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She did not walk among the world of the living, but through a world beyond the one most of Aerthos knew. Through the ‘blink’ she journeyed; that formless realm which divided both time and space, so named for the darkness into which the world abides with each close of one’s eyes. Her destination was into another realm of transition, commonly referred to as the world of the spirit; a pausing point for souls when they left their bodies and contemplated their next destination. 

Most heard the legends, but few recognized it for what it was when they did see it. Fewer still remembered it after they either passed on or returned to Aerthos. Only a handful of beings were free to step between the two; these rare entities looked like the people of Aerthos, but were in truth as different as the sky is to the sea. Once revered as gods, they were over the years known by many names. 

Dreamwalkers. The Sheharid Is’iin. Reapers.

Their origin was unknown to the people of Aerthos. They were recognized by a seemingly random collection of mystical powers, assigned and attributed to each Reaper, but mostly due to the glowing gems which grew through their skin. Generally, they first appeared at the center of their forehead, but, over time, at other points across their bodies. The gems showed the Reapers’ connection to the blink, and offered a link both physical and literal between the two worlds: of life and of death.

The world vibrated around the young woman as she ran a fingertip across the central gem in her forehead. Gems were visible to either side of it, and matching gems could be seen on the underside of each wrist. All glowed with a faintly purplish gleam as she considered the world that stretched far before her. It was her world, more or less, and here, her power was as vast as the horizon, as mighty as the sum of all those souls who dwelled therein. On any normal day, she would feel as home here as any land she had known. Today, however, her expression of concern remained as fixed as the stars in the heavens.

Her light blue eyes remained fixed on the amber-colored sky. Here in the realm of spirits, things resembled the land of Aerthos, but only slowly physically adapting to the changes to the land of the living. Physical buildings took decades—sometimes, centuries—until their echo appeared here. Time, too, flowed differently, but always as a shadow, like a path which only appeared in the forest after many feet walked upon it. 

So, when the large faint line appeared in the center of the sky here in the land of the spirits, without any physical precedent in the Aerthian heavens, it was met with emphatic concern.

She shook her head. “Hang it, this is not good,” she muttered to her companion. Try as she might, the Reaper could make no sense of it. Unlike her, he was a creature and looked nothing like a human. He looked decidedly more feline, though a full meter tall at the shoulders and two in length; more if you counted his tail. 

His soft coat was mostly grey, with white at the paws, and black masking his ears and golden eyes. Twin bronze horns grew back from his head, curling around until they pointed forward, framing his jaw. A pair of dark leather wings lay flat across his back. 

He looked up at the thin white slice across the sky, and nodded slowly. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said. “And there’s nothing in my memory to which I can directly associate it.”

“And you do have a lot of those,” she teased. “So, fine, we don’t have history to explain it to us, so we’ll have to rely on our imaginations. What does it look like to you?”

He pondered her question. He had never been good with imagination games.

“I think it looks like a scar,” she said. “But it’s huge, like a few kilometers across, or more.”

“That’s a very large scar,” he whispered.

“It’s been there for days,” she said. “I think it’s getting bigger, too. What do you think it is?”

Her companion shook his large head. “It looks like . . . well, there was a time, when you almost died. That time when you were trapped in the blink, remember?”

She nodded. “Cousins said there was a line he could see in the air where I’d vanished, like the space there was wounded. Did it look like this, do you think?”

“It’s possible,” he mused. “But that was a small line in the air. This is . . . huge. What could have caused it?”

“Well, look at where it is. It’s way over there, and you know what’s below it.”

He gasped. “We’re not going there again, are we? That place . . . scares me.”

She scratched his head behind the horns, like he liked it. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you. Besides, I don’t want to go any closer until we know a bit more about it.”

“Won’t we have to get closer?”

“You big baby,” she teased. “But not just yet. There are a few people we should talk to first.”

“So, what do we know so far?”

The young woman shook her head in frustration. “Well, nothing blew up here; someone would have noticed. I would have noticed. So, maybe . . . maybe this isn’t a wound from something that has already happened.”

“What, then?”

She chewed on her lip. “Maybe it’s something that’s going to happen.”

“Like what?”

The young Reaper could only shake her head again. “I don’t know. I just have a bad feeling about this. The . . . scar means something. Something bad. But whatever it is, Mully, we’re going to need help. I can’t do this on my own.”

The feranzanthum nodded, flexing his wings slightly. He knew the sound of an adventure well enough from all his years of working alongside her.

“What do you have in mind, Rom?”

A familiar grin crawled across her lips as she pulled her mane of white hair back behind her head and fastened it in place. 

“We need to visit some old friends, and then we have a new friend to collect. It is nearly time she arrived, I think, so we need to be ready to greet her, don’t you agree?”

Mulligan, her longtime friend and companion, unfurled his large wings as she hopped on his back. Once they put some distance between them and the ground, Rom gave the scar one final glance as she peeled back the worlds and they left the realm of spirits behind them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two: Horizon’s beginning 


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Favo lifted Daris until she could grip the rope herself, and she scampered quickly up. He followed after, pausing only to notice the burns on his hands were already healing while as he watched. Daris waited for him at the top, reaching down to haul him over the railing and into the ship.

He scanned the deck quickly, but saw only himself, Daris and Sjora. Sjora turned and smiled sadly at seeing the two of them safely on the ship, but Favo could see a deep sadness further behind the smile. 

As Daris ran to embrace her, Favo walked over more slowly, trying to discern as much as he could without having to ask.

“I could not find anyone else,” she whispered, her voice choked and struggling for sound. “Many of the Sky People were able to fly away on the backs of their animals, but without Tarik to lead them, I . . .”

Daris broke the embrace, standing back abruptly. “Tarik . . .?”

Sjora swallowed hard, nodding. “He stayed with the city . . . as it collapsed. I waited, but it fell away beneath me.”

“We can go back,” Favo said. “Maybe there are others?”

An explosion aimed from below and behind them erupted just above the cloud cover, as if in answer to his question.

“The army will have them before we find them, and they follow us, as well,” she said. “Besides, we have a mission.”

Daris squinted in disbelief. “We can’t simply leave them,” she protested.

Sjora turned from them to watch the horizon. She pulled the crystal from its housing on her necklace and stared deeply into it. Seeing only a vacancy within the gem, she sighed, throwing it over the railing. 

“They have gone beyond our reach,” she said. Her voice seemed cold and distant. “Their destinies are not immediately along our path; we cannot save them now.”

“So, what are we supposed to do now, Sjora?” Favo moved to stand in front of her, gripping the control panel with both hands. Daris stepped forward to intercede, but he silenced her with a look. “No, I want to hear this from you. I nearly died trying to help your people, and now I want to know just how you can be so damned cavalier about running away when they need you most! Damn it, woman, there might still be people alive down there!”

Sjora’s hand flew off the yoke and struck Favo across the jaw, sending him staggering backwards. 

Instead of answering him, she returned to steering the ship, looking past him as if he were not there.

“Daris,” she said instead, “We have guests. Please see to them, we have a long flight ahead of us, and we are . . .” 

Daris opened her mouth to respond, but sighed instead. “Yes, Sjora.” Turning towards Favo, she gestured towards the cabin and waited for him to follow her. 

He swallowed the anger rising inside of him. He knew it wasn’t Sjora’s fault; she didn’t deserve his wrath. At the hatch, Favo paused and looked back at the captain. He could see her hands gripping the yoke so hard he thought she might break it off. She reached up and pulled the goggles on her headband down; he thought he saw moisture beading up in her eyes in the last fraction of a second before they were covered.

No, he thought. I was wrong to judge her so. Of course, she isn’t running away because her fear outweighs the care she feels for her people. She has a plan. And it likely involves a good deal of revenge.

“Oh, Baeven!” he heard Daris call out from inside the cabin. Without a second thought, he closed the hatch and pulled his Spellshot from its holster.

“What are you doing here, traitor?” he demanded.

Baeven’s eyes widened as he raised his arms in surrender. Favo’s fist was faster, striking the man across the jaw and knocking him to the ground. Before Baeven could gather his wits, Favo grabbed him by the shirt and held him against the wall of the cabin. 

“You’re the one to blame, you and your people of science!” Favo’s mind raced through a hundred different magical tunes, any one of which could strip the life away from the man. None seemed equal to the task, however, none was good enough to cause the manner of pain he wanted to deliver. 

A soft hand rested upon Favo’s shoulder, stirring him from the tempest threatening to erupt from within his heart. No, he realized. Not my heart. A stone, he reminded himself. 

“Favo,” the girl’s voice said gently. “Let him go, Favo.”

He glanced to the side, and saw the pleading eyes of Daris looking to him for calmness—for the logic he was generally able to bring to the surface. She was still bruised and battered from their recently-escaped battle. He knew her body was already healing—a gentle reminder of the gifts her own form possessed. Seeing her expression of pleading, her momentary fragility—that subtle reminder of humanity brought him back to a sense of himself. 

Baeven, to his part, made no move to resist. His eyes were haunted, his expression resolved. “Do what you like, Favo. I did nothing, but I was used all the same. Take my life, if you think it will give you peace.”

Favo released him, slowly returning his hands to his sides. “Peace was never an option,” he whispered, moving further into the cabin and dropping to one of the available chairs. 

Daris sat the man down in a seat closer to him, examining his face to gauge the damage done by Favo’s blows. “Favo, you hurt him!” she said, grimacing at the cuts and bruises on Baeven’s features.

“Oh, I didn’t do that,” Favo scowled. “I suppose you pretended to fight your way out, so you could continue to serve your masters, right?”

Baeven held his arm gingerly. “No, the roof nearly crushed me when it collapsed into my cell. When the dust cleared, the door was broken, and the guards fled. So, I ran out and came to the airship.”

Daris gestured at Favo to stay put while she grabbed a pouch from the kitchen with a few clean bandages. Johen was better at healing magic; but he wasn’t here. 

While she tended to Baeven’s injuries as best she could, she turned the conversation back to Favo.

“What is it, Favo?” she asked. “What did he do?”

For a moment, Favo couldn’t even bring himself to vocalize it—the emotional context of it weighed in his chest and throat like it was a lump of raw iron. “He . . . led them there,” he said, punctuating his words with a jab of his index finger in the air, “to the citadel; he brought the Baron’s army.”

His jaw trembled against the fury of his deepening rage. “It is all his fault.”

“What, the necklace?” Baeven’s eyes widened. “You think I knew about that? I swear, I knew nothing of it—not the tracker, not their attack, none of it!”

“Sit still,” Daris cautioned. “I need to brace your arm; I think the bone is broken.”

Favo stood, silently fuming, but at last shook his head. “Sjora needs to know about this,” he said. 

“Favo, wait . . .” the young girl said, but Favo cut her off.

“She’s the captain,” he said sternly. “She needs to know who she has on her ship.” He left, not giving her time for a rebuttal. 

As she bound Baeven’s injured arm, he thanked her softly for taking care of him.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she replied. “If it was your fault, I’ll throw you off the Lamprey myself.”

Baeven sighed. “I don’t . . . I don’t know how to prove it to you. I can only tell you I didn’t do it so many times. They used me to find you. Do you honestly believe I would have wanted that to happen? But it doesn’t matter. If you believe me, you believe me, and if you don’t . . .”

Daris shook her head, a hint of a smile on her face. “It’s a lot simpler than you realize,” she said, finishing the fabric knot holding his arm in place. “We can go have a chat with Sjora right now, and she’ll know if you’re lying.”

Baeven allowed Daris to help him to his feet. “She has some magical way of looking into my soul? She will know if I’m lying to her?”

Daris shook her head, clicking her tongue to call Trill out from his bed and onto her shoulders. In a flash of dark orange fur, he lay down around her neck, his small black eyes peering from their mask of dark fur in the center of his pale face. His whiskers twitched idly, as if just waking up from a nap. Which, in his case, was as likely a possibility as anything.

“Something like that,” Daris winked, leading Baeven out from the cabin and onto the deck.

Sjora took the Lamprey higher up, well above the cloud cover. Favo stood in front of her. Both Baeven and Daris could see from her posture Favo spoke to her about his concerns regarding Baeven’s loyalty, and their ability to trust him.

Favo took a step back as Daris and Baeven approached. Sjora half-turned, nodding to Daris. “Take the wheel,” she said to the girl, and extended an arm so Trill could jump over to her shoulders. 

“Come along, Favo,” Sjora said, her eyes slowly resting on Baeven’s face. “You come along as well,” she said. Baeven could hear the anger in her voice, simmering just below her face’s cool expression. He thought idly, if they decided he was guilty, there could easily be a fight over which of them would get the honor of throwing him to his death.

They led Baeven towards the rear of the airship, and for a moment he thought perhaps they’d decided to forego the formality of an inquiry and were simply preparing to toss him overboard now.

But Sjora stopped short and nodded to Favo. “Ask him your questions,” she said, reaching up with one hand to pet the animal curled up beneath her hair.

“Just one question, Baeven,” Favo said simply, raising his voice just high enough to be heard over the gentle thrum of the air-jets. “Why did you come with us to the citadel of the Sky People?”

Baeven’s eyes narrowed. “You want the full answer? It’s not . . . a simple question.”

Favo glanced briefly at Sjora, his eyes lingering on the orange creature on her shoulders. “That’s the point.”

Baeven heard a few of the tales during their trip about the dangerous island the barrowisks thrived on. He knew despite the many terrifying predators sharing their land, the tiny and deceptively adorable barrowisks were among the most feared creatures. It was said being hunted by them was being hunted by death itself. Partly, they hunted through an innate magical sense of life itself and could pursue their prey across anywhere in Aerthos. Thus, they could bide their time until the prey wearied, slept, and, helpless, would fall to their tiny teeth and claws. And, he suddenly realized, if they could track by magic, what else could they sense?

Regardless of the lump of fear caught in his throat, he had no terrible lie to offer. 

“Besides the fact I’d been shot by Patros and his men—my former military—I stayed with you,” he paused, suddenly self-conscious with the effort of so much honesty, “because you were the first people I have known who didn’t treat me like a pariah. You know this . . ., in Firnis Eld, anyone with magical talent is branded, called “lievers” for their belief in the Arts, or worse. Most are killed, if their life on the streets isn’t enough to let them dwindle away to nothingness.

“I did what I could to hide what I was,” he continued, “and I tested so highly on military and technical aptitudes they had no choice but to admit me into the Baronial Military College, and I would probably have done fine there if I hadn’t come to the attention of Patros. He found my name in one of his random placement audits and threatened to have me expelled if I didn’t agree to become one of his scientists when I graduated. I didn’t think it would be so terrible, but . . . the things he made me do . . .”

His face paled as he looked back towards Favo. “You think the things we did to you—the torturous experiments we put you through—were horrible, . . . you have no idea. None! And every day, that bastard would remind me he could have me thrown out onto the street or worse.

“After so much, you think you can keep a hold on who you are, and what your soul was supposed to look like.” He paused a moment, breathed out softly. “After a while, you forget what having a soul was even like. And traveling with you . . . I remembered. I didn’t know they were tracking me. I would have destroyed the damn thing, dropped it in the ocean, anything. I would never have let them find your people, Sjora, I swear.”

The three of them stood in silence for several moments as the air whipped past them. The clouds made up the everlasting cloudbank swirled far beneath them as they headed in the direction of the rising sun. 

Finally, Sjora looked over towards Favo. “Satisfied?”

He shrugged. “He lives another day.” Without another word, he turned and walked back to the front of the Lamprey to stand beside Daris.

Baeven seemed confused. “So, Trill . . . he knows I’m telling the truth, right?”

Feigning innocence, Sjora’s eyebrows rose. “Trill? What does he have to do with this?”

“Well, he—barrowisks—they can sense . . . well, I mean,” Baeven sputtered, unable to finish the sentence as he realized how ridiculous he sounded. “Oh, I get it.”

Sjora laughed softly. “Favo wanted you to think there was no way you could lie, so he could watch you struggle with the truth. If he’s satisfied, I’m satisfied.”

“And you trust a dead man, then?”

“I trust a dead man more than I trust a man of science,” she said. “Go get some rest. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

After Baeven returned to the cabin, Sjora rejoined Daris at the controls. She stood a pace off, looking her young ward over. 

“You don’t seem injured,” she said after a few moments of silent observation. “What happened to you and Favo?”

Daris glanced briefly back at the Lamprey’s captain. Soot marked Sjora’s features, and she was clearly wounded during the battle which resulted in the citadel’s collapse. And yet, she stood steady and apparently unfazed. 

“There was an explosion,” Daris said, blinking as the recent memories did their best to sort themselves out in her mind. “I was falling, and then, Favo caught me. He slowed us down until one of the temple guardians flew in and caught us. The guardian took us down to where the Steel City armies were, and Favo and I took one of the tanks and started beating the rest of them up.”

“I should have liked to have seen that,” Sjora smiled. “I would have preferred you to have been kept from danger, but perhaps I underestimated Favo’s inclination to protect other lives than his own.” She played her words casually, but maternal instincts reassured her that Favo would have a good deal of explaining to do at some point in the near future. “I was worried, when I saw the citadel start to fall. I thought you would still be inside . . .”

Daris’ eyes widened. The sense of being so close to so much death, all at once, left her powerfully sickened and weak; the sensation crept back into her thoughts, even as she tried to repress it. “What about the Song-Mistress, and Johen . . . and Tarik?” Saying the names aloud was a dangerous thing, as if it was summoning the hardest truth.

Sjora could only shake her head. “I do not know,” she admitted. “I could not tell if the armies were taking prisoners, or simply attempting to kill us all.”

“We didn’t see anything that could have held people as prisoners,” Daris said, frowning. “We didn’t see any cages or transport ships, only tanks. But we sent a lot of people away on beast back,” she added optimistically. 

“You did well, little one,” Sjora said softly. “We all did as well as we could.”

They both stood silently for several minutes more, until Daris glanced over at Sjora’s necklace. A dark red stone was set in the magical device she wore there, a gem she’d never seen Sjora wear before. 

“Where are we going, Sjora?” she asked, when the silence came to be too much for her.

Sjora looked over at her and noticed the brief flicker of her eyes to the gemstone. “Oh, this,” she said, a worried wrinkle forming in the smooth, dark skin of her forehead. “We are going to K’tolge Bern, which is, as far as I can tell, the nearest citadel to us. I believe it is a two or three day trip, but considering our situation I recommend we take the most direct route. Can you pilot for a few hours? I need to tend to my injuries.”

Catching the hint of skepticism in Sjora’s voice, Daris nodded to Sjora’s question, but asked, “As far as you can tell?”

The captain sighed, and whistled out a gentle melody to the gemstone, which flickered briefly before emanating a weak line stretched ahead of them for only a few meters before fading away completely.

Daris’ eyes widened. “What’s wrong with the gem? It’s usually so much brighter than that!” Her lips parted in horror as a terrifying thought occurred to her. “You don’t think it’s broken, do you?”

“That is my concern, little one,” Sjora confessed. “This gem is attuned to the Compass Stone housed within K’tolge Bern, the heartstone powers the citadel. Either something has happened to their Compass Stone, or . . .”

“Or what?”

Sjora could think of several possible explanations, most of which were much worse. But what worried her most were the many explanations she could not think of. It was a day of uncertain futures, and even the certain ones, barely on the edge of understanding, were terrifying enough.

She removed the necklace and placed it around Daris’ neck, pausing to brush one of Daris’ many long braids back over her shoulders. To the small creature on her own shoulders, she asked to keep Daris company. 

Trill chittered contentedly, hopping down onto the control panel, careful not to step on any of the buttons.

“If the gem will not shine, we head East through the night,” Sjora directed. “I will be back long before we should encounter anything . . . unusual. When the sun rises, I can guide us the rest of the way to Bern.”

Daris shot Sjora a concerned glance. “What do you mean, unusual? Is this why we’ve never gone to K’tolge Bern before?”

With a sigh, Sjora answered her, as best she could. “We are only going there now because it is the closest citadel to us. From there, we can use their Compass to communicate with the other citadels and let them know what has happened. We can call to the other Citadels, and . . .”

“Are we going to fight, or flee?”

“That is not our decision to make, little one,” the Captain answered her. “The People rarely call counsel of one another, only in the darkest times. This may be the darkest we have seen in generations, but . . . I do not know what they will decide.”

Daris’ voice was so soft Sjora barely heard it above the winds. “And what will we do? If they want to run away, will we go with them?”

Sjora shook her head. “What did Johen teach you about the first step in casting magic, Daris?”

It took a moment for Daris to realize what Sjora was asking, but years of education at the hand of their mutual master pulled the lesson back to the girl’s mind. “Focus comes first. Quiet your mind to all but the moment. Release all distractions into the blink.”

“Exactly. And how can that serve you now?”

With a sigh and a reluctant smile, Daris nodded. “I’ll stop asking questions you can’t yet answer.”

“That would be perfect,” Sjora said, returning the smile. “First we must get there.”

The Compass Stones were tremendously large gems grown out of unnaturally forming amber, and were used to keep the constantly moving fortresses of the Sky People in the air. They were also magically tied to the Compass Stones in all the other citadels, along the ley lines that crisscrossed the world. No matter how far apart they traveled, they were always connected. 

Something in Sjora’s explanation troubled Daris, however. She reached up and touched the gem around her neck, and saw the faint, flickering light float lazily ahead of them. “Sjora? If the gems are not working—if we can’t see where the other citadels are with these lodestones—how will we find K’tolge?”

The older woman was exhausted; she could feel her hands shaking and held them behind her back to hide them from the young girl’s eyes. “We can talk about it later. I must rest, Daris.”

Sjora could feel her knees trembling with every additional step she took towards the cabin, at last allowing herself to feel the hints of fear and loss creep into her heart. Several kilometers now behind them towards the fading horizon, the column of dust and smoke still rose up and tainted the sky, turning the setting sun a deepening shade of red.

The tears must wait, she told herself. Mourning the dead is only a luxury, for a time of peace.

With a last glance at the young woman who steered the Lamprey, Sjora bit her lower lip and allowed herself instead to feel hope spring like a lone flower in the middle of an otherwise unfriendly wasteland. 
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​Chapter Three: Off the Map
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Favo woke up the next morning, feeling inexplicably refreshed and in good spirits, all things considered. 

Well, let us take a moment to check off just how fine a disaster we’ve found ourselves in, he thought, pulling his boots on, one by one and fastening them at the calves. We’re on a ship piloted by an angry pirate, a presumably temperamental and magical rodent, a runaway scientist and a young woman who might just one day become an angel of death. And then, there’s me. The Dead Man himself.

Punctuating his thoughts, he buckled his holster, tying it off at the thigh and sliding his Spellshot into place. He slipped his arms into the long jacket they made for him back in the citadel. It was a bit flashier than he normally preferred, but he liked the way it looked when he flipped the coat around the handle of his pistol with a dramatic flourish. He patted down the pockets to ensure all his other belongings were present—the cards and stones somehow managed to survive a journey along the bottom of the ocean. He paused to flex his left hand. He could feel the old ring, still embedded in the palm. Every small movement caused it to rub against the dozens of tiny bones beneath the skin and muscles. 

Did I ever really think of what was under the skin? He wondered. I still remember being shocked when sand poured out.

He shook his head, dismissing the memories of the weeks he spent as a curiosity beneath the laboratory lights in the scientific research centers of Firnis Eld. He could not blame their investigations; it wasn’t every day a dead man washed up on your shores, still moving around, looking and talking. For most of the scientists, he had been little more than an abomination, an aberration who flew in the face of their understanding of the laws of science. But to one, he was treated almost . . . humanely. 

He felt the floor shift under his feet and reached out for the wall to keep his balance. Rarely a positive sign, he observed. At any rate, Favo decided he was tired of being alone with his own thoughts, so he exited the interior cabin and stepped out onto the deck. 

Though the sound was muffled by the rush of air through the exposed deck, he recognized the obvious death of conversation as he stepped out. He made his way to the others, initially pretending not to notice their sudden silence.

Favo clapped Baeven on the shoulder. “Relax, friend, I am in too good a mood this morning to shoot anyone.” But Baeven’s fleeting look of confusion told Favo he’d misjudged edr3er43the awkward silence.

“Leave him be, Favo,” Sjora said, shaking her head. “We were just discussing the route we will be following over the next two days, if we are to stay ahead of the Baronial army.”

Squinting his eyes out into the early morning light, Favo held a hand up to block out the sun. “I see narrow cliffs, lush vegetation, and the occasional river. Where’s the problem?”

“This will be the first time I have flown over this range,” Sjora explained, after a pause to gather her thoughts. “I can follow the path of the sun and the stars and the moons, but it will be difficult.”

Favo’s eyes narrowed. “But your lodestone,” he said, gesturing at her necklace. “Doesn’t it always show you where you’re going?”

“If I have a gem attuned to markers or Compass Stones, yes,” she answered, “and I have one for the citadel we are flying to, but . . . it has stopped working.”

“Stopped?” Favo’s mouth wrinkled towards the right side of his face. “Do you think that happened because of your citadel . . .?”

But Sjora shook her head. “No, it was working until a few hours ago. Now it is clouded, like someone reached out to cup their hand over it.”

Favo turned to Baeven. “Is this something your people could have done? I seem to recall they hold quite a fancy for this sort of thing. An angry fancy, if you will.”

Baeven shrugged. “My specialization was the human body, the healing sciences, biometrics and physiological reconstruction. It’s why they assigned me to you in the first place. I was never taught anything about your crystal magics.”

“That would make sense. Too much knowledge to specialize in all of it, I imagine.” Favo sighed, turning his attention once more to the green horizon stretched out before them. “But you said yourself, Sjora, you can steer us through this. So, something else is bothering you.”

She nodded grimly. “If I knew the quickest way through this, I could just point the Lamprey ahead and push through as fast as she could carry us. But we shall have to take a slower path. Some of these mountains are too high for us to cross, so we shall have to go through the ranges.”

“Still not seeing the reason for your fear,” Favo quipped. But movement from the tree line caught his eye. Something dark, large, and living, burst from the treetops with a loud screech. It looked directly at the gleaming metal hull of the Lamprey and howled again in a terrifying scream of predatory challenge.

Favo’s hand went instantly to his pistol. “I’m not convinced this is a good idea,” he muttered. Before he could pull it from the holster, however, Sjora’s hand rested on his shoulder.

“Wait,” she said. “Just wait.”

On her shoulders, the orange and black banded Trill stared his black eyes past Favo and towards the waiting creature. His ears flattened, and a low hiss crept from his mouth. 

Just when it looked as if the creature was ready to leap off the tree and attack them directly, a flock of dark flying creatures exploded out of the foliage and engulfed the hapless creature. It screamed again, this time clearly from pain, and nearly vanished under the swarm of the much smaller beasts. As they neared, the air turned notably warmer, and the unmistakable smell of blood filled the air. 

Favo moved quickly back to the rear of the airship to look down as they passed the carnage, and the black creatures were already moving back into their hidden places beneath the leaves and vines that made up the canopy below them. And there, still poised in its precarious perch, still looking as if it were ready to pounce, was the mostly stripped skeleton of the creature. Only a few of the small dark beasts remained, cleaning off the last bits of flesh and organs.

Favo felt dizzy but made his way once more to the controls and the others.

“What in the name of . . .” he shook his head, discarded a dozen foul epithets as not being nearly strong enough, and continued, “What was that?”

Sjora slowly turned her head towards him, a slight frown pulling at the corners of her mouth. “I have no idea,” she replied. “But they are only one of the things to fear here, and not even the worst of them.”

“How much do you know about this area, Sjora? Your people have come through here before, right?”

“We are warned against it,” she answered. “Something in the land affects the animals here. It makes them wild and monstrous.”

Favo sighed, shaking his head. “So, we’re flying blind though a mountain pass you don’t know which is filled with countless mad monsters you know very little about.”

“Yes,” Sjora answered, a hint of a smile now playing at her lips.

“Fair enough. Just needed to know I had a fair assessment of the situation.” 

Sjora cocked her head towards Daris. “We will need to fly as silently as we can, no propulsion unless we must. At our current heading, I believe we should be through the worst of it by nightfall, if the winds hold. And then we should arrive at the citadel by first light.” Seeing Favo still not convinced, she added, “Going around would take us another two or three days.”

“Giving the Baron’s armies a chance to strike before we can warn them,” Daris added.

Favo pursed his lips in thought. “Assuming they haven’t already done so.”

Baeven took a step closer, lowering his voice. “You said we should be through this before it gets dark, assuming the winds hold – what if they don’t??”

After a moment of silence, Sjora shook her head. “We should be through the worst of it by nightfall,” she repeated.

* * * * * 
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Favo took up his position on the left—port, he corrected himself—of the Lamprey, watching the thick tree tops for signs of any additional creatures might have their eye on the ashen colored airship. Baeven stood on the opposite side near the rear of the ship, just visible in front of the cabin. 

He wondered why it was so hard to trust the man. Certainly, there is the whole business about him and his fellows experimenting on me for months, even before he unknowingly led the Baronial armies to the doorsteps of Sjora’s people. Aside from that, what’s not to trust?

Looking back to the canopy of the forest below them, Favo watched the trees as they rushed past, and heard the indecipherable noises as they made their way up through the winds that carried them ahead. Danger above, danger below. One more chapter in the unending tale of the man who could not die. 

He sighed, shaking his head at what his old friends would have called an overblown sense of self-importance. Although he did not want to admit it, there was logic to it. But now, it seemed a bit more relevant. Death threatened the world, and for whatever reason, he was somehow at the center of it. It didn’t make a bit of sense. 

The lands between life and death were watched over by the Reapers; surely, they had some idea of what threats were posed against the world. 

He spotted motion in the trees a short ways out from the path they followed. A grey and green serpentine head rose up from the leaves and opened its mouth in a silent hiss as they passed. Favo resisted the urge to wave back; for all he knew, the beast might respond to the small amount of motion and come after them. He held tightly to the rail and kept an eye on the creature until it vanished as they turned the next bend.

The mist hung low, tucked as deeply inland as they were, and as high up into the mountain range as they had come. Sjora kept the Lamprey just beneath the gray so she could see far enough ahead to steer them well. 

After an hour or two passed, Daris spoke briefly to Sjora and then walked back towards Favo, her eyes constantly returning to the tree tops over the railing as she did so. Daris stowed away the veil and robes she was forced to wear when in the citadel in exchange for a linen blouse and loose-fitting cotton trousers that tied off at the ankles. Her mane of dark hair was pulled back into its innumerable assortment of thin braids, but kept mostly in check by a colorful bandana. Favo knew she and Sjora were not related by blood, but seeing her dressed so like the Captain, he might have otherwise believed them mother and daughter or even sisters. 

Daris stood facing out over the danger-filled woodlands even as she spoke softly to him. “She’s afraid, Favo,” she said. “She doesn’t want to admit it, but she is more concerned than I’ve ever seen her.”

Favo glanced past her towards the Captain, but only briefly, in case the woman happened to be looking back at them. Otherwise, he did as Daris did, keeping his eyes on the verdant growth they flew over. “Conditions are as bad as I suspected, then? Are we lost?”

He saw a brief smile touch at the edge of the girl’s mouth. “No,” she answered. “At least, I wouldn’t expect her to admit it if she were. She knows the ley lines of Aerthos, she’s never completely lost even if she doesn’t know exactly where she is. But she’s never flown here before, and even Trill is nervous.”

“The squeaking ball of fur gets nervous?”

Daris punched him playfully in the arm. “Be nice to him. Trill is a very brave barrowisk. Apparently, all of his species are pretty terrifying.”

Favo nearly laughed aloud. “Who could ever say such a terrible thing about him? He’s so . . . adorable.”

“The person who brought him back and gave him to Sjora as a gift, that’s who. Said the barrowisks are one of the deadliest creatures in all of Aerthos. Maybe not one on one, but in large groups, they have no equal.”

With a reluctant and disbelieving shrug, Favo replied, “I suppose I would need to know the person telling me that story before I could put much stock in it.”

Daris was quiet for long enough Favo wondered if she’d heard the question. At last she answered him, “It was Tarik. He went on his Sword Master quest and came back with Trill. He gave Trill to Sjora as . . . an engagement present.”

And the other moon sets, Favo thought. “So she thinks . . .

A soft shake of her head indicated Daris either had no idea or couldn’t bring herself to say what she believed. “Some of the People were able to get away, I was with the stables, getting as many people onto any of the flying animals we could. But Sjora said Tarik was headed back to the tower, to get the Song-Mistress and Johen to safety. Whatever fate they had, they shared.”

Favo hadn’t known Johen well. He was an old blind mystic who spent most of their conversations trying to convince Favo he was some sort of magical abomination. The rest of the time Favo saw him, the old man was teaching Baeven about the ways of the ethereal arts. Johen found the young scientist a readied pupil and even in the short time they spent on the Lamprey, Baeven learned a great deal. Even so, it grieved Favo to imagine the old man no longer among the lands of the living. 

In his own heart—or what passed for a heart these days, he reminded himself—he could almost feel Sjora’s anguished resolve. Nearly everyone she knew or loved, her entire family and home crashed to the ground; the chance for survivors was slim. It was a feeling he knew all too well, though in Favo’s case, even he was dead.

He could see the expression of his own grief reflected on Daris’ face, and decided it didn’t belong there. 

“So, I see you’re keeping the veil off your face for the present?” he asked, affecting a slight smile. The effect was nearly instantaneous, and Daris’ own features brightened softly.

“We won’t be near the other citadel until tomorrow, and there’s no chance of us coming across any other ships, so it seemed safe enough.” She breathed deeply, the diffused light through the clouds somehow managing to sparkle in eyes which nearly matched the color of the forest below them. “Every time I leave the citadel and get to remove it, I forget how much I hate wearing it. And every time I come back home, it feels like a prison.”

“Do all your people believe that, then—to look on the face of a Sheharid is death?” 

Daris nodded, moving one of the long black braids that had come loose from her headband back over her ear. “Even though I’m just a potential, they treat me like I’ve already died and returned. I might as well be a Sheharid, at least then I could do what I was born to do. Your people don’t believe in that, do they?”

He shook his head. “My people have a good many misconceptions about the Reapers, but that is not among them. Remember, I’ve actually known a Reaper, and just look at me.” The moment he said it, he realized the irony of it, and he couldn’t help but laugh. Despite the danger, Daris joined him briefly. 

They both looked nervously up towards Sjora; she hadn’t appeared to have heard them, but they stopped laughing anyway, sharing instead a grateful pair of smiles.

“Thank you, Favo,” she said, placing her hand on top of his along the rail. He could see a faint darkening of her cheeks as she did so.

“For what?” He asked. “Please tell me, so I can be certain to do it again sometime.”

“For making me feel like a real girl,” she answered. She paused for a moment and removed her hand. “Everyone always looks at me like I’m some kind of a monster, but, you never do.”

Favo reached up to place a hand on her shoulder. “Daris, I have known many a monster, and you are most certainly not one. You have a heavy weight on you, the kind none of us could ever imagine. And one day you may find yourself to be a Reaper in full, and I will look forward to gazing again upon your lovely face.”

Daris’ dark brows came together briefly. “But, Favo, if that happens . . .”

But he hushed her with another smile. “Even a Dead Man has to die sometime. Not even I can put that off forever. It’s just not on the top of my list of things I feel I need to take care of just yet. But knowing someone like yourself is going to be waiting for me? That would not be the most terrible last step on a fantastic series of adventures.”

She smiled in spite of herself and shook her head at him. “You’re very strange, Favo Carr.”

“There are worse things to be called, Daris Faol.”

The silence was broken by a soft hiss from behind them. They both turned to see Baeven waving urgently at them both. 

“What is it, man?” Favo whispered loud enough to be heard.

Baeven tapped his ear. “Can’t you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“The music!” The fair-haired gentleman’s expression clearly indicated whatever he was hearing was of significant volume. Favo squeezed Daris’ shoulder. “I know what’s happening,” he said. “This used to happen to an old friend of mine. He’s hearing a Morrow Stone, or something similar. Must be fairly powerful for him to be hearing it up so high. Let Sjora know. She needs to find us another path around this.”

But as they both looked up towards Sjora at the controls, they could immediately tell by her body language their warnings were too late. The three of them moved quickly to her side so they could see what she discovered.

Not far ahead of them, the trees came to an abrupt halt in a nearly perfect circle, perhaps two full kilometers across. The center of the circle sloped downwards like the interior of a bowl, and there, in the very middle of it all a great red light rose, all the way up into the sky. 

“Something fell from the sky,” Sjora said softly. “As if something reached down from high above and struck Aerthos itself.” She recalled the descriptions the Song-Mistress gave her of the vision, wherein a golden hand reached out through a tear in the sky and touched the world. She shuddered nervously. Were they already been too late?

Baeven pointed at the place where the light burst from the ground. “Whatever is causing this music is right there in the middle of it all,” he said. 

Sjora’s face was cold and stern. “We have to see it,” she said.

“I am not convinced that is the best plan,” Favo said, but added, “So, I suppose we should all just get prepared for the worst.”

As they got closer, they could eventually see the base of the light. There were, in fact, three large egg-shaped stones sitting at the base of the depression. Each one was several times larger than any of the Morrow Stones any of them had seen, however, large enough to fit the Lamprey inside, full ballonets and all easily inside of them. 

“Morrow Stones aren’t red, Favo,” Daris said. “They’re more of a yellowish orange color. These are darker, the color of . . . blood.”

But as they began a slow arc around the crater’s heart, they saw something far more terrifying, even, than the strangely colored stones.

One of the stones—as they now realized was the focus of the blood-hued light—cracked wide, hollowed out and exposed to the sky, like a hatched egg.

And it was empty.
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​Chapter Four: Fight or Flight
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“I trust I am not the only person who feels this may not be the altogether cleverest idea, yes?” Favo said to the others as he paused at the gangplank to the Lamprey. Daris looked nervously over her shoulder at him and she, Sjora and Baeven began the short walk to the three crimson eggs, leaving Favo briefly alone on the deck.

Sjora set the engines on standby and set the anchor piston deep enough into the ground to keep the ship from floating off from its spot. 

This final objection proved to be enough for the Captain, however. She turned around, fixing her deep brown eyes on him, pointing a slender finger his way. “Dead Man, that is my ship and I will fly it or stop it wherever I damn well please, and I neither need nor am delighted by your objections. Your concerns are noted, but you will either come with us or remain with the ship. Are we clear?”

With a frustrated shake of his head, Favo made his way quickly down the plank and caught up with them, even going so far as to walk more quickly in an effort to speed up their pace. “As you wish, then, my Captain, but let’s not dawdle, if you please.”

The three stones looked even more impressive up close. In the two unbroken stones, a dull shadow could be seen through the nearly opaque material. 

Baeven’s forehead was creased as they looked upon the stones, and Daris asked him if he was well. He nodded, briefly. “It’s just so . . . loud. Are you sure none of you can hear that?”

Favo’s hand briefly touched his chest, reminded for a moment no heart beat within, and then glanced back over towards Baeven. “Is this the first time you’ve ever heard music coming from somewhere, or something?”

The scientist seemed confused by the question but answered it anyway. “You’re talking about sounds that come with a use of the magical arts, I assume? And, yes, Johen taught me to listen for certain elements that accompany magic, but this . . . this is more like . . .” He paused before adding, “It’s almost like a voice—many voices, really. It doesn’t sound natural as much as it sounds like . . . an army.”

The Dead Man looked more closely at the material of the single broken stone. Like the smaller, more amber-colored Morrow Stones, this substance was crisscrossed with tiny cracks and lines, bubbles of air, and what almost looked like thin veins going here and there throughout the material. He thought before there must be something nearly organic in the substance of Morrow Stones, but this felt a like an entirely new level of living.

Morrow Stones were created, he knew, hundreds of years ago in an attempt to mirror the stones which fell from the sky whenever a Sheharid Is’iin—which, though resembling humans, were actually the powerful angelic beings who safeguarded the barrier between life
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