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			Prologue – Cinder

			Cinder drew his borrowed horse, Flip, to a halt near the grand fissure.

			Afternoon light plummeted into a gorge cut deep in the earth. The dark opening spanned one edge of the overgrown highway to the other, disappearing within a sparse stand of trees. But it would not be impossible to detour the thing – simply use the plain to circle the fissure and be done with it, delay or no.

			A pale mist seemed to be climbing the dark walls, however – a threat? Strangely enough, the mist did seem to be keeping quite close to the earth.

			He dismounted, approaching at a cautious walk.

			So far, not a single arkedi had troubled him on the way, nor had he seen any of the Blood Cats... the calm before another storm, perhaps. On the other hand, sand-stalkers did not seem the kind of creatures to plan an ambush. And now, so close to freedom, stolen valuable at his waist, a horse, and even a few provisions in his saddlebag – Denuko’s saddlebag, really – was no time to blunder into danger.

			At the edge, he leant over to stare down into… more darkness. 

			No arkedi waiting below. 

			But the white mist was restless, moving without really going anywhere. The longer he stared, the more it seemed the mist was joined by a low, sweet humming. Did the sound align itself with the twirls? It could have been a human voice… or insects… or some great, gentle beast?

			Little about the fissure seemed related to the threat of the sand-stalkers, either.

			Finally, Cinder shrugged.

			Either way, it was time to resume his flight. The Inora did not seem to be under any threat from the gorge, nor the mist. The biggest danger it posed was for some unsuspecting traveller at night.

			Cinder strode back toward his horse.

			Something caught his foot.

			White tendrils of mist. They had slipped up from the very earth, wrapping his ankle – and rising! He fought to wrench his leg free. For all their supposed fragility, the tendrils were all too solid. Another joined the first, and then a third had his other leg.

			He cursed as it tugged him to the ground, heart thumping within his chest now.

			The knife!

			Cinder tore at the blade but even as he drew and slashed at the pale bindings, half a dozen replaced them, dragging him closer and closer to the gorge.

			“No!”

			But it was no use. The more he cut with the gleaming blade, the more mist appeared. Worse, the tendrils pulled at great speed now, only slowing when his hip smacked into a rock. He cried out, but it did not stop him; he only bounced closer to the fissure.

			By Aehtu, I can’t stop them!

			And then the earth fell away beneath him, sky receding as he plummeted, reaching hopelessly for the blue.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1. – Mei

			Mei paced the darkened garden while Sorcerer Onolse worked on a cure for the curse and its illness – requiring “not a single interruption” as he had to care for not only his apprentice, but Mamalo and Nata too.

			How much time would he need? Could he succeed at all? As capable as Onolse seemed, he didn’t have many answers about the curse… And what if I’m next?

			Mei lifted a hand to her brow. Too warm? And the sweat – was it left over from her flight from the ship? Or the same warning sign that eventually struck down the others? Probably just because I’m worrying. Not without cause, however. She glanced back toward the shopfront, where not so long ago Onolse had arranged for another sorcerer to check on Captain Minath. Which was also a risk.

			A cry echoed from the street – a shrill note. A child’s voice.

			Mei charged into the shop, twisting through the shelves, feet pounding across the floorboards. She yanked open the door and leapt outside.

			A figure of luminous sand stood within the street.

			Like the thing that attacked me and Jeniva!

			The creature flowed across the stones, leaving a glittering trail as it approached Onolse’s shop, elongated head swivelling. No scales filled its form, just more of the bright sand. Why was it different?

			Not important.

			Beyond, a child clung to her mother’s skirts, eyes wide. The woman stood still, staring up at the sky with rigid arms. And she wasn’t the only one; two more citizens were frozen in place, necks craned. 

			At the feet of one man, a broken bottle spilled dark liquid across the cobblestones – and up and down the street was the echo of footfalls as people fled.

			Are any of them alive?

			The glow brightened.

			“Stop!” Mei shouted at the thing.

			Its soft head twitched at her voice, but the creature did not slow – and why would it? Shouting won’t do anything, you fool. Mei gathered her power, drawing as much strength as she could, not stopping when her temples began to throb. 

			The sand-creature was too dangerous for anything less than a single, devastating blow.

			Shouts of shock echoed around her as yet more people became aware of the threat, but Mei held her ground even as her pulse raced. A little longer. Pain was spreading through her skull, darkness threatening the edges of her vision… but she had to be sure.

			The strange thing was so close, tiny sparks of gold visible – Mei released the power.

			Sand exploded.

			Glittering fragments shot across the street, twisting to hang in the air before floating down in tiny pieces or small clumps. Wherever they touched a surface, stone or timber, cloth or flesh, the sand winked out. Even the large patch at her feet was fading away to nothing.

			Mei lowered herself to one knee as exhaustion swept in, but she was still able to smile. It worked.

			“It certainly did.”

			A strong voice had spoken familiar words; ones she hadn’t heard since leaving Nokema. Mei lifted her head, blinking away the blurred edges.

			He’s Inora! The man was tall with grey hair and dark stubble on his cheeks, his eyes weary. He wore a black tunic beneath a pale cloak of plain cut, but no garments that would mark him as hailing from Nokema.

			Of course, he could not hide his pale complexion. Nor his power.

			The sense of a vast and furious strength was clear, tempered by… determination? Or was it regret? While she could not decide what it was exactly, one thing was very clear. This man was as strong – or perhaps stronger – than Iggy.

			“Who are you?”

			He extended a gloved hand, as if to help her up but Mei did not reach for it.

			A faint smile passed his lips. “Thorn.”

			She met his gaze, which was unwavering, and he did not elaborate. No-one from the village would name a child such a thing – all were derived from names of the parents, and theirs before. 

			“I do not recognise you,” she said. Which meant he was an Outcast or an Exile… or… was he perhaps actually from Senoja? Was it just her earring that made it seem like his Senoja words were familiar Nokema ones? That doesn’t seem quite right.

			“Nor should you, Meiaja.”

			Mei tried to gather what was left of her gift, but even the thought of striking out with her mind caused her to wilt.

			The man who called himself Thorn knelt beside her. “Stay conscious if you can, otherwise I will have to carry you.”

			But she could not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2. – Iggy

			The sun’s rays touched everything; they were absolutely and utterly everywhere.

			And all at once, too.

			Iggy had only to follow one brilliant thread to… anywhere, really. Far easier than he’d ever imagined, such was the power of the sun. When it rose, it covered the entire land, and so long as he did not aim for the shadows, he could arrive at a place within a blink.

			A place he had already visited, at least.

			Or, if the need is great enough, to the side of a person I know, thankfully.

			Which meant that, once he had a face, it would be time to check on Mei…

			So it was that he stumbled back through the hole he had made in the giant log, back into darkness where the Mistress of Obsidian waited, his bloody hand still clutching the box rescued from the Nasaru.

			And before he strode further, he turned, as if to see Rokura… You’d better be alive, old man.

			Iggy’s soft footfalls hit black tiles for a mere handful of paces before he stopped, where the enormous petal throne awaited, where the Mistress sat, legs crossed at the ankles as she smiled down at him.

			“I see your task was both simpler and more dangerous than I imagined.” Her deep voice filled the space, not quite a ‘sound’ as Mei had described them to him in the past, something difficult to understand, but somehow still comforting in its firmness.

			It was.

			“Your success is welcome, nevertheless.”

			Did you know the Nasaru had already retrieved it?

			“Only that they were close, which is why I asked you to intervene – whether that ended up being before or after it was freed from the shipwreck.”

			Just how powerful was she? You knew we were approaching?

			“I called to you from afar – with help from Nuka.”

			One hand drifted up to the tooth that hung upon a simple leather necklace he’d made. Maybe not a surprise, after all. 

			“Once you left the Valley, we were seeking you, Iggy.”

			We? You and Nuka.

			“Yes.”

			The Mistress did not elaborate, and Nuka remained silent, as so often she had in the past… unless it came to information about how he might reach the Mistress. That she had been happy to parcel out. 

			Iggy glanced down at the velvet box, somehow free of waterstains and decay, but not blood from where Edazol’s blade had cut his forearm. How will you use this to gain your freedom?

			Inside waited another being. Something like Nuka and the Mistress herself, that much was clear from the moment he held it, but what did that mean? Death and destruction, as Rokura feared?

			“Our freedom.”

			Iggy glanced up to her dark eyes. Who have I carried here?

			“My other sister. Come, if you wish for me to uphold my end of our bargain, lay them both before me.”

			He knelt to place the box near her feet, each of her toes larger than his whole palm, then opened the lid. It swung on smooth hinges to reveal a skeletal-hand, knuckle bones a bright, clean white.

			Next, Iggy removed the necklace where Nuka hung. 

			Itula will wake soon, Nuka said. Thank you, Iggy. You’re a clever boy. 

			He stepped back.

			The Mistress was changing; darkening upon her throne, shades draining until only grey remained. And upon the bed of now-brittle petals, a black ribcage… yet it was not giant, not even human-sized, but smaller.

			And the other bones were shrinking too!

			What is happening?

			Iggy received no answer, but the air shimmered above each item… wavering figures of light. Like flames – one pale, one grey and the other darker still – each appearing roughly human in shape.

			Their voices rang in his mind, as distinct as their flames. 

			Now this is freedom. And after so long trapped in a box, even a velvet box, I cannot quite believe just how lovely this feels. 

			The first voice came from the grey spirit; Itula sounded younger than the others.

			Nuka reached out and so did the Mistress, the shades joining in an embrace, joyous laughter echoing about the darkness.

			What about our saviour? Itula asked. Will he be enough?

			Of course, Nuka replied.

			Enough for what? Iggy focused on the Mistress. Are you planning to betray me, after all?

			She floated forward to envelope him – from without and within. As though she was pushing through his skin and tendons, hot against his very bones. The range of his awareness crumbled to nothing.

			Know that I have never broken a promise.

			Other shades joined her within his body, bringing cold and a stinging pain that charged along his veins, most viscous at the cut in his arm. Altogether, the assault on his senses was too much. It drove Iggy to his knees, a scream ringing within his mind.

			And then a pure hush replaced the chaos.

			He fell back, stretching out across the smooth tiles, chest heaving… a strange heaviness within his torso. A faint glow drew his attention. Three symbols were fading into his skin – a tooth, a hand, and ribcage. 

			The bones no longer rested before him.

			He sat upright.

			What did you do?

			In order to return to life – and to grant you a face as you desire – we have joined you.

			He slapped the tiles with both hands. It had been the Mistress, but her voice echoed from within his mind. You did not mention this!

			Yet it must be so. My power, combined with that of my sisters, is the only thing that will offer success.

			You lied. 

			No, she didn’t, sweet Iggy, Nuka said softly. It will take the four of us to drain Kaziuu, the Moon Father. Once we do that, we can live again and you will have a face. We promise.

			We promise. Itula, this time, and it seemed she could have been grinning. Trust us.

			No! You all need to leave.

			The Mistress sighed, impatience clear in her words. You must adapt. It cannot be undone until we face Kaziuu, in any event.

			Must I? He stood and stormed off toward the exit, yet for no other reason than to be able to stamp his feet, perhaps. Clearly, I have no choice.

			No, you do not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3. – Iggy

			According to the sisters, who could recede in and out of his consciousness at will, returning to Malkaha Marsh before nightfall had put him within fair distance of reaching first Senoja, and then the resting place of the mysterious Kaziuu.

			Or, at least a resting place for the one they called Moon Father.

			But as Iggy trudged along the barren edges of the marsh, feet sinking into the soft earth as often as not, something else weighed upon his mind. Something Nuka had revealed.

			Mei had travelled west.

			Mei had travelled west, thinking she was following him. 

			Still trying to protect me.

			He shook his head, both in regret and frustration. What a risk she’d taken! Yet, wasn’t it just like his own risk? Even so, if she followed, and was hurt or worse, then such a thing… it wasn’t right. I ran to ease your suffering, Mei, don’t you know that?

			But she could not answer, of course. And all Nuka had been able to reveal was that a young woman ‘just like him’ travelled the marsh and turned west, weeks ago now.

			The Mistress did not offer her own insights, nor did Itula, who was the most quiet of the three… or perhaps the most secretive. Only sometimes did they speak amongst themselves, their voices pleasant enough, but theirs was a language he could not fathom. That alone was unusual, since he never really had to understand languages so much as thoughts.

			And whenever they did converse, their words interfered with his thoughts.

			Sometimes, even his limbs…

			A test? Or accident?

			There was no-one he could ask. Not without alerting the sisters to the fact that he’d realised something was happening.

			When finally Iggy reached the banks of a stream, his strength holding up well enough under the fading sunlight, he dunked his head to drink. Cool water seeped through his skin and quenched his thirst.

			He sat back then, cross-legged upon the ground. Water dripped from his hair and onto his shoulders, down the front of his tunic too. It was not so wet that his clothing would need to be dried out, but lowering his chin to check did offer another reminder: change had not only occurred within his mind.

			The three markings were, for now, hidden beneath fabric – dark symbols somehow burnt into his skin without pain, three familiar shapes. One for each of you.

			They will not fade once our work is complete – but they are beautiful, are they not?

			He did not respond to what the Mistress had told him. Instead, his question was about Mei. Is Mei in danger right now?

			For the moment she is not.

			What does that mean?

			She is being deceived by the one she travels with, that much I can sense. Nuka? Itula?

			I can only agree.

			I see another from Nokema… older. Itula seemed troubled. 

			Is that all you can tell me? Where is she, exactly?

			Senoja.

			And then the sisters faded, becoming a mere hint of voices, or a vague impression of their shades. Iggy sighed as he crawled toward a thicket of trees bearing dark leaves, settling in to wrap himself within the old cloak Rokura had made for him.

			How long ago that seemed now. Yet it had been less than a day since he’d woken in their room, only to find Rokura gone, having to race to the man’s side at the wharves.

			You know, I helped you then. Itula did not sound angry, so much as proud. Without my call, you wouldn’t have woken in time.

			He did not thank her, did not respond at all.

			Let him sleep, sister.

			Of course.

			Nuka spoke last, her voice merely a whisper. We will watch over you, Iggy.

			***

			It was a long time before they spoke again.

			The next morning, the sisters gave him directions as he reached a swift river, crossing courtesy of an old bridge, but then nothing more until nightfall. Unlike before, he now collected bare, fragmentary impressions of the conversations they carried in their secret language, but nothing of use.

			Each day passed in a similar fashion as he drew closer to the border: he kept away from travellers, merchants and towns and villages alike, stopping of a night to conceal himself wherever possible, asking the sisters about Mei and learning little of her location. Asking sometimes of the Moon Father.

			The things Iggy did learn about Kaziuu’s plan to smother the land and people in bright sands, and the sky in endless darkness, those were bad enough, but just as troubling was what the sisters expected of him.

			Kaziuu would be confronted directly.

			Supposedly, the sisters would drain the Moon Father’s vast power but beyond that claim, they had nothing that resembled a strategy.

			Neither do you. The thought was his own, but it could have been spoken by Rokura. Well said. Would the man also have considered himself vindicated regarding his initial distrust of Nuka? To describe hosting three… ghosts… as unexpected was quite the understatement.

			But what had I thought would happen?

			Death, perhaps.

			Death had seemed the only certainty in the world beyond the Valley, and being buried had nearly proved his expectations. But he pushed the jumbled memories away – or was it more that they were simply too jagged? Too painful.

			A bitter spark had somehow helped him cling to life.

			To defiance.

			After being rescued, an actual desire came to the fore – to be made complete, to be given a face. But now he had to find Mei too, to be sure she was safe. Just like she tried to do for me.

			For who else would have followed after his Exile? No-one.

			More days passed in the tedium of travel and he pushed his body on, striking out beneath the blessings of sunlight, carrying water when he could not find a river or stream, guided by the sisters when it seemed he might not find more. Until finally, finally, he reached the feet of the Senoja mountains.

			Stone rose higher and darker than the Dalma Ranges, its sides covered in dark pine trees and narrower, greyer saplings he did not recognise. No hint of a mountain pass or cave system to travel beneath, just a wall. We’re too far from the border. There’s no pass.

			Leave that to us. The Mistress sounded as though she smiled, and she did not elaborate. She did murmur a few words to her sisters, once more speaking in their own tongue. It was tantalisingly familiar, but no matter how closely he listened, he could not fathom anything other than an immeasurable age to the words, a rightness to them.

			Iggy folded his arms. Keeping secrets from me while I carry you around is not appreciated.

			Patience, boy. We are going to carry you across the mountains, yet you complain?

			He flinched at the sharpness to her tone, Rokura’s stories of her wrath returning. And more, she seemed to be waiting for an apology.

			I’m sorry. I’m worried about Mei.

			Regarding your sister, there is little time to waste.

			Why?

			Kaziuu is close to waking and it seems she is an unwitting part of that – it is a matter of weeks or days, and we cannot wait while you cross the range by conventional means. There is, however, a cost you must pay.

			He straightened. Fine. What cost?

			Afterward, you will not be able to move. But you should survive. We are reasonably sure of that. And when you recover, you will be as strong as ever, in mind and body. 

			I should survive?

			Itula chuckled. You’re made of stronger stuff than you imagine.

			We are rarely incorrect, dear.

			That’s not comforting. Iggy strode from the mountains, feet stirring dust as he angled toward a small stand of trees. A fallen log waited at its edge, a suitable enough place to sit a moment, and perhaps even sun-bathe to restore some strength.

			But the moment he slumped down, the Mistress was urging him back to his feet – yet he did not rise. Not until he was given more answers. I need you to explain what will happen.

			It is not simple to describe. We will fly you across the mountains, for as long as your body can withstand straddling the line between corporeal and incorporeal. It is not so dissimilar to how you travel via the sun’s rays.

			But there is a difference that makes it dangerous, isn’t there?

			As forewarned, yes. The difference is that you will be passing through shadow, as we can. That will come at a cost to an Inora, especially one so powerful as you.

			I see. Despite her words, it was actually better to be given information for a change. At least that way, making a decision could be based on at least some small understanding of the risk. And it is the only way to reach Mei in time?

			No-one could traverse the range fast enough without either your power or ours.

			And it cannot happen until nightfall?

			Correct.

			He removed his tunic, then stretched out and closed his eyes, letting the sunlight sink into his skin; a welcome thing, a beautiful thing. Let me think, Mistress – at least until it grows dark.

			Of course.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4. – Mei

			Thorn introduced it as the City of Rope but its name was actually Kaarsi – a place within Senoja itself, a place several days across the border.

			At first, she had not believed her captor when he explained. 

			She’d woken to find herself tied across the saddle of his packhorse, every thud in the road sending a jolt through her skull. Mei had struggled to even put the world back together in her vision – the blue, green and sparkling white were all a blur.

			But Thorn had not untied her until entering what he called a ‘rainforest’. There, he dismounted and then helped Mei down and took her to a hunk of rock where it protruded from a wall of moss. Rich green leaves and huge fern trees stood everywhere, their fronds spreading to cast shade across the moss-covered road. A coolness filled the air – likely from the waterfalls that tumbled toward the city.

			“You are lying,” she’d said upon hearing his description of Kaarsi.

			Thorn only shrugged as he checked upon the horses, adjusting the straps beneath his saddle. “The City of Rope itself will change your mind soon enough.”

			She glared at his back. Was escape possible? Was I really exhausted, or did he keep me unconscious? I feel good, if not wonderful. No matter where they were, she could always run… at the right moment. For the sense of his power was unchanged. Like a hammer hurtling down – but one that never actually hits. It was an unspoken threat, so that when he faced her once more there was something in his gaze that suggested he knew she was thinking of escape, but considered it such an impossibility that he need not speak any warning.

			He hasn’t even taken Father’s blade.

			Who was Thorn? Nothing about him matches the description of Exiles I know about. Nor was he so old that no-one in the village would have spoken of him… He doesn’t look like the way I remember Dieg. She shivered. Nor did he appear anything like the monster Pedija, thankfully.

			His arrival directly after the sand-creature was clearly suspicious.

			Whatever his true identity, Thorn could not be allowed to continue to believe he held the upper hand at every turn – true or not.

			Mei had stood then, and strode back to the pack horse, where she climbed into the saddle, using the stirrup and holding the reins as Mamalo had taught her. Then, she stared down at Thorn. “Why have you brought me here?”

			A flicker of confusion crossed his face, before he answered. “I need a lure.”

			“A lure?” She frowned at him, in part to smother another shiver. “Why?”

			“In the city.”

			And though she asked again, he did not answer as he led them down the slope, accompanied by the soft roar of the waterfall, something that was only half-glimpsed via sparkling white through the leaves. 

			He did not bother to bind her, nor did he keep a close watch on the lead rope to her mount. Does he want me to try escaping? Just like being captured by Anyo, but still unlikely. And what did Thorn mean by lure? Is he trying to say… that I attract the sand-things? That doesn’t seem right either.

			She glanced over her shoulder to the shaded back-trail; an empty highway. Four days to the border… how nice to imagine that if she fled that way, Mamalo, Nilo and Nata would be there, following to rescue her.

			If they really have survived…

			Thorn’s voice sounded amused. “You can hardly see so far.”

			“What?”

			“You are looking over your shoulder, as if you could see all the way back to your friends,” he replied. “They might even have recovered; Onolse has a sterling reputation.”

			Mei did not answer. Is he reading my mind, or just my bearing? She did not speak again until they neared a valley floor, where the highway spread into a wide clearing – still paved – the ferns now so tall and wide that their bases were like dark, furry walls.

			There, Thorn dismounted and removed travel rations from his pack, offering her golden hard-bread and water. She dismounted herself this time, accepting the food and taking a bite… and the flavour bore traces of familiar spices. 

			“Where did you find this?” she asked, the words slipping out. Pajen-bread. Just like back home. Such a simple reminder of the village, but the comfort was heavy with bitterness.

			He continued to eat in silence.

			Her next bite had her gnashing her teeth a moment before taking a breath. Whether he liked it or not, she would pry something useful out of the man. “What was the thing I destroyed?”

			“A Grain of the Moon Father.”

			Few of the words in his response offered anything familiar. 

			He continued his explanation after noting her expression, which was obviously enough for him to expand. “The Grains have various names: Children, Pale-Walkers, Sand-Wraiths – choose as you see fit.”

			“That doesn’t tell me anything. What had they done to those people? Why did one attack me in the Valley, and in the street?”

			“Grains naturally seek out the strong ones. We are targets for them.”

			“We? The Inora?”

			He nodded. “For obvious reasons.”

			“Meaning?”

			Thorn frowned. “That you should know why, of course. Or have the Paragons shared nothing?”

			“About what? The Moon Father and his so-called Grains?”

			“Yes.”

			“I have never once heard such words from anyone in the village.”

			The man’s eyes widened a little. “And they call themselves Guardians. I knew it was bad, but I hadn’t thought it like this.”

			“What do you mean by that, Thorn?”

			He shook his head, then shrugged. “Very well. The Moon Father is an old terror seeking a dark rule, but a terror which has long been sealed beyond the Moon Gate. As the Seal weakens, grains of his lunar sand – in some tongues, his Children, spread across the lands seeking food, slaves and of course, Guardians to attack, be they Nokema or the few remaining in Senoja. At first, their strength will not be of true concern. At first.”

			His explanation was now no longer difficult to understand… but difficult to believe. Or at least, it should have been. But I’ve seen them with my own eyes. Were such things really working under the directive of some long-forgotten power sealed within the Moon Gate? 

			What of the vast pressure she’d felt while passing through the mountain? A force Jeniva had not considered so troubling. But it was worse for me. “If what you say is true, why aren’t we guarding the place? I cannot believe Nokema would forget, not even after generations.”

			“Nor could I.”

			Mei pointed at him. “You do not share your true name, nor your purpose. Why should I consider your words anything more than fanciful at best, or lies at the worst?”

			“Convince yourself however you must,” he replied.

			Mei met his gaze, once again unable to pierce his expression to learn anything of value about the man who called himself Thorn. A different question, then. One she’d already asked, but one she needed to know the answer to if she was ever to escape. “Why bring me here?”

			“I have said as much – as a lure.”

			“For what?” she snapped.

			He sighed. “For your brother.”

			Mei lowered her meal. “You know where Iggy is?”

			“I will,” he said as he tossed the near-burnt crust into the undergrowth, then gestured to her mount. “Save your questions until we reach the city – I need some peace.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5. – Mei

			Somehow, Thorn actually stopped her speaking before and during their approach to Kaarsi, and though she railed against whatever he had done, despite her glares, it made no difference. Unlike anything anyone at home had ever demonstrated, the power of his mind was enough to prevent her speaking a single word.

			She had to follow his horse across the small plain and its trails of moss and flowers, passing no-one resting or travelling from the city, nor from distant farms, just blue butterflies and puddles filled with clouds.

			That, and the reflected image of the City of Rope.

			The place was enough to guarantee her silence with or without Thorn’s power.

			Somehow, the city was surrounded by a moat of rope. It stretched on and on and on around the city... and moving steadily along those ropes were huge baskets carrying people. Why? The bridge that led into Kaarsi had been lowered, supported by more rope – enormous, twined bolts so large that each strand was the width of a carriage. 

			Not even a giant could have made such a thing.

			The stone walls themselves bore patterns of rope too. Are they obsessed with it here? She might have asked Thorn, but even if she could speak, would he have answered? Mei had already tried and failed to send thoughts to him, proving equally futile.

			When crossing the bridge, she glanced down to the passenger baskets. The nearest revealed a handful of people dressed in bright colours, their faces unclear from the distance, but their manner seeming unconcerned, as if such a thing was utterly normal.

			Which it is, for them.

			There was no delay at the gates. Barely glanced over by the guards, one of whom Thorn greeted cheerfully. She found herself inside, head swivelling at more wonders. For while the buildings were of stone and wood with round windows, Kaarsi truly was the city of rope first and foremost.

			Above, stretching from building to building, more rope with baskets. All just as sturdy-looking as those on the outside. Inside, however, such baskets moved between the taller buildings quite quickly. The supports were connected to huge steel rings that slid along the rope with a muted rasp – many of the lines angled downward to create speed.

			Even as she watched, men dressed in black trousers and pale vests appeared upon one of the rooftops. Without pause, they worked a large wheel that seemed to lower the endpoint of the rope. For crossing from the building opposite?

			It seemed that basket-riders could choose which storey they wanted to land on, based on the regular platforms and the wheel.

			“Curious?” Thorn asked.

			Since she could not speak, she merely nodded.

			“I admit, even I admired the city’s ropes, at first. It’s not a method without flaws, since accidents do happen, but it is interesting. You might get to use one yourself, before we leave.”

			He kept them to one side of the street, passing through crowds of people wearing a mix of coats, tunics and sometimes short pants that revealed sandals upon their feet, calling to one another from across the streets or from the round windows, which brought Jeniva’s ship to mind.

			Thorn soon stopped where a sluggish river split the city in half. 

			From where she sat, the streets and buildings opposite were no different – nor the people. Besides which, she was still staring up at the rope-baskets flying overhead, these crossing the river in regular intervals. Some baskets were smaller than she’d seen so far, carrying one or two people, but most were able to support four or five… the rope was obviously very strong.

			“We will be taking a more uninspiring path to my inn,” Thorn said as he brought his horse to a halt before a bridge with multiple arches. It spanned the river but at three points across, the walkway expanded into a wide circle. There, people stopped to talk, to purchase food from merchants in… standing tents? 

			Some citizens had even stopped to listen to a small group of musicians, while others stood to wave at those few boats she saw, oars making no sound at such a distance.

			Mei opened her mouth to answer Thorn – and she was actually able to speak for a change. “And then?”

			“I teach you what you need to know to call your brother, how to better protect yourself against the Grains, and above all, more about the Moon Father.”

			“You’re assuming I’m going to help you.”

			“You want to see your brother. He is finally in Senoja; I sense him now.”

			Mei clenched a hand. “You can’t manipulate me like that – or Iggy.”

			“Yet I must and will,” he said with a sigh. “You will call him and he will come, and together, we will destroy the Moon Father. It is in your nature; you won’t stand by and let others suffer, Mei.”

			“Don’t pretend to know what I would choose.”

			“Whatever you decide, you must accompany me to The Guardian now. And not only because you are alone in an unfamiliar land, and not only because I could find you in mere moments if you run, but because, as I have said, you want to find your brother. You need to know he is well, and you need to protect him. And you cannot do that from afar, Mei.”

			“I can go to him.”

			“Can you? Where is he?”

			She glared at Thorn; his calm demeanour made everything worse. And of course he was right. But that doesn’t change anything.



OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/ArialMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf



OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/StarsBurningCover.jpg
EPERIE S \/OLUME THREE







