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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HEIRS OF MANA DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kahikian Dynasty

      Haumea (HAH-oo-MEH-ah)  — the former God-Queen of Uluka’a, now vanished.

      Kū-Waha-Ilo (KOO-WAH-hah-EE-loh) — mate of Haumea.

      Namaka (NAH-mah-kah) — eldest daughter of Haumea, the Sea Queen.

      Kahaumana (Kah-ah-hoo-MAH-noo) — Namaka’s first husband, deceased.

      Kanemoe (KAH-neh-MOH-eh) — Namaka’s second husband, deceased.

      Leapua (Leh-ah-poo-ah) — a kahuna to Namaka.

      Pele (PEH-leh) — second daughter of Haumea, the Flame Queen.

      Kapo (KAH-poh) — fourth daughter of Haumea, a sorceress who left for Sawaiki 50 years ago.

      Hi’iaka (HEE-ee-AH-kah) — youngest daughter of Haumea, a child raised by Pele.

      Upoho (oo-POH-hoh) — a rat kapua, foster brother of Namaka.

      Lonomakua (loh-noh-mah-koo-ah) — kahuna and mentor to Pele.

      

      Sawaikians

      People of Kaua’i

      Uli (OO-lee) — a sorceress who came from Kahiki 50 years ago, along with Kapo.

      Huma (HOO-mah) — first husband to Uli, King of Lihue.

      Kalana (KAH-lah-nah) — brother of Huma, husband to Uli after she divorced his brother, deceased.

      Hina (HEE-nah) — daughter of Uli and Kalana, wife to Hakalanileo.

      Hakalanileo (hah-kah-LAH-nee-leh-oh) — King of Waimea, husband to Hina.

      Kana — elder son of Hina and Hakalanileo.

      Niheu — younger son of Hina and Hakalanileo.

      Aukele — Namaka’s third husband, deceased.

      Lonoaohi — chief kahuna to Hakalanileo.

      Kamapua’a (Kama) — a wereboar, son of Uli and Kalana, but raised by his sister Hina.

      Ioane — a bandit serving Kamapua’a.

      Keahi — a bandit serving Kamapua’a.

      Lopaka — a warrior loyal to Kamapua‘a.

      Makani — a bandit; Kamapua‘a’s second-in-command.

      Aiwohi — King of Wailua in Kaua‘i.

      Kaneiki — a chief in Anahola, sworn to Huma.

      

      People of Mau’i

      Hinaikamalama — Queen of Hana.

      Lima-loa — son of Hinaikamalama, a friend of Kamapua’a.

      Alani — Hinaikamalama's daughter-in-law.

      Makana — Alani's sister; Kamapua‘a’s ex-lover.

      Sanna — a female warrior in service to Hinaikamalama.

      Peni — a kahuna to Hinaikamalama.

      

      People of Vai’i

      Poli’ahu — The Snow Queen of Mauna Kea.

      Nalani — counsellor to Poli’ahu.

      Lilinoe — a snow akua who counsels Poli’ahu.

      Waiau — a snow akua bound to Poli’ahu.

      Kahoupokane — a snow akua serving Lilinoe.

      Kepawa — recently deceased king.

      Naia — widow of King Kepawa.

      Milohai — younger brother of Naia.

      Keanu — high kahuna to King Kepawa.

      Kamalo — second kahuna to King Kepawa.

      

      People of Moloka’i

      Kaupeepee — a raider based on Moloka’i fighting the Kahikians.

      Ilima — a warrior loyal to Kaupeepee.

      Aheahe — one of Kaupeepee’s men.

      Aouli — one of Kaupeepee's men.

      Keoloewa — King of Moloka’i, brother to Kaupeepee.

      Kupa — a chief on Moloka’i.

      Piika-lalau (Piika) — a mo’o serving Kauhuhu.

      

      He’e

      Punga — the he’e ambassador to Mu.

      

      Muian Mer

      Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana

      Nyi Rara (Nyee Rah-rah) — princess of the Dakuwaqa.

      Kuku Lau (KOO-koo low) — Voice of the Dakuwaqa, sister of Nyi Rara.

      Ake (AH-keh) — Commander of the Dakuwaqan Rangers.

      Ikatere (Ee-kah-teh-reh) — Former Voice of the Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana, father of Nyi Rara, deceased.

      Taema (Tah-EH-mah) — sister of Tilafaiga; a tattoo artist.

      Tilafaiga (Tee-lah-fah-EE-gah) — Ikatere's niece; sister of Taema; a tattoo artist.

      Apukohai (Ah-poo-ko-hah-ee) — Nyai Rara's cousin.

      

      Kuula ‘Ohana

      Aiaru (Ah-ee-ah-roo) — Queen of Mu, Voice of Kuula ‘Ohana.

      Hokohoko (Ho-ko-ho-ko) — warrior of Kuula.

      Till Pimoe (TEEL-pee-MO-eh) — A mermaid of Kuula 'Ohana.

      

      Ukupanipo ‘Ohana

      Daucina (daw-SEE-nuh) — a diplomat and scholar.

      Opuhalakoa (oh-poo-hah-lah-koh-ah) — Keeper of the Urchin, Voice of Ukupanipo ‘Ohana.

      

      Nanaue ‘Ohana

      Kauhuhu (kow-HOO-hoo) — Voice of the banished Nanaue ‘Ohana of mer.

      

      Hiyoyan Mer

      Rongomai ‘Ohana

      Latmikaik (Laht-mee-kah-EEK) — Queen of Hiyoya; Voice of Rongomai ‘Ohana.

      Inemes (ee-NEH-mess) — a mer of Hiyoya; cousin to Queen Latmikaik of Hiyoya.

      Matsya (MUT-syuh) — an ambassador to humans, Rongomai ‘Ohana.

      

      Tinirau ‘Ohana

      Saveasi‘uleo (Sah-veh-ah-see-oo-leh-oh) — uncle to Tilafaiga and Taema.

      

      Others

      Kanaloa (kah-nah-LOH-ah) — the Old One spawn of the Elder Deep; worshipped as a god of magic, of the ocean, and of the he‘e.

      Maui (MOW-ee) — the legendary Firebringer and patron of Mankind during the early Worldsea Era.

      Moho (MOH-hoh) – an Aswaran of the Second Flame. He communicates with Pele through flames.

      Mo‘oinanea (moh-oh-ee-nah-neh-ah) — the progenitor queen of the mo‘o.
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        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …
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        Last Days of the Titan Era

      

      

      

      The cacophony of a collapsing city drowned out even the screams of its citizens. The ground undulated, roiling beneath their feet as Nu‘u raced through the streets, forcing his way against the throng of the crowd fleeing the sea, desperately clutching his wife’s hand. The crowds ran from the shadow rising up from the depths, engulfing their World. A wave the size of a mountain, closing inward, seeming almost possessed by apathy the way it lurched ever closer, visible for miles out.

      The World bucked, not like some mere earthquake, but as if a colossal god had kicked the ground, heaving it all in a single direction. Just ahead, the main plaza ruptured down the centre, one side lunging up a half dozen feet above the other. The colonnade rimming it toppled like a child’s blocks, one mighty stone pillar crashing into the next, a cascade of destruction.

      He watched in horror as the splitting ground swallowed up whole families. As a woman tumbled into a newly opened void, leaving her shrieking man behind. Not that Nu‘u could hear a damn thing anyone said.

      He yanked his wife around to the side of the plaza, pulling her harder when she stood gaping at the ruin of Pahulu’s palatial estate, balking at the hole now opened in its heart.

      They had no time!

      Panting, he pulled her onward. They had to vault over the collapsed breezeway now filled with debris. Beyond, the harbour had already flooded. Ships were hurled about like models, and only the roofs of the buildings remained above water. But all this was but preamble.

      Wincing, Nu‘u glanced up at the emerging shadow within that wave. At the abomination that had risen from the depths of the sea. The wave formed a veil around it, mercifully obscuring the behemoth, though he saw more than he might have wished. His breath caught in his throat even as he tried to murmur some primal, inarticulate prayer to any who might be listening.

      The saurian head, that, even within the shroud of water, seemed to gleam with a dozen glowing eyes. The mass of writhing tentacles each large enough to rip mountains out by their roots. The rising arms, reaching for Mu, ready to sweep away whatever the cataclysmic quakes and flooding might leave behind.

      He stared—he knew with ineffable certainty—at the very end of the World.

      Now it was Lilinoe shoving him onward, his wife drawing him from the trance seeing this Elder God had induced within him. His gaze turned, beyond the city proper, to the highlands where the rest of the people fled, wondering if the peaks would shelter them from such an eldritch horror. The roar only redoubled, then, for the mountain range ripped itself in half, the very land torn like a scroll such that the sea might rush in and fill the gap.

      Everywhere his gaze turned, the landscape recoiled in agony, as horrified by what transpired as he himself was. Broken, shattered, and swallowed by the sea. Was this what the Queens of Mu had wrought? Was this delirium their final fool’s gambit?

      There would be nowhere to run. Even if he made it to his ship, there would be nowhere to sail to, would there? This thing the queens had unleashed would consume the World. They had no doubt meant something like this fate for Kumari Kandam, never imagining it would befall Mu as well.

      But still, Lilinoe guided him onward. They leapt onto a rooftop, daring not risk trying to swim the floodwaters, then took a running start to jump to the next. A double-hulled canoe streamed by, caught in the currents. They jumped to it, giving over the hope of reaching Nu‘u’s vessel.

      Across the gap of waters, someone waved to them, beckoning them. A cluster of a handful of survivors. Maybe the last of Mankind, for all he knew.

      Nu‘u exchanged glances with his wife, then yanked the till until he could come around, wincing as the hull clipped the edge of a building. Only in drawing near did he recognise Pokoharau, one of the other queens, and by then it was too late to turn away. Instead, Nu‘u laced his gaze with scorn, for her hand had unmade the World.

      Pointedly, he looked up at the closing Elder God, surging ever nearer, then back at the fallen queen.

      “There is no escape!” he spat at her.

      “There is my penance!” she shouted, voice almost swallowed by the cataclysm unfolding around them.

      It settled upon him, then. Her intent. She, who could influence the waves themselves, would feed her Mana into the surging kai e‘e. Feed it all, even as it destroyed her body. As if saving a handful of survivors would absolve her of the death of continents.

      But Lilinoe helped her aboard, and—against all logic—Nu‘u guided the canoe toward the approaching apocalypse, wondering, in the end, if anyone would ever remember them. If anyone would be left to remember.
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      The source of deepest darkness.

      Of the depth of darkness, of the depth of darkness,

      Of the darkness of the sun, in the depth of night,

      It is night,

      So was night born.

      —Liliuokalani, Queen. The Kumulipo
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        Third Age of the Worldsea

      

      

      The ocean was thick with the blood of dead mer and the frenzy of sharks feasting on their former masters. Once, this tiny coral reef had been replete with brilliantly coloured fish, eels, sea turtles, and half a hundred mer seeking solace. The third enclave to fall this week, and once again Nyi Rara had arrived too late. Frustration and grief warred for dominance on Ake’s face as she swam beside him, searching for survivors of the latest he‘e purge.

      The octopuses were always three steps ahead, always knew wherever she and Ake might plan a strike, always uncovered the hiding spots of the Muian refugees. For all her hydromantic power, Nyi Rara was left helpless. Helpless to change the course of a war that had, for all intents and purposes, been lost the day Mu fell.

      The rumours had cropped up in hushed, treasonous whispers—any hope for mer in these seas would now come from Hiyoya … Even as they knew surely the he‘e had allied themselves with the rival nation. Many of Nyi Rara’s people had fled to the southern kingdom for safe haven. But the cold, relentless efficiency with which the he‘e had exterminated the Muians left her wondering where Kanaloa would next turn his hateful gaze. Even Hiyoya must fall before the machinations of such implacable foes.

      Kanaloa was, she had learnt to her dismay, a master of divination. With such ability, perhaps enhanced by the Urchin, the he‘e always seemed to know where the mer would strike. Where they hid, what they planned. The sorcerers of Kuula ‘Ohana had begun warding against such things, but it seemed too little, too late.

      Surely the he‘e knew of Ulu-hai-malama, the greatest refuge of Mu. Surely the attack upon them must impend. Dakuwaqan Rangers patrolled the waters around the bastion, but they would offer only so much warning when the time came.

      “We can’t win like this,” Ake grumbled. The Ranger Commander dispatched a unit of mer to scout the coral caves for any survivors before turning a weary gaze on her, then motioned her away from the bloody battle site. She swam after him, following to cleaner, deeper waters.

      She spun on him. “You can’t talk like that in front of the troops.”

      “They know the truth as well as we do.”

      “I did not say they were fools, Commander. I said you cannot speak such in their presence. They need to believe their leaders have confidence. If we falter, our forces will break.”

      Ake pointed back at the bloody waters. “We have faltered.” The ancient merman was hard to read, not the least because of his growing irrationality as the Ranger tattoos corroded his host’s brain. She knew he never really trusted her, never accepted that Namaka and Nyi Rara had fused. In his mind allowing the host free rein, even symbiotically, represented a reckless indulgence. She could tell that much, though he’d had the good grace not to be so blunt in his point. And yet, despite his misgivings, sometimes she felt she was earning his respect, if not trust.

      They lost more often than they won, but her hydromancy had turned the tide of more than one engagement. That had to count for something.

      “What exactly do you suggest we do?” she asked. “Shall we throw ourselves upon the mercy of Hiyoya? Send an envoy to Latmikaik?” She laced as much disdain as possible into her words, almost hoping some would overhear and know what she thought of their cowardice.

      The glory days of Mu had passed, its Golden Age caught in the maelstrom of history, spiralling toward oblivion. And everyone knew that. The Rogo War had broken the back of what had once been the greatest mer kingdom in the Seven Seas.

      She’d returned from Namaka’s people on Sawaiki, come back to the Muian army in a desperate hope to save the kingdom. And she had failed. They had no weapon with which to fight the god-king Kanaloa. She had thought to engage him herself, but since the he‘e had outwitted them at every turn, Ake had declared that move too reckless, premature.

      But still, Nyi Rara would find a way. She would not allow near to five millennia of grandeur to come undone. But … for all her power she was still … afraid. Afraid of the monstrous he‘e that now dwelt in Mu. Afraid, perhaps, that Kanaloa’s bid to control the entire Worldsea, the whole of the Mortal Realm, represented an inevitability.

      He was a greater spawn of the Elder Deep, a primeval demon known as an Old One. Such beings had the power to shatter entire kingdoms on a whim, to drag civilisations in oblivion.

      “Your sister looks to Lemuria for aid.”

      Nyi Rara’s frown only deepened. She’d have thought Queen Kuku Lau would probably sooner let Mu disappear into legend than surrender her throne to Hiyoya. Given the rival kingdom would like as not banish her from Earth, exile her spirit back to Avaiki, that made sense.

      But Lemuria? Lemuria had risen amid the subsea ruins of Kumari Kandam, the hated foe of Old Mu. For Muians, the Lemurians had continuously undulated between mistrustful trade partners to outright rivals narrowly avoiding war.

      She could feel his eyes locked on her face, awaiting her next words. A misspoken response could stink of treason. “We cannot surrender Mu to Lemuria. Not at any cost.” Not quite a direct challenge to her sister’s authority, but close.

      Ake ground his sharklike teeth. “I do not like where this is going, Princess.”

      Nyi Rara shrugged. She didn’t like anything about the entire situation. It was vile, brutal, and thick with political undercurrents her human half disdained. Namaka had fought against her sister and it had cost her everything. More than could be borne.

      Her delicate World had shattered like a seashell tossed upon a rocky shore. Her days of revelling in sunlight and dancing over waves had given way to cataclysm. The play of the ocean had become the wrath of the deep, inundating Uluka‘a with a kai e‘e, drowning the paradise of her youth.

      The end of a world.

      Even as now, while Nyi Rara knowingly witnessed the end of an Age. Mu had endured here for pushing five millennia, but twilight now drew upon them. This she could no longer deny. Where should she turn for solace? Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana maintained trade contacts with the other great kingdoms, but any of them would gladly seize their faltering kingdom, given the chance.

      Hope had now fled these waters.

      Kuku Lau might be persuaded to fight on, though for the wrong reasons, Nyi Rara had no doubt. The deaths of hundreds of mer hosts were setbacks to her, at most. She wouldn’t care about the mortal lives lost except insofar as the inconvenience it posed. Maybe that was why the he‘e were winning. They had more to lose than the mer—as a mortal race native to the Mortal Realm, their deaths were permanent. Nyi Rara had no idea what happened to a he‘e soul when one died, but they certainly didn’t return to possess new bodies like a mer did.

      Ake sighed, rubbing at the stump where once his left hand had been. “What do you want to do?” His mouth twitched as he spoke, like his shark teeth tried to descend on their own, unbidden.

      Ignoring the merman’s failing host, Nyi Rara focused on his question. That question had run round and round in her mind for days. Twelve days since she had returned from Sawaiki to Uluhai, and still she was no closer to an answer. “We have every reason to believe Hiyoya allied themselves with the he‘e.” The timing of the taniwha attack just as the he‘e moved against Mu, it was too much to believe a coincidence.

      “Most likely.”

      “We need a new stratagem, something not even the god-king has prepared for.”

      Ake’s only answer was a grimace. Kanaloa was as large—or larger—than the taniwha, and she had killed that only through consuming Milolii’s heart and then teaming with Pele. Unlike the sea dragon, the god-king was smarter than any of them and commanded the Art. As Ake had once pointed out, they would probably only get one chance against him.

      Nyi Rara glanced back at the pink slurry of water. They would find no survivors here. “We must return to Uluhai.”
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      Uluhai was the last bastion of Mu’s defences, a final refuge hidden in the ruins of a colony from the glory days of Mu, deep within a crevice north of Vai‘i. Here, in the cliff city, the refugees gathered, clinging to a desperate hope the he‘e would not find their location.

      They would, of course. The he‘e would find it, or their god-king would uncover it with his sorcery or other divination.

      The Nanaue Voice, Kauhuhu, met her and Ake at the upper rim of the gorge, apparently having returned from his own forays against the he‘e. The scent of blood clung to him, so maybe he’d had more luck than any of the others. For her part, Nyi Rara could not help but imagine the Nanaue thrilled in any chance to fight and devour. So long as they were on Mu’s side, Nyi Rara considered their savagery a boon.

      Even if Kuku Lau barely concealed her disdain, at least her sister had honoured Nyi Rara’s pledge to make Kauhuhu general of the Muian army.

      Other Nanaue mer swam above the gorge in slow circles. Patrols, really, though Nyi Rara fancied their circuit resembled actual sharks circling a kill. It was a macabre thought, but under the circumstances Nyi Rara thought morbidity an appropriate response. She was staring at the end of a civilisation.

      They swam down the gorge, past sentries, and into tunnels pregnant with restless mer watching from grottos and side tunnels. Waiting for their soldiers to save them and somewhere, deep down, probably knowing it was too late.

      Some ten days back the refugees had managed to dig out the great hall here, an expansive grotto framed by massive arches and flying buttresses that stretched along a path of open windows leading into the upper reaches of Uluhai. These buttresses connected to other towers probably originally intended to house soldiers. Now, Nyi Rara suspected, they were filled with refugees.

      She swam through the central arch to find, even in such dire straits, her sister had managed to turn this abandoned hall into a throne room. She reclined upon a clamshell as big as a small hut, watching Nyi Rara with a measured gaze.

      In truth, she could not begrudge her sister the affectations of royalty. They had overthrown Aiaru for her weakness, and the people needed to see their new queen as a bulwark. Of course, Nyi Rara had advised against moving on Aiaru at the time, given the more pressing threats. Kuku Lau had forced her hand.

      “Queen Kuku Lau.” She offered a tail twirl before drawing near the throne.

      Her sister nodded. “The colony?”

      “Gone,” Nyi Rara said. “Wiped out by the he‘e. Kanaloa continues to uncover our sanctuaries with alarming speed.”

      Her sister grimaced, her expression eventually becoming a sneer directed at Nyi Rara. “You were given the mightiest hydromancer in the Worldsea for use as your vessel. Why has Hiyoya not been brought to heel with the power you now wield? Why are we at the mercy of the he‘e?”

      “We were outmanoeuvred at every turn.”

      “And who was it that proposed alliance with the accursed cephalopods?” Kuku Lau snapped.

      Nyi Rara inclined her head. She had indeed made the mistake of trusting Ambassador Punga. In her desperation to find a way to stop Hiyoya, she had advised a course that had led them here. She might have protested she had only advised the course—Queen Aiaru herself had accepted it. Trying to shift the blame, however, would most likely have only further agitated her sister.

      “My Queen,” Ake cut in, perhaps intent to spare her. “We must call a Council of Voices. We cannot expect this bastion to remain safe for long. Days, at most, I imagine.”

      Kuku Lau blew out a frustrated stream of bubbles, twisting her hand in acknowledgment. “Call them.”
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      In the old days, long before Nyi Rara’s birth, Ulu-hai-malama had been ruled by Rongomai ‘Ohana, which was now the ruling ‘ohana of Hiyoya, a morsel of lore Daucina had shared with her only well after the refugees had settled here. Rongomai had—according to the Ukupanipo Voice—held this place as a bastion of knowledge, their ‘ohana famed for its mastery of lore. Were mer given the choice what ‘ohana to be born into, she imagined Daucina would have chosen Rongomai.

      For the Council of Voices, they had selected a bowl-shaped chamber supported by columns engraved with now-faded reliefs that had no doubt once depicted the glories of Rongomai. Resting against one such pillar, Nyi Rara wondered whether the Hiyoya ‘ohana knew the Muians had fled to their ancestral holding. An idle musing, she supposed, since everyone would learn the truth soon enough.

      Within the centre of the bowl, Ake had created a facsimile of Mu from stones and seashells, giving the Voices something to stare at in their impotence. A conch had become Kuula Palace. What had once been the seat of government now became the citadel of the he‘e god-king.

      “Do we have any estimate of their numbers?” Nyi Rara asked.

      Ake frowned. “Not a good one. No scout we sent close enough ever made it back. Besides which, their natural camouflage means they are nearly impossible to detect till they move. We suspect several hundred he‘e remain in the city, but that’s only a guess.”

      Nyi Rara looked to Kauhuhu, who looked upon the gathered mer with a sneer. “He‘e do not concern me.”

      At the next pillar over from Nyi Rara, Daucina chuckled. “I can think of at least one that rather ought to concern us all. About the size of a palace, has an army, and has planned this for millennia? Does this engender any concern, my friend?”

      A chill wracked Nyi Rara. Kanaloa was all that and more. The god-king had created the mo‘o out of the taniwha. Had granted immortality to at least two of his servants—Namaka’s parents—and had apparently used them to deliberately sire kupua like Namaka, Pele, and their sisters.

      She could not begin to put together all the pieces of the he‘e god-king’s plan, but whatever that plan was, it stretched back to the very dawn of the Worldsea, to the Deluge itself.

      “If we were to draw out the he‘e using the Rangers—” Ake began.

      Kuku Lau scoffed. “Your numbers are too few, your value too great, and the he‘e themselves too clever to fall for obvious ploys.”

      “Perhaps,” Ake admitted. “But we can make a two-pronged attack, with Dakuwaqa separating the he‘e while the Nanaue move in to slaughter those who remain.”

      “A solid plan,” Kauhuhu said, though Nyi Rara imagined he simply liked the idea of slaughter.

      Till Pimoe squirmed uncomfortably, drawing eyes upon her. After Nyi Rara and Kuku Lau had fed her sister’s soul to the Elder Deep, Till Pimoe had replaced Aiaru as the Voice of Kuula. And since had contributed almost nothing to meetings of state, perhaps still fearing to share her sister’s fate.

      Not something terribly likely, though. With Nanaue having rejoined Mu, they had four ‘ohanas. They needed four Voices.

      “Yes?” Kuku Lau asked the other mermaid.

      Still, Till Pimoe hesitated.

      Nyi Rara extended a hand to her. “Please. Tell us.”

      She opened her mouth slowly. “We’re throwing mer lives away. We all know the he‘e have some pact with Hiyoya, even if no one wants to admit it. Kanaloa has the Chintamaniya, and Hiyoya has at least one of the stones as well. For all we know, one or both factions possess a second taniwha. If we attack Mu now, we might as well simply abandon these hosts and return to Bulotu. That would be the best possible outcome of an assault.”

      Kauhuhu sniffed, then chuckled. “Is cowardice so far from treason these days?”

      Till Pimoe flinched. Seeing her like that, afraid to speak her mind, it sparked a measure of indignation on her behalf, and Nyi Rara almost snapped at Kauhuhu before Ake cut in.

      “Do you have a better idea?” the Ranger Commander asked the Voice.

      Daucina spared her. “Point of logic—whether Till Pimoe has a better idea or not holds no bearing on whether or not this idea holds merit. And I tend to agree … we cannot win this fight. We must sue for peace.”

      Nyi Rara groaned. “What, with the he‘e who stole our home and slaughtered our brethren?”

      Daucina shrugged. “Or with Hiyoya. Latmikaik I think more likely to hold to any oath she gives than Kanaloa. Then there’s Lemuria not so very far off. Or Ryūgū-jō … has not Empress Benzaiten already offered us assistance?”

      “Assistance that would come by placing ourselves under the authority of the East Sea!” Nyi Rara snapped at him. “Would you have us surrender our sovereignty forever?”

      “What sovereignty?” Daucina asked, as if genuinely bemused by her reaction. “We’ve already lost our home. We rule the Muian Sea in name, but in practice, these are Kanaloa’s waters, are they not?”

      The slow, silent menace with which her sister rose in the waters had Nyi Rara’s fist clenching in anticipation. Fear, really—the fear Kuku Lau would tear this Council apart by lashing out at a Voice not only entitled to speak here but obliged to do so.

      “He’s right,” Kuku Lau said, taking yet a worse stance than Nyi Rara had feared. “Not about Ryūgū-jō or Hiyoya, of course, but about Lemuria.”

      No, no, no. If they took this course, Mu would be lost forever. They would all become vassals to a foreign queen, dwindling while they clung to fading memories. Whole civilisations of spirits were lost to ennui in such ways.

      “Suppose there was another solution?” Nyi Rara cut in before her sister could jeopardise Dakuwaqa’s newly restored dominance of Mu. “Suppose I—Daucina and I—could find some means of defeating Kanaloa here, in the records of the College of Triteia?”

      “Why would there be?” Till Pimoe asked.

      Daucina sighed, shaking his head and casting a rueful glance Nyi Rara’s way, perhaps displeased at being forced down such a channel. “Because this site was founded before the Rogo War, at the very height of the Muian Empire. Rongomai ‘Ohana collected vast archives of lore, so, I imagine Princess Nyi Rara now hopes to break into such a repository and uncover some lost arcana that would help us.”

      Kuku Lau settled her gaze upon him. “Do you think it likely?”

      The merman faltered, glancing at Nyi Rara, who nodded. “If a way to overcome Kanaloa exists, I cannot think of anyplace else more likely to house it.” Not the radiant beacon of support she might have hoped for, but Nyi Rara supposed it would have to do.

      Her sister glowered. “Fine. Scour your archives. Ake, bring in any refugees from other sites we can. We clearly cannot hold anywhere else against the he‘e. Kauhuhu, deplete their numbers as best you are able whilst remaining clear of Mu itself.”

      When the others had left, Kuku Lau beckoned Nyi Rara over. “Whatever you hope to find, sister, find it quickly. Time grows short.”

      Oh, indeed.
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            POLI‘AHU

          

        

      

    

    
      In the mo‘olelo, Manua was the first king of Sawaiki, appointed by Maui the Firebringer himself. Even as a child, Poli‘ahu had heard the tales, though it was only later that she learnt she was a descendant of Manua, in turn an heir of Nu‘u, one of the few survivors of Old Mu. Blessed with such auspicious blood, her rise to queenship seemed almost ordained by the akua.

      But then, so had Manua’s, she had to remind herself. He lived, he ruled, and he died … such was his fall—and such his profusion of Mana to enact his will—that he would not surrender his throne even on passing into shadow. Thus he became a king in Pō, according to those mo‘olelo. A spectre to frighten the young into obedience, a lord of lapu, perhaps even holding sway over ‘aumākua. A spirit ruling a tenebrous court somewhere beyond sight, but watching the Mortal Realm, ever.

      Ready to gobble up disobedient children and drag their souls into night.

      These days, she imagined Manua had practiced sorcery, for it abraded the soul and created lapu. In his mo‘olelo, she sometimes mused she saw her future.

      Perhaps, even now, her ancestor experienced existence much as she did at this moment, looking through the Veil from the far side, spiritwalking in Pō. Drenched in shifting shadows, she moved amid the invader camp unseen, gauging their numbers and mettle whilst perceived by them—if at all—as nothing save a cool breeze, a nameless unease that set one on edge.

      With their leaders Uli and Huma dead, and that accursed wereboar gone, she had rather expected the invaders to break. To flee these shores and admit Haupu was beyond their reach. Still, they lingered, and thus she continued to feed Kalai-pahoa bits of their essence and allow the forest akua to ravage their bowels and unmake them with disease and corruption.

      Why would these people not falter? Why, given the enormity of their suffering, did they not realise their akua had turned upon them and thus their cause was lost? Was it sheer tenacity that had them continue to fling themselves upon the sealed tunnel like madmen, casting their lives away?

      Poli‘ahu had long since tired of the siege. She had grown weary of the human reek of Haupu. The stench of sweat and shit that had infected the very rocks of the fortress. The crowding of men around her, looking at her, looking to her as if to ask why this did not end. She loathed them now, almost as much as the invaders.

      Almost enough to demand Kaupeepee travel forth and harry the besiegers directly, bring this to a head. After all, surely the Kahikians had grown weak now, after so long plagued by Kalai-pahoa. Pummelled by hail, pierced by javelins. Surely now they must be primed to crack and fracture into a thousand pieces.

      But now … the distorted visages across the Veil gathered along the shore, flocking there not with obvious intent to load their canoes and flee, but in greeting of other canoes. Frowning, Poli‘ahu followed the throng, content none could see her now that Uli was dead.

      Reinforcements joined the invaders now, and among them, two kupua, flush with Mana permeating Pō, their auras ablaze with power. Auras she knew, even as she knew it impossible.

      Kana and … Niheu. Poli‘ahu had slain Hina’s son. She had murdered him, of that she had been certain. Yet …

      She could not see his face through the distortion of the Veil, but from his aura, it had to be him. It had to.

      Which meant her work at breaking these people had somehow come undone. How was it possible?

      The Waters of Life … Waiau answered in her mind.

      What? Those were real? She had thought them a mere part of Maui’s legend.

      Glowering—almost ready to scream out her frustration—she retreated back to the fortress.
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      Slipping back into her body was like waking too quickly from too deep a sleep. She slumped over onto her side, groaning away the waves of fatigue and disorientation that accompanied her.

      Push it too far there and you may find yourself lost in the Spectral Realm …

      The snow sisters were forever warning her about the risks of spiritwalking. Nevertheless, it was the only way to feed Kalai-pahoa the invader essences. And now she might well have to attempt that with Kana and Niheu.

      Milu take the souls of these invaders.

      None of them belonged here. That these brothers had been born in Sawaiki counted for little, considering the actions of their forebears.

      On rare occasions, she had wondered what it would take to achieve peace with the invaders.

      The submission of the Kahikians to the old Savai‘ian dynasty. The acknowledgement of their right to rule, as the heirs of Manua. Of course, none of that would be possible as long as kupua like Pele—and these two brothers—kept buoying the hopes of the invaders. They still believed conquest was possible, maybe even inevitable.

      Which meant Poli‘ahu had no choice but to resort to ever more drastic means of disabusing them of such beliefs. Whatever it took to secure her dynasty. To shock these invaders into realising they could not take this land.
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      Dawn had not even arisen when the calls sounded through Haupu, the warnings that the invaders once again tried to scale the cliffs leading from the waters up to the fortress. Grim-faced, Poli‘ahu plodded up to the battlements and found Kaupeepee staring down into the night.

      “One of them cocks moves too fast. He dodges or catches every javelin we throw at him. Didn’t know better, I’d call him a fucking mo‘o, wriggling around like a lizard.”

      Poli‘ahu nodded, unsurprised. “That would be Kana. Hina’s son.”

      “Well, this rate, her boy’ll be in our armpits any moment now. Suppose we can take one man, no matter how fast, but it’s likely to disrupt the defences and allow others to get up here. Kupua are fucking …” Kaupeepee paused, looking at her and perhaps remembering she too, was kupua. “… Strong.”

      Poli‘ahu glanced over the side. “Indeed.” And she had no intention of allowing him to mount the battlements.

      Instead, she shut her eyes, feeding Mana into the air, seeping it into the waters. That Mana coalesced, thrumming through invisible currents, siphoning her life energy to form up into mist that rose along the wall. Not mere vapour, though, but cryomantic mist with substance, forming a viscous barrier Kana would have to virtually swim through to climb upward.

      And indeed, mired into the treacherous mist, his ascent slowed to a crawl.

      Poli‘ahu leant against the battlements to still her trembling limbs. “Pelt him with your javelins now.” Her voice shook, just a little, and she glanced at Kaupeepee, hoping he hadn’t caught it. Expending so much Mana left her chilled and unsteady.

      “Uh … Can’t actually see much through that fog,” the bandit complained.

      Poli‘ahu barely restrained herself from rolling her eyes. Mist created little barrier for her, though, so she pointed down, guiding Kaupeepee’s aim. When he loosed, the javelin soared true. It struck Kana, though Poli‘ahu could not tell how badly. In either event, the young kupua faltered, arms flailing, pitching backward and plummeting into the gulch below, a shadow slipping through the night sky.

      “Did I get him?” Kaupeepee asked.

      “Yes.” Poli‘ahu pushed off the battlements and made her way slowly back toward the main fortress. “But I doubt a kupua like that will die so easily.”
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      A great many benthic monstrosities escaped into your World during the Deluge, Waiau said in her mind.

      Poli‘ahu sat in the darkness of a fortress room illuminated by but a single candlenut torch. For this, she had demanded a sacrifice of Kaupeepee, and he had offered up three prisoners. Their corpses now lay piled in the corner, their blood decorating the room in an expansive web of glyphs.

      Monstrosities because she needed these invaders to break now. She needed to visit upon them such obscenity that they could not help but acknowledge her dominance of Sawaiki, no matter the cost. No matter even if she had to invoke spirits Lilinoe claimed forbidden even in Old Mu.

      Despite the warning, the Mist spectre waited just across the Veil, fairly teetering with obvious excitement. Wondering, perhaps, if her pupil could attain such heights.

      It was not even the spirits Poli‘ahu truly needed, but rather, their ability to influence one of those benthic creatures spawned in the depths of Avaiki. Something that would swamp every canoe, thwart any attempt to climb the declivities by denying access to the gulches. And moreover, something that would horrify the Kahikians beyond measure.

      Hail had not broken them, nor the murder of Uli, nor the ravages of poison tree akua. But this …

      So far as she knew, no mortal had attempted such a thing in the history of Sawaiki.

      Oh, there were tales of the mer kingdoms calling up behemoths, taniwha and the like, yes … but for a mortal to try it?

      Let it break them.

      Waiau snickered in her mind, and she could have even sworn Lilinoe chuckled faintly, a wispy sound, gone even before it was noticed.

      Drying, cooling blood caked her fingers from painting the glyphs. She wiped her hands on her skirt while inspecting her work, checking to be certain everything was flawlessly done. The nature of such a spell relied heavily upon calling up a sea spirit—a mer—to summon and overmaster the monster she needed.

      But for such a feat, she needed not only to control the mer and bind it to her Mana, she needed to enhance its power to enact such a feat. That meant invoking a great many more spirits to keep the mer under her control. Even so, it was hard to predict what she would have to offer a spirit for its service.

      “Saveasi‘uleo,” she finally called.

      Psychic currents reverberated through the room, pulsed through Pō and—she imagined—carried outward, down through the depths and beyond, into the Spirit Realm. Into the demesne of Avaiki, where dwelt the particular mer she called upon. One of ancient lineage and power. Vast power.

      “Saveasi‘uleo,” she repeated, evoking it, intermixing the name in her Supernal incantation and the imploring of the innumerable other spirits she needed to make this work.

      In her Sight, the whole of the room swirled, shadows lurching away from the vibrations of her voice and the drum that was her Mana beating at the hinges of reality.

      They came …

      A procession lacking order or form. Incipient shapes melting in at the fringes of her sphere of glyphs, drifting into the Spectral Realm to cast their gazes upon the mortal sorceress with the temerity or foolishness to invoke their names.

      They came, with the glint of avarice in their eyes. A thirst not for material wealth, but sensual pleasures and the respite the Mortal Realm might provide them if they could find any chink in her wards, any wavering of her Mana. That they would slip inside her and claim her as their own, their route into this Realm.

      They came, forming and unforming as if one with the shifting flow of shadows and yet somehow casting the illusion of humanity as though it were their own shadow. Akua … Gods, men called them, and not without cause.

      “Saveasi‘uleo, heed me!” she implored in Supernal.

      And she fell.

      The floor surged up to meet her, grabbed her face and pummelled it. Her soul untethered itself, snapping like a rope pulled too taut, and Pō slithered into greater focus, even whilst colours of the physical World drained away. Pō’s omnipresent chill seeped into her bones, heedless of her affinity for the cold.

      She had fallen into the Spectral Realm … Drawn in or unwittingly spiritwalking … in either case, her soul recoiled, knowing all too well the peril she’d stumbled upon. Predators lurked at the fringes, a throng of horrors watching her, perhaps ready now to feast upon her soul, held back only by fragile wards and her flagging Mana.

      But it was the fish-man in clearest relief, kneeling before her, opalescent eyes seeming to bore into her … that she could not tear her gaze from. Some mollusk-like growths crowned his head, but his body was otherwise adorned with shimmering golden scales and translucent fins. Though he glittered like a walking treasure, the air he projected was so alien it stole even her breath.

      With a scaled, rough finger, the mer traced a line along her cheek. “You called for me.”
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      Clouds of ash cast the setting sun in a myriad blaze, as though the sky itself burnt, rather than the land. Hints of incandescence still pocketed the cooling lava that had cascaded through Hilo. A silence had descended now, broken only by the crackle of flames where the fringes of the forest yet smouldered. The people—those few who had survived Pele’s onslaught—had fled, along with the animals, leaving a wasteland not so very unlike what Uluka‘a had become, albeit on a smaller scale.

      Grim-faced, Pele trod amid what had—only this morning—been a blooming village, a thriving community. Her victims.

      “Many are innocent,” Lonomakua had reminded her.

      “I know.” But with Poli‘ahu away and unable to halt the advance of lava, this had been Pele’s chance to destroy the Snow Queen’s army in a single swoop. To break the back of her foe and effectively end the war whilst the other woman fought over some petty fortress on Moloka‘i.

      “It will not end here,” the kahuna had warned.

      “I know,” she’d repeated.

      Not end. Not yet. She knew all the things he would have said. That violence is a fire that feeds upon itself, fuelled from one bloody stroke to the next. That, were she to take this extreme action, Poli‘ahu would respond in kind.

      Naturally, this meant that Pele would have to hunt down and destroy the Snow Queen before the other woman had the chance to retaliate.

      For the longest time, Pele had sat upon the slopes of Kīlauea with Lonomakua at her side, feeling the rumble of power beneath the surface. Debating, with him and with herself, the prudence of such an extreme course. In the end, desperation had won out. She needed to end this war so Sawaiki could prosper, and Poli‘ahu would never back down.

      Namaka had once told her—when they were young queens—that if a point needed to be made, to make certain she had to only make it once.

      Now, ash rained from above, even whilst refuse crunched under her heels. Really, there wasn’t so much to see here. Lava had swept every structure, leaving nothing but a field of blackened char in its wake. An empty, obsidian plain leading down to the sea.

      There was nothing to see … but still she felt obliged to walk here and see that very nothing. The oblivion that resulted from her actions, her choices.
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      When the lava had cooled enough, kāhuna came to send the dead into the depths of Pō, lest their pain and fear and rage transform them into lapu. Kamalo came and danced, giving no sign of the pain his aged back must feel. Lonomakua too, and four others besides—all to attend to the slaughter she had wrought.

      It went on all night, and Pele forced herself to watch them dance, to listen to their chanting, and to imagine those who they now implored to leave this World behind. Knees folded beneath her, hands resting upon them, she allowed her vision to drift into Sight, to glimpse the shifting shadows of Pō just beyond the Veil.

      She saw the shades of her victims. Men, women, children, all drawn to the vibrations created by the kāhuna. What would the masses think, could they see beyond the Mortal Realm and know the fallen did indeed hearken to the calls of the living? Leastwise, for a moment more.

      She saw ghostly mothers clutching ghostly infants to their breasts and could not help glance at the ethereal owl perched in the distance, watching. Her ‘aumakua … Pu‘u-hele, who had also died before she had experienced a moment of life. Also because of Pele. Did Pu‘u-hele judge her for this?

      Either way, she judged herself.
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      “The greatest danger posed by Poli‘ahu is not her cryomancy, but her practice of sorcery,” Lonomakua said. They had returned to Puna and walked now among the jungle just outside the town. “She delves ever deeper into secrets that ought to have remained lost with the fall of Old Mu. So many wrongs in this World trace back to men and women trying to rewrite reality by calling upon forces they cannot begin to understand.”

      Pele glanced at the mentor she had chosen as a foster father before nodding absently. “She laid a curse upon Kamapua‘a.” Whether or not he deserved it remained rather immaterial. The fact the sorceress could do such a thing was the greater horror.

      “Sorcerers lose pieces of their humanity, including inhibitions that might have limited their extremes.”

      Pele scoffed. “One does not have to practice sorcery to cross boundaries and act without compassion.” She had plenty of experience with wrath driving her—and Namaka—to reprehensible deeds.

      “Certainly true, yes, but the erosion of pieces of the soul make such actions easier. Which is to say, in the throes of desperation, any way out may seem prudent to one such as her, even tracks a normal person would never consider.”

      Pele ducked under a low-hanging branch, making her way down to a stream cutting through the valley. “You mean destroying Hilo may prompt her to call up some madness from Pō … or beyond.” She knelt, splashing water on her face. Times like this, she sometimes mused over giving up. Backing away … leaving everything. But such fancies didn’t last long. She had sworn to claim rulership over this island. Sworn to rule Vai‘i, make a home for her people, and punish Poli‘ahu for her actions. She wiped away the water, then looked to him. “All the more reason I have to act swiftly. I’ll need to hunt her at this Haupu and destroy her before she can call up anything.”

      “You risk her turning to those very powers if you attempt it.”

      “And if I do nothing, she’ll invoke something or other regardless.” Pele folded her arms over her chest. “She has to die and we both know it. We can stand here and argue about what she might do if cornered, but we don’t actually know what she’ll do if left alone, either. Unless you’ve seen something in the flames you haven’t deigned to share?”

      His hint of a smile answered that—clearly, as always, he had seen a great deal more than he shared with anyone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the late evening, her warriors gathered in the harbour, stowing javelins and spears in canoes, bundling down baskets of fish and poi, making ready for the voyage to Moloka‘i. The better part of Pele’s army would remain on Vai‘i and defend Puna from any remnants of Poli‘ahu’s supporters, but Pele thought it wise to take the strongest of her people along.

      They needed a decisive victory over her enemies. And more—if she wanted the respect of the other islands—they needed to see her and her forces as the source of that victory.

      She planned to leave with the dawn, which meant having everything prepared now.

      At the gentle footfalls, she turned to see Hi‘iaka making her way down the shore. The girl’s fingers twitched with unconcealed anxieties. No doubt her whole body felt charged given the nature of her kupua power. Energies she couldn’t control or understand coruscated just below the surface of her skin, probably feeling ready to burst forth at any moment. Pele could feel those currents, could see her sister’s aura ready to erupt in the overflow.

      Even—on occasion—she spotted sparks crackling along Hi‘iaka’s fingers, uncontained. Much as she hated the idea of sending her little sister away, there was no denying she needed training.

      “Kapo promised we wouldn’t leave till you get back,” Hi‘iaka said, glancing around at the boats and warriors. “I mean, I refused to leave without the chance to say ‘aloha.’”

      Pele drew her sister into a wordless embrace, almost afraid to speak for fear of her voice breaking. Kapo had accused Pele of being incapable of training Hi‘iaka in greater part because of her ambition to be queen. But how was she to give up that ambition? It was part of herself—a need through which she defined her purpose in life. And her time with Hi‘iaka seemed but one more of the innumerable sacrifices she had paid for it.

      “Well,” she managed, holding the girl at arm’s length. “Kapo knows if she took you away without waiting for me, I’d hunt her down and scald the skin right off her arse.”

      Hi‘iaka frowned, perhaps at the mental image, though Pele couldn’t say for certain. “She told me the sorcery of Old Mu helped destroy our World and create the Deluge. That Poli‘ahu revives that very Art.”

      Pele grimaced. “Listen⁠—”

      “Don’t let anything happen to you!”

      “What?” Pele squeezed her arms. “You fear for me?”

      “Of course, I fucking fear! Sorceresses can do all sorts of unnatural things. What would I … I mean I … Lua-o-Milu, Pele!” Hi‘iaka wriggled free of Pele’s grasp. “Don’t let her get your hair or blood or skin or anything.” She leant forward. “Not even your shit.”

      Pele raised a brow at that.

      “Kapo says anything that comes from you can be used to connect to you.”

      Was that how the Snow Queen had cursed Kamapua‘a? With his blood? Or—Pele blanched at the thought—his shit?

      Pele patted the girl’s cheek. “Be that as it may, I’m not planning to get personally close to her. If there’s a volcano nearby, maybe I won’t need to go anywhere near the Snow Queen.”

      “Uh … might make it hard to rescue that Hina queen if you bury the fortress in lava.”

      “You let me worry about that.”
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      In the morning, the boats set out. Lonomakua rode in her canoe behind Pele, with Naia left in charge of Puna. And though she knew she ought to focus on the task at hand, Pele could not help but find her thoughts ever drawn back to Hi‘iaka and their impending separation.
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      Being a shit was a shit way to live. That was pretty much how Kamapua‘a saw things these days.

      Even if it he shitting deserved what was happening to his legs. All puffy and swollen like an overripe banana that needed to be peeled and put out of his misery. Only that sounded even more shitting painful.

      He’d made his way from Vai‘i to Mau‘i on account of everybody saying the Sacred Pools helped the sick and so forth. After soaking in them for three days, all he had was wrinkles and a hankering for some fish.

      And no fish presented themselves for his easy consummation.

      Now, he plodded his way up to Hana, half wondering if he would even make it. Every step hurt, and there wasn’t much of a path through the jungle, so he had to follow the coastline. Which was inconvenient on account of it bobbing and weaving and shit. That sort of thing made a straight line even longer.

      Queen Hinaikamalama ruled Hana and she was, last he heard, sworn to Poli‘ahu. Traditionally, that ought to mean he should kill her and count it a help for his cause. But Hinaikamalama also had some good old-fashioned kāhuna in her service. Maybe one of them could un-dropsy his legs.

      That, and her son, Lima-loa, had been among his few friends in days that now felt another lifetime, when the young man had adventured on Kaua‘i.

      It meant no murder today.

      Which was just fine by Kamapua‘a, though he could feel the Boar God getting riled up at the thought of not cracking any skulls. Huh. Maybe the Boar God would settle for busting open some coconuts.

      Coconuts were like skulls, only the meat was tastier inside.

      And smashing them didn’t kill anyone.

      Well … unless you smashed them on someone, but he wasn’t about to do that.

      In the meantime, Mau‘i’s coastline seemed to stretch on and on, like the akua were having a jest at his expense. Truth was, he’d begun to run low on ideas. Shocking, considering the size of his smarts, but since the kāhuna of Vai‘i had failed, the Sacred Pools had failed, and even the shitting Waters of Life had failed, he was … faltering.

      Him! Kamapua‘a, the Incorrigibly Mighty!

      The very idea of him failing sounded utterly preponderous, but there it was. He was in deep pig shit. And couldn’t think of a thing else to do about it.
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      As it turned out, walking on two bad legs made an unpleasant journey take halfway to forever.

      So, when Kama finally plopped down in the centre of Hana, he stripped off his loincloth and fanned himself with it. The locals came to greet him, but he was too tired to even manage an erection to wave at them with. Hopefully they would forgive his lack of proper edifice under the circumstances.

      He did, however, at least manage to climb to his feet with a huff and plaster a banana-sized grin on his face. “Aloha, people of Hana. I come here to chase your worries away and eradicate boredom in all its many forms.”

      Villagers gathered around him to gape in awe at his majestery, and he waved at each in turn, until an exotic-featured woman strode forward, spear in her hand, though not raised in threat. Still, the Boar God in his gut rumbled. Tattoos marred her face, further enhancing her warrior visage.

      An image filled his head, a sight of tearing her skull off by the hair and then beating the rest of the gathered throng with it. It was the kind of mental image that made it hard to keep smiling.

      “Wait, I know you,” Kama said after a moment. “You were with Lima-loa when he married Kaneiki’s daughter.” Kaneiki was a chief in Anahola, sworn to Huma. Last time Kama had seen any of them was before things had really gone to pig shit with Hakalanileo and forced Kama to turn to banditry and all sorts of misbehaviouring.

      The woman groaned. “The wereboar.”

      Kama folded his arms over his chest. “Nah, if you were, I’d totally have smelt it. Wereboar arses give off a particular aroma quite unlike the sweetness sneaking out of your two cheeks.”

      Now the foreign woman narrowed her eyes and lowered her spear. “Do you mock me?”

      “Uh … If you like. I got lots of stamina. I can, uh mock … all night long, Scrumptious. In the meantime, though, be good to see Lima-loa again.”

      Impossibly, those eyes narrowed even further till Kama wondered how she could even see for squinting at him so hard. After a moment, though, the tension broke when a young warrior came bounding down from the village.

      “Kamapua‘a!” Lima-loa shouted, waving his arms about like a buffoon.

      The man leapt into Kama’s embrace and, with Kama’s weakened legs, bowled him over, sending the two of them tumbling into the sand. Kama huffed, lifting the man bodily off him, and set him aside.

      “Shit, Lima, I know I’m immutably missable. I mean, sometimes I miss myself when I’m asleep. But really.” He stumbled to his feet.

      His old friend glanced at his legs and at once took his arm, raising him up. “What in Lua-o-Milu happened to you? I thought you inviolable.”

      “My friend, I’m downright indescribable. Thing is, I got a bit too much fluid and it won’t drain out. I tried standing on my head and pissing it out, but that didn’t work worth shit.” Kama paused, thinking back. “Also—for future reference—not a good idea.” He cleared his throat. “Tried poking holes with a knife and letting the blood out, but those heal up fast and didn’t help anyway.”

      Lima-loa frowned, obviously deep in thought about the whole dilemma. Then, arm supporting Kama, he led him toward the village. “We have to see my mother first.”

      “Uh, huh.” And would that work out, or would old Hinaikamalama know he’d planned to kill Poli‘ahu? It wasn’t like he’d made it too far on that account … then again, he had married her rival, Queen Pele, and that probably didn’t win him much favour.

      Either way, though, he wouldn’t get any help without talking to her.

      Which meant the time had arrived for some egregious words.
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      Queen Hinaikamalama was old as shit. Dry, crusty, and with hardly any colour left in her hair. Kama remembered old mo‘olelo that had claimed her to be among the great beauties of Sawaiki, once. A long time before he was born, there was some romance going on between her and his great uncle or some such pig shit. Maybe, back then, she wasn’t so old. Who knew about these things? If not, he could see why his kin would have broken off the affair.

      “So,” the queen said, hands on her knees and leaning forward. “You helped arrange the marriage of my son, yes? I have you to thank for Alani as my daughter-in-law?”

      “Er …” Kama cleared his throat. “Do you like Alani?” Truth be told, Kama had paid far more attention to her sister, Makana, who had squealed well into the night while riding his canoe. Kama had almost married her, too, before Old Haki put a stop to that.

      The queen chuckled, a warmer sound than he’d have expected from someone who looked ready to burst apart at the seams. “Yes,” the woman said after shifting a bit. “I like her.”

      “So … can I have one of your kāhuna, then?”

      “Have my kahuna?”

      He shifted uncomfortably on his swollen legs. “Oh, uh … Not for an aikāne or anything fancy like that. I mean I just wanna poke his brain about my conditionals.” He waved a hand at his lower extremes. Then frowned, realising she might think he meant a condition under his loincloth. It wasn’t wise to offend queens if a man could avoid that. “Uh, two of my legs have issues.”

      For a moment, she just sat there, head cocked, staring at him like he’d taken on boar form in the middle of the day or some other such insanity. Finally, she leant back, raising a hand to offer her permission.
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      Lima-loa himself helped Kamapua‘a to the temple of La‘amaomao, where the kahuna he needed prayed. It was up on a small cliff, elevated above the village slightly. Hana lay on the windward side of the island, overflowing with rain, so it figured they’d be offering sacrifices to the wind goddess in the hopes she’d be gentle with her gourd and not blow the whole village off the side of the island.

      Offending goddesses was probably even worse than offending queens.

      “So, uh …” he began, coughing a bit as they climbed the painful path up to the temple. Must have taken a lot of work carting all those stones up there to form the wall, just so the kahuna could have a nice view.

      At the moment, he rather wished they would have saved themselves—and him—the trouble.

      “Yes,” Lima-loa said.

      “Yes.”

      His friend paused, slipping out from under Kama’s arm to look him in the face. “I assume you’re wondering if we know what you were up to on Vai‘i? And yes, word has gotten around about your adventures.”

      “Oh.”

      “Married Queen Pele …” Lima-loa clucked his tongue and shook his head.

      Kama’s stomach lurched, the Boar God rumbling in his gut. A trap. His old friend was leading him to the temple to get sacrificed to the wind goddess. Probably wouldn’t offend her … unless he didn’t cooperate.

      “Yeah, well, you know, it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      Lima chuckled. “I’ve heard she’s a beauty almost as stunning as the Snow Queen.” He shrugged.

      Kama cocked his head toward the temple. “So, uh …”

      “What?” Lima glanced that way. “Oh! You’re afraid the kahuna won’t help you on account of your connection with an enemy of our sworn queen.” He glanced around and leant in close to Kamapua‘a’s ear. “You didn’t hear me say this, but I doubt Mother would grieve much were Queen Poli‘ahu to fall.”

      “I kinda heard you say that.”

      Lima rolled his eyes. “Nope.”

      “But, I⁠—”

      “Did not hear that from me. Queen Hinaikamalama has sworn an oath to Queen Poli‘ahu.”

      Huh … Oh! Ah, shiiiiit. This was some political pig shit. Kama was pretty certain politics was the stupidest thing anybody had ever thought up. The way he imagined it, some old crusty shits had probably sat around, bored out of their skulls, ponderising awful ideas for entertainment. One of them had come up with politics as a way to get young people to dance to a song with no music and put on a show that would never end so they could win prizes that didn’t exist.

      “Pretty sure I don’t want to know about this.”

      Lima-loa shrugged. “All right, then. The kahuna’s name is Peni, and if anyone would know how to help you, it’d be him.”

      They continued up the path, eventually finding the old man tending to the sacred flame. Kamapua‘a knew tabu forbade him from entering the temple proper or approaching the flame, so he plopped down on the hillside to wait.

      Every once in a while, it was wise to listen to tabus. Like when you needed help from a kahuna, for example.

      The evening rains came in a pleasant drizzle and Kama cast aside his loincloth and lay back to take in the approaching night. Times like this, he wanted to forget everything else. That was the joy of being the boar. When he went boar, he didn’t have to worry about politics, or personal history, or tabus, or all the ways the World had stepped in shit. There was woods, and rain, and running. When he felt like it, a good swim. The simple pleasure of scratching his back on a tree trunk.

      Kama liked pleasures way better than the other things.

      His friend spoke with the kahuna, who at last made his shambling way outside the temple, pausing on the threshold to lean against the water-drenched stones.

      A peal of far-off thunder sounded.

      “I prayed to the akua about you,” the kahuna said, his voice raspy with age and apparent fatigue.

      Kamapua‘a climbed to his feet, grunting in discomfort. “Mahalo for that.”

      “I feel the Mana in you. You are kupua.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      The kahuna wheezed as he took a faltering step over, then laid a hand upon Kama’s head. For a long time, he was silent, eyes closed. Had he fallen asleep? Was that a thing? Sleeping while standing up? Sounded stupid to Kama, but who knew what kāhuna got up to.

      Without warning, the old man moved to kneel. Lima-loa appeared at his side, easing him down. Peni prodded one of Kama’s legs, causing Kama to draw in a sharp breath.

      Yeah. Not a pleasure, that.

      The kahuna grunted, then clucked his tongue. “A curse lies upon you, sorcery beyond the workings of kāhuna. Something ancient and wrathful.”

      “Kinda figured that part out on my own.”

      Lima-loa helped
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