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Kilek flinched as Songs of Glory thudded against the heavy carpet – a muted sound in the night.

His limbs were frozen.

Again!

Nakir simply stared, appearing very much at ease where he stood – torso bare, white collar at his throat, fingerless gloves gripping his blade.

Breath rasped in Kilek’s throat and sudden sweat formed, as though his entire body had reacted to the flash of fear, reducing him to a coward once more. He ground his teeth, even as his limbs trembled. “No.”

Nakir nodded slowly. “Yes, boy. Fight the terror. Come, raise your blade.”

Kilek frowned. The man was... encouraging him?

Fear still coursed through his limbs; the twinge in his chest, the chill, the scent and taste of blood somehow, but he had to force himself to move. With or without Nakir’s unexpected words.

Confusion made it easier. And though he clenched the handle of his blade like a claw, he was able to lift the sword.

Nakir flashed forward, palm smashing into Kilek’s chest.

Kilek crashed into one of the small tables. Books scattered and pain spread from his hip, but Nakir did not follow-up his attack, merely skipped back and sighed. “Well?”

Kilek glared. “You’re toying with me.” The realisation drew rage from somewhere deep within, a forge-fire sparking to life. He straightened. Nakir obviously thought so little of him that the assassin could afford to make a leisurely killing, not even bothering to start with his sword.

“For a moment, at least.”

Kilek tried again, raising the point of his weapon as he took a stance that would lead to Dancing Spark.

“Good lad. Now, let’s see what you can do with it.”

Kilek met the Surrogate’s dark eyes, ignoring a tremble that lingered in his arms. He did not lower his blade nor attack just yet. Instead, he raised his voice. “Who sent you?”

“That, I will not say. But you are, for some reason, quite high upon my master’s list.”

Nakir swung his sword.

Kilek deflected the strike, eyes wide, then skipped around to swing up from the side but Nakir swatted the attack away. Kilek circled further, twisting as Nakir feinted – once, twice, and three times before the assassin slid closer and flicked his blade.

Too fast!

Warm blood slid down Kilek’s cheek. His knuckles must have been white but he kept focused on Nakir. The man was a dark shape beyond the circle of moonlight now, almost weaving in place. Kilek swallowed a surge of anger at being toyed with again, keeping his position. “You’re not bored yet, it seems,” he snapped.

“Not quite, no.”

Kilek leapt forward before the final word issued from Nakir’s mouth. He swung his sword fast, moving high then left, doing his best to control the slashes as he fell into the Dancing Spark pattern... only for Nakir to deflect or dodge each strike with only the simplest of movements.

And Kilek knew, the Anesca would be aware of every pattern, every possible stroke, every twist or surprise he might muster, especially as a novice. What damage could he possibly inflict upon someone that even Mathi’s gift could only drive away, at great cost?

But giving up was not possible. Not now. Not when he was so close to finding the Song. Kilek swung hard, a curving slice.

Nakir spun away then fell into a crouch, sword swirling toward Kilek’s legs.

Kilek leapt back.

Too slow.

The blade hit home... with a dull thump. Hard, but not the sharp bite of steel he’d imagined.

The man had used the flat of his blade.

“Bastard!” Kilek shouted. The last of his fear slithered away, replaced by outrage. If he was to die now, then at least let it be after a true fight, not as part of some game to satisfy the man’s ego. “Do you have anything else, or is that all?”

Nakir shot forward and struck Kilek’s wrist with his free hand. His weapon thudded to the carpet.

Kilek swung his own fist with a shout.

Again, Nakir was ready – almost a blur as he blocked Kilek’s attack then pivoted, kicking out. Kilek’s knee buckled. He hit the floor with a grunt. Rolled, only to come face to face with the point of a blade, moonlight gleaming upon the steel.

Nakir’s expression was lost to shadow, looming just beyond the circle of light.

“And now I am bored.”

“Then kill me already,” Kilek snapped. His heart crashed against his chest but it was all fury.

“Oh my, no – my orders are very different now. You’re to be taken, not killed.”

Kilek frowned up at the assassin. Blood from the cut Nakir had inflicted earlier now slid down the side of his neck. “Taken?”

“As I understand the matter, your potential has shifted from threat to asset,” Nakir replied. “Now, you no doubt remember my collar – it will transport us to a safe place and then you’re going to have to do a little walking. I won’t promise you’ll see your friends again, but you will survive at least until we reach my master.”

“Until I’m no longer useful?”

“Quite possibly.” Nakir crouched to place a gloved hand on Kilek’s shoulder.

White blossomed at the man’s throat –

Something dark crashed into the Surrogate. It sent him tumbling away, just as the collar burst into light, and then the assassin was gone. Now, a new figure was picking themselves up from the floor, moving into the moonlight.

“Kilek of Hasere.”

Lord Inacien stared down at Kilek in his grey clothing, blond plait and bone clasp still swaying. He extended a hand covered in dark wrappings, helping Kilek up with a nod.

“Thank you, My Lord.” Though relief eased the tension within his body, he found little cheer in his words.

Saved again.

Still unable to do anything for himself.

Not even his supposed Luck made a difference; Nakir would have killed him with barely a pause had he not wanted a hostage – or something else – for his master, whomever that was, exactly.

And it had been very close to a successful abduction.

“Phantom will arrive soon,” the leader of the Knives said, speaking quickly. “I must pursue Nakir. Stay out of sight here.”

Kilek nodded.

The man offered nothing more, only slipping back into the shadows on soundless feet.
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And Florique did appear, calling from below soon after Lord Inacien left, but Kilek had not even moved; he still sat at the edge of the moonlight. He did now hold the Songs of Glory at least. “When did I pick this up again?” he murmured.

He hadn’t opened the book.

Why bother? For all his foolish desire to make up for his cowardice, he had achieved absolutely nothing except to place himself in harm’s way. And for what? To put his hands on Songs of Glory mere hours before everyone else would have arrived and done exactly the same thing?

The joke was only growing more bitter.

“Upstairs,” Kilek eventually called back to Florique as he used one hand to push himself to his feet.

Soft footfalls soon brought the mage into view; his black cloak and calm expression revealed no hint of what he thought of Kilek’s flight from the camp, though for some reason, he was not wearing his usual gloves. “It looks as though you at least have the correct book.”

The man’s words made his opinion a little clearer. “It’s the Songs of Glory. Nakir was here –”

Florique raised a hand, green eyes kind. “Yes. Now, in case you had an apology in mind, no need. I understand.”

“... You do?”

He grinned. “Well, your motive, if not your method.”

“I thought...” Kilek trailed off. It didn’t matter; he’d already made another mistake. But maybe at least some comfort lay in having taken action this time. From not freezing up like a coward. I fought Nakir. “Should we help Lord Inacien? He seemed to know you were coming.”

“Well, we can certainly trust the impressive Rian Inacien to deal with the obstacle of Nakir. For now, I believe we should talk, Kilek. Before everyone catches up to us, for I suspect there are things you might be more comfortable saying out of earshot of your friends, especially.”

“Ah...”

“No need to hold back.”

Kilek tried to hide his frown. Why was Florique so interested in him all of a sudden? Something to do with Surrogates? What had the man said before about wanting to stop the Cabeku due to his own goals? “What do you mean?”

“That being a Surrogate can be difficult. There are few to confide in, and all can see your frustration with the Goddess. At least with your friends, their Gifts are obvious, yes? And now at last, Paxoph has manifested a remarkable gift, while yours remains unclear.”

“Well...”

The man chuckled. “You will not draw her ire if you complain aloud, Kilek.”

“I do want to know. To do more,” he said, voice rising already. “I’m so tired of holding everyone back. I’m always being saved by someone else! Why couldn’t she give me something that I know how to use? Or let me know what has changed, if I truly am Lucky? And what if it’s something else? And I’m missing it! If only she’d tell me, so I could at least learn how to use the damn gift.” He was waving the book around now.

Florique nodded. “Good lad. But don’t forget, not so long ago, I told you that I saw something within you. That has not changed, but I will offer a caution, perhaps.”

“About what?” Kilek said, lowering the Songs of Glory, a little shame bringing heat to his cheeks. How close had he been to hurling the book across the room?

The mage offered a slight shrug. “Of rushing toward change.”

What was Florique trying to say? “Do you mean... that I shouldn’t want her gift?”

“Did you have a choice, Kilek?”

“I... I did. I chose this. She showed me the future; I have to stop it.”

“Commendable, of course,” the mage replied. “Then let me ask another question. Could you have refused a God?”

“I...” He blinked. The question sent a chill through his body. Florique was right, wasn’t he? Kilek shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Then you see my point.”

“But I did choose.” Kilek’s voice rose a little in pitch once more. “She said she wouldn’t force me.”

Florique sighed as he stepped closer and placed both hands upon Kilek’s shoulders. Up close, the lines and dark shadows remained beneath his eyes, as if whatever weariness had come upon him since facing the giant Cabeku was far from faded. “I am saying that if one day you came to regret your gift, for whatever reason, that such a fact would sadden me. More so, if you rushed toward a change that cannot be undone.”

A chill settled over Kilek’s shoulders, Florique’s words somehow more troubling for their gentleness. In the time they’d travelled together, the man had rarely said a single thing that didn’t have at least some trace of sarcasm. To hear such concern now... was there a deeper reason?

Was it in part due to the man’s own unspoken regrets?

For instance, if Florique was a Surrogate and not just an extremely powerful mage...

Before Kilek could answer, the man smiled again. “In the meantime, we have the Songs now, finally. And if I’m not mistaken, the others aren’t far from arriving. Why don’t you show Dionarc our prize? Afterward, best we learn exactly what has happened in this place.”
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Dawn snuck through the windows, pale where it fell through the skylight to land upon the majority of his friends who now stood around Dionarc.

The bard smiled down at the book in his hands. “Songs of Glory indeed. While I can only hope Lady Wen has left the estate for some benign reason, if this is important to fighting off those Cabeku... creatures, then I must take heart.”

Everyone seemed just as pleased; either too relieved at finding the book or too tired to question Kilek much about his flight from the camp. Pax, of all those gathered, had the least to say – his exhaustion clear from the way his head turned slowly when someone spoke to him.

Kilek covered the spots of his blood that remained on the floor with his boots, wiping at his cheek as he watched the bard open the book. Everyone leaned a little closer, though Alira was glancing at other books upon the shelves too, plenty of which had been knocked to the floor.

Dionarc flipped through several pages, careful with the tome, nodding to himself as he did. Finally, he exclaimed. “Here we are.” He held the book open for all to see, and a shiver of anticipation ran through Kilek’s weary body.

Clarion Song.

Notes to the melody ran beside the words – three verses in total, the complete song!

The first verse Kilek recalled from the bard’s room back in the palace, but the last was accompanied by something that was neither lyric nor note. Near the Song’s final word – which was ‘return’ – rested an odd symbol. It was quite unlike the squarish Luargot letters and appeared almost as an open hand. “What does that mean?” Kilek asked as he pointed.

The bard rubbed his chin. “That there is more to the story. Historians and bards use such marks to urge one to read further.”

“So, the Song is incomplete?”

“No, these are the three verses. The symbol means that whoever transcribed the Song had something to say about it.”

“Orille perhaps?” Kilek asked.

“Well, I do not know. The symbol is a Herisman one and here it tells us to seek out the Master Chorale.”

Tyar turned to the shelves, no hint of broken bones in his movement. “Does Lady Wen have it?”

Dionarc nodded. “All bards do – I have a copy in my own room.”

“That’s a relief, then.”

The bard raised a hand, a sheepish expression coming over his face. “There is one complication, however. I am not much of a translator, you see.”

“Oh.” Princess Zenia appeared crestfallen. Like Tyar, it was impossible to tell from her bearing and movements that she had only yesterday suffered a near-mortal wound. Only the bloodstains upon her clothing remained. “Then we can’t find out why the symbol was put beneath the Song?”

“We will, but it may take me a little while.” He glanced up to the brightening morning. “Perhaps we’d better organise a meal; I can let everyone know about this tiny setback, and I’ll dig up the Chorale. Why don’t you gather everyone in the sitting-room, Kilek?”

“Right.” Kilek strode from the library, a new purpose to his step, almost running down the stairs. There, he found Mathi and Sir Eciven returning from a search of the grounds. Light from tall windows fell across them, their boots muffled by the carpet, golden dust motes stirring as they approached.

“Dionarc wants us to meet in the sitting-room. He needs to translate something about the Song.”

“You really found it?” Mathi asked.

“We did.”

Sir Eciven smiled. “Joyous news. In contrast, we have found little evidence of life here. Lady Wen and her staff look to have been gone for some time.”

“Troubling,” Florique added as he slipped out of a nearby room, where he had been searching for clues as to why the mansion stood vacant.

“Well,” Mathi said, “the stable is empty and other buildings are too. No signs of any sort of panicked flight either.”

Sir Eciven tilted his head in thought. “We might find answers at another mansion or one of the villages. Or perhaps the Ocean Palace itself.”

Florique nodded. “As I am sure Dionarc would attest, Lady Wen is not so disorganised as all this. I do hope that when the truth is revealed, she will be found alive and well. For now, let us solve the mystery of the Song.”

When all had gathered in the sitting-room, Kilek found a soft armchair by the window but did not sink into its cushions; he leant forward as his pulse quickened. How nice to feel another rush of excitement instead of fear. Surely now, they were close to calling forth the dragons. Just how big are they, really? It was difficult to imagine. Supposedly, their scales could cast sparks and some could heal by reflected light...

He glanced around. It did not have enough seats, and while Pax took a footstool at first, it was not for long – Alira smiled as he exchanged his larger frame for hers upon the stool. Sir Eciven had to stand but offered no complaint.

The room was not unlike the others – the faint taste of dust and stale air was somehow more present than swirling patterns on the upholstery or the small ornaments of musical instruments that lined the mantle. Even a clean fireplace before them with its neat stack of firewood, its promise of warmth, seemed to have greyed beneath a layer of dust.

Something had happened in the mansion, but the mystery receded once more when Dionarc lifted the first from a small stack of three books. He handed one to Florique and another to Kilek, then took his own chair. “I’ll need some help with this, if you please.”

“Do you want extra light?” Tyar asked.

“Or some tea?” Zenia suggested as she moved to a sideboard where a teapot shaped as a bluebird waited.

“If you handle the wood, I’ll start the fire,” Florique offered. “I don’t care much for splinters.”

Tyar arranged the firewood into a steeple then stood back. Florique snapped his fingers and a spiral of flame spun through the air to splash across the wood, and though sparks bounced around the hearth, none caught within the soft carpet.

Warmth, light, and the crackle of flames soon filled the room, a pleasant scent from the wood rising as Zenia and Tyar set to work on the tea.

Dionarc blinked down at the Chorale, which he’d opened across his lap. “That is better, yes. Now, when Supreme Orille transcribed the Song all those years ago, the bard left a mark for future generations. It urged them to read more about the Song.”

“Because he knew it had something to do with the dragons?” Zenia asked, turning from the fire.

“Possibly. The obvious concern is that if we perform the call without being aware of all factors, that it will fail. Or something worse may happen.”

“Makes sense.”

“Very well. I think it’s time to begin. Now, to help you each, I have given Kilek a Herisman symbol key and Phantom holds a phrasebook. And here is a Master Chorale, something of a reference book.”

“I’ll do my best to help,” Kilek said.

“Splendid. Now, the Chorale collects stories about the composition or even uses of Songs from the past, and that is what we will translate.”

“I am ready,” Florique said with a wave of his book.

Dionarc nodded. “Kilek, there is a swan-like symbol upon a lake – does it speak of a place?”

Kilek ran his finger across the page, skimming over symbols with more densely arranged shapes. And there, a swan-like curve to one of them. “It means ‘ancient lake’.”

“Just so. The swan as a symbol of Herisman eternity.” He nodded to himself, mouthing words a moment. “Florique, is this phrase present? Firab ko lihmes.”

Florique flipped through a few pages. “Can you give me any more context there, old chum?”

“Ah, the first and last symbols are mirrored – I think this has to do with the dragons themselves.”

“Right.” The mage kept searching, stopping here and there, but soon shook his head. “I’ll need a touch more time, I think.”

“Of course.” Dionarc tapped his page. “Kilek, I have a symbol here that I have never seen. It is mostly horizontal lines, not unlike an anvil, though I doubt that is what it represents.”

Kilek turned the pages of his own book until he found something similar. The room was quiet with anticipation. Even the handing out of tea had paused, but his pulse was still charging along. “Here it is. The book says it is an obligation... ah, like ‘must’, I think?”

“Hmmm.”

Florique clapped his hands together – not too hard, thankfully – and looked up. “Found it.”

“Yes?”

“Simply this: ‘so they believed’.”

The bard exhaled. “I see. Very well, one more now for Kilek – though I think I have a better idea of what has been written already. A circle above a horizontal line.”

Kilek flipped through, and though the book was slender, it took a moment to find the correct section where several symbols of a similar design lay. “There are three that might be the one you mention. Is the circle... more like an oval?”

“No, it’s a true circle.”

“Right. If the circle is high above, it means ‘shining bright’ and if it’s closer, it means ‘shining’ only.”

“Thank you both.” Dionarc stood. “Here is the full passage, translated roughly, and so I’m sure you’ll forgive me. It says: ‘So the people of Deluargot believed the long-absent dragons might return if the Song were used as a call, though its popularity in battle would suggest otherwise. Yet it is reported that the Clarion Song must actually be performed upon the ancient lake of High Rios and more, that no simple choir will suffice. Instead, it must be played upon the Luminous Clarion, shining treasure of the Eastern Queens’.”

Silence filled the sitting-room.

Finally, Zenia lowered her cup. “Then it’s true, what the dragon told Kilek.”

Tyar frowned. “So we have the Song but we need a special instrument?”

“So it seems,” Dionarc replied. “Not to mention a special location.”

Sir Eciven moved to place a hand on the bard’s shoulder. “Fine work, Dion. And we need not be so dejected, Tyar. Queen Liana’s line has resided in the east for generations now. We will ask the former Queen – Liana’s descendent – if she knows where the Luminous Clarion can be found.”

“I’m surprised I’ve not heard it mentioned,” Zenia said.

Sir Eciven shrugged. “Considering the bad blood between Moranlier and your father, perhaps not? It is vaguely familiar to me. Described as an heirloom, I thought.”

“And the ancient lake of High Rios?” Alira asked.

“I think I know where that is,” Kilek replied.

“You do?” Zenia asked. “Tell us, Kilek.”

“Well, it sounds like the mountain lake that’s mentioned in the Myth of the Silver Dragon.”

Florique stood with a grin. “Ah, the hunt has another leg!”

“This isn’t exactly good news, is it?” Mathila asked. “Do we have time to find a legendary instrument and a mythical lake? What if more of the giant Cabeku come for us? Or if they attack one of the cities?”

The mage nodded. “Of course, you are right to fear such things, though I can shed some more light on the Cabeku. But first, I believe we should prepare a meal that will far surpass the scent of somewhat stale tea, as I for one, find myself quite famished.”
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Kilek blinked throughout their late breakfast; the chaos of the last few days finally catching up with him, transforming the armchair into something close to a bed. He wasn’t the only one hiding yawns as they ate their travel rations. Even as Florique started to explain why another giant Cabeku was unlikely for now, and that there was still time to prevent the hordes, Kilek found himself missing words here and there.

At one point, it seemed the mage sat as he spoke, yet between one blink and the next, Florique was standing before the fireplace, still explaining.

And then nothing but a sweet, soft darkness as Kilek closed his eyes once more.

***
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He woke to the sound of creaking wood.

Dying embers in the fireplace were the only things lighting the sitting-room... which was now empty. He straightened. Where was everyone? “Hello?” Darkness loomed beyond the window. When did night fall?

The creaking of wood continued, drifting down from an upper floor.

But it wasn’t the only sound.

Music echoed. A somewhat wistful tune, tinkling as if played upon a delicate instrument. And though the song swelled and fell in a soothing rhythm, there was an urgency too – he had to find the source. And unlike his bewitching by the Prisawi woman, the sense of danger was clear now.

Kilek stood. We’re all in danger.

But from what?

He strode from the room, reaching for his sword... and finding nothing at his hip. Kilek paused, one foot half-raised. Am I even awake? Had the song plunged him into some inescapable dream? The wooden stair, the walls with their evenly spaced but darkened lamps, everything seemed real; and reaching out to touch the wood, to push against it, offered an unyielding panel.

He started up the staircase, now steeped in cobwebs and dust.

Each step stirred the webs, rising and floating as if caught within invisible water. Was it the song that created the dream-like state? His own steps were not so light, and every other footfall still won a creak.

At the top, the source of the music became clearer – waiting behind the first door. It, too, stood covered in icy-looking webs, along with scraps of grey leaves and twigs that fluttered slowly in place. Kilek pushed his way inside, strands breaking with soft sounds of resistance, revealing a sunlit room.

Sunlit?

Inside, floorboards were bare, and old carpet had rotted away to the corners of the room where yet more cobwebs gleamed. The fireplace stood empty and beneath the window, a harp of jade rested upon a stand – though no hand caused it to play. Instead, the song continued, sounds still seeming far too delicate to come from the instrument.

But he was not alone.

A shadowy shape wavered in the centre of the room. It was becoming solid, not to mention quite familiar where it stopped before the harp – Alira! Her head was tilted as if listening.

“Alira?”

She stopped, staring down at the harp but did not turn. Instead, she began to move her arms, as if pulling at the empty air.

Leaves, twigs, webs and even dust were all drawn near.

Alira kept working, dragging everything closer until it hung near the harp. Finally, she shuffled around so that when she moved her arms, it was to push the debris she’d gathered to smother the harp.

And the song dimmed!

“It’s working, keep going,” Kilek called.

Though she did not appear to hear him, Alira continued hauling more detritus onto the harp until the song was actually difficult to hear.

Kilek glanced around the room but nothing else had changed yet.

Even so, Alira’s magic was working.

A sharp crack echoed.

Kilek flinched. One of the harp-strings now floated free from the murk. Before Alira could act, another string snapped, and then another. The song changed, discordant notes filling the room.

He faltered where he stood. The melody was no longer music but a hideous clashing of sounds. Worse, it somehow caused a tightness within his chest.

Alira had fallen back, hands clamped over her ears.

Was she screaming too?

Her mouth was open but Kilek heard nothing as he crumpled to the floorboards, limbs twitching with panic.

Then Florique appeared.

He wore a deep frown and his hands were already spread wide.

When he swung his arms, thunder clapped.

***
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Kilek woke, unharmed, and everything had changed.

The jade harp’s song had returned to ‘normal’ and he reclined in a bed and not the armchair. The air was no longer... thick. It was also dawn now, according to the gentle light that pushed gently through the curtains. Soft voices, ones he recognised, conversed in the hallway outside, and when he sat up, Alira turned to face him from a second bed, blankets wrapped around her knees where she rested.

“You’re awake.” She was smiling.

“I am. What happened? It was almost like being underwater. I could see you but I couldn’t help.”

She tapped her fingers together. “Well, I could hear your voice but I couldn’t see you. Did the song wake you, too?”

“I think so.” He rubbed at his neck. “What about Florique?”

“Well...” Alira looked away. “After he saved us, he and Dionarc created a song to counter the harp’s melody. Dionarc has to sing or hum it fairly often, but the way Florique’s magic works to replicate the song is really quite magnificent. I don’t know how he did it.”

“That sounds like good news.”

“It is, but Florique collapsed right after.” Concern was clear in her eyes. “No-one can wake him, so we need to make a stretcher before we leave.”

“Oh.”

Alira sighed. “I’m hoping we can find answers at the Ocean Palace.”

“I’m sure we will,” he said with a smile, though it was difficult to include much cheer in the expression.
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They rode through the wooded hills with expressions of concern, the harp’s song not only following, but seeming to stalk them – humming between the leaves, down from the very sky even, an ever-present reminder beneath the clop-clop of hooves.

And while the horses were not bound by the harp, Dion’s own song was still needed to hold off the spell for everyone else. Thankfully, his voice remained stronger as the bard maintained the echo Florique had created.

Kilek couldn’t enjoy the respite; Florique had not improved.

The mage slept upon a stretcher rigged behind Sir Eciven’s gelding, peaceful-seeming, unperturbed by any bump or dip in the road, but his hair was a little too close to white, his cheeks gaunt.

Sir Eciven and the princess were not as concerned, claiming to have seen him go through similar periods of powerful exhaustion in the past. But Florique’s words from last night – his warning about the cost of being Anesca rang louder to Kilek than either the song that haunted the road or Dion’s humming.

More so if you rushed toward a change that cannot be undone.

Just what was the truth about the mage?

“I trust that he’ll recover, Kilek.”

Alira smiled across at him from where she rode nearby. The others had split into familiar groups or pairings, with Mathi and Tyar together, led by Sir Eciven and Zenia just behind, and Pax bringing up the rear with the bard.

“He’s changed a lot. What if he doesn’t wake?”

“He once told me that he could survive almost anything, though the cost was ‘not insignificant’ as he put it.”

“I hope he’s right.”

Ahead, the trees began to thin, their smooth, grey bark giving way to smaller shrubs or spreading grounds with neat lawns. And set off from the highway, another mansion soon appeared, bright circle of the sun hanging behind it as the afternoon wore down. Like Lady Wen’s home, no signs of life; no staff roaming the gardens, no carriages or visitors in the entryway, stillness in the stable.

“Whoever is behind this song is far more powerful than first thought,” Sir Eciven said. “Princess, have you heard of trouble here in the east? Riders or messengers not passing through or perhaps failing to return?”

“Nothing, no,” she replied. “But Peycu would know better. Over the last few years, little of substance has passed between the two palaces.”

Another clue that something was amiss between the royals. “Why is that?” Kilek asked.

“Former Queen Moranlier has long since shut herself off from King Hadeon,” Sir Eciven said, glancing at the princess.

Zenia did not respond, though it seemed a little tension entered her posture.

“Oh.” Kilek kept his gaze elsewhere. That was stupid, wasn’t it?

Onwards they rode, and still the homes and buildings nearby – some larger than Lady Wen’s mansion – appeared utterly empty. As the afternoon sun continued to fall, it was all but confirmed they would not pass a single traveller, nor see anyone moving upon any of the grounds.

Not while the song held dominion over the land.

Powerful, indeed.

“Someone had to have passed this way recently.” Sir Eciven’s frown was so deep now that it turned his moustache down, changing the shape of his scar. “A messenger, merchant, anything! Didn’t His Majesty send a force for a cooperative training exercise just a week ago?”

“Let’s ask,” Zenia suggested, pointing ahead to where a Wayfarer’s Inn rested. Its three storeys were differentiated by stone for the bottom two, then timber for the third. The Home in the Woods included a large stable and even a nearby sporting ground of coloured grass, stained by some unknown means, and arranged in large diamonds.

Sharps was a game popular in the south, but at home, Kilek had never seen it played. Even after reading the rules, it had been difficult to imagine the game itself, with so many varied movements and commands.

Yet this, too, was a quiet, empty place.

“Will there even be anyone inside to tell us?” Mathi asked. “Or will the song have gotten to them, too?”

“Either way, it may reveal something.” Zenia glanced to the stable, which seemed to be empty of all but old straw. Next, she tried the inn’s front door, finding it locked.

Kilek peered in through a window, Tyar at his side, but the glass had been covered by cloth from the inside. “What’s happening here?” he whispered.

Tyar’s expression was grim. “It can’t be anything good.”

The princess rapped on the wooden door, its large handle and lock carved as a wreath of leaves. “We are travelling on the King’s business and seek admittance!”

She received no response.

Clouds passed over the sun, though the warmth hardly vanished.

Kilek left the window as Sir Eciven withdrew something from an inner pocket and leant over the handle. Tiny sounds of steel against steel followed and within moments, he’d nodded to himself, rising to push the door open.

Beyond, Kilek caught only a glimpse of the room, wherein there waited something soft and faintly blue, something that rested against the furniture...

And then...

... and then, up ahead, Kilek could see a stretching bridge. It led to the Ocean Palace, their destination for days, ever since Florique recovered and saved everyone at the Home in the Woods.

Luckily.

It had not been easy, of course, but everything worked out in the end.

Didn’t it?

The flicker of doubt vanished quickly; an important task waited. They had to cross the bridge and reach the Ocean Palace in order to uncover who or what lay behind the song. The palace buildings waited at the far side, a distant shimmering of blue, green, and white. But the glass-covered bridge itself was equally eye-catching – perhaps more so than the sparkling ocean, a vast wonder itself.

Effortlessly, it seemed, the bridge stretched out and above the peninsula’s stony sand and restless waves, its breadth enough for half a dozen carts. The span had been split along the centre courtesy of a ridge-like division, so that visitors could flow into the palace-city on one side, while those leaving were free to use the other.

At least, so it was according to Zenia.

But the bridge stood empty.

And now they were closer, it seemed the place was starting to decay. Like Lady Wen’s estate. Posters on the green, brine-bitten arches were faded and tattered, some speaking of visiting or local performers and even chefs... but all were from years gone by.

Overhead, too, an occasional crack or hole waited in the mighty glass that sheltered visitors.

“That’s a lot of glass,” Tyar said as he rode, reins held only loosely.

“I don’t think any will fall,” Pax replied.

Kilek had already glanced from the clear ceiling and its sturdy frame, which was supposedly strengthened by the glass-wrights of the city, for there was a dark figure slumped against the dividing stone ahead. Too distant for much in the way of detail, but they did not seem to wear armour. Someone from nearby? Or the Wayfarer’s Inn? “Do you see them?”

Sir Eciven nodded. “Do not rush, but we will help whoever it is, if possible.”

“Are you expecting some sort of ploy?” Alira asked, her expression one of concern. “Should someone stay back with Florique?”

“No. But let’s not make any mistakes.”

Kilek twisted in the saddle. The mage still lay stretched across his sled, wrapped securely in blankets. Dion rode nearby, humming along to maintain their protective song. His voice was not weakening, but his eyes revealed more weariness compared to how he seemed back at the inn... didn’t they?

“Hmmm.” Kilek frowned to himself. Details about leaving the inn were unclear in his memory.

But it had been impressive, what they’d achieved there, that much was absolutely certain.

And they owed Florique, too.

“Well, this one’s not a threat.” Sir Eciven’s voice broke Kilek’s reverie.

Everyone had stopped by the figure.

The slumped man bore a worn cloak and no visible weapons, but the yellow wax that covered the entirety of his one visible ear was far more noteworthy. Sir Eciven rolled the fellow gently onto his back, revealing no wounds but skin very much the pallor of the deceased.

“We’ll take him back, won’t we?” Alira asked, her voice soft.
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