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  Chapter 1


  Malja


  



  Somebody had taken her boys. Malja raced through the forest, her legs pumping hard, the trees and ferns a blur of green and gray. Her braided, black hair slapped the middle of her back as she pushed on. No telling how much time she had left. As her legs tired, her black assault suit warmed her muscles and gave her the boost she needed to keep moving. If they hurt Fawbry or Tommy, she’d kill every last one of them.


  She hurdled across a creek and startled a gathering of red-brown etchlings. As they scurried up the sides of the surrounding trees, a cool wind blew across Malja’s face — she neared the edge of the forest. She pushed even harder.


  When she broke from the woods, the stark white of sunlight reflecting on clouds blinded her. She halted, breathing hard yet steady, and shielded her eyes until they adjusted. She had yet to get comfortable with clouds drifting at her feet and much preferred staying in the more familiar forest. She walked the last twenty feet. When she reached the edge of the land, a metal lip marking where the bowl began, she leaned over and gazed down at the long drop to the world below.


  She had yet to comprehend how magic worked in this world, but without a doubt, it had magic. Some metal objects could float, and they could contain massive amounts of weight — entire islands in the sky. Like the one floating even higher above her. A mansion set in a metal bowl, lolling in the air like an ornate raft on the ocean. Two ropes as thick as tree trunks had been strung between the building and the floating island Malja stood upon. This would be her way up.


  A high-pitched tut-tut-tut-tut pattern broke out once again. It had been sounding off all morning. When it had woken her and she saw both Tommy and Fawbry missing, she knew it meant trouble.


  “Hurry, now,” a male voice said.


  Malja slipped back into the forest and spied three young men rushing toward the thick ropes. They were strong and lean men, their muscles earned through laboring the land. They wore drab-colored robes that flowed with the wind and wide-brimmed hats held in place by tight chinstraps. Malja had the impression that these were fine clothes to hardworking people.


  “Crug, that’s the last Summoning Horn,” one man said.


  “We’ve got plenty of time,” another said.


  “Pali’s Witch, we do. Shual will make fools of us if we’re late to the Assembly Hall again.”


  Without pausing, the three young men stepped onto the ropes and hurried along them as if walking on a wide ship’s deck. They had no balancing issues, no fear — even the gusting winds gave them no troubles.


  As Malja watched them become small dots, she caught sight of two distant objects flying toward the Assembly Hall. People sat in each one like children sliding down a snowy hill in the concave side of a shield. These people wore robes and hats as well, but their robes were thin, light, and colorful. As they passed by, Malja noticed their hats had a swirling design along the brim. In seconds, they also had become small dots heading towards the building.


  Malja leaned back against a tree. Two weeks. They had traveled through a portal and ended in an apple orchard on this world only two weeks ago. They should have been more cautious. But after a lifetime in a post-apocalyptic hell where survival skills and great caution were mandatory to live, the peaceful orchard had surprised them, lowering their guard.


  They learned fast, though. Like any world, this one had its troubles. The apple farmer nearly shot Fawbry’s head off when they approached the farmhouse. So they took to the woods, and Malja tried to get them to focus on the mission at hand — finding and stopping Harskill.


  Two weeks. That was how long it had taken Fawbry and Tommy to get into trouble again. And based on the fact that the Summoning Horn had blown all day, that every soul was being called, Malja guessed the boys had screwed things up drastically.


  She peeked out the edge of the forest, checking to see if she had to worry about any other late arrivals, and then stepped toward the ropes. They were enormous. Plenty thick to walk across.


  I can do this.


  The end of the rope buried deep into the ground. As Malja stepped on this end, she wondered if the whole thing might slip out, send her plummeting to her death. She had about five feet before the rope left the safety of land, and with each step closer to the edge, her heart plummeted faster than her body ever could.


  A cold wind gusted across her way. Viper had served her well over the years, but now the oversized, sickle-shaped weapon with both its inner- and outer- crescents sharpened upset her balance. She held her arms out and flailed as the wind knocked her to the ground.


  She gazed up the long rope, the young men no longer visible, and shook her head. She could crawl — too slow, though. Better than nothing. My last resort.


  Though she never had been a believer in the brother gods, Korstra and Kryssta, she thought their gift had come to her the next moment. A heavy set man in a metal dish floated up to the edge of the land. The machine made no sound and barely disturbed the grass. He then pushed a lever that caused a loud clanking noise, and the dish dropped to the ground. He didn’t notice her, his concentration entirely on getting out of the dish and hurrying into the woods while clasping his groin and muttering, “Crug, crug, crug.”


  Malja sidled up next to the flying dish. Peering inside, she saw a seat of soft fabric, wide enough for two people, and three metal levers — one on each side of the seat and one in the middle. She checked over her shoulder to make sure the dish’s owner still kept busy relieving himself, then she climbed into the dish.


  She grabbed the middle lever, the one that caused all the noise, and yanked it back. The dish lifted right off the ground and drifted into the open air. Malja pushed all thoughts of the long drop below out of her head. She grabbed the levers on either side and moved them one at a time. The one on the right turned the dish. The one on the left made her to dip or rise. Simple enough.


  As she pointed the dish towards the Assembly Hall, she heard the heavy man behind her. “Hey! Come back here!”


  Though the wind gusts shoved her off course several times, she found it easy to maneuver the dish back in the right direction. The controls, though basic, worked intuitively and responded well. The sweet smell of fresh air filled her as she slid through a cloud. When she broke through the other side, the Assembly Hall floated before her, high enough that snow sprinkled the tops of the tiered roof. The final latecomers approached what appeared to be the entrance to the building.


  She kept her distance. If she could make out the other dishes only as little dots, she guessed they would see her as the same. Once the others entered, she turned the vehicle towards the back.


  Dusk hit, and the Assembly Hall created a massive blue shadow across the clouds. Malja slipped into this darker area and peered at the five-story building, searching for a good place to dock. The nautical term turned her stomach. Floating on the air felt nothing like churning at sea, but that did little to comfort her nausea.


  On the fourth floor, she spied a balcony. It would have to do. She pulled back on the left lever, raising the dish, and then guided it in with the right. When she bumped the balcony, she jumped out, exhaling hard.


  Sweat dribbled down her nose. She bent over and flexed her cramped fingers against the railing. She kicked her heel into the stone floor, its firmness soothing her jitters. And as she straightened her body, the dish drift away into the clouds.


  Guess I should’ve tied that down.


  Muffled voices rose from inside. Malja crouched next to the balcony door and pressed her ear against the seam. Many people chattered away, all of the voices blending into a dull mush of sound.


  The door handle turned without a problem (who needed to lock a fourth-floor balcony on a building floating high as a mountain?), and Malja entered the Assembly Hall. She had hoped to enter a private room. Instead, she stepped onto another balcony — this one running the length of all four walls. The Assembly Hall had been made hollow on the inside. Every level was simply a balcony from which to observe what happened way down on the main floor.


  Malja kept low, staying in the shadows when able. A few people mulled about the fourth-level balcony but none occupied her side. In a dark corner, she found a spot where she could remain hidden yet still see what happened below.


  Being so high in the massive room caused her stomach to lurch. She had only witnessed an intact building of this size once before. When she had stood in the castle of Jarik and Calib — the brother magicians that had stolen her, raised her, and tossed her away.


  Down below, stone walls and stone floors met with a smooth stage built of something odd — not wood, though it had planks. Malja squinted, but she still could not determine what material had been used. To light the room, hundreds of candles burned on floating metal squares. Two enormous statues of men reaching toward each other formed a proscenium over the stage. These men, standing three stories high with proud faces and chiseled arms, had been made of the same material as the stage. Similar to the thick ropes that anchored the Assembly Hall.


  People crowded the floor and the lower-level balconies — talking, laughing, a few shouting. Three children weaved amongst the adults until they reached the edge of the stage. They giggled with mischievous glee. Malja caught the glint of something metal, a spark, and then watched as a small ball of fire soared into the air and exploded with a bright pop. The children burst into hysterical laughter and dashed away as a few adults shouted at them.


  The tiny, metal square trailed smoke as it rose above Malja and settled on the ceiling amongst numerous other tiny, metal squares. Malja grinned.


  “Pali, Pali,” a young woman boomed from the stage in a steady, firm rhythm. After a few seconds, the people quieted down, and all eyes turned to the woman on the stage. “In the name of Pali and the men who sought her, Carsite and Scarite, we are called together. Before we begin, we pray for wisdom.” All heads bowed, and a reverent silence took over.


  Malja counted three visible exits below — the large main double-doors and one on either side of the stage. She suspected there were more in the back. On the right side of the stage were four wooden chairs in a neat row — each one carved with intricate designs. In the first chair sat an elderly man with no shirt. Next to him sat an elderly woman draped in a green and gold robe. A thin veil of green fringe hung from the brim of her wide hat. Nobody sat in the next chair, and on the end, a young lady fidgeted with her fancy robes — her robe, hat, and veil all clean white.


  A few minutes later, the woman leading the silent prayer raised her head. She glanced at the empty chair and then at the elderly man. With a nod from the elderly man, the young woman cleared her throat and said, “Please bring in the accused.”


  Two burly men wearing mud-covered overalls entered the stage from a side alcove. Between them stood Fawbry and Tommy. Tommy’s hands were bound in front of him. Since Fawbry only had one hand, his captors had tied it behind his back, the other end of the rope around his neck. Both were gagged. Fawbry’s flamboyantly-colorful coat and wild hair accentuated the fear pulsing on his face as his eyes scanned the crowd. Tommy stood proud and brave like a stoic warrior. The tattoos on his chest and arms, though not as numerous as before, still caused a shiver in Malja.


  Each tattoo represented a different spell in Tommy’s repertoire. Apparently he had lost a lot of his ability during their last big fight against Harskill and the Bluesmen, but Malja held back her hopes. The risk of magic, losing one’s sanity, still lurked around him like a pale-gray aura. Even if he could no longer conjure all that he once could, he could do plenty. He must be holding back so as not to hurt any of these people.


  “And now,” the young woman said, “I call our judge to the floor, Shual Raxholden.”


  The elderly man took the stage — wrinkled, bent over, bald on top except for a long horseshoe of white hair, and wearing his robes around his waist. As he walked toward center stage, the woman placed her left hand on her stomach, lowered her head, and backed away. The two guards in muddy overalls also placed their left hands on their stomachs. The old man nodded to each and then faced the gathered townsfolk.


  “Thank you all for coming when called.” Shual’s voice resonated throughout the hall, commanding attention. “Several of your harvests are upon us, so I truly respect the sacrifice you have made to be here. It is a shame not all of us could heed our call.” Shual frowned at the empty chair between the two women and a murmur fluttered through the crowd. “The problem before us is these two men.” Without looking behind him, Shual flapped a hand towards Fawbry and Tommy. “They have been caught stealing apples from the Tilson Sky Orchard.”


  Malja bit back her anger. She had warned the boys to leave the locals alone. The forest provided plenty of food and shelter, and she saw only trouble in dealing with these strangers. Besides, she had not expected them to stay so long. They were supposed to be finding out where Harskill had gone off to, what world he had opened a portal to, so they could catch him.


  She had asked Tommy to create small portals and then collapse them quickly. In this way, she hoped to attract the attention of her kind — the world-hopping, do-kha-wearing people known as Gate. Tommy, however, kept sensing intense magic — something more than the magic used to float these islands — and more often than not, he went off into the forest, searching for the source.


  “Of course,” Shual went on, “we don’t normally sound the Summoning Horn for a couple of thieves. But as should be evident, these are no ordinary thieves. They are not from among us. They do not wear the garb of any of our neighbors nor of our enemies. So, who are they? What should we do with them? Where should our mercy rest? These are the types of questions I have pondered all day long. These are the questions we must answer now. While I will always listen to your voices, your thoughts, your opinions, I feel it paramount to put forth my own views to begin this discussion.”


  Malja had heard enough self-appointed leaders in the past to know that when they started using big words, when they promised to search for mercy and to listen to the little people, the exact opposite would take place.


  Shual clasped his wrist behind his back and paced the stage. He spoke as if in a conversation with himself. “As in all things in life, the story of Pali must guide us. Without following her wisdom, we would not have survived this long against our amoral enemy, we would not have discovered the Great Wells, we would have been no more than the foolish, ignorant, vulnerable tribesman of our past. And so, with these difficult questions before us, I turned to her wisdom, and I believe within her story, I have come up with a satisfactory answer.”


  Though Shual did not look up at his audience, he had orchestrated their rapt attention with such skill, that Malja found herself as anxious to hear his words as his own people. Shual continued, “Pali found herself in a complicated situation — torn by the love of both Carsite and Scarite. And though the brothers could not come to terms, though their wise father could not help them, though no one knew of a way to break the enchanted bonds of a heart fallen for another, it was Pali who saw the way to end the suffering that would tear these brothers apart. And while her solution was tragic, it was simple and definitive.


  “Thus, Pali teaches us that simplicity in all is wisdom defined. The smartest answers are those that cause no complications. Is not truth simpler than managing lies? Is not helping simpler than devising excuses? Are not problems disposed of quickly simpler than problems permitted to fester? I think Pali would look upon our troubles this day and recognize that there is a simple, definitive solution. My humble opinion presented before you is that we treat these criminals as if they had not existed. We put them to death, and the problem of their existence will also die.”


  Malja’s hand reached behind and gripped Viper. Staying low, she scuttled toward the back of the hall. There she paused before a staircase.


  She pictured her do-kha becoming solid like stone, and she could feel it respond. It would be a layer of armor yet not impede her mobility. Nothing like she had seen Harskill display, but better than before. In fact, ever since learning that her assault suit, her do-kha, could be controlled, she had spent a part of each day attempting to do just that. In two weeks, she had managed minimal success, but it was far better than no success at all.


  She inhaled deeply, calmed her blood, readied her mind. The moment she attacked, she expected Tommy to burst out a spell or two. Most spells took concentration and time to cast, but Tommy had a few that would shoot off with speed — nothing damaging, but the display would cause panic and confusion in the crowd. The real harm to the people would be from themselves, shoving and trampling over each other. The most dangerous spot would be anywhere on the main floor. She would have to stop on the second-level balcony, by-pass the madness as she sprinted along the wall, and then jump to the stage. By that time, any police forces these people had would be entering the building, then the real fight would begin.


  “Wait,” a bold voice called out. “I will speak.”


  As Malja inched back to the railing, she heard Shual grumbling. “Cantolista, you may speak.”


  A large man pushed through the crowd to the edge of the stage. Like many of the men Malja observed here, his skin looked dark as charred wood. Wearing his robe open to reveal his muscular physique, he removed his hat with a respectful bow. “Please,” he said, “Cantolista is far too formal. Call me Canto.”


  Subdued laughter filtered through the crowd. Even Shual grinned. Malja didn’t understand why this amused everyone, but she understood the locked eyes between Canto and the young lady sitting on the end of the row of chairs.


  “Soralia,” Shual snapped, and the lady raised her head, smiled at Canto, and tapped the brim of her hat.


  Though he had removed his hat, Canto mimed the gesture in return, and then faced the crowd. “My friends, Shual is a wise man and deserves our respect. I have no doubt that he labored long and weighed many tough thoughts on what to do with these thieves. I have not had the same luxury of time, but I do believe that there are better ways to handle this problem, ways that will not put our families at risk the way Shual’s plan will do.”


  Shual puffed up his old chest. “My plan protects us all. It disposes of the problem immediately. No problem means no threat.”


  “All here know I have no desire to argue with you,” Canto said, placing his hand on Shual’s shoulder in a sincere, nonpolitical gesture. “But you know that I respect you too greatly to lie when I do not agree. Please, listen to what I have to say. Then make your judgment.”


  Shual placed his hand on his stomach and backed off. The audience’s held breath released, and Canto received even greater attention than before.


  Canto stood firm in the center of the stage. “What Shual has told you all is true — Pali guides us to be simple in our approach to problems. But of the three Great Islands, ours is not named Pali. We live on Carsite. And from Carsite’s part of the story, we can learn even more. When Carsite first saw Pali in the market, when his heart instantly tied to hers, he knew no other would be for him. But, of course, this held true for his brother, Scarite, who had seen Pali at the same time. Scarite was the first to do wrong when he lied to Carsite. A minor act, but one that led to such tragedy. And here, my friends, is where we must focus. For had Carsite realized that to act as he did, to attack Scarite back, would only make the matter worse and turn his brother into his enemy, then perhaps the story would have ended differently.


  “We have the chance here, now, to do better than our namesake. We Carsites must not destroy these new faces. For they are not alone. They came from somewhere, and in that place more of their kind will live. Any action we take must keep in mind that these unseen people will react, one way or another, to what we do. Punish the thieves, surely, but make them allies not enemies.” He paused and made eye contact with several of the closest in the audience. With a casual gesture, he added, “Surely, the Scarites are enemy enough.”


  The crowd began talking heavily amongst themselves as Canto stepped back. With a flourish of his hand, he gestured to Shual that he had finished speaking, but Shual did not step forward. His face had screwed tight in thought.


  He’s seriously considering the counter-argument. Amazing.


  Malja watched a few moments longer but nothing changed. The crowd continued their discussions, Canto continued to wait patiently, and Shual continued to think. For Malja, there was no longer a need to think. These people were thoughtful, careful, and serious. Perhaps she could save Fawbry and Tommy without bloodshed.


  With a spin of Viper, she returned the blade to its sheath on her back and walked down the stairs to the bottom floor. The shocked faces that stared at her mingled fear with disbelief. Not quite the reaction she had expected, but good enough.


  They parted before her, creating a path straight to Shual on the stage. Fawbry’s eyes brightened when he saw her, and Tommy smiled. Shual, however, gaped as if Malja stood twenty feet tall and breathed fire.


  Moving far faster than Malja thought possible of the old man, Shual dropped to his knees and lowered his head to the stage. Canto’s shocked eyes darted from Shual to Malja, then his face opened in startled understanding. He, too, dropped to the stage.


  With that, every man, woman, and child fell to their knees and bowed their head to the floor. Malja looked to Tommy and Fawbry. They shrugged. But Fawbry smiled.


  


  


  Chapter 2


  Javery


  



  Javery clutched Druzane’s full breasts, tightening his bony fingers until she winced. Then he buried his scruffy mouth between them as he plunged deeper inside her. Having sex was nothing new, but something about Druzane ignited a raging animal within him. Each time they engaged in a kiss, he promised himself that he would not rush things, that he would be passionate and loving, romantic and caring. Yet in mere seconds, he jumped upon her, smelled her earthy skin, tasted her salty sweat, and wanted to devour her. And whenever she grappled back, taking from him as much as he sought to take from her, they both became sweating, panting, lustful animals.


  She rolled him over fast, and he whipped out his hand to stop them from going too far. They were atop a thirty-five foot high, eight foot wide structure he called a Waypoint. Huge prongs of rock surrounded them like enormous, stone fingers pointing to the sky at every angle. If they fell, they would be severely injured, at best, and no amount of yelling for help would work — they were three miles from town.


  Druzane straddled him, her robes rolled around her hips. She reached down, placed him inside her again, and arched back, her breasts taking in the sun like a golden statue of Pali. “Sometimes I think if we keep doing this, they’ll be nothing left of me.” It was a common enough bedroom expression, but from her mouth, the words sounded sincere.


  Javery rested his hands on her thighs and stopped her from moving. Lucky barely described how she made him feel. He had no illusions about himself. His nose poked out too far, and despite the mounds of food his mother had provided over the years, he could not eat enough to bulk up his skeletal body. Yet an astonishing woman rode him. A cool breeze prickled their skin. “You are a phenomenal work of art.”


  “You’re only saying that because I control every important inch of you. You’ll forget all about me being so wonderful in a few minutes.”


  “Minutes? I planned to do this for at least another hour.”


  Druzane laughed — a hearty, healthy sound. “You’re a bold man, my dear, sweet Jave. And that’s the best thing of all. It takes a bold man to accomplish what you’ve set out to do.”


  He tried not to look irritated. He understood why she felt so insecure. But it had become a tiresome duty to constantly be reassuring her of their future together.


  She must have seen it on his face. “I’m sorry,” she said while she raised and lowered her hips a few incredible times. “I know I can be a foolish, little girl at times. It’s so amazing, though. Please tell me it all again.” She pressed hard against him, and he let out a groan. “Tell me all about the Waypoints and how they will make us never have to worry in life.”


  Javery reached for her breasts again. “Let’s finish this first.”


  Slapping his hands away, Druzane put on a cute pout. “Tell me what I need to hear, or you’ll have to finish this on your own.”


  “Okay. You make the rules.”


  “That’s right. So start talking.”


  He chuckled. Talking about his ambitions heightened her sexual experience, while talking about work prolonged his. He patted the structure below him. “This simple thing is going to change all the lives of our people. Since magic was discovered, we’ve used it for such simple things, and nobody has really experimented to see what we could accomplish from the Great Well.”


  “But you’re going to.”


  “I already have. Look over the right side. That half-circle of metal sticking out is the key. I’ve infused it with magic, but instead of using the magic to cause it to float, I’ve done something different.”


  “I know you have.” She started to rise and fall again, letting out her own groan of pleasure.


  “When a similar piece of metal goes by, the Waypoint arm repels it and shoves it on at a very fast rate. Put another Waypoint down the line, and another and another.” She moved faster now, letting him guide her pace as his own excitement grew. He went on, “Build enough Waypoints and we can move people and supplies from town to town in hours instead of days.”


  “And that’ll make you rich.”


  “Very rich. And respected. The leader of our town.”


  “As it should be.”


  Javery smiled at her ambition as naked as her body. For the next two minutes neither one spoke, though they made plenty of noise. When they had finished, Druzane brushed her lips against his, and with gentle grace, rose from him.


  She stepped to the corner of the tall Waypoint, the breeze playing with her hair. “It’s a shame you don’t get the credit you deserve. He doesn’t appreciate you as he should.”


  Rolling to his stomach and letting his right leg dangle over the ledge, Javery sighed. “He never has.” Even as a boy, Javery never received interest from Shual. Javery had “discovered” that the ground contained crawling and slithering creatures, or he “discovered” that water transformed dry, solid dirt into slippery mud, but Shual had no time to bother with childish whimsy.


  Except the point had never been the discovery. The point was simply that he had attempted to understand the world around him, that he was learning how to think. All Shual cared about was the gods and taking care of the town.


  Noble enough, but he failed. The gods had never helped, and the people suffered at the hands of the vile Scarites. The old man might as well have invited the Pali Witch to join them for all the good he had done.


  “At least, you have your sister.” Druzane pulled up her robes and combed her fingers through her hair. “I swear, since the day Canto asked to marry her, Soralia’s been more beautiful than I’ve ever seen her.”


  The Waypoint would change everything. Javery envisioned long caravans riding his Waypoints to bring the Carsites closer together. They would be able to traverse the difficult rock-strewn landscape with ease. They could help each other as never before. Should a town on the other side of the land suffer a drought, they could send people and aid. Should a town far to the north flood in the summer melting, they could evacuate the townspeople and bring them to safety. All with his fast, safe Waypoints.


  “Canto and Soralia. It’s all I’ve heard for months,” Druzane went on. “And now, with the wedding in only a few days, you can’t escape it. Must be driving you crazy having to sit at a family table when it’s always wedding, wedding, wedding. Still, when it’s my wedding, I’ll make sure the entire town speaks of nothing else. And it’ll be such a thrilling day, that they’ll go on talking about it for years to come.”


  Best of all about his Waypoints — Javery knew that this grand project, when completed, would end the war with the Scarites. The enemy would lose their numerical advantage once the Carsites could easily and speedily pool their forces. Javery’s idea for better transport would literally bring about peace.


  He stared at the metal arm that one day would save them all — beautiful. His eyes roved up the jagged land. On a hill in the distance, amongst the nine foot rocks piercing from the ground, he could see the silhouette of the next Waypoint under construction. If only he could convince Shual to believe in the project, they would have ten times the manpower and the path across the country would be built in a year at most, instead of the four years he expected the project to take.


  “Jave, you’re not even listening.” Druzane huffed and crossed her arms.


  Javery stretched his arms and stood. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”


  “I was saying how there are stages in life and that most people our age are entering that stage when people get married.”


  Over Druzane’s shoulder, Javery noticed an object in the sky zipping towards them. “Right,” he said, not even hearing his own words. “Marriage.”


  “It’s especially important for those who want to run the town, who want to build bold projects, and change lives. They need the strength of a marriage.”


  “Strength is important.” The object grew larger. Javery swore it looked like a child barely able to control an autofly.


  “So, you see my point. You have a lot to accomplish in the coming years, and you can’t afford to be distracted by the nonsense of courting. You need a good woman by your side.”


  The autofly swept by them, and the child driving the vehicle shouted Javery’s name. “Come on,” Javery said, and climbed down the ladder on the side of the Waypoint.


  “Jave, we have to finish our talk. Forget the boy. Jave!”


  The autofly circled back and braked hard before setting to the ground. Javery put out a hand to hold the dish-shaped two-seater in place lest it flip over. The boy looked terrified.


  “What’s wrong?” Javery asked.


  “You’ve got to come to the Assembly Hall quick.”


  “Shual sent you? You tell him I heard the Summoning Horn and I’m not interested. My Waypoint project is far more —”


  “But we’ve caught a god!”


  


  Chapter 3


  Malja


  



  They remained with their heads to the floor. Malja walked towards Shual, trying hard to relax her face, to appear non-threatening. A glance at Fawbry, who kept making an exaggerated smile, suggested she had failed.


  “Shual,” she said, and gasps flowed through the hall. Over her shoulder, she said, “I heard his name when you announced him.” The old man lifted his head. Malja opened her hands. “I am nothing more than a traveler. And these two are my companions. Please, forgive them for taking what did not belong to them. They know better, and I assure you, I will see to it that they are punished.”


  More gasps and shocked breaths erupted behind her. The old man lowered his head and remained stationary. She moved towards Tommy, but the two guards popped to their feet, blocking her way.


  She pointed to Canto. “You. You’re the reason I’ve approached this way.” Canto tried to hide his embarrassment by lowering his face closer to the stage. “I could have burst in here, taken my friends, and forced my way out. Believe me, I’ve dealt with far stronger foes than a crowd of farmers. But your words made me think we could solve this peacefully. And I’m trying hard to take that route when possible.”


  Canto exchanged looks with Shual. The old man shook his head slightly, but Canto appeared dissatisfied with this. He licked his lips and stood.


  Shouts of disbelief grew from the crowd. When Malja looked back, they all dropped to the floor again. This time she even heard a few whimpers. Canto stood strong, breathing hard, swallowing against his dry fear. While avoiding eye contact with her, he crossed the stage, grabbed one of the empty chairs, and dragged it back. He took a deep breath and raised his head.


  “Please,” he said, a slight crackle in his voice, and he gestured to the chair.


  Malja paused, then nodded. Still more surprised noises rolled in from the crowd. Malja sat on the left corner of the chair, keeping her legs wide apart. She planted her left leg back so that at any moment, she could push off and straight into a forceful attack.


  Canto raised a hand to quiet down the people. When he turned his head toward her, Malja saw his bottom lip quiver. “You and your friends ... you say you’re travelers. Where did you come from?”


  How much to tell? Malja opened her mouth, hesitated, and saw in Canto’s eyes that taking too long to think over her answers would be a mistake. “Far away. From a land you’ve never discovered.”


  Nodding as if he expected the answer, Canto put his hands on his hips. “How long have you been here?”


  “About fourteen days.”


  His lips curled up slightly, his eyes narrowed. Like Canto, the crowd had recovered from their earlier shocks. They listened closely to every question, every answer, as if they were judges hearing arguments over a complex situation.


  “Fourteen days,” Canto said. “And where have you been all this time?”


  “We camped in the woods below — the ones your Assembly Hall are anchored to.”


  “And for fourteen days you watched us, learned about us, yet kept your distance. Until you decided to steal from us.”


  “That was a mistake of my friends. Especially the one in the colorful coat.” Fawbry’s head perked up, but Malja kept her eyes on Canto. “Please understand that where we come from, apples are a rare treat. Many of the trees that grow fruit are hard to find. I’m sure my friends meant no harm and were only overcome by the joy of seeing such unlimited bounty.”


  “Not unlimited. We work hard to grow our food, to feed our families, to stay strong so that we may endure the winter.”


  “Then my apologies are even greater. We never intended to bother you, and we certainly never intended to harm you.”


  Canto’s eyes roamed the crowd as each of Malja’s answers lessened the tension in the hall. “Then explain to us all why you would come from so far away only to hide in the woods and not bother us? Why make the trip at all?”


  “Because I’m searching for a man, and I believe he came through this way. We’ve been waiting in the woods until we could figure out where he went. Then we planned to leave. Had my friends not lost their minds over your apples, you would never have been bothered by us at all.”


  Canto leaned over and stared straight at Malja. She held his gaze, and he scowled. His dark face filled her view, and she recognized the look in his eyes — she had seen it on the battlefield many times. Canto would be a capable opponent.


  His mouth broke into a wide grin as he straightened. “I believe her,” he bellowed, and the crowd applauded.


  Shual popped to his feet faster than Malja suspected the old man could move. He placed a hand on Canto’s shoulder and beamed at the big man. “Are there any final questions?” he asked, not even looking to the crowd for a response. “Then I think we can rule on this.”


  From the back of the room, a voice called out. “I have a question — does she plan to kill us all?”


  All focus turned to the man standing at the entrance. He had a hawkish nose and shaggy black hair, but despite his disheveled appearance, the crowd gave him deference.


  Shual’s face dropped as if he smelled something unpleasant. “You are late. You have shown the town disrespect. Why should you be allowed a question?”


  “Because when this creature was discovered and you fumbled around on this stage, the townspeople sent a brave boy to fetch me. Obviously, some in this room value my opinion.”


  Shual ruffled. “And you take their faith in you and waste it on such a ridiculous question.”


  “Ridiculous? Please, Father, you know better.” The man walked to the stage as he spoke. “Let’s not pretend we don’t know what she is, that we’ve never seen the likes of her before. Strangers from far off lands have no place on Carsite, Pali, Scarite, or even the vast, unnamed islands. Have you all forgotten we’re at war?”


  Canto said, “Nobody’s saying —”


  “You just told them that you believe her to be telling the truth. When have outsiders like her spoken the truth? Not to us. The war began because of her kind, and her presence here will be the end of us all. She is the final step in a plan to cut us down so that no Carsite or Scarite remains alive. Then she and her kind will take over our lands. They’re probably strong enough to kill the Pali Witch as well.”


  The crowd’s hushed whispers grew louder. Shual struck out his hand. “How dare you speak the name of that vile creature in this place.”


  Malja wanted to defend herself, but she knew she would only make things worse. Anything she said would be either ignored or turned against her. Instead, she pressed her left foot harder and reached back for Viper’s handle. She scanned the stage — cut down Canto first, the most dangerous, then the guards, burly but slow, release Fawbry and Tommy, then turn to face the old man and whoever else had the guts to storm the stage.


  Shual thrust out an accusatory finger. “Spreading words of fear will not help us.”


  “I’m not afraid, and neither should any of us be. But we should not act like a naive girl lured to a man’s bed with false promises of love. This thing that sits before us wants you to believe that she and her army —”


  “There’s only three of them.”


  “— would simply have hidden in the woods and then left without ever harming us in anyway. Isn’t that what we were promised before? Isn’t that what happened when the Scarites were our friends? But the promise was broken in moments, the Scarites were mutated into our enemies, and our lives have been nothing but painful struggle ever since. Kill this monster and her two animals, and we can finish our Waypoint project. Together we can end this war without groveling at the feet of the Scarites.”


  “Enough,” Canto said. “You have had your say, but you are not the leader of this or any town. Shual leads us because he has shown great wisdom, patience, and humility. He has saved our people more than once, and I believe we should listen to him again.”


  Shual’s face reddened as his fingers curled in fists. “Both of you, with me. Now.”


  Canto and the other man followed Shual through a side door. Before he left the hall, the man turned back and said, “Don’t forget the past. It will happen again. We will be hurt just as it happened when Harskill came here.”


  Malja called upon all her strength and will to keep a steady face, but her heart pounded in her chest. Harskill.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 4


  Javery


  

  As he followed his father and future brother-in-law to the deliberation room, Javery’s ears rang with all he had heard — or more accurately, all he had not heard. This woman and her companions had been quiet, calm, and amiable. Harskill had behaved far differently when he appeared on a blustery winter day ten years ago.


  Javery had been a boy when Harskill arrived. Still several years from becoming a man, he had been busy all morning performing his daily chores around the farm — feeding the cortocks and polys that provided eggs and milk, hauling water from the river to fill the tanks above the house, and stealing a bit of time to read from the scholarly texts he had smuggled out of his father’s study. The commotion had broken out down the hillside in the center of town, and as Javery headed home to wash for breakfast, he saw several adults racing for the house. Before Javery could walk half the distance home, they had Father and Ronnic outside, hurrying back to town. Javery followed. Partly because he wanted to know what could be so important that they needed Father, but mostly because his older brother, Ronnic, had been included.


  Shaking off the memory before he relived that horrible day, Javery entered the small room that had nothing but stiff chairs lining the walls and bare wood on the floors. A single chair on the far wall had a purple cushion and above it hung a single portrait — Carsite and Scarite with Pali between them. Shual lumbered across the room and eased his wrinkled body on the cushioned seat. Canto plunked down on a chair opposite Shual. They each waited for Javery to do the same.


  Stomping his feet once against the hardwood, Shual said, “Stop being petulant. You wanted to be heard, you’ve always wanted to be included in decisions, well here you are. The least you could do is show us a bit of respect.”


  Javery sat, crossing one leg over the knee of the other, and glared at Shual. The old man would not be baited, however. Shual glared back but said nothing.


  At length, Canto broke in. “The two of you can deal with your family problems later.”


  “They’ll be your family problems soon enough,” Javery said.


  “Then permit me, my dear brother-to-be, to tell you that you’re being a hot-drop.”


  Javery held back his laughter. Not since childhood had heard the term hot-drop — a description of the way feces in the winter smoked like hot coals.


  Canto ignored Javery’s mocking face. “This is a serious threat to us, and you’ve done nothing but stoke up the fear of these people.”


  “They should be afraid. Or did you forget all the lost lives we’ve seen in the last ten years?”


  “I’ve seen that these three are different. They didn’t burst into our town demanding our praise. They haven’t promised us knowledge and power. All they wanted was a few apples.”


  Shual scratched his cheek. “That is strange, isn’t it?”


  “And the woman’s answers,” Canto went on, “bothered me more. She had no arrogance to her voice, no condescension to her words. It was as if she believed the things she said.”


  Javery jumped to his feet. “You told the people you believed her. Now you’re talking as if you think she lied.”


  Canto remained seated but his broad shoulders pulled back. Javery didn’t miss the suggestion that Canto had no need to stand in order to argue with such a scrawny adversary. “I asked her questions under the assumption that she would lie. I told the people I believed her because I wanted her to think she had fooled me. And I wanted to keep the people calm. If they react to your inflammatory threats, we won’t be able to control the situation.”


  “It’s not ours to control, and certainly not through such devious methods.”


  Canto’s muscles tightened. “Are you suggesting that I’m less than honorable?”


  Shual stamped his foot on the floor. “Jave, stop causing arguments.”


  “Isn’t that what this room is for?”


  “Don’t try to make me a fool. Sit down and conduct yourself with some dignity.”


  “How is it that you find fault with me when I’m the one who told the truth? He’s the one lying to the town. He’s the one that claims tolerance yet behind closed doors is telling us to be wary.”


  Shual stabbed a finger toward Canto. “It was his excellent handling of the situation that has kept that god from ripping us to pieces. It was his lie that allowed us to survive, despite your best efforts to have us all killed. And by lulling her into thinking she has us fooled, it will be Canto who rids us of this evil creature.”


  “That’s right,” Canto said. “We’ll kill them tonight while they sleep, and in the morning, we can tell the town that they left as they had promised.”


  “It is a wise choice. Simple, as I had instructed.”


  Javery shook his head and clamped his mouth shut for fear of saying something that would worsen matters. He caught an odd look cross Canto’s face and knew it at once — he had suffered that look on his own face too many times throughout his life. Shual had somehow danced around his original decision, whatever it had been, and manipulated Canto in the process. With these two playing linguistic knot-tying in order to accomplish what they wanted, Javery decided he would have to be equally cunning. And the first step would be taking the correct stance.


  He sat down, crossed his legs again, and placed a hand on his stomach. “I apologize. I failed to see the ingenuity of your approach.”


  Canto hesitated but Shual nodded. “Good. Then let’s return to the hall.”


  “There is one thing, though.”


  “What now?” Shual gripped his kneecaps, his knuckles whitening.


  “Only that you’re missing a great opportunity with this woman. The kind of chance that may never come our way again. And one that, if we fail to take advantage of, may turn around and harm us worse than when Harskill had come.”


  Shual jumped to his feet, his body quivering, his eyes blazing, all his muscles taut as he tried to control himself. In a cold, dead tone that prickled Javery’s hair, Shual said, “Nothing will ever be worse than when Harskill came.”


  An image of Ronnic’s face straining in agony flashed through Javery’s mind. He pushed it away, along with the sound of his brother’s tormented cries, and said, “One god came here and all our lives changed. We have powerful enemies where before we had none. We struggle for basic needs when before we had plenty. We have the face of Death watching over us when before we had the embrace of Life. All from one god.” Javery walked to the door and placed his hand on it. “On the other side of this, awaiting our decision, sit three gods. Three. What do you think they’ll do to us if we turn on them?”


  Canto scrunched his forehead. “Now you want to be friendly? You walked into the hall provoking her with anger and now —”


  “You coward and fool. I am trying to save —”


  “I am no coward, and I’m smarter than
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