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	Chapter One

	The Western Voyage – Ruarnon

	Sunlight glinted off the silver busts of former advisors on Regent Ruarnon’s right, in stark contrast to the grave faces of people gathered around the meeting table before them.

	Battle scarred, former general Monin eyed Ruarnon with concern. “Benevolence, what could the soldiers possibly have learnt in the east that would equip them to recover seven thousand men from sorcerers in the west?”

	“And can it withstand enormous strain on morale?” Companion Noma asked, slumped in her chair beside him, her young face pale after a prolonged, almost fruitless information gathering voyage west. “The soldiers who sailed home with me do not wish to assist the recovery expedition, not even to free the king and queen.”

	“What I learnt in the east would have made me appear to have misplaced my mind, had I put it in writing,” Ruarnon replied. Their shoulders tensed, because their advisors questioning their grip on rational thought was still very much an option.

	Ruarnon braced themself to utter truths Tarlahns had never known, even immediately after the Sorcery War, and made themself speak before their jangling nerves put them off.

	“I learned that the only thing separating sorcerers from ordinary people is sorcerer’s extraordinary ability to overcome their fear and doubt about magic craft. The difference is their determination, motivation and persistence with it. Over generations, parents have taught children, which has led to younger generations crafting more magic to greater effect.

	“We all doubted any of us could wield magic, because those rare times we survived in battle when we ought to have died were passed off as battle rush. Or divine intervention from the Ancestors. But it was magic. That is what we learnt in the east. How to craft defensive magic. And we have been practicing it for our entire homeward voyage, to prepare us for the western recovery expedition.”

	Monin’s critical gaze sought his granddaughter, Companion Lenaris across the table, his brows scrunched in confusion. Lenaris merely sighed at his scrutiny. Monin turned to Companion Tor sitting calmly beside her and his eyes widened.

	“That is an extraordinary claim,” said Companion Noma. “The soldiers who sailed west with me were terrified of the men we saw start the forest fire with sorcery. Those soldiers may be more frightened by the claim they too can wield magic.”

	On her other side, General Aza surprised Ruarnon, smiling slowly across the table at General Takanis’ nod. He trusted Takanis’ judgement, and he alone seemed to have accepted magic was the only possible reason for Ruarnon’s change of heart and confidence about how many they could free from sorcerer-king Narz’s captivity in the west.

	“Show us Benevolence,” Aza said.

	Monin shook his head. “I have lived too long. First midlun heir of Tarlah, and you occupy the Zaldeaan Realm, win the co-operation of the Zaldeaan royal family and governors, re-establish relations with the reclusive Urai, then go racing off to the east to learn magic. You need to recover your father. I cannot spend my final days as advisor, the twilight of my years sprinting to keep up with you!”

	Ruarnon smiled at the mix of exasperation in his gruff tone, the frown of his silver brows, and the spark of adventure in his wise old eyes, much like his son Companion Pamoran’s eyes, whom Ruarnon also hoped to rescue in the east.

	Ruarnon inclined their head. They focused on the air above the table, mentally projecting. A mist-like, oval shaped shield appeared. Monin flinched back, silently staring. General Aza’s mouth opened in wonder and his eyes shone with hope. He reached forward carefully, until his deft fingers pressed against the shield. Ruarnon sensed the pressure of his touch, like a mental push, as Aza’s knuckles turned white. But Ruarnon easily held the shield in place, the magic within and without them tingling with power.

	“As strong as iron,” General Aza declared, his smile broadening. “Are the soldiers as strong as you?”

	Ruarnon hesitated.

	“Few are as capable as their Benevolence,” General Takanis answered. “Though my skills, Tor and Lenaris’s are not far behind. And in numbers, for say, storming the cell in which Narz holds our king and queen prisoner, I like our soldiers’ chances, even against a few sorcerers. Our soldiers’ bronze shields and ordinary weapons, in numbers and force, proved effective against magic in the Timbalen Empire.”

	Monin’s lips twitched. “So this is why your youngest companions sat this meeting out, so they didn’t see us gaping like fools.” Monin shook his head. “You are far too wise for your years Ruarnon.”

	Lenaris beamed at her grandfather’s praise, but Ruarnon was bemused by their most senior advisor calling them ‘wise’. They had to push the thought away, much like they resisted Aza’s pressure on their shield, so they could update Advisor Monin, General Aza and Companion Noma.

	“Lylah wanted us to meet her sisters,” they continued, “so Flariah could teach us to craft shield magic and Sryah could teach us sleep magic. It was just as well they did. When we reached our allies’ waters, they were under attack by sorcery wielding damars.”

	Monin’s mouth fell open. Aza shook his head. “Those murderous fiends can craft magic? Ancestors preserve us!”

	Ruarnon ignored their racing heart and the tension in the room, longing to be finished with unpleasant surprises. “They aren’t the only ones. The Elite Guards ‘special abilities’ were always magic. They all wield it as capably as sorcerers.”

	Monin was staring into the distance.

	“And they agreed to help us?” Aza asked. “The Timbalens are sending Elite Guard to help us free our royal family from Narz’s sorcerers?”

	Ruarnon nodded.

	Monin shook his head. “So our chances of successfully freeing your Benevolence’s family from under Narz and his sorcery-wielding underlings noses may be as possible as it was becoming impossible? I presume your Benevolence intends to proceed with intelligence gathering, raids and stealth operations in the west, to prepare the expedition?”

	Ruarnon released their magical shield and nodded. “King Narz’s sorcerers are as powerful as the empire’s Elite Guard. We should engage them only if stealth fails us. But my plans have changed. I will not sit idle while all my friends and the bravest of my soldiers sail west to confront sorcery, free my parents, uncle, aunt, cousin and seven thousand of my subjects.

	“I may not be as restless and energetic as Pamoran, but while the western expedition is under way, it will be my highest priority, and having dedicated everything to Tarlah and the Realm these past eleven months, now I would dedicate everything to recovering my parents, king, queen, family and subjects.”

	Ruarnon paused. Even Aza’s mouth opened in surprise at the reversal of their decision. Companion Noma was staring blankly at them, but she had missed much while she was sailing west.

	“The advisors when I was your great uncle’s companion,” said Monin, “lifetimes ago, would have called me a fool and had my hide if they suspected I would one day let the sole heir to the throne wander off into the west, pursuing their hearts desire, and leaving rule of Tarlah to someone else. Not even to royalty.

	“But they did not witness Kyura standing in what he found to be an impossible situation, his father’s legacy of peace on one side, warmongers and mutinying soldiers on the other. They did not see him struggle to take control, betray his father’s peace and fail to protect his subjects from damars while he waged war with us. They did not see circumstances break him to such a point he felt his only way out was to claim his own life.

	“The Zaldeaans would say a leader who admits they cannot do something is weak. That a ruler should do whatever they must, even if they are terrible at it, or if it destroys them or others. The Zaldeaans are wrong and ultimately self-destructive. Avoiding a situation that puts your feelings and desires at war with yourself, that could destroy you, is not weak. It allows you to preserve your strength. It is wise. To be clear, you suspect you will rule as effectively in peacetime as my son would have?”

	Ruarnon blinked, then remembered Pamoran had defended Tarlah City during the siege from on the city walls, and that was how he had got himself captured. Getting that man to sit still and govern during a lengthy peace would probably require weighting his legs down with stone.

	But Ruarnon remembered how helpless they felt sitting in safety while their friends’ battled sorcerers in the sewers of Imperial City. While those same friends risked their lives recovering Lenaris’s father and Ruarnon’s parents in the west, Ruarnon would hate the unimportant by contrast day-to-day rule of Tarlah at peace. They may even become as reckless as Pamoran.

	Ruarnon inclined their head to Monin.

	“If you are to stand aside during the expedition, how would you place us?” Monin asked.

	“I would take Tor west as advisor, and my young Companions west. Leaving Companion Noma as Regent in Tarlah, and Advisor Monin as Regent in the Zaldeaan Realm. Should I not return, should my parents not return and my line end, I would have Companion Tor as regent if he were alive, and Companion Noma adopt Tor’s son Drake if he is not. Either way, I would have Drake as Heir, and co-regency begin once our deaths were known.”

	Monin nodded slowly. “Drake is no war-time leader, but he is clever and sensible and would be good in peace. And with at least his aunt, uncle and mother to guide him, his chances are good. Better if his father makes it home. But we all know the best option is you dance with Chaos himself like you did in the Zaldeaan Realm, then finish what you started here.”

	Monin didn’t smile, but there was fierce joy in those grey, wizened eyes.

	“What of us?” General Aza asked.

	“It is a long time since a general was abroad for an extended period,” said Ruarnon. “But I want one of you to accompany me west, while the other remains here to advise and support Regent’s Noma and Monin.”

	Generals Takanis and Aza exchanged looks and each bowed their head.

	“I would like to volunteer,” said General Takanis.

	Ruarnon smiled. General Aza was an excellent leader and manager of soldiers, but General Takanis thought outside the box, and had proven against the damars the value of that. She had also sailed east with Ruarnon and was competent at shield magic and had experience managing soldiers wielding it.

	Ruarnon, the Companions, Generals and Monin all inclined their heads in agreement.

	“You may need to brief me on how Tarlah and this Council functions under Regent Ruarnon,” Companion Noma said to Monin. “It appears much has changed.”

	“It would be my honour,” Monin replied.

	“I would have all of this written up, and everyone at this table sign it,” Ruarnon added. “Should anyone go against it, the penalty will be banishment to the Timbalen Empire.”

	Monin inclined his head. “I doubt we will bicker amongst ourselves like the Zaldeaans, but measures against it are wise.”

	Ruarnon exhaled with relief. They had doubted Tarlahn logic would allow their advisors to accept such a drastic departure from traditions governing Tarlah since its birth, but apparently they underestimated the council members who hadn’t sailed east.

	Ruarnon summoned Drake to the Golden Meeting Hall, while a scribe laid the conditional succession documents on the table beside a stylus and ink. Ruarnon grit their teeth. This wasn’t the first time they had set sail away from Tarlah, but from this voyage, they may not return. Their expedition would contend with sorcerers. If it went wrong, their attempt to free the Zaldeaan army could enslave their expeditionary soldiers, while their attempt to free their parents could land them in a cell beside their parents.

	To risk all that, Ruarnon would walk away from duties that had shaped their life so far, placing both their kingdoms in their advisors’ hands, without knowing whether they or their father would return to take those duties back. It was daunting, yet Ruarnon’s four Australian Companions had faced uncertainty since they stepped from Australia to the Timbalen Empire over a year ago. Ruarnon smiled at memory of their friends’ resilience, stepped towards the greatest deviation from tradition in Tarlahn history, took a deep breath, and signed their name to it.

	With a bow of his head, Tor took the stylus from Ruarnon’s hand. Monin followed, then Companion Noma. The generals signed swiftly, Lenaris following their lead. Then, with a reluctant bow showing acceptance of the future that awaited him if the worst should happen, Tor’s adopted son Drake signed. Ruarnon exhaled deeply. After eleven months of fulfilling other duties, it was time to pursue the desires of their heart.
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	A day later, Ruarnon entered the castle courtyard in their iron armour and leather kilt, with their enchanted, bronze-iron sheened sword buckled at their waist. Before them, captains issued orders. Line upon line of elite soldiers in full bronze armour formed up. They carried swords at their right hips or quivers at their left, bronze round shields and spears, or bows in hand. Most were veterans of the Damarian Wars, and all were volunteers. These were the bravest, most capable soldiers Tarlah had ever known and Ruarnon was proud to lead them.

	Ruarnon’s friends and bodyguards rode into the courtyard, led by Lenaris, whose pale face was confident and proud, her blue eyes sparkling, her long blonde hair in a Tarlahn braid. Mawana rode beside her, tall and powerfully built, his dark, finely braided hair concealed by his bronze helmet. Both wore a gold chain at their right wrist, a symbol Lenaris had pledged to protect Mawana with her spear and Mawana had pledged to protect her with his, while each pledged their heart to the other’s keeping. The ceremony had taken place only a week ago, but the time to fulfil those vowels was near at hand.

	Behind the couple rode Mawana’s cousin Mocco and their four youngest companions from a distant land called Australia. Mocco’s mouth was pulled into a tight line, probably the closest he came to showing nerves. Stocky, broad-shouldered Troy was talking to his smiling Australian friends, his brown curls bouncing as he walked.

	Freckled faced Fiona wasn’t saying much, but dark-haired Linh had plenty to say and dark featured, serious faced Michael chipped in, both likely tempering Troy’s wilder predictions of what would happen on the voyage. They were louder than usual and there was a nervous edge to their smiles. Because after many delays and so much preparation; it was time.

	Ruarnon descended the steps, mounted the horse Captain Arleath brought them, and greeted their guards and friends. Then they healed their horse and led their friends around the expeditionary soldiers to broadly built Generals Aza and Takanis, who sat their horses in full bronze armour, and iron general’s helmets. Both generals bowed, as captains behind them raised their spears in salute, sunlight glinting off iron signalling each unit was ready.

	With a clatter of hooves, and the soft tread of hundreds of leather sandals, Ruarnon led the column through Tarlah Castle’s outer walls down to North Road. Tarlahns with blonde and brown braided hair threw poppies on the road, showing support for the royal family. Solemn gazes met Ruarnon, some eyes wide with concern, others’ features pinched tight with nerves. Some men, women and midluns smiled sadly, accepting the danger, and knowing some soldiers who walked or rode before them today would not return.

	Children wriggled to the front of the crowd, and a small boy saluted as Ruarnon passed. In their mind’s eye, a boy saluted from the back of an evacuating wagon before the siege. Ruarnon had ultimately commanded this city’s defence, ensuring it still stood for these children to return to, but now, Ruarnon was leaving both. They returned the salute with a sense of loss.

	They rode on towards a gap in the crowd, around a large group of bearded men, Zaldeaans. Tarlahns around them shifted uncomfortably, at the obvious reminder Ruarnon also sought to recover the Zaldeaan army.

	“I am Arogar,” a man called loudly, “Speaker for the People. What says the King?”

	Ruarnon smiled, halting the column.

	“I go West, seeking a king, a queen, a princess, two companions and an army, seeking my people, who I would restore to their proper homes.”

	“The army should be proud to have such a king,” Arogar replied with a bow.

	“Long live the king! Long live the king!” the Zaldeaans began to chant, as Ruarnon acknowledged them with a smile and led the expeditionary soldiers on, not provoking the Tarlahns by dismissing Zaldeaans with a double salute.

	The Tarlahn crowd looked on uncertainly, then several young men called, “Long live the Regent!” and more Tarlahns took it up, drowning out the Zaldeaans, who smiled smugly. Both disliked that Ruarnon was the other’s leader, but their feelings mostly manifested as competition, and the fact Ruarnon ruled both would be easier to overlook in Ruarnon’s absence.

	They turned down Middle Road towards East Gate. The road was lined by farmers in kilts and straw hats or linen dresses, throwing more poppies onto the road. Soldiers at East Gate saluted as Ruarnon approached, and Ruarnon returned their salute. Then they rode through the thick stone walls of Tarlah City, and exhaled deeply, as a great weight lifted off their shoulders. Companion Noma and Advisor Monin were regents now. Ruarnon was just Heir Ruarnon, Tarlahn Commander of the Western Expedition. They smiled and led the column through dappled sunlight, under forest trees, towards the eastern coast.

	When the trees thinned, Ruarnon gazed over a band of golden sand to sailors’ and soldiers’ families lining the docks of Tarlah Harbour. Officials in silk tunics gathered on the decks of private ships around the Iylena, Uria, Meera and newly completed Saeron. The Iylena’s familiar decks shone in the sunlight, newly polished, while masts rising from fore, main and aft decks flew a red flag above their top sails. Her supplies had been loaded, the crew stood ready, and tanned, weathered Captain Dargeth stood by the helm.

	Ruarnon led their column across the sand, and crowds on wooden docks parted for the column to move through. Ruarnon’s gaze was drawn over their heads, across the water to the east. The Timbalen fleet approached. Its ship’s generous decks rose high above the water line, each with three masts with main and top sails set, yellow flags flapping above them. Each prow was overshadowed by an intricately carved sea serpent’s head with open jaws, while serpents’ tails rose from each stern.

	Ruarnon, their friends and guards dismounted at the end of the docks, leaving the horses with grooms. A small party of familiar faces awaited them, beyond which a horn signalled the approach of two Zaldeaan ships from the north, under Governor Iagl’s command. Behind Ruarnon, General Aza directed soldiers to begin boarding their ships. It was time to say goodbye.

	Regent Noma, Aunt Telena, Advisor Monin and Drake all stood waiting for Ruarnon, while Mawana said goodbye to his parents and the Australians and Lenaris talked to Selenia and Mocco.

	“Good luck with your regency,” Ruarnon said to Noma. “Ensure you treat Tarlahns and Zaldeaans equally to reduce tension.”

	Noma bowed her head, wishing Ruarnon well.

	“You have grown so much Ruarnon,” Aunt Telena said softly. “You have proven that you can put your people first, but you deserve your parents. You will have to take risks to retrieve them. It will cost lives. I advise you to assess the risks and determine which ones you are willing to take, and to assess possible prices and determine what you are willing to pay, before you act.”

	Something in Ruarnon longed to turn away from those stark realities, but she was right.

	“Thank you,” they replied.

	She embraced them and whispered in their ear, “I love you. Good luck sweetheart.”

	Ruarnon held her tightly, aware she was the only living relative whose safety they were sure of. They took a steadying breath, composing themself as they let her go.

	“Come back to us,” Monin added sincerely.

	“I shall do my best,” Ruarnon replied.

	“Please watch over my father and Lenaris,” Drake said, from beside his aunt Noma. “May fortune go with you.”

	“And remain with you,” said Ruarnon.

	Then they turned to Selenia.

	“I will miss you,” she said with a smile. “Do not put yourself under additional strain by expecting too much of yourself.”

	How had she seen that in such a short visit to Tarlah? Ruarnon smiled and replied, “Thank you. Whatever you decide about Flariah’s task, take care, and send word of your safety if you can.”

	“I will sail with Urai merchants to make enquiries,” she said. “I want to understand who King Narz is in his homeland, before I make my final decision, because Flariah’s task could end his reign.”

	Ruarnon bowed their head in acknowledgement.

	She stepped forwards and held them tightly. It was difficult to accept she was sailing alone, while most of Ruarnon’s friends accompanied them. But an Urai ship sailing solo would be more neutral and hopefully safer.

	Ruarnon turned to Mocco. The voyage west would not be the same without his calm and steady presence.

	Mocco smiled sadly. “I can only spend so much time galivanting around the world fancy-free, unlike my reckless cousin.”

	He smiled at Mawana, who attempted to frown, but Mawana’s mouth was smiling, and his eyes looked sad.

	“I missed the quiet and peace of the jungle too much to leave it so soon. And my studies. I don’t have our friends reckless, ceaseless love of adventure. And as much as I would like to support you all, this voyage won’t help my people make allies or involve trade agreements. It would be a private venture.”

	Ruarnon bowed their head. “Mawana is a wild cat, but you are more a creature of habit and routine. All those times you were so quiet… for me, it means I am thinking, but for you, it was stress?”

	Mocco turned away and nodded.

	Their Australian friends had taken the news more easily than Ruarnon anticipated. Even Linh and Michael’s postures were relaxed as they waited beside Mawana, content to have his company on the voyage.

	Mocco looked up again. “Keep everyone safe,” he asked quietly. “And keep Mawana out of trouble, and his wife,” he whispered.

	Ruarnon smiled. “I shall do my best. I wish you well with your studies, my friend,” they added, hugging Mocco goodbye.

	“We expect you to be sworn in as a full Elder by the time we get back,” Mawana added, maintaining a serious expression long enough that Lenaris quirked an eyebrow. Then Mawana seized Mocco in a bear hug. Ruarnon wondered if their own parents would hold them like that, sometime in coming weeks or months.

	Then they took a deep breath, set their posture upright to show confidence to soldiers and crew, and led their friends, Companion Tor and General Takanis up the Iylena’s boarding ramp, to her foredeck. The sea breeze ruffled the tunic under their iron armour, and salt filled their nostrils. Adventure, the unknown and the opportunity to be reunited with their parents all beckoned from across the sea, as the Iylena’s sails were set, and Ruarnon’s recovery expedition sailed out of Tarlah Harbour, towards the Western Ocean and the perils on its far side.
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	Chapter Two

	Across the Western Ocean- Ruarnon

	Ruarnon sat at the wooden table in their cabin, only partially managing to ignore the rapid beating of their heart, as they opened a letter from the Timbalen Commander. Emperor Yarath’s determination to wipe out Narz’s armies had made them nervous for weeks. General Aza had assured them Commander Octharl was level-headed and would not take unnecessary risks, but with both rulers controlling sorcerer armies, great risks were inevitable.

	The letter on Ruarnon’s table contained Octharl’s immediate intentions when they reached Galvatia. Those intentions would signal when war between the Timbalens and Azulans may start, and the continent would likely become too dangerous for Ruarnon to carry out their expedition. It would likely dictate the timing of Ruarnon’s schedule to recover their parents, aunt, uncle, cousin and Lenaris’s father, and to free as many Zaldeaan soldiers as they could.

	Each thing Ruarnon had waited so long for may be about to happen hard on the heels of the next. They steadied themself, leaning on the table with their spare hand and unrolled the letter.

	To Their Benevolence Ruarnon, Regent of Tarlah,

	If fishing has truly ceased, trade is banned, and we are unlikely to be sighted, as King Narz’s sorcerers suggested, we will land on the Galvation coast soon. When they find somewhere to accommodate us, my friends will conceal us.

	Ruarnon sighed, relaxing into their chair at confirmation the Elite Guard would use magic to conceal the fleet from Narz. The two armies hiding from each other ought to prevent immediate, ill-prepared-for conflict.

	The longer we remain, the greater the risk he shall find us. We will learn his terrain, numbers and outposts as swiftly as we may, and launch before we are noticed.

	Ruaron bit their lip. So the Timbalen army was still keen to invade Azula as soon as possible. Narz’s calculated, pre-emptive attack by fire magic crafting damars on the Timbalen Empire had made his terrible fear of Elite Guard clear. If Narz thought those magic crafters were coming for him, he’d tighten his castle’s security to such a degree that recovering Ruarnon’s parents would be impossible. Ruarnon’s best chance to free anyone was before Narz learned of the Elite Guard presence in Galvatia. But it may be difficult, if not impossible, for Ruarnon to know when Narz became aware of their presence.

	I will lend you my friends, when we are nearly ready, so they do not give us away.

	Ruarnon’s shoulders tensed. Elite Guard could protect and guide their friends and help recover Ruarnon’s family and Lenaris’s father safely. But waiting for Elite Guard aid could mean trying to free everyone on the eve of war. It could be terribly dangerous.

	As soon as they have identified a good place, I will send my friends ahead to bring me word. 

	May Esira shine upon you, and Mijora hasten your errands upon Her lands.

	The race to plan and conduct Ruarnon’s recovery expedition before the war would begin as soon as Elite Guard scouts set foot on Narz’s continent.

	Ruarnon stood and stepped out of their cabin, onto the main deck. Spears clashed atop the rear deck, where soldiers trained. Sailors stood alertly at strategic points across the main deck or sat in the rigging, awaiting the captains’ orders.

	Women, midluns and men appeared focused and determined as they maintained the ship, kept watch, or trained over the first few days of the voyage. But as weeks passed, spear slashes missed opponents altogether, ropes sailors were supposed to be securing fell to the deck, and soldiers and sailors alike snapped at each other.

	Everyone felt the same tension that knotted Ruarnon’s stomach, and the weight of anticipation and the unknown began to weigh everyone down. The decks quieted as the western continent drew nearer.

	After seven weeks at sea, a warning bell tolled from a Timbalen fighting top. The prospect of land being sighted quickened Ruarnon’s steps up the foredeck stairs to the railing. Their Australian companions talked and frowned at the cloudbank, beside Lenaris and Mawana. Companion Tor and General Takanis also studied the sky.

	Ruarnon’s brows furrowed. Beyond the bulky Timbalen ships, grey clouds barred the horizon. There was no sign of land, but the fleet was on course to meet a gargantuan storm front.

	Warning bells sounded from fighting tops nearby.

	“I’ll not sail into that Benevolence,” Captain Dargeth yelled from the aft deck. “It’s as likely to set us afire with lightning as to capsize us. I assume the Commander has called a halt, to see which way it’s moving.”

	Ruarnon acknowledged him with a wave, then scanned the dense black cloudbank. No misty rain sheeted beneath it. The storm hadn’t broken yet. But compared to it, the slowing fleet was an insect in the path of an eagle. A storm that size could unleash wind and waves powerful enough to batter their ships to pieces. And judging by the darkness of the sky, the winds heralding its outbreak should lash the decks at any moment.

	Ruarnon’s shoulders tightened, and they resisted the urge to bite their lip. Everyone on deck stood still, holding their breathes, except sailors standing by to adjust the sails. Perhaps others were ignoring the way their hearts pounded against their chests, like Ruarnon’s. Ruarnon had to take a breath. Then another. Because the storm didn’t break fast enough.

	They waited tensely. More moments passed. Ruarnon’s brows furrowed. The wind didn’t seem to be picking up and the clouds didn’t appear to be moving. The stormfront didn’t seem any closer. But nor did it appear to be moving away. Perhaps it was too monstrously large to gauge its distance accurately with the naked eye…

	Michael’s black eyebrows furrowed beside Ruarnon, his green eyes inscrutable and dark brown face unreadable. “It should be raining,” he said, his gazed fixed on the charcoal-coloured cloudbank. “And there should an electrical storm and thunder, if those clouds are moving at all.”

	But the ocean was calm around the fleet’s ships, and the water ahead seemed calm, until it disappeared beneath the storm clouds. There was no sign of winds whipping up waves, as would usually herald a storm. It was as if the storm wasn’t moving…

	Ruarnon waited, but no headwind came and the water remained calm. They sensed something in the stillness ahead, a kind of tingling… magic. It came from the direction of the stormfront. And as the fleet advanced, the tingling of magic craft became clearer, stronger, unmistakable.

	Sweat trickled down Ruaron’s back. Magic tingled near Mawana’s fingertips, as he sensed the magic craft ahead. The others didn’t seem able to detect vast amounts of formed magic yet, but postures were tensing across the foredeck.

	Linh’s black eyes narrowed beside Michael, her long black hair hanging limply down her back, testifying how still the air was.

	“How much magic would it take to craft an illusion that size?” she asked tightly, speaking the truth none of the adults seemed to wish to contemplate.

	Mawana gripped the railing, his brown knuckles paling. “An army of Jandar’s.”

	Ruarnon swayed. Surely even the entire Elite Guard army couldn’t contend with that?

	“It’s flawless,” Mawana added, shaking his head. “I haven’t seen a single ripple of illusion. I don’t know how it is maintained without killing sorcerers.”

	Troy shifted uneasily. “An enchantment?” he suggested, his tan face paling.

	“North Landers can’t perform them,” Mawana objected.

	“The knowledge may have survived in the West, with the sorcerers who survived the war,” Linh suggested, and Ruarnon wondered how many other dread things survived there.

	Sailors behind Ruarnon whispered prayers to the Ancestors. Soldiers gripped sword hilts firmly, as they stared at the awesome stormfront from the main deck. Ruarnon needed to reassure them.

	“General Takanis,” they called to the main deck, “have our soldiers assemble.”

	Takanis bowed her head and passed on the order to the captains on Ruarnon’s three other ships.

	“The Timbalens are sending a scout ship,” said Lenaris, pointing towards the sea before the dense wall of impossibly dark clouds.

	Ruarnon fetched their looking glass and surveyed the horizon beyond the small vessel. “There is a low-lying island before the clouds,” they told their friends. “But the island is grey, with black lines rising from it. Like the whole island has been burned.”

	“I doubt it was a natural fire,” said Michael. “If the whole thing’s burnt coast to coast.”

	Tor straightened beside him. The golden-brown hair in his Tarlahn braid was equally mixed with grey now, his beige skin more care lined, his blue-eyed gaze as penetrating and figure as robust and battle ready as ever.

	“The island may be a training ground for combat magic,” Tor said grimly. “It is far from the mainland, a good location to train sorcerers in secret.”

	Ruarnon tensed, wondering if it was where the sorcerers who controlled the forest fires Companion Noma had witnessed had trained. Sight of it was hardly going to calm the soldiers they were about to speak to. But the Timbalen scout ship was on course to sail right past the island, into the storm front. That may help.

	Ruarnon walked to the back of the foredeck, eyeing lines of bronze armoured soldiers, men, women and midluns, old and young peering up at them from the mid deck. Every face seemed paler than its usual colour. Some younger soldiers shivered or bit their lips. Veterans gripped sword hilts tightly, but stood up straight, putting brave faces on the most awesome display of sorcery any of them had encountered.

	“We have anchored before what appears to be a mighty storm front,” Ruarnon began, forcing themself to take measured breaths and project calm into their tone. “The apparent storm front is a magically crafted illusion. Our allies fear it not. Their scout ship sails into it. Narz seeks to frighten us, instead of attacking. Like a viper in the jungle, he fears those who oppose him. Remember that and take this opportunity to accept the power of his magic. We will see more of it. It will not deter us.”

	It wasn’t hard to project determination into their expression, because Ruarnon was sure they were the only person onboard who was utterly undeterred by the awesome display of power barring sea and sky alike before them.

	Some soldiers’ gazes lowered at Ruarnon’s determination. At knowing the fleet would not turn around or sail wide of the magic curtain hanging before them. But the bravest soldiers and stalwart veterans were already turning to stare down the storm front illusion. They knew the best way to overcome something that terrified you was to confront it, until the fearful compunction to turn away left you.

	Ruarnon did the same, watching at the corner of their eye as one by one, hesitant faces looked up, expressions firmed and gazes fixed on the clouds. Some soldiers turned away again. Ruarnon waited for the number staring steadily ahead to grow.

	“Alas, I have other duties to attend to,” Ruarnon broke the silence. “But I suggest you remain, until the desire to turn away leaves you. Achieve that, and nothing you face in service of your king, queen or of me will phase you.”

	Ruarnon dismissed them with a double salute. Soldiers turned on both sides of the deck, as if they’d forgotten three other Tarlahn ships, two Zaldeaan ships and an entire Timbalen fleet sailed around them. The double salute reminded them they would not undertake the recovery expedition alone, and as Ruarnon’s soldiers moved off, veterans and some newer soldiers relaxed their shoulders and seemed to breathe more easily.

	Ruarnon sighed, more aware than ever that this expedition wasn’t defending Tarlah. It wasn’t about survival either, because fleeing would ensure that. These soldiers were here to aid the royal family and they would have to overcome their worst fears about magic to have any hope of success. It would be the greatest test of Tarlahn morale. Having occupied the Zaldeaan Realm and purged it of damars, having fought damars and learnt magic across the eastern ocean, had Ruarnon finally asked too much of their army?

	Blue flags raised on Timbalen aft decks ahead. Sailors scuttled in response to the signal, setting the Iylena’s sails, and she glided forwards in the wake of the Timbalen ships, flanked by the Uria and Meera, followed by the Saeron and the Zaldeaan ships. Overhead, the Iylena’s sails rippled, but great spans of fabric slackened.

	“Why are we stopping?” Linh asked.

	“We are becalmed,” said Ruarnon.

	The wind had failed just as it became clear the storm front illusion hadn’t deterred the fleet…

	“Magic cannot abolish the wind,” Mawana asserted calmly. “No one could be powerful enough to use magic to overcome the forces of nature. The strain would kill them. This must be a natural calm.”

	Ruarnon sighed. The air ahead thrummed with magic now. As if it were a living creature, and its entire being pulsed with the beat of its heart. Fiona clutched the railing as she stared and Lenaris was unusually quiet. Linh’s brows furrowed in a deep, continuous frown. They sensed it too. The vast airy plain of pulsing magic, maintaining form, not even flickering the illusion once, was hair raising.

	Thankfully, Ruarnon sensed nothing from the sky above, or immediately before the Iylena. But the coincidence of a frighteningly large storm front teaming with magic lying ahead, and the wind dying when the stormfront didn’t deter the fleet’s advance, sat uneasily on Ruarnon’s shoulders.

	The unfaltering, dizzying sense of power around the storm front heightened Ruarnon’s alertness to the same level as when they hunted damars in the Zaldeaan Realm, alert to a screech, a hiss, the merest sign murder on legs was approaching. It tightened Ruarnon’s shoulders.

	Sight of the scout ship sailing into that vast field of crafted magic no one knew the nature of made Ruarnon want to shout at them to turn back. But the Elite Guard scouts, dwarfed by the black cloudbank they were approaching, must sense the magic more clearly than anyone. They alone could calculate its power and the number of magic crafters required to keep it stirring. They must think they had the power to confront it. Ruarnon wasn’t sure whether they should fear for the Elite Guard or fear them.

	Cries of surprise went up across surrounding decks. The scout ship’s prow had vanished. The main and rear decks were still, advancing, but the planks of the main deck cut off into open air… and the main deck was shrinking. With every stroke of oars protruding from its sides, more main deck disappeared, as if the whole vessel was sailing into nothingness.

	More cries went up as the main deck disappeared. For a moment, the rear deck moved on its own, shrinking. Then it too vanished. 

	Ruarnon gripped the railing, struggling to breathe.

	“He’s concealing how close we are to the mainland,” said Mawana, frowning. “The vessel appears to have vanished because it’s passed through the illusion.”

	Mawana shook his head. “It didn’t even ripple when the ship passed through.”

	“But the ship did pass through a curtain of magic,” said Ruarnon. “I sensed it too.”

	Several people shivered.

	“Does he know we’re here, or is that illusion a precaution he threw up in advance, for when we get here?” Michael asked.

	“Judging by how paranoid he is,” said Linh, her gaze downcast, “It might be a precaution he took when his Timbalen invasion failed. He’s probably been expecting Guardians for weeks.”

	Ruarnon sighed, noting the discomfort in their chest from not breathing in enough air, as they contained their emotional response in front of their soldiers. The magic they sensed was greater than the magic craft which shielded the Iylena when fire magic-crafting damars attacked her in Timbalen Waters. It was greater than the entire row of Elite Guard shields all four hundred Elite Guard had sheltered behind, as they faced off against fire-magic crafting damars on the shores of Timbala City. And that power may stand between Ruarnon and the captive members of their family.

	The Iylena’s timbers groaned as a drumbeat began below deck, the rhythm pulsing across the fleet as sweeps assisted lateen sails to manoeuvre the ships beside the burnt island, where it anchored.

	Sometime later, the scout ship reappeared, and its archer shot a report via arrow into the target board on the Iylena’s foremast. Ruarnon summarized the report to their companions and General Takanis.

	“There’s a league of sea ahead, then a continent bordered by sheer cliffs, surrounded by fire blackened forest. There’s no animal life, humans or damars nearby. The clouded sky extends beyond sight. An archway in the cliffs opens to fertile, green land extending to mountains with clear sky, animal and birdlife and fresh water. The scouts suggest it is the best path for my scouts to enter Galvatia and seek out the resistance.”

	“The cloud illusion spans the sky?” Mawana asked.

	Ruarnon’s heart skipped a beat. If the stormfront illusion was to deter the fleet, why would the sky above Galvatia appear cloudy too?
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	Ruarnon wrestled with frustration over the next few days. The whole point of sailing west was evading the helplessness they’d felt while their friends’ fought sorcerers in the sewers of Timbala City, while Ruarnon sat in safety. But their first few days in Galvation waters were spent waiting, with crafted magic pulsing on the edge of their awareness so strongly that Ruarnon felt they could have reached towards the sky and touched the field of magic in the air. Facing it was one thing, but focusing on it alone could destroy a person’s mind.

	Ruarnon developed a training schedule with the generals and captains. They rotated soldiers on and off deck, and had soldiers sharpen weapons and polish armour when they weren’t training. But they kept some soldiers staring at the storm, on brief rotations. Veterans tried to best each other, making light of the situation and calming younger soldiers. Ruarnon gave daily awards of extra rations for taming fears and teamwork. The winners tended to share their prizes, which also helped morale.

	Ruarnon was so focused on the soldiers that a splash one day caught them off guard. It was Troy, who’d climbed overboard and was swimming in his under garments. Ruarnon raised their eyebrows at Mawana, who shrugged.

	“He needed space,” said Mawana. “I told him there’s plenty of room overboard.”

	Mawana grinned. Michael was smiling too. Soon they, Linh and Fiona were splashing each other in the sea beside the ship, while soldiers shook their heads at the peace-time activity, and Lenaris and Tor watched them carefully.

	“Benevolence, there is another matter we ought to discuss,” General Takanis called as she approached across the deck.

	Ruarnon pulled themself back from the welcome distraction of their friends’ enjoyment and turned to the general.

	“Given the extent of Narz’s magical capabilities, and our soldiers discomfort over the last two days,” General Takanis added in an undertone, “we may need to reconsider who will seek out the Galvation resistance and how. I suspect the Galvations will be less trusting and more fearful than we thought.”

	Ruarnon sighed. The mass of dark clouds blotting out the horizon must be far more frightening to live with for days, even months, if Narz had ordered that enchantment cast when his attack on the Timbalen Empire had failed. It would remind the Galvation resistance of the power they were defying every time they set foot outdoors or gazed out of a window.

	“I’ll call a council meeting soon,” Ruarnon said, taking time to think while their friends finished swimming and changed into dry clothes.

	Then Ruarnon called their companions and the general into their cabin. General Takanis and Companion Tor sat at the table with Ruarnon and Lenaris, while Mawana leant against the wall and the four Australians raised Takanis’ brows by sitting on the edge of Ruarnon’s bed.

	“Given the fear Narz’s magic must inspire,” said General Takanis, “I suspect the resistance will be wary of anyone travelling in Galvatia and will assume they are Narz’s spies and avoid them. Contacting the resistance may be a matter of gaining their trust. They may observe us at first, trying to determine our identity. And when contact is established, if it goes poorly, we may scare them back into hiding.”

	“You believe we may only get one chance to establish contact?” Tor asked and the general nodded.

	“Do you advise we send people who look non-threatening?” Ruarnon asked. “Younger, newer soldiers, who remind them less of the battle-hardened Zaldeaans patrolling their lands?”

	“We’re less threatening than that,” said Troy.

	Everyone turned to him and he shrugged. “Me, Mic, Linh and Fi have got less military skill than anyone else on this fleet. Even the sailors have done more arms training than us.”

	“And we’re among the youngest,” Linh added. “And Zaldeaans don’t let women fight, so they won’t have any female soldiers patrolling Galvatia. You could send women soldiers. And Narz only sent men against the Timbalen Empire, which suggests sending women will show we’re not Azulan either.”

	Ruarnon grimaced. It was extremely dangerous. But they were right. Troy and Fiona were probably the least threatening people in the entire fleet. With her quiet, considerate manner, Fiona could put anyone at ease, and with his sense of humour, so could Troy. They would have to part with the fleet sooner or later, to seek their way home, but it was too soon, far too soon for Ruarnon. They weren’t ready to say goodbye to their Australian friends just yet.

	“They raise excellent points Benevolence,” said Tor.

	Ruarnon sighed. “Galvation fear of magic suggests they are unlikely to know about sorcerers. It’s very unlikely they can help you get home.”

	“No one on this fleet can help us get home either,” said Michael. “We’ll have to leave sooner or later.”

	Fiona looked up, her kind blue eyes falling on Ruarnon. “At least this way we can help you, and the Galvations.”

	“If you are going anywhere,” Lenaris said sternly, “you are not going without me.”

	Mawana smiled and crossed his arms. He would go too…

	“No trained Galvation soldiers will fail to recognise a scout, or another soldier on sight,” General Takanis warned. “Women soldiers will suggest the people we send are not known enemies, but it will still make the Galvations suspicious.”

	“So don’t send soldiers,” said Michael. “Send us, Lenaris and Mawana, with one or two scouts to guide us.”

	Troy smiled slowly. “Into occupied territory, to make contact with an underground resistance. I’ve wanted to do that all my life!” he finished, excitement shining in his eyes, his inspired smile tight with fear.

	“Try not to get us killed,” Michael replied, his lips curling in the hint of a smile. Troy flashed a nervous grin. 

	“Do you understand what you risk?” Tor asked.

	“Capture by Zaldeaans, being sent to Narz for questioning, imprisonment, torture, etc,” Michael replied, with a hard edge to his tone.

	From their postures, Linh and Michael were resolved to go, while Troy shifted in what Ruarnon suspected was restless anticipation. Only Fiona bit her lip. If they wanted to find Red Cloak, or sorcerers who controlled Gateways of Umarinaris, they were more likely to find them by wandering alone, instead of presenting as Timbalen allies and Narz’s enemies. The status of neutral foreigners would serve them best in finding their way back to Australia.

	“I’m guessing Galvation soldiers could be mostly men too,” Linh added. “Won’t the presence of women make the Galvations curious?”

	“Of course it will,” General Takanis replied. “Men do not like you putting yourselves at risk.”

	They exchanged smiles, but Tor looked concerned.

	“I don’t like it, but this is our best chance to help you, and to find sorcerers and our way home,” said Fiona.

	Ruarnon exhaled deeply.

	“I am sorry Ruarnon,” said Lenaris, “but I cannot stay here if we are letting them loose in Galvatia.”

	Troy grinned. He didn’t object to her wanting to come to boss him around, he seemed grateful for it.

	“Do the Elite Guard employ East Islanders?” Lenaris asked, and Mawana straightened, following the conversation more alertly.

	Ruarnon grimaced, resting their head in their hands. All of their friends would go. And the duty of leadership would keep Ruarnon here.

	“Few,” Tor replied. “Elite Guard have been used to stem rebellion in the East Islands. The emperors were always nervous of training East Islanders in magic.”

	“So I can go without my appearance giving away the presence of the Elite Guard?” Mawana asked.

	“From the prisoners we saw on Cauldron Island and in the empire, it seems inhabitants of this part of the First Land are generally lighter skinned,” Tor replied. “Dark-skinned people may also spark Galvation curiosity. The Zaldeaans may recognise you as Urai, but they are unaware the Unspoken Agreement is ended, so your presence will not expose Tarlah’s. But you may draw Narz’s attention to your people if you are captured.”

	“I doubt he will worry much about one man far from home while he fears a Guardian invasion,” said General Takanis.

	“Unless he associates you with his ‘Guardian prophetess’,” Ruarnon warned.

	“But Narz doesn’t know my people exist,” Mawana objected.

	“But the Zaldeaans can tell him where you live, and if he knows or guesses the ‘Guardian’ prophetess lives there too, he can mistake you for her servant,” Ruarnon explained.

	“Then we cannot be captured,” Mawana insisted.

	The tension in Ruarnon’s shoulders said that wasn’t the only risk. Narz’s behaviour towards the Zaldeaan army, creature armies and Timbalen Empire suggested he saw every powerful and unknown group as a threat. And tried to annihilate them.

	“You cannot craft magic,” Ruarnon warned. “If you fight off a Zaldeaan patrol with magic, Narz will assume you are Guardian spies. Your lives could depend upon abstaining from magic, let alone preserving the secrecy of the Elite Guard invasion.”

	“We have other skills,” said Mawana.

	“If you resist a Zaldeaan patrol with force of arms, you will be mistaken for Galvation rebels,” Tor warned. “If a patrol approaches, your best chance of safety and ensuring the expedition’s secrecy is to submit. Hopefully, you would be sent to Companion Karmarn, who will recognise Lenaris, and conceal you from Narz. Can you agree not to resist, if you are surrounded?”

	Mawana and Troy tensed, but Michael nodded, and the others slowly agreed. Ruarnon doubted they would agree so willingly in the spur of the moment. They knew their friends too well. And last time they had had to make a choice under pressure, everyone had responded instinctively and foolishly, when Ruarnon hadn’t been there to stop them. Would that hold true this time?

	“The sensible thing is for me to stay here,” Ruarnon said, thinking aloud. “But what if we only get one chance to negotiate with the Galvation resistance? They will recognise me as a soldier, but my education and upbringing will also be obvious. The curiosity that will stir will give me all the opening I need to put them at their ease.”

	Tor frowned. “Even common Zaldeaan soldiers may recognise you. Many saw you when you visited the Realm with your uncle. Your midlun appearance likely had the remaining soldiers gossiping.”

	“Making me an excellent candidate to contact my uncle and find out what binds him and his army here. If I am captured by a Zaldeaan patrol, I am the most likely person to be taken to him, because I am likely to be recognised.”

	“That might be our best plan, if everything goes pear shaped,” said Michael. “I mean wrong,” he added, when Ruarnon’s older advisors, less used to Australian expressions, frowned.

	“Narz hasn’t deemed Galvations worthy of pitting sorcerers —or his own soldiers— against,” said General Takanis. “And the rebels have hidden from him and resisted the Zaldeaans for months. The safest place on this continent may be in a rebel bunker, while Narz’s focus is on other, more powerful enemies. The danger is getting your Benevolence to that bunker.”

	“Then we are agreed I am the best candidate to negotiate with both the Galvations and my uncle?” Ruarnon asked.

	“Your negotiations with the Zaldeaan governors went extremely well. There is no question of that,” said Tor

	General Takanis smiled. “In any other context it would be irrational to send the last of the royal line wandering into an occupied kingdom, seeking people who may take them for an enemy and at risk of capture by people who know them as an enemy. But should Narz take this fleet by surprise… the fleet is ultimately an illusion of safety, that may hold right up until it explodes or burns down to the water line. We cannot be sure we will have warning of that moment, or time to evacuate your Benevolence. Seeking Galvations could be your Benevolence safest course of action.”

	Tor sighed and bowed his head in agreement. “I am conspicuously recognisable as a soldier. I assume you intend me to command your ships, in your Benevolence’s absence?”

	Ruarnon inclined their head. This would be the first time they wandered off towards danger without Tor. But someone had to stay in command, and Tor knew Ruarnon’s mind and will better than Takanis.

	“There is little you could do,” Ruarnon replied, “especially if my capture proves the only way to contact the Zaldeaans.”

	Tor was slow in inclining his head.

	Lenaris looked on silently, her mouth slightly open at Ruarnon’s two senior advisors agreeing for Ruarnon to take a huge risk. But the logic of it was undeniable. And in accompanying their friends, Ruarnon could keep their promise to Mocco to keep everyone safe…

	Ruarnon smiled slowly. Decisive times called for decisive action, and they were finally in a position to do so personally.

	“I will find women soldiers who are also farmer’s daughters to accompany us, and we shall dress as farmers,” Ruarnon added. “If Mawana and Michael’s skin is concealed, that will hide your identities from afar, but you must avoid being seen up close.”

	Ruarnon’s friends met their gaze. All of them smiled, to a lesser or greater extent. The thrill of challenge beckoned, and they were glad Ruarnon would accompany them to meet it.
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	Chapter Three

	Ancient Valley-Linh

	Linh took a deep breath and eyed the hammocks hanging from the ceiling of her cabin one last time. The first time she’d entered a cabin on Umarinaris, she’d worried about storms and the risk of capsizing. But this cabin had become a space where in shutting the door, she and her Australian friends shut out the dangers of the west, and recalled loved ones and favourite places, books, shows and songs they missed from home. This room had been a refuge on the shores of a continent as safe as Pandora’s about to be opened Box.

	But Linh knew their best chance of getting home was blundering onto the western continent, as lost and clueless as they’d been when they first set foot in Umarinaris. There was no chance of meeting someone as helpful and intrigued by their presence as Nuard this time, but not being mistaken for Guardians, Elite Guard, Azulans or Zaldeaans seemed a better option than travelling with the army.

	Her nerves had been unhappy from the moment General Takanis explained the fleet was an ‘illusion of safety.’ It was time to leave the illusion of comfort and safety these bare plank walls provided, to face the little-known dangers of the mainland.

	Linh sighed, bidding her hammock goodbye, and followed her Australian friends up a ladder. The cool of the bronze iron sheened key from Myleth Island hung from its necklace against her chest, and her pack weighed her down. But when she stepped on deck, following Ruarnon, Lenaris, and Mawana through pools of lantern light and darkness, the absence of the weight of her armour on her shoulders, and her bronze-iron sheened sword at her hip made her feel exposed. Unfortunately neither would let her pass as a lost innocent.

	Ahead of her friends, a rope ladder was slung over the side, and a boat waited to take them ashore. Knowing her wits were her only defence against the dangers ahead made Linh shiver, despite the mild night air. She exhaled, trying to ignore the tension in her shoulders.

	It was over a year since they had persuaded Ruarnon to occupy the Zaldeaan Realm. She, Fiona, Troy and Michael had all turned seventeen since arriving in Umarinaris. Her eighteenth birthday wasn’t far off now, and she was keen to celebrate at home. But that didn’t make leaving the deceptive safety of the fleet and rowing to the most dangerous continent on Umarinaris less daunting.

	Fiona knelt before the rope ladder and began her climb over the side. Linh took a deep breath and backed up between a gap in the railing. She gripped the upper rungs tensely with both hands, probed lower ones with her feet, and reluctantly shifted her grip as she climbed down through darkness.

	Slowly, she descended into the grey light of the rowboat’s dark lamps, then took her seat in the bow, last to board a rowboat containing her three Australian friends, Ruarnon, Lenaris, Mawana and women soldiers seated on either side. The soldiers rowed them forwards.

	Beyond the shadowy decks of Timbalen ships lit by dark lamps, their masts fading up into blackness, the cloudbank illusion caused utter darkness. Silence stretched beyond the rhythmic splash of paddles in the hands of their guards.

	Linh turned back to the dull glow on the Iylena’s decks. She waved to Companion Tor, then turned towards darkness and a Timbalen boat rowing into it. The boat carried General Imphin, who would survey Galvation terrain for battle planning. They would travel through the fertile valley and mountains with General Imphin and his guards, another illusion of safety. But after that, she and her friends would travel with only a handful of Tarlahn guards.

	The gentle rocking of the boat as the guards rowed gradually eased Linh’s tension, until waves foamed noisily ashore and the Timbalens disembarked, carrying grey islands of dark lantern with them. Moments later, Linh and her friends climbed out into cold shallow water. She shivered as the chill water lapped against her knees, then waded towards dark grey sand. The Timbalen dark lanterns shone against a nearby vertical cliff, which extended until it faded into darkness either side and high overhead. Beyond the dark lamps was eerie pitch black, as if the world ended abruptly.

	Linh jumped at a strange sound beyond breaking waves, but it was just a horse snorting. Six horses stood on an approaching barge, the first of two rowing towards them.

	“I see fate has called you to danger once more,” General Imphin greeted them, as they approached the dry sand on which he waited.

	“It’s likely our way home,” Troy replied. “This being a land of sorcerers.”

	“True enough,” Imphin replied. “I hope you find what you are looking for, but you must be exceedingly careful. If I am discovered, it may commence war, and the repercussions of your discovery may be no less serious.”

	“They will have my guidance,” Ruarnon replied. “I am Tarlahn Ambassador Drake.”

	Linh checked Troy’s gaze was averted and not giving away that Ruarnon was using an alias. General Takanis’ final word of advice had been to keep Ruarnon’s presence secret from the Timbalens roaming the continent, in case they were captured.

	General Imphin introduced himself to Ruarnon, Lenaris and Mawana, then waved at a patch of grey along the cliff.

	“Our scouts,” he explained. “Akhtar will remain with me, but Mayrun will accompany you. They know a safe passage into Galvatia, and their comrades scouting further ahead will leave them signs of safe passage, or danger.”

	General Imphin led everyone along the cliff towards the scouts. But as they walked nearer, another source of light lit up the night ahead. A pale, rectangular patch of light shone through a rectangular archway in the base of the cliff. When Linh reached the archway, the land behind it was lighter. There was a grassy clearing beyond the arch. Beyond it, trees were silhouetted against a deep blue sky scattered with stars, and two moons. An owl hooted among the trees.

	Linh blinked. The scout report said the forest was burned along the coast. How could trees, branches and leaves be silhouetted against the moons ahead?

	Fiona stopped beside her, staring up at a statue above the archway. Torchlight rimmed the underside of the woman’s windblown hair, and her rippled skirts, carved from the rock of the cliff. Her chin was held high, and her shadowed face appeared solemn.

	“She looks like statues in the City of Peaks,” Fiona said quietly.

	“And these cliffs are as natural as Tava’s Gap at Cauldron Island,” Michael added. “I bet they used to be part of a Guardian fortress.”

	As she stepped under the stone arch, Linh looked up. The sky was star studded ahead, but behind her, the stars gave way to straight-edged darkness. She shivered. Her sense of wonder and confusion had dimmed it, but magic tingled along the cliffs and over the arch. It was like the buildings in Timbala City, only this sense of tingling was stronger. And the cliff walls seemed to be resisting Narz’s storm cloud illusion, completely.

	“Is no one maintaining this?” Troy asked, gesturing up at the clear, starry sky. “You can’t sense anyone cutting off the cloud illusion above the walls? Even while we stand next to them?”

	Akhtar, the male scout, shook his head. “It is enchanted,” he replied. “The cliffs team with protective magic and the air hums with it.”

	Linh shivered. She could sense what the Elite Guard could sense?

	“Shame the Galvations hate magic,” said Michael. “This place would be a perfect base for Galvation resistance headquarters.”

	“And much easier for us to find,” Ruarnon added. “I doubt our task will be that easy.”

	The tingling of magic remained at the edge of Linh’s awareness as they erected their tents, unrolled their bedding and she lay down next to Fiona. Every time tiredness made her want to drift off, she noticed the tingle of magic and became fully aware of the dark fabric hanging above, and the grass and bedroll padded ground beneath her. She lay awake, struggling to relax when a powerful substance operated seemingly of its own accord, a short distance away.

	“At least there’s no sign of Narz’s sorcerers yet,” Fiona said into the dark. “I know the idea of enchantments is scary, but at least no one is threatening us with magic.”

	Linh sighed. “You’re right. I just wish that made me feel better. I’d like to sleep anywhere else.”

	“Maybe you need to picture anywhere else?” Fiona suggested.

	Linh slowly smiled, suspecting the place Fiona was suggesting. She thanked her friend, lay on her back and tried to picture golden sands radiating the sun’s heat, a bright blue sky and the splashing fountains at the end of Desriah’s Palace path. Bit by bit she relaxed and eventually drifted off to sleep.

	[image: Two small piles of large books.]

	In the morning, Linh stepped out into bright sunlight and a grassy clearing. Her friends ate breakfast ahead. Beyond them, a leafy green forest spread beneath a clear blue sky. On her left, sunlight beamed onto weathered cliff so narrow it had to be an ancient wall, towering over the forest. Directly above the wall, clear blue sky turned cloudy. Further on, clouds thickened to grey, then black. Linh shivered. That didn’t look like a cloud illusion. Of all the places on Umarinaris, why did this one have to be the most likely place to contain a functioning gateway and sorcerers capable of opening it to Australia?

	“Come on Linh, we’ll be ready to march soon,” Fiona called, and Linh hurried to breakfast, where she bit absently into her fruit.

	As they ate, Fiona eyed the sky apprehensively. Michael frowned at it.

	“It’s not possible,” Michael said, his gaze fixed on the thickening clouds just beyond the wall, and the denser clouds beyond. “Trying to halt clouds passing through the sky or dropping the immense volume of rain those dark ones must carry involves resisting atmospheric pressure endlessly. I don’t see how any human could have that power.”

	“If it’s a weather enchantment,” said Fiona, “what’s it for?”

	“Drought,” Lenaris replied. “If the Galvations do not have canals and rivers fed by snow melt as we do, then stopping the rain will kill their crops and livestock. In time, drought will force the resistance to surrender or abandon Galvatia. Its magic as warfare.”

	Lenaris shivered and Mawana squeezed her hand.

	“Using magic to attack the land itself?” Mawana asked. “I like Narz even less.”

	Ruarnon shook their head. “I can scarcely believe withholding the rain, let alone on such a scale, is magically possible.”

	“Even the secret histories of our Elite Guard suggest is it not,” said General Imphin from his breakfast on a picnic blanket further right. “Our people have not encountered anything like a vast cloud illusion since the Sorcery War itself. But the Elite Guard only had to pool their magic craft as one when the damars invaded us. It may be that sorcerers in this land are more practiced at crafting magic together, and that such a practice allows them to achieve more than we thought possible.”

	Linh’s shoulders tightened at the idea. His logic set her teeth on edge.

	“Unless this is what remains of a Guardian fortress,” said Ruarnon. “Everyone’s stories seem to agree their magic craft outstripped that of the sorcerers, and anyone but the faeron, from whom they likely learnt magic craft.”

	“I hope,” Imphin replied, “for all our sakes and the entire fleet, that you are right. The sky enchantment ought to be occupying the best of Narz’s sorcerers. But if others here have the power to counter such an enchantment, and they join our war against him, the scale of its destruction may rival that of the first Sorcery War.”

	Linh squeezed her wooden cup so hard she suspected it would have broken if it was made of glass. The only thing more reckless than wandering into a country with its sky blanketed by a possible enchantment that prevented rain from falling, was staying in this place where clear sky gave way abruptly to dense, dark clouds. The point where two incomprehensively powerful enchantments contested each other’s wills would likely put cracks in your sanity, if you stared at it for too long.

	“Let’s go,” she said to her friends, standing, a half-eaten fruit lying at her feet, her appetite lost.

	Troy stood, stuffed a couple of fruits in his pocket and then everyone packed up their bedrolls and tents. They saddled their horses so quickly they were ready at the same time as the guards and General Imphin.

	A woman wearing a finely woven tunic and leggings stepped forward. Linh assumed she was Mayrun, the female Elite Guard scout.

	“We do not think there are any other magics in these trees, or in this place, but I suggest we stay close together,” Mayrun told them. “And if you hear anything that sounds louder than a bird, like a twig snapping, please tell me or Akhtar, quietly. Narz may have scouts spread along this coastline, keeping watch for the retaliatory attack of the Timbalen Empire we believe he anticipates.”

	Linh’s jaw clenched at the idea of someone watching them. It was a slight relief to mount their horses and follow Akhtar out of the clearing, but anyone could be hiding behind the trees or among the bushes surrounding her companions. The dense, wild green tangles offered excellent cover for spies.

	“Try to focus on the view,” Fiona whispered.

	Fiona’s gaze was on Linh’s whitening knuckles, which clutched her reins too tightly. Linh grit her teeth. This ride wouldn’t be short, and that grip would make her fingers ach before the end. She sighed, slowed her breathing, and tried to relax her fingers. Michael had told her ages ago that railing against things she couldn’t change would just make her miserable. Here, it would make her tense, and anxious. Over time, that would wear her down.

	This was no place to be exhausted. She needed to be alert and capable of defending herself physically and magically. That meant finding peace with her surroundings, no matter how dangerous they seemed or how much actively shifting magic they contained. But how did she do that?

	Fiona wasn’t riding calmly either. She was eyeing the scenery with a pale face, and from the sounds of it, breathing more shallowly than normal. She was nervous too. But at least she was trying to do something about it. And she and Michael were right. They couldn’t change their surroundings. The only thing they could change was how they responded to them. Linh was going to have to figure out
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