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      Rosheen was exhausted, sweaty and ready for a beer when a messenger from King Torren came begging for urgent assistance with the promise of abundant silver. She and her griffin Anzu had spent a whole day tracking a lost wild simurgh that had been picking off sheep in a hamlet near Emerwick. The dog-headed, winged beast had given Rosheen and Anzu the run-around all night, but between them, they managed to subdue it, cage it and release it back into its valley home by noon.

      Rosheen needed a bath, but Torren’s message was emphatic. Battle and bloodshed were inevitable and she had to come immediately. Even with Anzu’s powerful wings, the flight to Canwick Tor had taken most of the afternoon. Now the sun was well on its descent to the horizon and Torren’s men were flagging and close to defeat.

      The battle had been raging all day. From their high vantage point on a winding path that led to the tor, Rosheen and Anzu found themselves watching the fighting below with creeping discomfort. King Torren’s men, at least five hundred of them, clunked around the mud in heavy, glinting armour, performing well-rehearsed and somewhat predictable manoeuvres. Their opponents were fewer in number but wore only leather jerkins and attacked like packs of wolves, unbound by any rules of war. They were fast, bewildering and merciless. Rosheen was reminded of childhood games back in Eru, when huge herds of village children would charge each other, or chase a ball across hills and fields with no sense of purpose other than pure joy. But this was no game. Torren’s men surged forwards, crashed into the immovable ranks of mercenaries, then were driven back again. Some floundered in the mud and were rewarded with an axe in the back or a broadsword biting into a limb. Cries of agony echoed around them, the voices of big men, professional soldiers, reduced to begging for death, weeping for their mothers. Children once more.

      Apart from a few localised skirmishes, no blood had been spilled on Agrona’s green and lush meadows in centuries. A battle between two armies of this size was unreal. ‘There hasn’t been anything like this since the Mage Wars.’ Rosheen ran her hand through Anzu’s feathers, something she caught herself doing when anxious. Anzu purred at her touch. ‘It’s like something from the Chronicles,’ Rosheen said.

      It’s a slaughter. Anzu’s thoughts came directly to Rosheen’s mind with a voice that only the mage could hear. Anzu was six years younger than Rosheen, but like all griffins, her voice had an aristocratic air. Who are these people? They look like mercenaries, but I’ve never seen paid men fight with such passion.

      Rosheen winced as she watched one soldier, wounded in the back and bleeding badly, trying to crawl from the thick of the battlefield. He was spotted by one of the mercenaries who strolled over calmly and stuck her sword into his ribs. The wounded man jerked and a moment later, his final cry of agony drifted up to the tor.

      Oh gods. Do we have to watch this, Rosh?

      Anzu wasn’t squeamish, but this was unlike anything they had ever seen. Rosheen knew she shouldn’t be dwelling on the carnage, but for a moment she felt like she was glimpsing the future. Prophecy wasn’t one of her skills, but you didn’t need to be a seer to know that things wouldn’t be the same after this.

      Rosheen!

      ‘Uh, yes, sorry.’ She shook herself back to reality. ‘Let’s find Torren,’ she said.
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        * * *

      

      A welcoming party of Torren’s Royal Guard met them further up the tor road. They greeted her with courteous bows, though a couple of the younger ones glanced in open curiosity at her brown skin. Country boys. She doubted if many of them had ever left Agrona, let alone seen anyone from Eru before.

      The older officers eyed her with suspicion. Mid-ranking officials generally didn’t like mages, their authority threatened by a power they barely understood, and they had a singular disrespect for the younger, female kind. And so Rosheen – a woman in her thirty-third year, and a foreigner at that – embodied all their prejudices in one bundle.

      A groom, more used to dealing with equine guests, reached for Anzu’s reins. Big mistake, Rosheen thought. The griffin cawed and reared up, towering over them as her front feet with their razor-sharp talons stamped the ground.

      The welcoming party quickly backed away. Griffins were rare enough around here, but all children grew up knowing that a griffin’s talons could slash your belly open, and that their beaks could tear through flesh, snap bones and leave you with one limb less than when you first encountered it.

      Do please remind them that I’m not some bloody horse. Anzu shook her wings and flexed her cat-like tail, filling the air around her with tiny hairs. One of the guards sneezed.

      ‘I think they got the message.’ Rosheen patted the mane around Anzu’s neck.

      After some quick apologies, the guards swept Rosheen and Anzu through King Torren’s encampment to the edge of the tor, from where he was watching the battle unravel before him. Rosheen worked regularly with the old man, though she hadn’t seen him for a month or so. He had always looked ancient, but he was haggard and beaten now, too, bent over on his grey horse as the wind whipped his long white hair around his face. One of the guards announced their arrival and he shifted in his saddle to greet them.

      ‘We won’t be killing anyone, Torren,’ Rosheen said. ‘I want that clear from the start. You know that’s not⁠—’

      ‘My dear girl, you know me better than that.’ Old King Torren usually welcomed them with niceties, good wishes and enquiries about the health of Rosheen’s family, but there was none of that today. ‘I simply need this to end quickly. These people are savages. Good day to you, Anzu,’ he added, and the griffin respectfully bowed her head in return.

      ‘Mercenaries?’ Rosheen asked.

      ‘Indeed, led by some chancer from the north. He’s been making his way south through some minor skirmishes and made camp on our border. We asked him to leave, he refused, and so we… Well, we appear to have started a small war.’

      ‘You’re more of a wine-and-feasts king than a warmonger, Torren.’ Rosheen liked the old king for his straightforward manner. He had little time for nonsense. He never bothered employing his own permanent mage, preferring to simply hire one, usually Rosheen, when necessary. ‘This isn’t like you at all.’

      ‘Quite, but one must resort to rattling the sabre every now and then. Trouble is, these buggers are fighting like there’s no tomorrow. I don’t know what he’s paying them, but they clearly think it’s worth it.’

      ‘Who is “he”?’

      ‘A warlord named Frang.’

      ‘Frang.’ Rosheen swished the name around in her mind for a moment. ‘Haldor Frang?’

      ‘You know him?’

      ‘He sent me word some weeks back that he wanted to hire me, but he wouldn’t say what for,’ Rosheen said. ‘It was all a bit vague and he had no one to vouch for him, so I passed.’

      ‘Hmm. He’s been buying allegiances along the way south.’

      ‘Glad I didn’t follow it up, then. He’s clearly off his chump to be taking on an army of the Newlands on their own turf.’

      He’s not doing a bad job of kicking their arses, though, is he? Anzu added, and Rosheen was relieved that only she could hear the griffin’s voice in her mind.

      ‘What do you want us to do?’ Rosheen asked the king.

      ‘Make it bloody stop.’ Torren flourished a hand at the ongoing chaos. ‘Preferably in our favour.’

      ‘Our usual terms don’t cover this – we⁠—’

      ‘Of course.’ Torren beckoned to his guards and two of them brought forward a small wooden chest. They swung it open to reveal that it was brimming with silver coins. ‘I trust this will be satisfactory?’

      That’s more than we’ve earned in the last two years combined. Anzu sounded awestruck to Rosheen. He must be desperate. Think we can haggle for more?

      ‘I need to bring this Frang fellow to the table for parley,’ the old king said. ‘Can you do that?’

      Rosheen looked out over the tor and across the field. With a roar, a few dozen of Torren’s men charged around the mercenaries’ flanks, trying to herd them like sheep. They were met immediately with fierce resistance, and soon the main bulk of them were split in two as the mercenaries cut a swathe through them.

      If you think I’m going anywhere near that, you’ve got another thing coming, Anzu told her in no uncertain terms. All it takes is one opportunistic loon with a bow and I’m done for. I don’t care how much silver he’s got.

      ‘It’s okay, I know what to do,’ she replied. She turned to Torren. ‘We have a deal, good King Torren. Have your men fall back.’

      The old man nodded. At his command, a horn sounded the retreat. Almost immediately, Torren’s men peeled away, rushing back to the high ground. The mercenaries gave chase.

      Rosheen moved to the edge of the tor, the wind whipping her cloak around, and closed her eyes.

      She found the mercenaries’ minds in the darkness. Bright little bubbles of energy. Rosheen knew that she wouldn’t be able to send them to sleep – they were far too frenzied for that to work effectively. She would have to use their aggression somehow.
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        * * *

      

      Later, when accounts of the Battle of Canwick Tor were gathered, a clearer picture began to emerge of exactly what happened. Torren’s men said they saw all the mercenaries’ eyes briefly roll back white, and then they turned on one another without explanation.

      Those mercenaries who survived and were willing to talk about it told of a momentary loss of their senses. What followed was utter confusion and dread as their comrades transformed into undead creatures, living corpses of the last person they had slain in combat. They could hear their commanders crying, ‘It’s a trick! Magic! Do not be deceived, stand down!’ But that’s easier said than done when you find the reanimated rotting carcass of an old enemy rushing towards you with an axe.

      Torren’s men regrouped and attacked. They decimated the mercenary forces, sending them fleeing back across the field and over the River Can.
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        * * *

      

      Rosheen opened her eyes, returning to the real world to find Torren clapping his hands delightedly. ‘Excellent, splendid. What did you do?’

      She didn’t answer, but lowered herself to her knees and then rolled onto her back. Routine magic could make Rosheen feel a little light-headed sometimes, but she hadn’t stopped for almost two days now, what with hunting down a simurgh, flying halfway across the country and sending an entire army packing. As she recovered, other people’s voices sounded like they were in a bubble, and her mind was opening like the petals of a flower. She wanted to lie here and giggle like a child. She loved and hated this feeling. She was rudderless and vulnerable. It was known as the mage’s delirium. Thankfully, it never lasted long.

      ‘My dear Rosheen.’ Torren looked worried. ‘Are you hurt?’

      Rosheen waved him away. ‘Just… just give me a moment.’

      Anzu gently brushed her beak against Rosheen’s arm in sympathy. Rosheen ran her hands through the griffin’s mane as they both looked up into the twilight sky, where they found the two moons Greystone and Lapis. One large, dull, rocky and lifeless. The other tiny in comparison and a dazzling blue. The Mages’ Moon and the source of her power. Rosheen closed her eyes again, thankful as she basked in the strength it gave her.
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      Oskar’s mind wandered as he led Donella the donkey up the stony path from Sabley Village to home. Neither was in any hurry. Donella languidly pulled a cart laden with buckets brimming with urine and dung along well-worn wheel ruts, thereby avoiding the bigger rocks that might snap an axle or buckle a spoke, and the young man was so wrapped up in his daydreams that he didn’t see the shepherd boy, or his two-dozen sheep, until they were on top of him. And so Oskar and Donella had to remain still as the sheep moved around them like a river around a boulder. Despite his poor eyesight and the twilight gloom, Oskar recognised the shepherd, a lad from the village a few years younger than him, and gave him a friendly smile.

      The boy responded by sticking his tongue under the inside of his lower lip, crossing his eyes, waving his arms like a madman and making a horrible moaning noise.

      A cruel mockery of Oskar.

      It made Oskar’s heart burn with shame, but he wouldn’t let it make him angry.

      Oskar was a moon child. Alby Clim had told him so, and how he was very special and unusual.

      Alby was the village mage. A kindly soul who, many summers ago, had explained to Oskar’s parents that while the boy could live a long and happy life, he would always need their care.

      ‘There are few children like Oskar,’ Alby had told them as Father sat by the fire and Mother poured sweet tea. ‘Indeed, I’ve only ever met the one, and that’s our boy here.’ Alby scruffed Oskar’s hair, which he hated, but his complaint merely came out as a groan. ‘The Lapis Moon severely affects his speech, sight, hearing and understanding. Some days will be better than others, mind you. The moon moves around our world in a kind of egg shape, do you see?’ Alby moved his hand around his teacup in an elliptical orbit. ‘Oskar’s best days will be when it’s furthest away, but when it moves closer…’

      Alby didn’t have to say any more. They all knew that when the Lapis Moon was close and twice as big, like today, Oskar could barely string together the thoughts in his head.

      Father stoked the fire, stabbing it angrily with a poker. ‘So it’s not enough that I already have a daughter who brings shame to this family with her magic? Now you tell me my son is a cursed moon child?’

      ‘Oh, it’s not a curse, it’s more of a… uh…’ Alby wavered as Oskar’s father angrily tossed the poker across the room and turned on Mother.

      ‘This is your side of the family, woman!’ he yelled at her, then spun to face to Alby. ‘They come from old magic. Mylarian troublemakers. Tricksters and enchanters. Mother was right. I should never have married her.’

      ‘The feeling is mutual,’ Mother said with a sneer, leaning by the stove, unmoved by Father’s hysterics.

      ‘I know all about moon children, Alby Clim, you don’t need to tell me,’ Father said, jabbing a finger at the mage. ‘Monsters, they were! Damned creatures that once threatened to destroy this world, and so the Goddess was forced to put the Lapis Moon there to ward off their evil!’

      Alby lowered his teacup and frowned. ‘I’m all for respecting others’ beliefs, Mr Katell, but that is a somewhat unenlightened view of young Oskar’s condition. It’s true, there may be some part of him that isn’t entirely human, but that should be a reason to celebrate his⁠—’

      ‘Celebrate?’ Father’s eyes threatened to pop from their sockets. ‘He’s lucky I don’t sell him to slavers.’

      ‘Mr Katell, I must object.’ Alby stood slowly and the room seemed to shrink around him, and Oskar had wondered if he was using magic. Whatever the mage did, it worked, as Father shuffled back fearfully, his head dipped, his chin buried in his chest. ‘Your daughter Rosheen is a fine mage and your son Oskar is a kind-hearted boy. You should be proud of both of them.’

      ‘We are,’ Mother said, raising her chin and chewing on her clay pipe.

      ‘Very good, Mrs Katell, thank you.’ Alby smiled and the room’s dimensions returned to normal. ‘I am always at your service should you need me, and do please send my best regards to Rosheen when you next see her.’

      With that, the mage left. No one spoke for the rest of the evening.

      Since that day, Father only ever looked at Oskar through narrowed eyes, as if the boy was going to turn him into a frog. Mother told Oskar that her love for him was bigger than the moons, the world and all the stars in the sky combined. Alby was always on hand to help, and Rosheen… She didn’t come home often, and when she did, she always fought with Father, but she was always quick to embrace her brother.

      ‘Hey, lackwit!’

      The voice snapped Oskar out of his remembrance and he squinted to see the shepherd boy had something in his hand.

      ‘You want some dung, numbnuts? I got some for ya!’ The shepherd boy threw a clod of sheep manure that missed Oskar but hit poor Donella on the neck. The donkey brayed in hurt surprise and reared up. Oskar patted and stroked her to calm her down. That was too much. Oskar was used to being ridiculed, but there was no need to hurt his donkey. He cried out in rage, but instead of the angry words in his head, all that came out was a slurred moan.

      The shepherd boy cackled and strolled away with his sheep into the next field.

      Oskar held Donella close, humming gently in her ear as her breathing slowed down and she became less jittery. It wasn’t long before they were back on the move, and once again, Oskar’s mind was teeming with hopes, dreams and fantasies of travelling the world and seeing its wonders. And that’s where they would always stay, trapped inside the mind of a boy who could barely speak.

      Oskar worked for his father at his tannery in Sabley. Well, actually, due to the stench of piss and dung, it was way beyond the outskirts of the village on the other side of Gibbs’ farm.

      This meant a long walk for Oskar as he led the donkey and cart to the village each day to collect the pisspots left out for him. The tannery relied on a regular supply of urine and dung from the villagers, and Oskar was proud to help his father with such an important job. It also gave Oskar plenty of time to daydream. Today he was a mage fighting beyond Aeron’s Wall, in the land where dragons slept. A gnarled stick he found under a tree was his magic staff and he swung it at imaginary foes as he danced around the plodding Donella. His sister had read him stories when he was little and they lit a fire in his mind, helping him conjure quests to embark on and fair maidens to rescue.

      He and the donkey came to his favourite part of their walk as they rounded the valley path to see Sabley laid out below them. Nestled between two granite peaks, the village clung to the banks of the River Sable, glistening silver and blue under the moons. Oskar patted the donkey’s rump and they continued their ascent up the winding path to home.

      Oskar’s life was not one of a mage’s glory or fame. The most he could hope for every day was that Mrs Croup would have warm bread and butter waiting for him when he finished his collection and arrived at the tavern. In the summer, she would add plum jam.

      He knew he was different from the other youngsters in the village. He couldn’t think as fast as them, nor hear or see as well, and some, like the shepherd boy, would openly mock him whenever he came into the village. Alby Clim had tried to teach him his letters, but they wouldn’t stay still on the page or leave any kind of impression on his mind, and when he tried to write, his hand trembled and the quill and ink would simply scrawl jagged lines on the parchment. When he heard others in conversation, he would have the words and ideas formed in his mind to join in, but when he tried to speak, all that came out were slow, slurred words in a jumbled stammer.

      And so he chose to remain silent with a smile. He worked hard, and Mother and Father loved him, and he had his own room with his own wooden toy soldiers that Mr Doon had carved for him on his sixteenth birthday a few years ago. He may have been slow, but when he saw children with crippled arms and legs begging on the roadside, he thanked the gods that he was not as unfortunate as they.

      He dearly wished that his sister Rosheen would come home more often, but the mention of her name would make Father angry and Mother would pull a sour face. Father, especially, would talk of a past that Oskar had never known, a home of deserts and mountains and griffins that flew as free as the birds in the sky, and how they had lost it all because of Rosheen and Anzu.

      Oskar carried a likeness of her, carefully folded away in his top pocket. He recalled watching Mr Doon sketch it one summer afternoon, and seeing it come to life had been as wonderful as any magic by Alby Clim or Rosheen. With a few scratches of charcoal on parchment, Mr Doon’s stained fingers had created a drawing of Rosheen so like her that Oskar half-expected it to turn and smile at him. Oskar had no doubt that when she returned, she would have changed some, so he would ask Mr Doon to sketch her again.

      Oskar was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t see Alby Clim until one of the man’s hands was on his shoulder, the other pointing back the way Oskar had come.

      ‘Oskar, back to the village, lad,’ Alby said, his breath wheezing. He turned the boy on his heels, but Oskar didn’t understand. He gestured at the buckets in the cart that he had spent all day collecting, and to indicate that failure to bring them home would earn him a beating from Father. All that came out were those slurred words again.

      ‘Please, Oskar, go! It’s not safe,’ Alby pleaded. ‘Do you understand, boy? Hurry!’ Alby was always happy and relaxed, and Oskar became anxious to see him so upset. He was shouting at Oskar now, shoving him back. Tears came to Oskar’s eyes. What had he done wrong?

      And then, with his blurred vision, he saw a pillar of smoke rising up the valley path. Flames licked at the roof of the tavern by the mill. Tiles were popping and cracking, black smoke pouring out of the windows, cheered on by men with swords and burning torches. Without hesitation, Alby Clim rushed towards them, summoning a whirling tornado. It towered over the mage, touching the ground on the path leading to the mill, drilling into the packed earth as it curved towards the men, who backed away, hands protecting their faces. The noise was deafening, even to Oskar’s feeble ears, and the men’s screams sent a chill through his body.

      Oskar ran for home and the donkey followed. He ran past Alby and the screaming men, on and on, away from the village, up the hill, and even though his lungs burned and he had a stitch in his side, he didn’t slow at all. All Oskar wanted now was Mother’s embrace.

      He knew he was close when the smell of the tannery started to make his eyes water. Heaving for breath, he staggered up to the squat stone building where they lived and worked. The raw animal hides pinned to the walls fluttered in the wind, but the rows of soaking barrels were unattended. Where was Father? Where were Jess, Gem, Pol and Dom, the ladies who laughed and gossiped and sang as they worked on the hides? He called for Mother, but there was no reply. He ran into the kitchen where pots lay cracked on the floor. Where were they all?

      He dashed from room to room, calling for them with a frightened moan.

      ‘Oskar!’ It was Mother’s voice, but thin and trembling. 

      He found them in the yard outside, where a fire burned in a brazier.

      Father’s blood was mixed in with the dust and the dung on the ground. It was thick and slow and steamed in the morning air. His body lay face down, a knife clasped in his hand. He must have tried to fight back. Oskar had seen that stillness in a body before when he watched Farmer Gerrit slaughter his spring lambs. With a gut-wrenching certainty, Oskar knew that Father wasn’t going to be getting up again.

      Jess, Gem, Pol and Dom lay dead in a pile nearby, dark, bloody stains on their shawls.

      Mother was on her knees with a blade at her throat. Three men, dressed and armed like those who had set fire to the tavern, surrounded her. A noise wailed from Oskar, a mixture of confusion and despair. This didn’t feel real. It was like a bad dream. How could everything change so suddenly?

      The biggest one, a man with long white hair and jagged teeth, reached out and grabbed Oskar by the neck. His fingers dug into the flesh around Oskar’s collarbone and the boy yelped in pain.

      ‘Please!’ Mother begged. ‘Leave him alone, he’s a simple boy, a moon child, he hasn’t done anything wrong, please!’

      ‘Who is he?’ the man asked.

      ‘My son, please, let him be.’

      ‘Rosheen Katell,’ the man said. His voice was strange, each word hacked out like a cough. Oskar had heard travellers in the tavern talk like this sometimes. He wasn’t from around here. ‘Is she your sister, lad?’

      ‘He can’t answer you,’ Mother sobbed. ‘He can’t speak like others.’

      ‘You’re his mother, Rosheen’s his sister, right?’ The man was tired of the conversation already, and Oskar worried that meant he might kill them.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Mother wept. ‘Please don’t hurt him.’

      Oskar reached into his pocket.

      ‘Careful, sonny!’ Quick as a flash, the man had a blade pointing into the soft flesh above Oskar’s throat. ‘Don’t make the same mistake your father did.’ It stung and Oskar whimpered, but then the man followed Oskar’s terrified glance and saw what the boy had in his hand.

      He snatched and unfolded the charcoal likeness of Rosheen. ‘Yeah, these are the ones,’ he told his companions, shoving Oskar to his knees. The boy was facing Mother, both were sobbing, their bodies shuddering. ‘Got a question for you two.’

      ‘Please don’t hurt us,’ Mother pleaded. With a smack that made Oskar jump, the man backhanded her across the face. She froze in shock, wide-eyed, and coughed drops of blood from her mouth.

      ‘Which of you two does Rosheen care for the most?’

      ‘W-what?’

      ‘Lemme put it like this…’ The thick-lipped man crouched down on his haunches, grinning as he looked from Oskar to Mother. ‘If she only had time to pull one of you from a burning building, which one would she rescue?’

      Oskar was puzzled by the question, but a look of calm acceptance crossed Mother’s face, like everything made sense and she understood the question perfectly. ‘Oskar,’ she said quietly. ‘She’d rescue Oskar.’

      ‘Good enough for me.’ The man stood and turned to his companions. ‘You sort her out and I’ll take him back to the ship.’ He kicked over the brazier, its flames catching on the hay scattered on the ground then licking up around the wooden kitchen door. Oskar sobbed as he watched his home burn. Then he screamed helplessly as he watched the man’s companions drag Mother inside.

      The man’s hand gripped Oskar’s arm, pulling him away from Mother. Oskar could hear her screaming, ‘Don’t hurt him! Please don’t hurt him!’ from inside, followed by, ‘He’s allergic to eggs, he can’t keep them down, please, he—’ And then she fell silent.

      Only now, as Oskar was taken around the side of the tannery and thrown into a cage on wheels, did the words come. One word. The only one he had ever mastered. ‘Mama!’ he cried. The man got up on the biggest horse Oskar had ever seen, kicked its flanks and they were off. The cage was pulled along the bumpy road, dust getting in Oskar’s eyes and throat as he called for Mother again and again and again until his throat was hoarse and he could speak no more.
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      ‘I’m going to slice off your head and shit in your skull!’

      And the evening had started with so much promise. Sander tried to recall how he and old Ragnall had come to this. The Jolly Cooper tavern was their first port of call tonight. Sander liked the place. It was always full but never too rowdy, and there was something about the smell of wet dog by the fire, combined with farmer’s armpit and mouldy sawdust, that he found reassuring. And they served an incredible local black ale called Night Mary, which not only had the perfect balance of fruit and malt with a lingering after-taste but was also strong enough to get you perfectly merry in under a pint and a half. He and Ragnall had decided to kick off the Springtide weekend with a few drinks here, a little warm-up before the main event later, but Ragnall never could hold his ale and it wasn’t long before he started spouting off.

      ‘Kelish are a desperate lot. The marshes flood every year, so they build their homes on stilts. Why don’t they just move? Idiots, every one of them. And have you ever tried trading with them? Shifty buggers. Can’t trust ’em as far you can kick ’em,’ the old man said as he downed his tankard, shaking out the final drops. He tossed it away and immediately started drinking from Sander’s. ‘And that lot up in Eriworth are no better. Place is a refuge for pig fornicators.’

      Lugham Village was a crossroads for traders, and the Jolly Cooper tavern offered travellers a warm bed, cheap beer and the best sausage and mash in onion gravy in the Newlands. Looking around, Sander could see quite a few folk from Andraste and Eriworth and elsewhere, and they were glaring with tight lips and clenched jaws as Ragnall carried on with his rant. And most – if not all – of them were armed as they waited for some kind of signal for the fight to kick off.

      It was the pig fornicator comment that made the big red-faced man step up and make the skull-shitting threat. Problematically, Ragnall was a hedge wizard, and most hedge wizards looked, and smelled, like tramps. And this being the Springtide weekend, Sander wasn’t in his official robes, either, so this big fellow didn’t know whose skull he was threatening to defecate into.

      Sander stood slowly. Anxiety attacks had kept him up for most of the previous night; he was in no mood for any kind of fight, verbal or physical, so he raised a placating hand. ‘Friend, I apologise for my companion’s behaviour. Now, you’ve both had a lot to drink. Words were said, that’s all, mere words, so let’s put this⁠—’

      ‘Shut it, son, before I take your arms off and shove ’em up your arse!’

      ‘That’s a unique threat, and one I take seriously, of course, but you should know⁠—’

      ‘Any fights and I call the Guardhouse!’ Astrid, the Jolly Cooper’s owner, yelled as she pointed a many-ringed finger at the red-faced man. ‘You. This one might look like a vagrant, but he’s the King’s Mage, and his mate is a mage, too, so you’d best kiss and make up like real men.’

      Sander watched as the red-faced man tried to parse all this new information. ‘This long-haired pissant is the King’s Mage?’

      ‘Sander Bree.’ He extended his hand, but the red-faced man didn’t take it. ‘Certainly no vagrant, so thanks for that, Astrid, and yes… the hair is real.’ Sander took great pride in his long blond hair; it hadn’t been cut since he turned forty and reached to the small of his back. He gave it a shake in the hope of getting a laugh.

      None was forthcoming.

      ‘Uh… and I am indeed Mage to His Majesty King Steffen Henning Mathias Bhaltair of the House of Ultan. Or Bhalty, as I call him,’ Sander continued, desperately hoping that levity would win the hour. The laughs still didn’t come, so he waved the joke away. ‘I don’t. He’d kill me on the spot. Well, he’d try to.’

      The red-faced man’s eyes flitted from side to side. He’d made a fool of himself and was looking for a way out that would leave him with some shred of decency. ‘And him, too?’ His voice was dry and cracked now as he pointed at Ragnall. ‘The one who smells of dung?’

      ‘It’s compost.’ Ragnall exhaled heavily as he got to his feet. ‘My own special blend. It’s good for the mushrooms,’ he added. ‘And if you don’t believe I’m a mage, then watch this…’

      ‘Raggy,’ Sander warned, ‘don’t do anything silly.’

      Ragnall closed his eyes, slowly raising his arms to the sides like a bird’s wings. Candles on every table shimmied and the hound resting by the fire perked up at some noise beyond human hearing. The crowd began to back away.

      Ragnall’s sandalled feet left the dusty tavern floorboards and he levitated into the air.

      It was a simple piece of magic but one that never failed to impress ordinary folk. There were ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from those gathered, and one person even tried to start a round of applause, but it soon faltered to nothing. Sander tutted and puffed like a parent with a boastful child. ‘All right, that’s enough, down you come, you big show-off.’

      Ragnall rose above the wax-caked iron chandelier and soon found his head scraping against the timbers. He brought his hands together like he was cupping water to drink, then raised them slowly.

      And everyone in the room rose with them. Including the dog.

      People yelped in shock, dropping their tankards as their legs kicked in the air and flapping their arms as they reached for something to grab on to. A few began praying; others begged to be let down, and one old man vomited and began tumbling over and over.

      The dog took it in his stride. He’d seen it all before.

      Even Sander was airborne. Arms folded, and looking decidedly unimpressed, he wondered if he should counter with some of his own magic, but he knew that would only make Ragnall even more grumpy, and that’s when things could get out of hand.

      ‘Ragnall!’ Sander said. ‘Let us down. Gently.’

      Ragnall half-opened his eyes, a twisted grin on his face. ‘I can keep this up all day, y’know.’

      ‘Yes, we’re all very impressed. Come on.’

      The patrons of the Jolly Cooper found themselves slowly sinking to the straw-strewn floorboards. When they landed, they shared terrified looks and the room remained silent save for the crackling fire.

      Ragnall let himself descend before the red-faced man. He was coming down from the high of magic and, with the drifting, yellowed eyes of a seasoned drunk, Ragnall looked into his antagonist’s face and said, ‘Now piss off back to Eriworth, you pig fucker.’

      The red-faced man inflated again, but Sander stepped between them and steered him towards the bar. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa, no, let’s not start that again. Where are you from, friend? Let me guess, Port Byle, yes? I grew up a little way down the coast, y’know? Tell me, does the Pride of Agrona still dock there? A magnificent ship. Here, let me buy you a drink…’ He gestured to Astrid: Whatever he’s having! She quickly poured him a large gin, and in moments, the red-faced man’s anger was quelled by the warm glow of mother’s ruin. ‘Let’s get everyone a drink, eh? This one’s on me!’ Sander added quickly, aware that everyone in the tavern was glaring at him with empty tankards in their hands.

      Sander had hoped for some kind of cheer for his generosity, but his fellow patrons just picked up their conversations from where they had left off and someone started playing a fiddle. Ungrateful buggers, Sander thought to himself.

      Being a mage had taken its toll on his nerves over the decades. He was thirteen years old when Ragnall had come to his village looking for apprentices. Sander’s abilities were beginning to manifest and his parents had more than enough on their hands with nine other children to feed, so they were happy to take the old man’s coin and wave their middle son farewell.

      Sander had excelled at the trials and his skills soon drew the attention of local guilds and landowners looking for a mage. Then he struck it lucky: the king himself was looking for a new mage (the old one, Yon Wrightly, having passed away at the grand old age of two hundred and three). Sander always walked a fine line between confidence and cockiness, but this time it worked. He impressed King Bhaltair with his grip on court politics, the state of the economy, truth-seeing and negotiation strategies – all covered in Ragnall’s extensive training curriculum – but to truly demonstrate his powers, he knew he had to try something incredibly audacious. Something that would not only convince the king and queen that their citadel and people were safe from invaders, but a feat that would have everyone from the Newlands to Eru, Myrista and Rigo talking about him.

      Sander had stood alone in the long grass on a sloping rise about half a league from the walls of the citadel, a solitary figure buffeted by the summer wind. He asked the king to give the order in his own time for every available trebuchet on the walls to fire the heaviest stones in his direction at once.

      Repelling flying objects was a fairly standard task for a mage. Having the skill to control more than a dozen was impressive. King Bhaltair took Sander’s request at his word and fired over seventy rocks and boulders at the young man.

      Sander knew that merely flinging the stones to the ground wouldn’t be enough.

      When he heard them launch, he raised his hand, closed his eyes and drew on the power of the Lapis Moon, visualising each stone in his mind. With an instinctive magical skill that came easily to him yet impressed everyone he met, Sander was able to move them around, swirling them like apples in a barrel.

      They were transformed from hurtling projectiles into satellites orbiting the citadel. Seventy miniature moons and more, all imbued with enough magical energy to keep them circling in the sky around the citadel indefinitely. They added extra power and status to the citadel, making it a must-see destination for travellers and merchants alike, and gave nervous traders, and any potential invaders, something to worry about as they approached its gates. People called them the Mage’s Moons and Sander promised to keep them aloft for as long as he was the King’s Mage.

      Sander soon found himself working as the youngest Royal Mage since records began.

      For the first thirty years or so, Sander breezed through it all, but recently things had started to go sour. The queen died in childbirth. Sander had done all he could to save her, but death is beyond even the most powerful mage’s control. After that, the king’s flinty persona no longer had a cheerful counterpoint, and a once happy and confident court became a place where everyone was treading on eggshells.

      And then Ragnall started drinking heavily. Sander had no problem with a happy tipple in the holidays, but whenever he visited his old master these days, he found him in a state of inebriation, railing against the world in general and sometimes – in his darker moments – muttering about a vision he’d had of a great change, the end of magic, the end of everything.

      This didn’t help Sander’s increasing anxiety attacks one little bit. All winter, he’d found himself waking up just as he was dropping off into a deep sleep, his heart racing, convinced he was having a heart attack. He would sit up, gather his breath, lie back down to sleep and exactly the same thing would happen again.

      This summer would be Sander’s fiftieth. He was tired and longed for a break. He’d been looking forward to the Springtide weekend for some time and the last thing he needed was Ragnall picking a fight with everyone they met.

      Satisfied that the Jolly Cooper had returned to its normal self, Sander began to move back to where Ragnall now sat cross-legged on the floor. A man slouched on a barstool, wearing the yellow robes of a Brother of the Faith, gripped Sander’s arm.

      ‘Use your magic while you can, wizard,’ he slurred, with breath that could light a candle.

      ‘Actually, if you were paying attention, my friend, I didn’t use any magic.’ Sander reassured him with a friendly pat on the arm. ‘As my tutor used to tell me: a big man starts a fight, the bigger man walks away.’

      ‘Your tutor was an idiot.’

      ‘Maybe. That’s him there.’ He shook his arm free of the Brother’s grip and thumbed towards Ragnall, who was trying to pull himself upright using a barstool. ‘The one who just had you lot floating in the air.’

      Ragnall lost his grip and fell back to the floor. ‘Me arse!’ Ragnall wailed, getting a nervous laugh from the remaining onlookers. Sander winced. Ragnall was already a joke again.

      ‘The word is out.’ The Brother leaned closer, staggering forwards off the stool onto his feet and spraying spittle into Sander’s ear as he whispered, ‘Your time is up. You and all magekind. It’s written in the stars. Astronomers agree that the blue moon will die and the hour of the Faith is upon us.’

      Sander bristled at yet another doomsayer and gently but firmly pushed the Brother away. ‘Y’know, Brother, you’re starting to annoy me. I don’t want to use magic on you, but it would be the easiest thing for me to stop your heart for a few moments, or make your brain explode, so back off.’

      ‘Arrogant little turd,’ the Brother spat, reaching into the folds of his cloak and pulling out a knife.

      Astrid was yelling as the Brother slashed at Sander’s throat. Sander stepped back, instinctively reaching out, finding the irregular rhythm of the man’s heart. He gave it a gentle squeeze. The pain alone was usually enough to deter any ill-wishers.

      The Brother’s eyes bulged as he tried to say something, but all that came out was an insensible slur ending in a gargle. He fell face first on the floorboards.

      Sander closed his eyes and listened. No heartbeat. The Brother was dead.

      ‘Oh, shit.’

      Sander’s own heart nearly stopped. His chest felt numb and he thought he was about to have the kind of panic attack that usually woke him in the middle of the night. He’d never killed anyone before. It was something every mage expected to happen at some time – their power often attracted the foolhardy with something to prove – and he and Ragnall had discussed at length how to deal with such an occurrence, but nothing could have prepared Sander for the sight of the dead Brother lying at his feet.

      ‘Ah…’ Sander shuffled on the spot as the crowd around him began to dissipate. Some backed away, expecting him to kill them next; others took the time to gulp down their dregs before edging towards the door, having seen enough magic for one evening. ‘M-must’ve had a weak heart,’ Sander stammered. ‘You can’t say I didn’t warn him.’

      Astrid stomped around from behind the bar and grabbed Ragnall by the scruff of the neck, pulling him to his feet. ‘That’s enough! Winoc, tell the Guardhouse we’ve got a dead’un.’

      ‘Yes, Mum.’ Winoc, Astrid’s spiky-haired son, took a welcome break from washing dishes and hurtled outside.

      ‘You two.’ Astrid flung Ragnall into Sander’s arms, nearly knocking him flying. ‘Out and don’t come back.’

      ‘I tried, Astrid⁠—’

      ‘OUT! You’re barred.’

      Sander left a few coins for the mess and to cover funeral arrangements and carried Ragnall outside in the first blue light of dawn. The main street was empty. Those who had fled the Jolly Cooper left only dust in their wake. A Springtide chill blew between the closed stores and quiet hostelries, swinging their dying lanterns and making doors and windows clatter and creak. It sweetened the air.

      The moons were bright in the night sky, and most of the windows in the white stone homes that loomed in the hills and woods surrounding the village were dark. Sander tried to sort his thoughts in the silence, but it was soon broken by the clattering armour of the village guards closing in. There would be tedious questions and Sander would have to play the King’s Mage card once again. To knowingly attack a member of the King’s Court was punishable by death anyway, so hopefully this would all be over swiftly.

      Thoughts and ideas began to crystallise in Sander’s mind. Thoughts that had been stirring for a while. Thoughts of leaving and retirement. A man had died, and Sander knew it was time for a change.

      ‘When this is all sorted…’ Ragnall kicked at the cracked and flaky mud in the street. It hadn’t rained all week. ‘Want to go and wind up a troll?’
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      King Torren asked Rosheen to stay and help with the negotiations as a truth-seer. He offered her more coins, her usual rate this time, and the comfort of his own yurt for the night. She took the coins but couldn’t possibly shove an old man out of his bed. The power of the Lapis Moon had completely refreshed her and she would sleep under the stars with Anzu.

      That’s a lot of money. Anzu tipped the lid of the chest open with her beak. Enough to go home?

      ‘Enough to get us there,’ Rosheen replied as she brushed Anzu’s coat. ‘But not a place of our own.’

      We could work on the way. Anzu sounded excited now. Travel through Mylar having adventures. Earn enough for a bit of land in the northern hills?

      Rosheen smiled at Anzu’s childish enthusiasm. The mage had to remind herself that Anzu missed the blue open skies of home more than Rosheen ever would. ‘Sounds like a plan,’ she said. ‘We could make a start tomorrow, perhaps?’

      Anzu hopped around on her back feet, eyes wide with excitement. Yes! Yes, let’s do that. First thing.

      ‘Come here, you big idiot.’ Rosheen took the griffin’s head in her hands, smiling brightly. Anzu’s eyes were as big as apples but looked as delicate as glass, with a jet-black iris surrounded by a shining golden ring. Anzu blinked and inclined her head. She couldn’t smile, but there was a happy, gentle demeanour in the way her bright white head feathers arranged themselves.

      We’re going home? the voice in Rosheen’s head asked. The voice that only Rosheen could hear, the voice she had known since the day she had named Anzu on her sixth birthday.

      ‘Yes. Yes, we are,’ Rosheen told her.
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        * * *

      

      Torren sent emissaries to the leader of the mercenaries to offer terms of peace. Haldor Frang agreed to meet at midnight but was nearly two hours late when he finally arrived.

      Torren summoned Rosheen and she left Anzu happily tearing a dead boar to pieces with her beak and claws. A crowd of Torren’s soldiers had gathered around her, wide-eyed in fear and admiration as the griffin’s beak broke ribs like breadsticks and her talons hacked away at the hog with the skill and dexterity you’d expect from an experienced butcher with a sharp cleaver.

      Frang was younger than Rosheen had expected. Not much older than her. Maybe mid-thirties, it was difficult to tell. His face was nut-brown and wrinkled by a life spent exposed to the sun. His dark beard might once have been immaculately groomed, but now it was ragged at the edges and flecked with grey and white. Tattoos of black tears dripped from his green eyes. He did not bother with the usual furs and gold of a warlord or a king, preferring a simple leather jerkin and trousers, good boots and a short blade on his belt. He was as much of a fighter as his hired swords. Haldor slouched in the chair opposite them, legs crossed, one foot dangling in the air.

      ‘Rosheen Katell, yes?’ He grinned when he saw her. ‘You’re a hard person to meet, young lady. Finally, the honour is mine.’ He jabbed an accusing finger at Torren. ‘You grabbed her first, Torren, you crafty old devil. That hardly seems fair.’

      Rosheen immediately felt at a disadvantage, as if this strange, overfamiliar man had been stalking her from afar. She remained silent, however, reminding herself that this was Torren’s meeting, and waited for the old king to reply.

      ‘Mages have kept the peace for three generations,’ Torren said with a calm, even voice. ‘Why would you be foolish enough to try and disrupt that peace?’

      ‘Good King Torren.’ Haldor’s voice had a northern warmth to it, peppered with rhotic rolls of the tongue. Rosheen listened carefully, trying to pin it down. ‘Peace suits you. It allows you to keep your riches, grow old in comfort, hire witches to win your battles.’ He flashed Rosheen a smile and gave her a wink. ‘Peace does not suit me, however. It means poverty where I come from. Scratching a living from dust and rocks and ice. You and the other kings in the Newlands, particularly the south, seem unwilling to dole out the benefits of your rule, so I have decided that the time has come to take my share.’

      ‘Your share?’ Torren coughed a laugh. ‘You’ll be grateful to leave with your life and passage back to wherever it is you came from.’

      ‘Grainne,’ Rosheen said, unable to resist joining in any longer. ‘He’s from Grainne, more specifically Dagdun on the north-east coast.’

      ‘Very good.’ Haldor was genuinely impressed. ‘Magic?’

      ‘No, just an ear for accents,’ Rosheen said modestly. ‘I worked with some merchant sailors from there once. They somehow managed to earn a living without killing people.’

      ‘Sadly, the ocean and I do not make good company.’ Haldor mimed vomiting over the side of a ship and laughed, clapping his hands together. ‘For so long I have wanted to meet you, Rosheen Katell. The Witch Who Thinks She’s a Warlock, they call you.’

      ‘I’ve been called many things.’

      ‘Oh no, don’t worry. The stories I hear are good. Drust Krax speaks very highly of you. He warned me you might try something cunning today. I should have listened to him.’

      The last time Rosheen had seen Drust Krax, the Warlord Chieftain of Arranrod, he’d tried to kill her after his wife died of an incurable pox. He said he couldn’t afford to look weak and the nurse – Rosheen, in this case – would need to take the blame. He was genuinely apologetic as he drew his sword. Rosheen had escaped by the skin of her teeth using a version of the same trick she’d used on the battlefield today.

      ‘That’s nice to hear,’ she said. ‘How is he?’

      ‘Fine. I had to take a couple of his fingers, but he swears loyalty to me now.’ Haldor’s head tilted at her reaction. ‘You expected me to say he was dead, didn’t you? Krax and his men are good warriors. Better on my side than dead. I’m no savage.’

      ‘I never said you were.’

      ‘Plenty of others do, yes?’ He flashed his teeth, the swagger still there, but Rosheen saw the resentment simmering underneath. He desperately wanted to be taken seriously. ‘You move around with your griffin from place to place, work for hire.’

      ‘It makes for a more interesting career.’

      ‘Like a warlock!’ He clapped his hands together. ‘That’s why they call her the…’ He trailed off as he looked around for a reaction from Torren and his guards but got none. ‘Oh, never mind. Why have you ignored me, girl? I wanted to hire you and your wonderful beast.’ He leaned forwards, a suggestive glint in his eye.

      ‘At the moment, we’re employed by King Torren.’ Rosheen gestured to the old man next to her, whom she could sense was growing impatient with their banter. Despite herself, she was enjoying this.

      ‘Ah, an exclusive arrangement, I see.’ Haldor nodded solemnly.

      ‘No, not exclusive. Though I only work for those who can be vouched for. I asked after you, and the few who had ever heard of you said you were mad. The Dogmeat General, they called you.’

      ‘Better a bad reputation than none at all.’ Haldor pursed his lips so hard she thought for one moment he was blowing her a kiss. ‘It’s a shame as I was hoping today’s little distraction would convince you of the seriousness of my intent.’

      ‘I sincerely hope you didn’t stage a battle where people died in order to attract my attention.’

      ‘You should be flattered.’

      ‘I’m horrified.’

      ‘It’s the only way people like me can get the attention of people like you. Perhaps some other time, eh?’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘Tell me, why don’t you and the beast⁠—’

      ‘Anzu.’

      ‘A lovely name. Eruish?’

      ‘Yes – well, Mylarian.’

      ‘Of course. So why don’t you and Anzu settle down with a king or a warlord like other mages?’

      Most warlords or kings asked her this question sooner or later, usually as a precursor to offering her a permanent position, and she gave Haldor her usual response. ‘Kings are all fine and good, but sooner or later they die and their mad son or daughter takes over, and they always start by beheading those people who were loyal to the old king.’ She rested a hand on Torren’s arm. ‘No offence.’

      ‘None taken, my dear,’ the old king replied, resting his chin in one hand and clearly wondering when he might get a word in again.

      Rosheen turned back to Haldor and continued, ‘And you’re always faced with the choice of stand by and watch or interfere. Neither of which interests me much.’

      ‘What’s he paying you? I’ll double it.’

      Torren shifted uncomfortably, but Rosheen was quick to answer. ‘I follow the Mages’ Code, Haldor Frang, and I do not take kindly to those who would try to usurp it.’

      ‘Ah.’ Haldor nodded. ‘Principles. How’s that working for you?’

      ‘It made me the mage I am today, thank you.’

      ‘One stuck in a rut, I hear.’

      ‘Not at all.’ Rosheen answered a little too quickly and with far too much offence.

      Haldor cackled. ‘Touched a nerve, eh? Yeah, I bet you’re all too happy playing midwife to peasants and wiping the arses of incontinent royals, hmm? Not up for an adventure with a real warrior, then?’

      ‘And that would be you?’

      ‘I’m about to make things interesting around here, witchy-warlock. Join a winner while you still can.’

      ‘I hate to disappoint you, but that’s not the most tempting offer, and I must refuse.’

      ‘Fair enough, I tried.’ Haldor took a noisy, deep breath through his nostrils, and like that, he was serious again. ‘I have swept through the Newlands like a fire, old man.’ He turned his attention to Torren, who was a little thrown at being the focus of the warlord’s gaze once more. ‘You think your little mage-girl here and her glorified flying pussy will stop me?’

      ‘They did today,’ Torren said, regaining his composure, unimpressed with the warlord’s sudden mood swings. He unravelled a parchment and began to read. ‘These are our terms: you will surrender your arms and your banner, and your commanders will be taken into our custody. You will decamp with your host at first light, leaving our borders with immediate effect. You are henceforth banished from the Kingdom of Agrona, and any attempt to return will result in your immediate arrest, punishable by death. You⁠—’

      ‘Tell me, old man, what will you do when the magic has gone?’

      Torren sighed. ‘What in the world are you talking about, you ridiculous fool?’

      ‘When magic is no more?’ Haldor spoke as if this news was common knowledge. ‘When the power shifts from people like you to people like me?’ He turned from Torren to Rosheen. ‘You. Mage. He brought you here tonight as a truth-seer, yes? Let me show you something…’ He reached into his jerkin and, with clatter of steel on chainmail, the King’s Guards jumped into life, levelling their swords at him.

      Haldor froze for a moment.

      Then he leapt to his feet and ripped open his jerkin, popping buttons and revealing his bare chest, barking at the guards like a dog. ‘C’mon! Yes! C’MON! DO IT!’ He pushed his chest against their sword-points. The king’s men staggered back like first-year cadets.

      Haldor fell into his chair in hysterics, barely able to breathe, he was laughing so hard. Torren and Rosheen shared a glance: He’s a maniac!

      Haldor cleared his throat and regained his composure, taking a scroll from within his jerkin. He flattened it out on the table between them, toppling over goblets as he did so. His tone was calm and serious again. ‘After I laid waste to Drust Krax’s stronghold in Arranrod, I employed the services of his astronomer. A nervous man; jittery, crazy eyes. Kept babbling on about the end of magic.’ Haldor stood and leaned over the scroll. Rosheen, well versed in astronomy, joined him. It was covered in smudged and scratchy diagrams showing the movement of their world and its moons around the sun. He pointed to the blue moon. ‘Lapis: the source of all your power, am I right, witchy-warlock girl?’

      Rosheen said nothing, wondering where this was going.

      ‘That’s how it works, isn’t it?’ Haldor persisted with a mischievous grin, delighted to have befuddled the mage. ‘You magical beings, the mages, trolls and dragons – your griffin companion! – you all dance around naked and worship the moon and it gives you your power, yes?’

      ‘No, no, no.’ Rosheen puffed her cheeks out and shook her head, speaking to Haldor like he was a child. ‘The Lapis Moon has a field of energy. Mages have their own latent magical energy, and we use it to engage with the moon’s and harness its power. There’s no worshipping involved, no nudity, just years of study and hard work.’

      ‘That’s a shame about the nudity, I was rather hoping⁠—’

      ‘Get to the point, Haldor,’ Rosheen snapped. ‘We’re here to discuss your surrender.’

      ‘Of course, of course. Look at these.’ Haldor’s finger found what appeared to be illustrations of small suns shining in the firmament. ‘These are massive rocks in the stars. Comets, he called them. And this one’ – his finger jabbed at a large red circle with a long golden tail – ‘this one is the biggest of all. It’s coming soon. You see this line? See how it curves? Straight for the Lapis Moon. Days away, he said, and then⁠—’

      Screaming, Haldor ripped the scroll into scraps, flinging them into the air above him. The pieces fell around them like autumn leaves as he stared Rosheen square in the eyes. ‘Oh, I see I have your attention now,’ he said. ‘This comet will collide with the Lapis Moon, shattering it into a billion pieces and taking with it the source of your magical powers. Your own latent energy will not last, magic will die, and there will follow years of chaos as each of the realms fights for control. The bloodshed you’ve seen today is nothing compared to the slaughter to come, and the dull peace you’ve grown fat on will be washed away like shit in a sewer. Nothing will ever be the same again. These are the last days of magic, Rosheen Katell. Enjoy them while you can. Now tell me, truth-girl, am I lying?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CROSSES ON AN ARC

          

        

      

    

    
      As Rosheen and Anzu threaded their way out of Torren’s camp, everyone around them made haste as they packed up tents and equipment for the return to Castle Agrona. The peace terms had been agreed and the warlord escorted back to his own camp.

      ‘He was telling the truth,’ Rosheen said. ‘At least, he thought he was.’ Rosheen’s earliest gift was truth-seeing. Since she was a toddler, she had been able to tell if someone was lying, and there was no doubting the warlord’s earnestness.

      We’ve seen too many doomsayers in the past to take yet another one seriously, Anzu reminded her. He may well believe what he’s been told, but that doesn’t make it the truth. Come on, Rosheen, you’re not an amateur. You can spot a delusional freak, surely?

      ‘Gods, you sound like Torren.’

      Then I’m in good company. Speaking of which …

      Anzu nodded ahead to where Torren was being helped onto his horse by a freckled stable girl. It took several attempts and some mild cursing on the king’s part, but he eventually found himself in the saddle. He was surrounded by milling red-robed advisors proffering scrolls and seeking his signature.

      ‘Rosheen, Anzu.’ The king waved his advisors back and gave the mage and her griffin a jaunty salute.

      ‘King Torren.’ Rosheen smiled. ‘Might I ask one last favour?’

      ‘I am forever in your debt. Name it.’

      ‘Could your astronomer check Frang’s calculations?’ she asked. ‘I need to know.’

      ‘I’d love to help, but I’ve not employed an astronomer for some time, my dear,’ Torren told her. ‘What goes on in the heavens is no business of mine – the sun and the moons still rise and set regardless of any interest I take in them. There are people I can consult in Castle Agrona if it would make you happier?’

      Let’s kidnap Haldor’s astronomer, Anzu suggested.

      ‘There’s no one in the camp who could help?’ Rosheen asked Torren.

      ‘I’m afraid we didn’t bring Natural Philosophers of any kind, my dear,’ he said with a smile. ‘We left in rather a hurry. But I shall ask my wisest minds when I get to Castle Agrona.’

      If Haldor’s prediction were true, then waiting for Torren’s advisors might be too late. She had to find out for herself.

      ‘That would be wonderful,’ she replied anyway. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Where shall I send word?’ the king asked, distracted by his advisors who gathered closer around him like dogs keen for treats.

      ‘I have lodgings at the mages’ temple in Canwick,’ she said.

      No we don’t. Anzu’s voice sounded puzzled. Then she added, sounding a little disappointed, Oh, you’re lying. Are we doing the kidnapping thing? I was joking.

      ‘You’re welcome to come with us.’ The king gestured at his departing soldiers.

      ‘Thanks, but no. We have unfinished business to attend to,’ she told him.

      I hate it when you do this. Anzu stamped her feet. Just because I can’t speak doesn’t mean you can drag me into your lies, woman.

      ‘As you wish.’ The king chuckled at Anzu’s stamping. ‘Looks like she’s keen to get a move on, eh? Fare thee well, Rosheen, Anzu… Right, what the blazes do you lot want, hmm?’ The king trotted away in the midst of a heated discussion with his red-robed advisors.

      Rosheen pulled herself onto Anzu’s saddle. ‘Hey, Anzu.’ The mage stroked the griffin’s white feathers, which usually calmed her down, but she continued to bristle. ‘What did you say about kidnapping Haldor’s astronomer?’

      That was a joke. A joke? You remember jokes? They’re funny things that don’t get us killed.

      ‘How about a proper grooming? Feathers, talons, the works. You’ve not had one of those in ages.’

      Are you trying to bribe me, woman?

      ‘Yup.’

      You really think I’m that shallow?

      ‘I’ll throw in a full massage and a beak polish.’

      Anzu made a growling noise that came from the pit of her belly. One part deep thought, two parts desire.

      You’re on.
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        * * *

      

      Rosheen saddled up Anzu, donned her hand-carved shell goggles and they took to the skies.

      They followed the coast towards Nuddcombe Valley where Haldor was encamped, accompanied by a flock of white geese in an arrow formation over the delta where the Alar River spilled into the White Sea over glistening moonlit sandbanks. It would take a good hour’s flying, and Torren’s terms required that Haldor leave by dawn, so he might not be there.

      He was.

      Anzu was first to see it.

      By the gods, Rosh …

      Rosheen’s view was limited by the narrow slits of her goggles and so she slipped them off for a better look as they circled high above a sprawling mass of tents in the wide valley below. Countless glowing fires sent ghostly spirals of smoke into the night sky. Dozens of horses, pigs, cattle and sheep were enclosed in makeshift stables and pens, and a well and a pump had been installed by a weir.

      Even from their vantage point in the clouds, Rosheen and Anzu could hear the noise of blades chopping meat, along with the bubble and slop of vegetables, soups and broths boiling over. It was the kind of hubbub you would expect in a small town.

      ‘He must have at least a thousand mercenaries,’ Rosheen called over the whipping wind.

      Some are preparing to move out, Anzu added, and Rosheen could see a dozen or so armed riders mounting horses and heading back on the road to Castle Agrona. Not enough for a counter-attack… Sabotage? Whatever it is, they’re completely ignoring Torren’s terms. We should warn him.

      ‘We will, we will, but I want to find this astronomer first. Look, there.’ Rosheen pointed down to the largest yurt in the centre. ‘That must be Haldor Frang’s. That’s where I need to be.’

      Are we dropping in unannounced or something more subtle?

      ‘I don’t want him knowing we’re here.’ She pointed at a clearing in a wood beyond. ‘Let’s put down there. I’ll cast a glamour and sneak in, you be my eyes above, and if I’m not back in an hour, or if you see me getting my arse kicked, come and fetch me.’

      Subtle it is, then.
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        * * *

      

      Rosheen moved as silently as she could past forges busy with armourers, the rhythmic chink-chink of hammers shaping hot metal blades on anvils. To some, she would be a movement out of the corner of their eye; to others, nothing more than a shadow moving from one dark spot to another, mistaken for a cat or fox prowling for food.

      Those going about their chores were one thing, but guards on alert were something else entirely. Many were trained to spot the signs of a moving glamour; a few even had low-level magical abilities of their own. Rosheen needed an extra pair of eyes, and they circled high above her.

      Whoa, whoa, stop…

      Rosheen obeyed the voice in her head and hunched down behind a small pyramid of ale barrels, not daring to peek out. She glanced up to see a dark shape move between the moonlit clouds above. Anzu.

      There’s a pair of guards about ten feet to your left. You could move further around the camp to maybe find another way in. Wait there a moment and let me check.

      For all her other magical abilities, Rosheen had no psychic skills whatsoever and was unable to reply directly to Anzu. And so she could only listen, keeping low and still, while her griffin worked on a solution.

      Okay, I’ve circled the camp. These fellows are part of an inner ring of security. I think beyond here it’s Haldor’s trusted circle only. You should be fine once you’re past them. Give me a minute and I’ll try and distract them. Keep your ears open…

      Half a minute passed, then she heard Anzu’s voice in her head. Incoming!

      The body of a dead goose came crashing down on one of the storage tents, punching into it with a smack and folding the tent in on itself. The poor bird must have been petrified as the griffin plucked it from the air, broke its wings and dropped it from on high.

      ‘Show yourself!’ one of the guards called, running to investigate. The other stayed at his post but took two steps forward to track his comrade’s movements. He had his back turned to Rosheen and that was all she needed.

      She dashed past him, quick and silent as a purse-snatcher’s hand.

      There were more people to avoid as she wove her way to the centre of the encampment, but she moved with purpose and confidence as though she belonged there; skulking around would only burst the glamour’s bubble. She strode with her head held high towards Haldor’s guards and his yurt, and not one of them saw her.

      Rosheen, don’t bother with Haldor’s tent, Anzu said. Have a look in the one behind it. I think that’s the one we need.

      Rosheen circled the big yurt, doing her best to disregard the grisly sight of half a dozen or so heads on spikes arranged outside its entrance, to discover a smaller, more ragged tent squatting in its shadow, its sagging canvas propped up with yew branches. Its roof was split open and the tip of a telescope peeked out. An astronomer’s observatory. She slipped inside.

      Be quick! I’ll keep watch.

      It was pitch black in the tent, but with a few blinks, she drew on her power to heighten her vision in the darkness. Shapeless blurs soon became a table, scrolls, optical glasses and a bed with a man sleeping face down. The astronomer. She moved to him first, wondering if she should wake him.

      Rosheen saw an empty bottle of Keevan whisky in his hand and reckoned he wouldn’t be much use to her anyway. She placed a hand over his head and, with a few words of incantation, sent him into an even deeper slumber.

      In the centre of the room stood the telescope, a tall brass cylinder resting at an angle on a rotating stand. Reaching from the floor to the canopy, it looked like an outsized horn, but it was topped with a curved glass lens and pointed up into the heavens through the slit in the canvas. Rosheen hadn’t seen one since she was a child in Eru and certainly not one as large or sophisticated as this. In the eastern desert villages, the skies were clearer and the stars brighter, one of the many things she missed about home. She ran her hand along its surface, admiring the craftwork where the various sections had been seamlessly joined together. There was a slot in its middle for sliding in different sized lenses. She levered one of the lenses out on its brass ring for a closer look. Save for a few scratches and bubbles, the grinding and polishing of the glass was near-flawless.

      At the lower end was a cushioned stool facing an eyepiece. She crouched down and peered through.

      It was as if the heavens were in the room with her.

      The stars shone through the lens with a sparkling clarity and the darkness beyond had a depth that star-watching with the naked eye had never given her. This was an incredible work of craftsmanship, less a mere telescope and more like a portal. She fantasised about crawling up its brass tube and stepping through into the firmament. A part of her wanted desperately to turn the telescope around to see the moons, or even Anzu in flight, but any movement might attract the wrong kind of attention.

      Briefly wondering how much time she had left, Rosheen tore herself away from the greater universe and instead unravelled the astronomer’s scrolls on the table. There were the usual measurements and observations of the moons, stars and sun, the kind of thing that she and all mages studied as part of their apprenticeship. She was a little rusty, but as she looked at the charts and calculations, it started to come back. How the blue Lapis Moon’s orbit danced around the planet in an elliptical circle, passing in front of its grey brother twice a day. Rosheen recalled a song that compared the Lapis Moon to a boastful younger sibling eager to please its parents.

      She discarded that scroll and unrolled another. This looked a little more like the one that Haldor had torn to shreds earlier. It was covered with the astronomer’s same spidery writing, and the smudged diagrams looked like they’d been scribbled in a mad haste.

      Rosheen…

      She shook her head, ignoring Anzu. She was so close. There were numbers, calculations scrawled around the edges, along with a series of small crosses all linked with a curved line.

      Rosheen, there are men leaving Haldor’s tent.

      It was like they were plotting a course.

      They’re headed towards you. They’re circling the tent. Get out, Rosheen, now!

      She followed the curved line… and it crossed directly with another arc.

      You might want to find a place to hide…

      The path of the Lapis Moon. These two objects were destined to collide. Nothing could stop it.

      Right now, Rosheen!

      ‘Some time tomorrow night,’ a voice behind her said.

      Rosheen didn’t move. She could sense Haldor standing in the entrance to the tent, his men milling behind him. There was no way out, but he was flashing his grin as he approached her with open arms.

      ‘You couldn’t help yourself.’ He rested an arm around her shoulders and joined her looking at the scrolls. ‘You knew I was telling the truth.’

      ‘This proves nothing.’ She released her hold on the scroll and it curled back on itself. She gestured at the unconscious astronomer. ‘He could be as mad as you.’

      Rosheen, are you okay…? Give me a sign.

      ‘Ah, but you can see for yourself.’ He kicked the sleeping astronomer. ‘Dagmar, wake up!’ But he did not move.

      If you’re okay, move the big thing poking out of the tent.

      ‘I put him under,’ Rosheen told Haldor. ‘Don’t worry, I think I know how this works.’

      She took the scroll with the crosses and moved to the telescope’s eyepiece. With a heave, she twisted the device on its base, hoping the movement would tell Anzu that she was safe.

      Was that you? Rosheen, was that you? Do it again.

      She made another adjustment, now hoping that Haldor didn’t pick up that she was sending a signal.

      Good, I’m on standby. Do something drastic if you need me.

      Examining the coordinates and making a quick calculation in her head, Rosheen reckoned she would need to rotate the telescope thirty degrees to the east. She moved it again, more precisely this time, then leaned forward and adjusted the focus.

      It was exactly where it was supposed to be. Nothing more than a white dot against the endless black of space. It might have been mistaken for a star, but it didn’t have a star’s shine. Instead, it was dull, heavy, oddly inert and unthreatening. It didn’t appear to be moving at all, but she knew that if she looked again in a few moments, it would have inched forwards. Another cross on the astronomer’s arc. Imperceptibly crawling across the sky, unstoppable and as inevitable as the sun rising in the morning. And it was about to destroy her entire life.

      ‘One more day.’ Haldor’s voice wasn’t gleeful or triumphant, merely matter-of-fact. ‘One more day of magic left. What will you do with your day, Witch Who Thinks She’s a Warlock?’ He swung the telescope’s eyepiece away from her. ‘What will you do with the rest of your life without that power? What will you do with your beast? How long will she last without the magic that sustains her?’

      Her mind raced. They could run. To where? Eru? Their plans were based on a slow journey east, but they would need a place to shelter now. Tomorrow.

      They could go back to Sabley, the valley village where her father was a tanner and her mother looked after her little brother Oskar. She’d spent her teens hating the place. The smell of it, the muck in the streets, the grey, lifeless faces of the people who lived their entire lives there, never venturing further than the next town, stuck in an even bigger rut than Rosheen. Oh yes, Haldor had been right about that and it had stung her, but Sabley and its dull ways might be safe. Safer than here, at least.

      And Anzu. What would happen to her? Rosheen’s mother had stolen the egg especially for her sixth birthday. The excited little girl had spent the next two summers feeding Anzu, imprinting herself upon the griffin until she was ready to fledge. Rosheen first heard Anzu’s thoughts when she was eight years old and the griffin had been Rosheen’s guardian and companion every day since. Rosheen had stuck by her, even when Anzu’s young, animalistic impulses had got the better of her. Rosheen couldn’t contemplate abandoning her. Or, even worse, without her source of magical power, would Anzu die?

      ‘When the end comes, nothing will ever be the same again.’ Haldor peered through the telescope’s eyepiece. ‘People, ordinary people, resent your magic, your powers and the way mages have abused their privilege.’

      ‘I have never⁠—’

      ‘Oh, yes, I’m sure you’re as pure as the rain that falls from the sky.’ Haldor leaned back from the eyepiece. ‘But vengeful mobs rarely check their victims’ credentials.’ He spun on the stool to face her. ‘I like you, Witch Who Thinks She’s a Warlock, but if you want to survive the chaos that follows the end of magic, you will need to be on the winning side. You’re welcome to join us here. You strike me as smart and resourceful.’

      ‘That’s if you’re right, of course.’

      ‘You know I’m right. You’ve seen it for yourself.’

      ‘So, magic is gone, people panic, kingdoms wage war and Haldor Frang… does what, exactly?’ Rosheen said, doing her best to remain defiant. ‘This rabble is no match for Bhaltair’s armies.’

      ‘All I seek is an audience with King Bhaltair of Taranis. I want nothing more than his respect, an understanding between us.’

      ‘What sort of understanding?’

      ‘His is the most magnificent stronghold in the Newlands, he commands the greatest armies, and I want him to recognise a fellow leader of men.’

      ‘Good grief, it always comes down to ego, doesn’t it?’ Rosheen shook her head. ‘You’ll kill hundreds of innocents, burn their homes and crops, all so that you can get into a dick-measuring contest with all the other crowned clots.’

      ‘Greatness is measured in respect, not the size of one’s genitals.’

      Rosheen didn’t have an answer for that one.

      Rosheen, is everything all right? Anzu’s voice came to her and Rosheen gently nudged the telescope with her fingers.

      And Haldor saw it. ‘Signalling to Anzu? Why be coy? Invite her down!’

      Rosheen grimaced but did nothing more, not wanting to give him the satisfaction that he was right.

      ‘And so, anyway, Bhaltair will not meet with me,’ Haldor continued. ‘He won’t even receive my emissaries. Word came to me that he dismissed me as a savage.’ Haldor raised a mock-offended eyebrow. ‘I know. Me? How dare he?’ Haldor moved over to a pile of black, jar-like cylinders stacked in a pyramid by the maps on the table. He hefted one of the objects, then hopped it from hand to hand like an amateur juggler.

      ‘Is that… an explosive shell?’ Rosheen took a step back. ‘Should you be doing that?’

      Haldor shook the shell and it rattled like peas in a jar. ‘Flash powder from Rigo.’ He grinned. ‘Very rare, very expensive, very volatile. Have you ever seen one go off? Magnificent colours. And the heat! If I am to bring King Bhaltair to the negotiating table, I need to make some noise, yes? Grab his attention. And that’s where you come in.’

      ‘I won’t do it.’

      ‘You haven’t even heard what it is yet.’

      ‘I don’t need to,’ Rosheen said. ‘I can see it in your eyes. I don’t hurt people, Haldor. And this is insane. If your plan is to take advantage of the fall of magic, why not wait till it actually happens? How many men died today because of your belief in a drunk astronomer’s calculations?’

      ‘While every other warlord and king in the Newlands will be scrabbling to make sense of what has happened, I will already be seated in Castle Agrona with a battle-hardened army and a ready strategy for consolidating my power. I’m basically a genius.’

      ‘Agrona?’

      ‘The attack on Castle Agrona is already under way. By noon tomorrow Old King Torren will be dead, and what was his will become mine.’

      ‘What?’ Rosheen’s lips went numb. While she was here playing around with astronomers and warlords, Torren’s home was being overrun. Her belly sank with a sickening guilt and she knew she had to get out of this place now. Without another word, she backed away to leave.

      ‘Farewell, witchy girl.’ Haldor didn’t move to stop her. ‘Be sure to inspect the heads on your way out.’

      Rosheen tried to ignore his words as she marched out of the yurt into the crisp night air. Her intent was to find Anzu and fly straight to Castle Agrona. But she couldn’t fight the instinct to glance at the spikes.

      As she did so, Rosheen’s skin tingled and crawled, her stomach turned and she felt light-headed.

      There, side-by-side, were the heads of her mother and father. Both had their eyes closed, foreheads crinkled into frowns and mouths half-open as if about to ask a question. Instinctively, she drew on her powers to restore her senses, but the heartache remained and the tears still came.

      ‘I assure you, they felt no pain.’ Haldor’s voice came to her as if in a dream.

      She spun to face him, ready to tear his heart from chest, but he was holding a small square of parchment up for her to see.

      ‘Take it,’ Haldor said. ‘Look closely.’

      Rosheen unfolded the parchment to find a charcoal sketch of a young woman. After a few moments, she realised it was her. She had a vague memory of posing for Mr Doon in Sabley for⁠—

      Her heart froze. She looked up to Haldor’s unblinking eyes and the tattooed tears below them. ‘How did you get this?’

      ‘Your brother loves you very much,’ Haldor said in a soft whisper. The words made Rosheen feel nauseous.

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, the words coming as a ragged whisper.

      ‘The truth-seer doesn’t believe me? Then find him. Use your magic.’ Haldor stepped back and folded his arms in anticipation. Rosheen didn’t move. A half-smile crept across Haldor’s face. ‘Oh no. That’s right. You can’t, can you? Moon children are a blind spot for you mages, hmm? You can find me, my men, King Torren, whoever, but a moon child…? Your own brother? He’s like a ghost to you, isn’t he? One of the great mysteries of magic and moon children. How wonderful. I could talk about it all night. The research I did, looking for a mage with such a weakness. It’s no accident that I chose you, Rosheen. I’m sorry, but I look for people I can exploit, and you were ripe as summer strawberries.’

      Rosheen felt like she was in a bubble. No sound could penetrate it. Blood pounded in her ears. This couldn’t be real.
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