again, I feel Renovar has nothing to gain by invading, and everything to lose. None of our investigations have borne fruit yet. Our envoy will not send word back for weeks, and that is only if they survive the seas. I fear we do not have all the pieces.”

“Doubtless not. But we cannot fail in our preparations.”

“Certainly.” He tented his fingers. “I will see Ambassador Lallor again.”

A page appeared. He cleared his throat, glancing at the assembled dignitaries. “Your Majesty, Luik and Flir have returned.”

“See them in,” Seto said.

Flir strode into the room, dressed in her street clothes, face smudged and hands filthy. Luik appeared somewhat cleaner, having taken the trouble to wipe his face it seemed.

“Well, we found another one.” Flir slumped into a chair. “Every time I think we’ve found the last, there’s another. It’s beyond dozens now.” Seto schooled his features. Some of the council, especially Nemola, had yet to grow accustomed to Flir’s casual attitude. It was a blessing, really, no-where else in the palace could he get such directness.

“And it is neutralised?”

“Drowned it. The powder’s useless now.”

Luik nodded. “We tested it after, like the others and it wouldn’t catch. Pevin was right again.”

Flir sighed at mention of Pevin, but continued. “This one was by the First Tier wall. We should have been more thorough there.”

“I will put people on it immediately,” Seto said.

Solicci leant forward. “I still wonder why there have been no more explosions. If Pevin is correct, and more deposits exist, why not explode them?”

“They’re waiting for numbers and co-ordination?” Holindo said.

Seto took another drink. “That’s what I believe. Vinezi is scrambling to gather more recruits and cannot act as he wishes.”

“Or they’re waiting for the invasion, to have a simultaneous strike,” Flir said. “That’s how I’d do it.”

Silence fell over the council room. Seto stood, pacing by the fire again. She was correct. He should have seen it himself, but with so much on his plate, a buffet of troubles, really, he was half-blind. “Certainly we will address that too.” Seto paused. “I think that will be all for today’s meeting.”

Nemola rose halfway in his seat. “But Your Majesty, the matter of the deposits in the palace remains.”

Captain Holindo added his own voice. “And the corpse of the Sea Beast.”

Seto nodded. “Captain, remain with me. Councillors, I appreciate your time but that will be all. Nemola, we search the palace periodically, as you know.”

The men filed out, Solicci bowing deepest. Neither Flir nor Luik moved, seated near the Captain. “To my rooms.” Seto strode into the corridor without waiting to see if they followed. The Queen’s Harper was in need of attention too. The palace would swallow him if he let it. Too many people depending on him – as the Water Rat – to let that happen. “And I won’t have it,” he muttered beneath his breath.

Seto passed tall statues of the Ocean Gods, their oft-times aggressive poses a stark reminder of Anaskari history. A bloody one, but then, what nation wasn’t steeped in blood? Seto murmured a greeting to the group of Shields at his chamber door and wove through a gaudy room of orange and silver to a large sitting chamber. Three chairs surrounded a small table, its bone inlay depicting ships cresting waves.

He lowered himself into the deepest chair, stretching his legs out on a footrest. Behind him, a low fire crackled from a hearth. 

“Where are you, Seto?” It was Flir, from another room.

Captain Holindo cleared his throat. “King Oseto, My Lady.”

“Thanks, but I’m hardly a Lady, Holindo.”

Luik’s head poked around the door. “In here,” he called over his shoulder. The mercenary-turned-chef took a chair. Flir was next, slipping into the final chair, leaving Holindo to stand. He glanced at the seating arrangement, but said nothing. Seto noted Flir and Luik grinning at one another.

“I am considering taking one other into our confidence,” Seto announced.

Flir rested her feet on the table’s crossbeam. “In regards to harvesting the Beast?”

“Sire, I hope it is not Solicci you are considering.”

“No, Captain. I am watching that one.”

“It still galls me. Had I known what Cera and he were up to –” he began.

Seto held up a hand. “You have established your trustworthiness, my good man.”

He bowed.

“Who then?” Luik asked.

“Lavinia.”

“A logical choice.”

Seto tented his fingers. “Indeed. I believe she can offer insights on the Beast. I remember some considerable lore had been gathered by her father. The Storm Singers have a long history with the Beast that we ought to draw upon.”

“Sounds good,” Luik said.

Flir shook her head. “Only if she keeps her secrets.”

“What do you mean?” Luik asked.

“Abrensi. I don’t know about him.”

Seto murmured his agreement. “I may visit him first. Assess him.”

“My Liege?”

“Yes, Holindo?”

“Can I offer a suggestion? I know it’s not my place to do so.”

“Do so, please.”

“Demand to see the Storm Singer’s knowledge. You are, after all, King,” he rasped. “It is your right.” 

Seto gave a rueful smile. “So it is. But I wish to make allies, rather than resentful subjects.”

“Of course, sire.”

“And how goes the management of the corpse?”

“There have been no more attacks but the stench is horrific. The people protest and there have been two riots in the last week. I’ve tripled the Vigil, and boosted the presence of Mascare and Shield.” He paused to drink from a glass on the table when his voice became strained. “Tensions are high. I fear there is risk of disease. It has to be controlled and I’m speaking with the healers and priests about how to do it.”

“Good. And the actual harvesting?”

“The work is difficult and slow. We lost another man to the poison.”

“That’s ten so far,” Luik said quietly.

Seto frowned. One was too many, but the beast was both too dangerous and too valuable. It had to be harvested. And kept out of unsavoury hands. “And the bones we have freed?”

“The first quarter of the beast has yielded well over a dozen wagon loads, all stored beneath the palace as requested.”

“Very well. What else do you require?”

“I have a report in my quarters, should I find it, Sire?”

“Yes.”

Holindo slipped from the room and Seto straightened on the chair. “Luik, have you filled Flir in on our discovery?”

“I have. She wanted to see for herself.”

“It’s him.”

“I know, Flir. What I wish to know, is what it means. The man you deposited at the jail is the same man I captured, the same one I saw in the palace, the same man Notch saw outside the inn and also the man Luik followed from the explosion in the market. At most of those appearances, he would have been dead.”

She threw up her hands. “He’s a ghost.”

“A twin, Seto,” Luik said. “A brother with a close resemblance.”

He sighed. “And I favour a fake, a decoy. Either way, we need to find Vinezi, or whoever he is, soon. I don’t want another explosion.” 

“Any ideas?”

“Yes. One I should have implemented weeks ago. I blame myself of course, I shouldn’t have let the palace take up so much of my attention. I honestly felt Luik would find him,” he held up a hand at Luik’s expression, “by which I mean, that Vinezi wouldn’t have been so crafty. We had him beaten and his network smashed. I should have immediately engaged the people of the street through my own contacts.”

“How much could you cover?”

Seto considered it. “The whole of the Lower Tier and good portions of the Second.”

“Really?” Flir said.

“I don’t mean I have so many men, you know that. Rather, I could place someone or contact informants and exploit relationships, and have eyes where we need them. It would be a complete mobilisation, to the detriment of other...projects, but I suspect we have no choice.”

“Off to the inn then?” Luik said.

“Indeed.”
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Sofia shivered beneath Osani as the forest closed around her. Woody scents mixed with the faint rot of loam stirred by hooves. Notch led his own horse through the trees, finding a thin path in the dying light. She patted her mare’s neck, keeping close behind.

The trickle of water over stone grew. “How did you know where it was?” she asked.

Notch didn’t turn. “I’ve travelled the Bloodwood several times, remember.”

“And when will we reach Irihs?”

He stopped at the edge of the small stream. It cut deep into the earth, running clear over stone. His mount bent her head to drink. “Before noon tomorrow. Earlier if we push on, but I think we should camp here.”

Her own horse drank. “Here? We should keep going a little further, shouldn’t we?” In the failing light, with only a blush of colour in the distance through the western tree line and Notch’s face a pale blur, there seemed little to recommend it as a site, aside from the stream.

“We have water and space here. And we’re not visible from the road.” He picketed his mount to a tree. The harness jingled in the evening hush. “I know you want to hurry, but by now, anything that has happened to your father has already happened.”

Sofia swallowed. He was right, but it didn’t change anything. Father still needed her. “That’s not reassuring, Notch.”

“I know, I’m sorry. But it’s safer to travel by day. And we need to stay safe if we’re to help the Lord Protector.”

“Safe from what? Bandits?”

“They are rare here but other things too. Simpler ones. Like injuring a horse in the dark. And Seto would have sent people to round us up, you can bet on that.” He rubbed the horse’s neck. “And then there’s always the chance that some aggressive Braonn might take exception to our passage. I’d rather post a watch than stumble into something.”

“I know there’s going to be hostility, but are the Braonn truly likely to attack us?”

“I don’t know. The deeper we end up, the higher the risk. Not everyone in the south is happy with the remnants of our rule.”

“I know that.”

“But you haven’t seen it here. Without Luik or the caravan, there were places I might have been attacked or worse. It wasn’t so many years ago.”

“And my father?”

“He probably faced the same threats. I don’t know.”

“How far have you been into the wood?”

“To a section of the forest which conceals the First Tree. Luik took me to its borders, but not inside. No Anaskari are permitted inside its groves.”

“I hope we won’t have to travel so far.” She tied her own horse.

“Me too.” He said. “I’ll dig a fire pit – why don’t you find fuel. Fallen wood only,” he added.

Sofia hesitated.

“Make sure you get twigs and logs. Search the undergrowth for dry wood.” 

She nodded and moved between the trees in the dying light, reaching through the damp undergrowth to first collect twigs, then small branches and larger ones, holding them in the crook of her arm. Something rustled leaves in the distance and she flinched, losing a log. She snatched it up with a growl. Stupid. Afraid of the dark, Sofia?

Back in the camp she placed the pile beside Notch’s own. He looked up from where he knelt, tinderbox in hand.

“I don’t know, is this enough?” she said.

Notch chuckled. “It’s fine.”

“Stop that. How would I know?”

“Sorry.” He began arranging the kindling in a tent formation, twigs beneath sticks and the bigger branches atop. He struck the flint, sending sparks into the dark until a tongue of flame grew. He kept feeding twigs, some barely thicker than a hair, to the small blaze and eventually the fire took hold.

“There.” He stood, fetching a pan from the packs, which he rinsed in the stream before placing it beside her. Next he took a short bow and several arrows from where they were slung across the saddle. “How about rabbit? Or something with meat on its bones at least.”

She held her hands out to the fire. “Yes, please.”

Notch’s footsteps, light as they were, faded into the trees. She removed Osani to wipe at her face. It wasn’t long before she was blinking away a blurring of her vision. Her pulse had crept up again and a tremble snuck into her hands. She muttered a curse. Back already? The lenasi cravings barely gave her any respite. Damn Miandra and damn Tantos again. She replaced Osani.

Her head cleared.

The tremor in her limbs disappeared and air flowed through her lungs unimpeded.

But from the mask there was a great void of silence. Osani’s face, just as white and aged as Argeon’s once was, did not appear. And the only time she’d worn Argeon since, his blackened face remained white; whatever Tantos’ death did to the mask itself, did not impact the way it appeared in her mind. Even so, she hadn’t been able to keep it on. An image of Tantos had appeared with Argeon, so strong, so real. She’d snatched the Greatmask off and switched to Osani.

The Cavallo mask was a mystery. His presence, vast, lurked beyond a wall of some manner. As if she’d been blocked from truly seeing him. As her father had attuned Argeon to the Falco House, so obviously, had Solicci ensured none but a Cavallo might use Osani. 

But wearing Osani continued to banish the effects of lenasi withdrawal, and it wasn’t as if she knew how to use a Greatmask properly anyway. With a sigh she lay back, letting warmth from the fire set her boots to steaming while she waited for Notch.

“Sofia.”

She opened her eyes. Notch stood over her, holding out a bowl. She took it, blinking at the steaming food, accepting a spoon next.

“You fell asleep.”

Her head throbbed and her feet burned, but she raised the mask and spooned the hot meat and stew into her mouth nonetheless, pulling her feet in to cool. Rabbit. “Notch, this is pretty good.” She took another bite. The symptoms lurked, but while she ate, weren’t overpowering.

He laughed. “You’re just hungry.”

Sofia smiled around another mouthful. “So do you know anyone in Irihs?”

“Luik has a cousin there. If we cannot learn anything from the traders, we’ll find her.”

“Good.” She stood, collecting Osani and stretching her legs. “I can watch first, I’m wide awake now.”

“Good, I’m getting tired.” Notch scooped up a few more mouthfuls and unpacked his bedroll, laying it out after brushing sticks and stones from the ground. “Wake me when you get sleepy.”

She sat on a log, put her back to the fire and strained her ears. The darkness between pale tree trunks was still. Only the crackle of the flames and Notch’s breathing reached her. Osani was warm on her skin but distant. Again, she called to him without response. No doubt it would stay that way. 

Father, if only Argeon could reach you...She straightened on the log. Why couldn’t he? She’d never tried, but maybe there was a way? Idiot. She had one of the most powerful objects in the world and she hadn’t thought to use it?

Tantos or no, she had to try.

Sofia crept to her bags. Notch stirred but didn’t wake. She took Argeon back to her seat and paused. Would her brother be there again? Or was it only the echo of him she’d seen before? No more hesitation. Sofia raised the mask. In the void Argeon was quiet, not restless as she often expected. Nor did the mad drive of Tantos lurk within, only Argeon’s vast calm. How to explain what she wanted? Nothing she’d heard or read about the masks suggested they could be used for scrying, but she had to try.

Images.

Her father in his robe, pacing the study. His stern face smiling, eyes creased. His laugh – so rare, but so loud. His arms lifting her into a carriage, his voice calling to Mother. Next, the question, but what image represented searching?

A rich gold splashed across the void – and beyond it, some hint of her father.

“Father? Is that you?”

Who speaks? 

Was his voice deeper somehow? Sofia gripped her thighs. Had it worked? “Father, where are you – it’s Sofia.”

Young woman, I am not your father. Where are you – and what is wrong with your Novatura? The voice sounded agitated. 

“Novatura?”

A sigh. Yes. Are you even wearing it, or just touching it? Is that why your voice is so faint? I’m sending someone to –

Sofia tore the mask from her face with trembling hands. Who was out there? She stood, drew her knife and crept between the trees, placing each foot in a deliberate step. She completed a circuit of the camp, heart thumping. Nothing. Sofia turned back to the fire. Should she wake Notch? No, there was no-one out there. Let him sleep. She turned back to the dark. No light, no sounds, no irritated voices.

Just who had Argeon connected her with? She raised the mask. Whoever it was seemed far away. Surely she was in danger? She placed the cool bone against her face. Be sure, Sofia.

Into the void she spoke. “Are you there?”

No response.

She tried again, and received the same silence. Even Argeon barely flickered his attention to her.

By the time Notch was due for his shift, she’d almost dismissed the voice. But she told him as he drank from his flask. “It felt distant. I don’t think anyone is close, but it seems worth mentioning.”

“Could you tell anything about the voice? It wasn’t Argeon or the Old One?”

“No. There was an accent that I couldn’t place.” She shook her head. “Not even an accent. An inflection. I don’t know how to describe it.”

“Well, I’ll be watching.” He already had his sword drawn, resting it across his knees. “Get some sleep, Sofia.”

She prepared her own bedding and lay back.

***
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Ihris spread around its trees. Most buildings had space enough for a small family only – many appeared suited to a single person. They were squat, with thatched rooves and not one of them over a single storey. Vines and moss grew across the surface of the buildings but all were built of wood, which surely was hypocritical? To revere the woods yet cut them to make their homes? Maybe Luik could explain it.

There was no strict boundary to the town, it simply began with a home nestled between two broad oaks. Moss climbed the walls and a flowering plant grew over the doorway. A white petal fluttered to the ground as she rode by.

Most people, their clothing green, grey and brown to blend with the forest, moved between homes without giving Sofia even a glance. Many wore longbows and quivers, both women and men. One large man, chest bare, sweated as he heaved slate across the path ahead. 

Some of the Braonn however, cast unfriendly looks their way. One woman stood, arms folded, and watched them pass. Notch nodded to her but she did not respond.

“Chilly,” Sofia said.

“It’ll probably get worse.”

“Wonderful.” The Braonn continued to move from their homes to watch them pass. Muttering darkened some doorways. Several doors slammed and Sofia flinched. The significance of the action was not lost on Notch either, who tapped his horse’s flanks, moving into a fast walk.

Further along, they passed a young couple standing around a small garden plot beside a home. Inside a sapling had been planted, it’s broad leaf shot through with red veins. The young man’s expression was expectant. The woman smiled and took the man’s hand and he gave a cry of happiness.

“What was that?” Sofia asked once they’d passed.

“Part of an old Braonn courting ritual. She accepted him so they’ll care for the tree now, to symbolise their commitment to one another.”

More and more houses popped up, stretching back into the trees on all sides. There was no centralisation, just more houses, the mossy slope of their rooves making odd patterns.

“How do you find anything? A tailor, or somewhere for fletching?”

Notch pointed to a home with a man passing quivers to children. “Each family’s responsible for their own tools, clothes and weapons. For gathering food. The Braonn don’t buy much, they mostly barter with a neighbour.”

“Then who are the traders you mentioned?”

“At the edge of town there’s a Trade House where people get materials they cannot easily provide for themselves. Some steel items, some medicines, food for the few travellers who aren’t taken in to Braonn homes.”

“They do that?”

“That’s one of the reasons I know Luik has a cousin here – he’d stay here when he travelled.”

The Trade House was much larger than the other buildings. A wide bench rested across its front, where a smiling man stood, sleeves rolled up. He stopped smiling when they dismounted and approached. Behind him lay shelves of assorted items, many jars – some of which looked to be jam, along with weapons and even a few bolts of Anaskari silk. 

“What do you want?” His Anaskari was fair.

Notch answered in Braonn, stating their purpose then gesturing to Sofia.

She continued. “He would have come through some weeks prior, dressed as a Mascare, in red robes. He may not have worn a mask, but he would have sounded educated. He was a little older than my friend here and finally, he was being pursued. Others may have passed this way, close behind.”

The man worked his jaw a moment. “You know this is a Trade House, missy?”

“Of course.”

“Then I think it only fair that you offer something in exchange for information.”

Notch leaned in. “Then you saw him? He came here?”

“You know, Ihris could use another horse. We have few at the moment.”

Sofia blinked. Notch’s face was turning red and his lips made a white line. “A horse?”

The Trader folded his arms. “Yeah. A horse.”

Notch withdrew some Anaskari silver. “Three silver pennies.”

He shook his head. “Don’t want Anaskar coin. You know my terms.”

Sofia put a hand on Notch’s arm, which had begun to tremble. “Agreed. Take mine,” she said. “Now what do you know?”

He grinned at her. “I saw a man like you describe. He traded for food and headed toward Avaon.”

Sofia drew breath. “When?”

“Must be over a full turn of the moon.”

“And those who followed?”

“Three Masks, but none of your fancy Guards. They paid too.”

Sofia thanked him and joined Notch, who was already transferring supplies from her horse to his own, the stronger of the two. He handed the reins to the Trader. “Here.” Notch said. “The saddle is a gift for your generosity of spirit.”

The man gave a mock bow and led the horse away. Notch shook his head, switching to Anaskari. “That was robbery. We could have asked any other person in Ihris and found the same information.”

“Not the people I saw, Notch. And Father didn’t speak to them, he spoke to the Trader.”

He grunted. “Well, you can ride. I don’t want to overburden Swift now that she’s carrying everything.” Notch helped her mount up, then slung a pack over his shoulder. “At least we’re on the right path.”

She flicked the reins gently. “I hope so. We’re so far behind.”

Notch led them into the trees. “We’ll find him.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Ain fell back against cold stone of the palace dungeon, Schan close by.

In the dim light a slender arm stretched through the bars, long fingers still more than a foot from being able to touch him or Schan. 

“What does it want?” Schan breathed.

“The egg?”

Ain gaped as the creature’s skin changed colour to match the bar, and then the light inside the cell, blending the dark grey and grime. Its body was too broad to fit between the bars, but not by much. Ain inched away. The arm strained, clawing toward him.

Light burst into the cells.

The creature fell back, seeming to melt into a wall as a pair of guards approached, boots scraping on stone. One held a torch, the other chains. Both wore shiny breastplates and hard expressions. The one with chains motioned for Ain to turn around. A long scar crossed his throat. 

Ain glared at the man. 

The guard only repeated the motion.

Ain folded his arms. 

The Anaskari exchanged a few words. The one with the torch shrugged. Chain-man leant against the bars. “Do as I say,” he rasped. “The King wishes to speak with you. He didn’t specify what condition you were to be in. Cooperate.”

The man spoke Medah. And more than competently. Ain frowned. “Why would I trust an Anaskari dog?”

The guard growled. “Last chance.”

Ain snorted, then did as he was told. He exchanged a glance with Schan, who shrugged.

“Hands behind your back.” The key turned in the cell door as Ain complied. The guard continued. “Not your friend. Move across the cell, warrior. And no moving. Giovan likes to use his knife.”

Cold steel clapped over Ain’s hands with a clanking. Then he was jerked toward the door, pushed outside and marched down the hall. He twisted his neck. Schan watched from the cell. The older man mouthed the word “strength” and then Ain stumbled over the threshold and a door slammed shut. 

Had the creature followed? Or was it watching Schan? Wherever it lurked, Schan could take care of himself. Even locked in a cell.

His guards did not speak as they marched him along dim corridors of stone. Ain couldn’t stop a fresh bout of shivers. Damn the cold. Anaskar was a nightmare of chill and unforgiving stone. Outside was worse, the cutting wind.

And paths. 

A constant, hideous mess of them. Everywhere. From youngest whispers to the oldest thump of boots on stone from centuries past, the whole palace was littered with them. Their rumbling filled his head until it throbbed, assaulted by their persistent creeping from even the city below. Grinding his teeth, he was able to push it back for the most part but the pressure remained.

After twisting through a maze of dark corridors he found himself blinking in new light, as the guards stopped before a plain door and knocked. Ain flexed his hands while the guard waited, anything to distract from the paths.

“Come, Holindo.” 

Holindo opened the door and dragged Ain into warmth. An old man with silver hair sat in a rich room. Wooden chairs and the table, both set with some manner of bone, rested in the centre. On the table, strangest of all – most wasteful of all – were red flowers in a clear vase. Their stems drank deeply of water. 

Ain licked parched lips. He studied the silver-haired man. Black clothing, no distinction to it. He wore no jewels or obvious marks of status, but his authority was clear, even without the deferential pose of the guards.

“Thank you both.” The old man looked to Giovan. “Ensure we are not interrupted.”

The guard left without a word. Holindo stood beside the old man but did not take his eyes from Ain. No-one spoke. Sands. He wouldn’t indulge them. Let his captors speak first. Curiosity be damned. Just sit still and block out the paths.

“Welcome to Anaskar.” The old man’s Medah was perfect. “I wonder if it meets your expectations?”

“Not at all.”

He laughed. “Sometimes I must agree. But I am being ill-mannered. I haven’t introduced myself. I am King Oseto and I have brought you here to make you an offer.”

Ain narrowed his eyes. “You jest?”

“His Majesty does no such thing,” Holindo snapped.

The old man raised a hand. To Ain, he smiled, though it was predatory. “Indeed I do not. Now, Ain, Pathfinder of Cloud Oasis, would you like to hear my proposal? I trust the chatter of the paths is not too great here in the palace?”

“You know a lot about me, King Oseto.”

“Your name from conversations with your warrior, your skill set via your cloak and as I understand, it has been the responsibility of the Cloud to send Pathfinders on the Search for the last few decades.”

Ain smothered a spark of surprise. “You don’t expect me to be impressed, surely?”

“I expect you to be interested.” The King toyed with a petal. “Your skills as a Pathfinder are useful to me. It’s my hope that they’re worth your life. And Schan’s life. That is what I’m offering you. Help me locate what I seek, and you shall both be set free to return to your Oasis.”

Ain shook his head. “Your word is worth nothing. I hardly trust it, the word of a usurper.”

“Very well.” The King stood. “Back to your cell then.”

Holindo called for Giovan and the King walked to a second door, one built to resemble the wall. He passed beyond without a backward glance, and before Ain could react, he was hauled to his feet.

“Guess you like it down there,” Giovan snickered.

Ain gave no reply. For days now, ever since he’d been captured, he’d known his fate. They would execute him; a fitting reward for failure, perhaps. And all the time in the cell, staring at the steel door where the egg had been locked away, choking down bread and water, waiting for them to come, hope draining from his body like invisible blood, and suddenly the King of the devils offered him a chance to see Silaj again.

It had to be a lie. 
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Flir rubbed her temples with fingertips, turning from the calm man waiting in the sunlit street with a beatific smile. Why couldn’t he let it rest? “Pevin, can you at least stand a bit further away while you stare like that?”

He took a single step back. “Of course, dilar.”

Luik grinned at her.

“Don’t you laugh, Luik, or I’ll smack your fat head into the harbour.”

He glanced down the quiet street to the Lower Tier wall, as if to draw attention to the considerable distance, but said only, “Give him something to do.”

She turned to her follower. “Pevin, go find us some food, will you?”

“Certainly.” He turned with a nod, starting back up the cobbles toward the clamour of conversation from a market.

“Meet us at the Beast,” she called after him.

He turned to bow again, before quickening his step. Flir let her shoulders slump. If only he didn’t know. Or better yet, no-one knew. At least Luik, and Notch when he was around, never treated her differently. No dilar, just Flir. No ridiculous lies about the Goddess Mishalar, just Flir.

She started toward the harbour. “How do you think Notch and Sofia are doing?”

“I wouldn’t worry about them, Flir. Notch knows what he’s doing and Sofia has the Greatmasks.”

“You’re right I suppose. But I’ll admit, I wish I was with them.”

Luik gave a grunt.

Was he agreeing or not? She waved an arm at the tall buildings, mostly warehouses or large workshops and shipyards. “All this running around, looking for acor, maybe it’s a goose chase and there’s none left.”

“Sure of that?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Well, Vinezi’s still out there. Or his brother.”

“That’s just what we need, two Vinezis.”

“We’ve got a possible riot to break up at least.”

She cracked her knuckles. “Good.”

“Seto wants us to defuse trouble, Flir. Not start it.”

Flir shrugged.

The street fed into a busy thoroughfare. Women with baskets of silver-scaled fish and vegetables, men in overalls and the city Vigil all went about their business, but children, idle merchants and even a few nobles by their dress, paraded toward the corpse of the Sea Beast. They laughed and shouted as they bounced along.

One man was waving his hands and a dried fish-head charm swung from his neck. “You’ve never seen anything like it, Puco. They’re actually cutting it up-is, but it’s so big it’s taking forever.”

Puco’s bushy eyebrows rose. “I should have come home sooner. Reckon we could take a piece for luck?”

“We’ll ask when we get there,” the first man said, as the two passed by. 

Idiots. It wasn’t a novelty at a market. 

Flir let Luik make a path with his broad shoulders, rather than accidently flinging someone into a wall herself. Even so, it was slow going. “Seto needs to do something about this. Ban gawkers already.”

“Think they’d listen?” Luik said over his shoulder.

“Good point.” 

The watery sun fell behind a cloudbank and the street darkened a shade as the Sea Beast came into view, its black bulk towering over the street. It remained in the wreckage of the wall, but significant portions had been cut away over the weeks since its death. A rotten piece of fruit it was. Black and slime-covered on the outside; pinker flesh within. In places it still hung from the massive white rib bones. Scaffolding had been erected around the beast’s body and the Guard were tiny where they cut into the flesh.

Their spoils would be heading to two places. The flesh itself dumped in the harbour to disintegrate, as early on Seto discovered that the flesh would not burn under any flame. The precious bones, however, were placed in massive wagon beds and transported to the palace. As far as the populace knew, it was so the beast’s skeleton could be reassembled in the palace grounds. Flir smiled. It had to be one of Seto’s more brilliant deceptions – it so naturally fit his love of the grandiose.

The wind changed and the fetid stink of old fish ran through the crowd. Groans and curses went with it, and Flir spat. “No wonder there’s been rioting. I couldn’t live with this.”
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