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  Chapter 1


  ‘If you tell yourself beforehand how hard the task ahead, is going to be, when you actually set your hand to it, it generally turns out to be far easier than you imagined.’


  I suspect some aged and respected philosopher first said that while sitting comfortably on a cushion under a shady tree. I wouldn’t mind having him here now, to make him eat his words and choke on them.


  The white light surrounding Kheda dissolved piecemeal, drifting away like pale smoke. He felt solid ground under his feet and breathed warm, dry air redolent of slowly rotting leaves overlaid with hints of spice, familiar and unfamiliar.


  It smells like home. Only it isn’t home. Still, it’s closer than I’ve been since the last dark of the Lesser Moon. But where exactly are we? And where is the dragon?


  Opening his eyes, he found himself standing in the shade of tall ironwood trees, logen vines draped thickly over their lower branches. The vines were desiccated, their leaves withered. Moss covering the buttress roots of the ironwoods was dry, crumbling away around the edges where it had retreated and finally died. The sparse undergrowth was parched and dusty.


  Will another cycle of the Pearl see me home again? What kind of reception can I expect, returning in rags and wielding a hunter’s blade fit for hacking paths through forests instead of a warlord’s fine swords? Will anyone care about such things if I have rid another domain of a dragon? Will that success outweigh my lies and evasions?


  Kheda shook his head to banish a strange lassitude that seemed to linger after the spell. ‘Can you see the beast?’ He looked up at a chittering noise in the branches, gripping the long handle of his broad, blunt-ended blade. It was only a loal. ‘Risala?’


  ‘No.’ A slim girl was circling slowly around. ‘There’s no sign of it.’ She wore a grey cotton tunic and trousers as faded as his own garments. Letting the strap of a leather bag slung over one shoulder slip down her arm, she lowered her burden silently to the dull, dead leaves. ‘I can’t hear any birds. Can you? And that loal is terrified.’ Her wrist heavily bandaged, she brushed a stray lock of fine black hair out of vivid blue eyes as she looked up.


  Kheda realised a tense silence held the forest breathless in all directions. He studied the small furred creature clinging to the branch of the ironwood, its pelt as grey as the bark. The manlike hands had longer fingers than those he was used to seeing on such beasts, while its snout was longer and sharper, as were its ears. Tufted with white, those ears were flattened like a startled jungle cat’s, and the animal’s black lips drew back from a sharp-toothed, silent snarl.


  ‘I wonder where the rest of its clan is.’ He couldn’t recall when he’d last seen a solitary loal.


  A hot, dry breeze stirred the withered vines, brushing across Kheda’s forehead and tousling Risala’s hair.


  ‘Velindre?’ Risala looked around urgently.


  As the magewoman appeared, the loose fabric of her worn tunic hung motionless in midair, as if she had turned in sudden haste and been frozen in that moment. Then she gasped and the unbleached cotton fell loose around her long-boned frame, the wind ruffling her short-cropped blonde hair. ‘It hasn’t felt us,’ she breathed with relief.


  ‘Velindre! Where is it?’ Kheda wasn’t sure she had heard him. ‘The dragon?’


  ‘I don’t know precisely.’ Velindre shook her head, more to rid herself of the magic’s after-effects than to answer Kheda’s question. ‘I can’t search for it with magic.’ Her finality brooked no argument. ‘I brought us here using as stealthy a working as I could devise. If I look for it now, it’ll sense my affinity and be on us before we know it.’


  Kheda nodded grudging acknowledgement. ‘We have precious few advantages; let’s not squander the element of surprise.’


  ‘We’re not here to attack it,’ Velindre said sharply.


  ‘It’s not as if we could, not if you’re not willing.’ Ambivalence clouded Risala’s words.


  ‘Are you certain you can drive it off or lure it away, all on your own?’ Kheda asked Velindre bluntly. ‘With some stratagem that won’t leave chaos and death in its wake?’


  Because the last time you tried this, even with another wizard to help you, the upheaval sent the beast flying away from its distant home where we might have hoped to ignore it. Now it’s come to plague these islands.


  ‘Get rid of it one way or another and we can all go home,’ Risala said softly.


  ‘That’s what we’re here to do.’ Velindre’s attempt at optimism was unconvincing, given the strain shadowing her hazel eyes. Her angular face was as grim as Kheda had ever seen it.


  ‘But where is here, precisely?’ He looked up to try to find the sun, to get his bearings. ‘How far are we from Chazen?’


  My home domain. Where my lady wife Itrac thinks I have spent these past few turns of the moons secluded in peaceful meditation, contemplating the omens that should show me how best to raise our newborn daughters. How to meet the demands laid upon me as warlord of the Chazen domain with wisdom and justice.


  When in truth I’ve been travelling to an unknown Western island and back again with a magewoman from the barbarian north. When one law that all the countless warlords of this vast Archipelago agree on is that suborning sorcery deserves death. Itrac would never deny that the crime of magic warrants agonising death for any wizard caught in an Aldabreshin domain. And more often than not, the same fate awaits anyone taken in the offender’s company.


  Such dangers didn’t appear to be bothering Velindre. She scuffed aside the leaves with one bare and callused foot before hunkering down and picking up a stick. ‘This is the Archipelago.’ Scowling, she scratched harder to score a broad curling outline in the dry earth. ‘And here’s the unbroken lands, the mainland.’ She sketched in a coastline thrusting down to nearly touch the northernmost domains. ‘So Chazen is all the way down here.’


  Reaching out, she found a scrap of bark and set it at the southernmost end of the faint scraping. ‘We’re in the western domains, though I’m not sure exactly which one.’ She arranged more fragments about halfway down the outer edge of the sweeping curve. The cluster was somewhat separated from the rest of the outline.


  ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to your northerner map-making.’ Kheda calculated the distances according to what he knew of the mariners’ route records customarily compiled by the galley captains who plied the sea lanes the length and breadth of the Archipelago.


  Supposing we’re somewhere in the middle of those Western domains, it would take twenty-five days’ hard rowing for the fastest trireme to reach Chazen. And probably as long for the same ship to reach the mainland. We’re both as far from home as each other.


  ‘These domains are the most westerly islands in the whole Archipelago.’ Risala was gazing thoughtfully at the rough sketch in the dust. ‘So how far have we come? Where’s that great isle in the western ocean where the dragons were living?’


  Velindre had to sweep more leaves away. ‘It would be about here, as close as I can judge.’


  ‘That far?’ Kheda was astonished.


  Velindre nodded. ‘It’s about a thousand leagues away, near enough.’


  Kheda shook his head, bemused. ‘And it was no more than a step with your magic.’


  And the barbarians wonder why we hate magic. All other considerations aside, how could any warlord allow any other to have such advantages over the rest?


  Risala frowned. ‘That land is quite some way further south, nowhere near due west of here. Why did the dragon fly here, instead of going to Chazen or some other southern domain?’


  ‘Like last time,’ Kheda agreed. ‘That’s what the wild men did, when they invaded us.’


  What would these western warlords have done if they had been the first ones with these challenges landing on their beaches?


  ‘Even with their wizards’ magic, the wild men were still largely at the mercy of the ocean currents.’ As Velindre stood up and looked around, avid interest brightened her hazel eyes. ‘A dragon can fly where it wants. There must be something around here that attracted it.’


  Kheda drew a deep breath. ‘Whatever it’s interested in, we’re here to deter it.’


  ‘You said it’s a dragon born of water, more specifically of the sea,’ Risala commented. ‘Let’s make our way to the shore and start searching the beaches.’


  ‘That sounds sensible,’ Velindre agreed, sweeping away her rough map.


  Kheda licked a forefinger to test the breeze, peering upwards to find the sun through the dark-green canopy of ironwood leaves. The light was yellowing but there was no hint of dusk as yet. ‘The wind will still be coming off the sea. Let’s try this way.’


  He led the way cautiously, pausing from time to time to slice carefully through stubborn tangles of undergrowth that couldn’t be skirted or pushed aside. His thoughts kept turning southwards.


  What will Itrac say when I tell her I sailed to an unknown island in the far western ocean? That I found the homeland of those wild men who came out of the night on rafts of logs to murder and maim the people of the Chazen domain? Her warriors fought bravely but they couldn’t fight the savage magic that the wild wizards wielded. Will she understand, when I tell her their magic depends on dragons? That the beasts have grown accustomed to dining on the dead slaughtered in the savages’ wars on that distant brutal isle stained with long ages of blood, and sorcery? When I explain that’s why those invaders were followed by the first dragon to set foot on Aldabreshin’ soil within time of memory?


  Will she forgive my deceptions, when I tell her we broke the hold those wild wizards had on their people? That they no longer live like animals in thrall to the magic drawn from the presence of dragons in that land? Can I honestly assure her no such slaughter as Chazen suffered will ever be visited on an Archipelagan domain again? I can’t, not while there’s a dragon in any Aldabreshin domain. This won’t be finished until we’re rid of this beast.


  He brushed aside an inconvenient branch and fragments of crumbling leaves stuck to the sweat coating his face.


  Will Itrac understand, if I tell her we didn’t exact vengeance on those distant wild men for the sufferings of her people? What will she say if explain that the only way we could free them was by ridding their island of dragons? That we achieved that through alliance with wizards from the barbarian north? Because only magic can fight magic. Will she forgive me because that magic was suborned outside Aldabreshin waters? Do I want to rely on such a fine point of law to save my head and my hide?


  He glanced over his shoulder to see Risala following close, her intent gaze searching the forest on either side. The magewoman was bringing up the rear, her head half-turned, alert for anything that might be following their trail. Kheda looked ahead once more.


  My lady Itrac’s young but she’s no fool. She’ll realise this alliance must go back further than this voyage. She’ll guess northern magic facilitated my victories when I reclaimed Chazen from the wild men and the first dragon. Will she call in the captain of my own guard to behead me there and then? Would anyone say I didn’t deserve such a death? Not if they learn that driving away the dragons to free the wild men set the beasts free to fly here, to bring new misery and destruction to innocent Archipelagans.


  Clarity in the sunlight ahead warned Kheda that they were approaching the edge of the trees. He could hear soft surf on a shelving beach. He ran an apprehensive hand over his tightly curled brown hair, finding it uncomfortably gritty. His eyes felt dry and the parched skin of his lips threatened to crack. ‘How good is a dragon’s hearing?’


  ‘I’ve no idea,’ Velindre said tightly. ‘I’ve generally been more concerned with assessing their magical senses.’


  Risala looked up into the gently swaying nut palms. ‘There are still no birds.’


  Kheda nodded as he slowly edged forward through the trees fringing the shore.


  Before I involved myself with magic I would have been searching for the omen in such silence. I would have been ransacking my recollection of endless portents carefully recorded by warlords who ruled before me. How can I ever tell Itrac that I no longer have any faith in such things? That my doubts had been growing long before I sailed for that unknown western shore?


  Philosophers would say that my association with magic is to blame. Just as they say the wielding of magic anywhere within the Archipelago twists and distorts the omens that would otherwise show us our wisest courses of action. I cannot believe that. Not now. Too much has happened to convince me that any man’s destiny is shaped by his own hands, not by the uncaring stars of the heavenly compass or the random chances of earthly occurrences.


  I married Itrac because the death of her lord Chazen Saril and all his other wives left her and the Chazen domain so vulnerable. Before that, I married Janne and Rekha and Sain for reasons of trade and diplomacy. Of all the women I have ever taken to my bed, Risala is the one whom I have most truly adored. And Risala still trusts in omen and portent. I dare not tell her frankly I no longer believe. I dissemble and demur, for fear of losing her with an outright denial of prophecy.


  Will I ever be free of the deceits that have mired me since I first contemplated involving myself in magic? Because I convinced myself that the omens sanctioned such actions.


  Kheda halted as he got a clear sight of open water lying before them to the south. ‘East or west?’ He glanced back over his shoulder.


  ‘Let’s head round to the west.’ Velindre drew her words out slowly.


  ‘You have some sense of the dragon?’ Risala asked apprehensively.


  ‘I can sense the elements without stirring them and letting it know I’m here.’ The magewoman’s thin lips narrowed almost to invisibility. ‘There’s a current curving around that headland that’s sweeping in from the deep ocean. It’s mingling with waters that have circulated in and around this domain since the last rainy season. The dragon will find that fascinating.’ She sounded certain of that.


  ‘Then we go west.’ As they picked their way through the scattered nut palms, Kheda slid covert glances at Velindre. He noted Risala keeping the same watch on the wizard woman.


  Just to be sure she doesn’t succumb to the thrall of the dragon’s magical aura if we come upon the beast unawares. That could be the death of us all, if she’s intoxicated by the power, if she loses control of her own magic. But she has seen such dangers at first hand, just like us. She will be on her guard.


  Velindre certainly looked utterly determined.


  What must it be like to be mageborn? What manner of sense could reveal the elemental shifts of the air, the unseen currents within the waters of river or ocean, or the consummation of flame? What is it like to know that the very rocks in the earth beneath your feet are as malleable as clay if you summon your magic to work them?


  A new sound filtered through the thirst-stricken trees and Kheda abandoned such speculation. Something was splashing slowly and rhythmically. Risala drew up beside him, Velindre arriving on his other hand. They moved forward together, step by agonising step. The noise stopped and they all halted.


  Kheda heard Velindre’s breath coming faster, rasping in her throat. ‘Can you feel its magic?’


  She nodded tightly. ‘But it’s a water beast. I feel it but it doesn’t overwhelm me.’ She managed a smile like a death’s head. ‘You might have cause to worry if it were an air-born dragon.’


  Risala pressed herself to a nut palm’s ridged trunk. ‘It’s there,’ she whispered.


  Kheda crouched down behind a bank of earth crowned with tangles of silvery midar stems, brittle and leafless until the rains should come.


  The dragon had found a deep inlet thrusting into the rocky side of the island. The creature floated amid the silken blue ripples lapping out and then returning from the shore. It was resting on one side in the ocean’s embrace, its muscular limbs drawn up like a sleeping hound’s. Only no hound in the Archipelago or any land beyond boasted murderous talons as green as jade, and longer than any sword a warrior might carry.


  ‘What now?’ Kheda’s gaze stayed fixed on the creature lolling all unawares in the water.


  Its sinuous neck was extended, long muzzle stretched out. The crest of turquoise spines crowning its narrow head lay flat and the white pinpoints of fire at the centre of its emerald eyes were hidden by half-closed lids. Its green belly lay towards them, the fine scales in the creases of its lithe limbs as pale as new leaves. Heavier scales darkened to a hue vivid as wet seaweed on its muscular flanks. It might have seemed asleep, but for the vicious spike at the tip of its long tail beginning once again to rhythmically flick idle foam from the water.


  So that’s the noise we heard.


  ‘There’s no malice in it.’ Velindre’s whisper was harsh with defiance. ‘It’s an animal, no more no less.’


  ‘Its magic makes it considerably more.’ Risala shot the magewoman a sharp rebuke.


  ‘We’ve already seen it devastate a trading beach.’ Kheda reluctantly looked away from the creature to capture Velindre’s gaze with his own. ‘Can you be certain it didn’t kill anyone? Malice or accident leaves people just as dead, children just as orphaned.’


  ‘There will be villages close by.’ Risala gestured minutely out towards the sea where the smudges of nearby islands were plain to see. ‘Fishermen will be sailing out as soon as the heat of the day is done, or dragging crab pots up from the rocks.’


  ‘I don’t believe it will attack boats,’ Velindre protested, with the stubbornness of someone returning to an old argument. ‘We’ve seen no sign of this beast hunting for human flesh.’


  ‘We’ve all been aboard ships smashed to kindling by the creatures. It’ll be tempted by such easy meat sooner or later.’ Kheda swallowed revulsion at the memories of the dragon born of scarlet fire that had blithely eaten its fill of living and dead in Chazen. ‘We have to drive it off before it gets a taste for Archipelagan flesh.’


  ‘Otherwise we’ll never be rid of it.’ Risala pressed closer still to the nut palm’s trunk.


  ‘Unless whichever warlord rules these isles can spare enough men to entangle it in nets and ropes. To hack it to bloody pieces no matter how many of his warriors it kills in the process,’ Kheda said ruthlessly.


  I led countless men of Chazen to their deaths as we fought a dragon that was already dying in such a fashion. Could such a fit and powerful beast be killed that way?


  The magewoman drew a deep breath. ‘Then let’s see if it’s hungry for something more substantial than a few fishermen.’


  ‘Be careful,’ Kheda warned before he could stop himself.


  The magewoman’s sniff spoke volumes of derision. She rubbed her long hands together, nail-bitten fingers spread wide, and the faintest glimmer of blue-green light kindled between her fingertips.


  The dragon instantly rolled over to crouch impossibly on the surface of the inlet, foam seething around its forefeet. Turquoise spines running the length of its back snapped erect to scatter diamond drops of water that vanished in the air. The dragon’s head whipped around, a white blaze kindling in its emerald eyes. It bared jade teeth, long aquamarine tongue tasting the air. Rearing up, it half-spread its wings in the stiff breeze, rattling leathery membranes that were the blue-green of a storm-tossed ocean.


  Velindre swore on her life and her element that she could hide her magic from this beast when she wove the deception she had planned. Are all our lives forfeit because I believed her?


  His heart pounding, Kheda swallowed to find his throat as dry as dust.


  At the mouth of the inlet, a sea serpent broached the surface in a flurry of slime-laced foam. Where the dragon was scaled, this creature’s coarse hide was akin to sharkskin and mottled like a stone-strewn shore. It had no limbs, no neck, just a single pale golden fin running the length of its thick body. Thrashing frantically, it opened its cruel mouth in a soundless gasp to reveal rows of dirty yellow teeth and its gill slits fluttered. Black eyes set deep in its blunt head glinted like jet.


  ‘We know you eat serpents,’ Velindre breathed.


  The serpent knew the same. It coiled around itself, diving desperately for the depths.


  The dragon plunged after it with a splash that echoed all around the rocky inlet.


  Kheda swallowed again, the breath easier in his chest. ‘Where’s it going?’


  ‘I’m sending the serpent far out to sea, keeping it just out of the dragon’s reach,’ Velindre said tightly. ‘I’ll tie it to the fast current that sweeps out to the west from here. Then the lure of the deep water currents and the serpents that follow them will take the dragon back to the open ocean.’


  ‘No, they won’t.’ Risala pointed with a trembling finger.


  Out to sea, the dragon sprang up from the water to glide on half-spread wings trailing chains of silver droplets. Landing on the surface with astonishing delicacy for such a massive beast, it folded its wings neatly against its glossy green flanks to make a shallow dive. They watched it swim back into the inlet, undulating through the limpid water, graceful as a fisher-bird.


  Why did I allow myself to hope that this could be so easy?


  Kheda did his best to hide his disappointment. ‘It can’t be hungry.’


  ‘We’re to wait till it gets an appetite?’ Risala wondered dubiously.


  ‘I doubt that would be wise,’ Velindre said grimly. ‘It’s already suspecting there’s a strange magic close by.’


  The dragon emerged in the middle of the inlet, crouching on the surface of the water once again. As it looked this way and that, the white fire in its eyes burned brighter and it hissed menacingly. Windblown ripples travelling across the water towards it reversed and fled in fear.


  ‘If it doesn’t want to eat, let’s hope it wants to fight,’ Velindre said resolutely.


  ‘You’d challenge it?’ Risala took a step backwards away from her tree. ‘After you nearly died the last time? And you didn’t even win!’


  Kheda reached up for Risala’s unbandaged hand and pulled her down to kneel beside him. ‘Remember what she said about luring the beast away with distant magic.’


  It’s difficult to remember that these are beasts in so many ways. Loals and jungle cats and hook-toothed hogs think of little besides eating and fighting rivals for mates and territory and food. Dragons see anything wielding magic as a rival, be it a mage or another of their own kind. And Velindre’s proved that she can work her magic at a remove before. Otherwise we’d already be dead.


  He looked apprehensively at the magewoman. A dangerous smile curled her thin lips as she narrowed her hazel eyes, deepening the creases of age and weariness in her face. Thin scars marked her cheeks, barely healed.


  She didn’t look so worn before we sailed west. What changes will people see in my face if and when I get home?


  The dragon whirled around, barbed tail sending spray flying in a tumbling white arc. It roared with a penetrating fury that finally prompted the island’s bird life to show itself. Finches and crookbeaks and glory-birds erupted from the trees to flee in all directions, squawking with frantic terror. The dragon ignored them, all its attention now focused out to sea.


  White clouds were spinning themselves out of the clear blue sky. The pale threads thickened and tightened into a coil, growing darker and darker. A talon of whirling cloud reached down towards the sea and a waterspout rose up to meet it. The twin spirals danced on the dimpled sea and became one writhing column of braided cloud and water, tantalisingly threaded with aquamarine lightning. The dragon stalked towards it, massive feet treading lightly on the haphazard waves helplessly crisscrossing the sea.


  Draw it away. Take it far out to sea till these winds and currents you’re so certain of lure it somewhere else.


  As Kheda silently willed her on, the magewoman thrust her hands out before her. The waterspout began dancing away towards the emptiness of the western ocean. Stormy green wings flaring wide, the dragon shot across the sea. It flew beyond the waterspout rather than attacking, the fury of its passing carving a furrow in the water. Circling around, the dragon spat a vivid mist of cold green fury that crackled up and down the interwoven cloud and water. Undone, the plaited clouds unravelled to evaporate in the hot, dry air. A vortex momentarily opened a hollow deep into the sea as the waterspout collapsed. The dragon roared with satisfaction before gliding back towards the inlet with leisurely grace.


  ‘What happened?’ Kheda saw a blush darken beneath the tan on Velindre’s cheekbones.


  ‘I lured this beast away with a waterspout once before.’ Velindre rubbed at the joints of her fingers as if they pained her. ‘It remembered.’


  ‘Does it know where you are?’ Risala asked with alarm.


  ‘No.’ Velindre flexed her long fingers and her knuckles cracked loudly. ‘It’s looking for a rival trying to use the water against it. It doesn’t realise my affinity is with the air.’


  ‘What happens when it does?’ Kheda demanded.


  ‘Let’s deal with one thing at a time.’ Velindre was still intent on the dragon. ‘We still have to fool this beast into leaving here.’


  The dragon landed deftly on its belly, forelegs and hind feet drawn up as it sank just below the surface of the water to lie relaxed, its chin pillowed on a drift of foam. The spines along its back broached the slow swell and the spiked tip of its tail flicked up and down once again.


  It may look as if it’s idling but I’d wager half the Chazen domain that it’s ready to spring.


  ‘If we can’t lure it away with food or some supposed rival to fight, how do we persuade it to go?’ Kheda asked slowly.


  ‘Poets have spent lifetimes weaving stories around animals.’ Beside him Risala tensed. ‘Beyond eating and claiming a territory, they must find a mate to raise more of their kind.’


  ‘But dragons don’t mate.’ Kheda found himself uncertain and turned to Velindre. ‘Do they?’


  ‘Not that we’ve seen,’ she said dryly. ‘Not as long as they can gather the jewels that they crave to create an egg and kindle a spark of life within it from their own magic.’


  ‘Dragons born of water crave emeralds, isn’t that what you said?’ Risala reached inside her grubby tunic to pull out a sweat-darkened leather thong. It bore a heavy silver ring set with a polished, uncut emerald.


  ‘I have one, too.’ Kheda tugged at the thong around his own neck and produced a ring that was twin to Risala’s. ‘Can you use these stones to lure the beast away?’


  ‘That red dragon had to gather all the rubies ever treasured in the Chazen domain before it could weld them into an egg.’ Velindre hesitated then reached for the rings.


  As her fingers brushed the emeralds, the dragon erupted from the water with a shattering bellow. It ran straight across the inlet towards the fragile line of nut palms sheltering them. Fronds thrashed above their heads, lashed by its fury.


  ‘Velindre!’ Kheda gripped the handle of his hacking blade with futile defiance and reached for Risala.


  The world vanished in a blinding white light, only this time he could still hear the dragon’s furious roaring getting louder. He strained to see something, anything, in the featureless whiteness. An emerald glow spread ahead of him, like lamplight seen through fog. It grew brighter and he saw twin sparks of white fire at its centre. The dragon’s roar sank to a throbbing growl of ominous concentration.


  The emerald radiance blinked out, the white light vanished and Kheda fell to his hands and knees. He coughed. His lungs felt as seared as if he’d been caught in a sandstorm. ‘What—’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Velindre rasped. She lay collapsed on the ground like a heap of discarded clothes. ‘I had to wring every hint of water out of the translocation magic.’


  ‘Where are we?’ Kneeling upright, Risala pressed her bandaged wrist close to her chest, wincing as she used her other hand to rub at her throat.


  ‘I’m not sure.’ Velindre caught her breath and pushed herself into a sitting position. ‘The dragon ripped into my spell.’


  ‘Where is it?’ Kheda looked frantically around. They had tumbled into a thicket of spinefruit trees. A few banded finches hidden in the dusty leaves called cheerfully to each other. The russet-striped tail of a foraging matia was disappearing beneath a berry bush.


  ‘I don’t know.’ Velindre’s ire was directed at herself. ‘It’s gone.’


  ‘Gone from this domain?’ Kheda wondered with hollow hope.


  ‘When did we last have such good fortune?’ Risala said darkly.


  Velindre heaved an incautious sigh that prompted a painful bout of coughing. ‘I’ll scry for it,’ she offered when she was able to speak.


  ‘Why not summon some aid from your fellow wizards?’ Kheda said sternly.


  ‘I’m the only mage alive who’s had significant dealings with dragons—’ Velindre began obstinately.


  ‘Apart from Naldeth,’ Risala interjected.


  ‘Apart from Naldeth,’ Velindre agreed tersely. ‘Whom we left a thousand leagues or more behind us on that western isle. And apart from Azazir, who is utterly insane and horribly dangerous.’


  ‘Then what do you suggest?’ Kheda rubbed a hand over his beard.


  Naldeth chose to stay behind on that desolate isle. Because he believes that all wizards have a duty to see that none of their kind misuse their powers. He’s there, all alone, watchful lest any children of those wild men mature to find these magical senses born in their blood. He won’t allow any of them to re-establish the tyranny that blighted that place for so long.


  And he wants to be certain that no mage of his own kind is drawn there, seduced by the elemental power underpinning the island. What did they call it? A confluence, which first drew the dragons there? Naldeth doesn’t trust his fellow wizards. Not all of them, anyway.


  Am I really asking Velindre to bring more of these mages to the Archipelago? What among all the omens recorded since my birth could ever have predicted I would propose such a thing? No matter. I have been taught all my life that a warlord must do whatever is necessary to resolve the situations laid before him, regardless of personal cost. If I am to be condemned for bringing magic into the Archipelago to fight against magic, I’ll spend by life by bringing as many wizards as necessary for them to be equal to this task.


  ‘Well?’ he prompted more forcefully. ‘What else do you suggest we do?’


  Velindre was gazing unseeing into the depths of the forest. Small black flies hovered around her head but she didn’t seem to notice. More fluting birdsong joined the happy chirps of the finches and the matia rustled through the undergrowth to poke its long, inquisitive face out at them, rounded ears cocked forward, its flexible nose twitching and black eyes bright.


  ‘Let me scry, find out where the dragon has gone.’ Velindre turned to Kheda, one hand raised to forestall his objections. ‘I will take the time to work the subtlest of magics against it. But I’m not translocating us on the basis of a scrying again,’ she said with some chagrin. ‘That’s a horribly dangerous practice and I dare not risk it if there’s any chance that dragon can twist my magic again.’


  Now it was Kheda’s turn to hesitate before answering. ‘Very well,’ he said at length.


  Because I have no means to compel Velindre to do as I wish. Which is merely one of the frustrations of having wizards as allies.


  ‘I don’t know about anyone else but I’m hungry and thirsty.’ Risala stood up and brushed dust from her knees. ‘And we need to find out exactly where we are. Let’s see what we can do about that at very least.’


  

  Chapter 29


  Another ship, another shore, a dozen days since I made landfall in Chazen. Another gathering of friends and allies who may well harbour the most dire suspicions of me. Will this be the last time I have to explain myself? Will the one face I want to see above any other be here?


  Kheda stood on the prow platform as the Brittle Crab cut a white furrow across the wide bay.


  At least I won’t ever have to see Ulla Safar’s face again.


  Caught unawares by that casual thought, Kheda stifled revulsion as his mind’s eye recalled the gruesome relic he’d bestowed on Orhan.


  ‘I wonder why Ulla Orhan has chosen to bring us here’’ Hesi the shipmaster came walking along the unrailed side-deck. ‘Safar scorned this place as the least of his domain’s main islands and wholly unworthy of a warlord’s residence.’


  ‘I imagine all will become clear.’ Kheda glanced back to see that the Brittle Crab had rapidly outpaced the White Waxflower. ‘Let’s circle to let my lady Itrac’s galley catch up with us.’


  ‘As you wish, my lord.’ Hesi bowed briefly, noting every ship in the anchorage. ‘Ulla Orhan has certainly invited plenty of people to bear witness to his marriage and his first formal declarations as warlord. It looks as if we’re the last to arrive.’ The delays imposed upon him plainly chafed his pride.


  ‘I shall make sure everyone knows it was my choice to make a leisurely voyage,’ Kheda assured him, ‘so no one else’s shipmasters impugn your skills.’


  ‘I serve at my lord’s pleasure,’ Hesi protested unconvincingly.


  Kheda saw him exchange a glance with the rowing master looking up from the open aisle down between the ranks of toiling rowers. ‘I imagine all these other crews will have many questions about the changes in Chazen as they do about this new regime in Ulla,’ he warned.


  ‘No histories relate a warlord removing himself from the domain’s main residences to leave his wife in possession.’ Hesi still sounded as if he couldn’t quite believe it himself.


  ‘Not to amicably set about having a modest dwelling built at her gates instead of setting out to raise an army to retake his usurped domain.’ Kheda grinned. ‘Make sure everyone knows that’s what I’m doing, and that is all I’m doing. That this is no feint or deceit. I’ve truly set aside all claim on Chazen. I have no plans to return Daish either.’


  ‘As you say, my lord,’ Hesi agreed in a strangled tone.


  As the Brittle Crab wheeled around to let the White Waxflower and the Green Turtle draw close, Kheda surveyed the anchorage curving all around them. Wide white beaches cupped waters at peace in the evening calm. The route record open and unregarded in Hesi’s hand showed the whole island was bent in a rough half-circle. Bathed in the soft golden light of the sinking sun, the land rose to gentle hills dotted with humble palm thatched huts and patterned with cultivation. In the far distance, darker green clumps were strung out like dull beads on an unseen thread, suggesting some remnants of uncut forest.


  Hesi nodded at the prodigious array of luxurious galleys anchored in generous berths of golden stone built into the shoreline. ‘Whichever lord of Ulla built this place wasn’t worried about giving his enemies easy access for invasion.’


  ‘Let’s hope this new lord of Ulla is going to be on such good terms with his neighbours.’ Kheda narrowed his eyes as he studied the tongue of higher land that thrust forward from the half-circle of hills. It ended in a blunt plateau looking down on the wide waters of the great bay. Whoever had built the anchorage had naturally chosen that vantage point for his residence. Tall, wide halls ringed with imposing colonnades stood four-square to the earthly compass, facing each other across open courts adorned with fountains. Smaller pavilions were set to either side, with lines of clipped trees marking out gardens and avenues linking them. All was plain to see, with no rampart raised around the plateau’s rocky boundary.


  Hesi was looking too, now he was satisfied he’d identified every ship. ‘How can a warlord feel secure in such a place?’ he wondered aloud.


  ‘I saw residences without walls in the western reaches,’ Kheda observed. ‘And it’s a viciously steep climb up any of those faces. I’ll wager discreet work with chisels and hammers soon put paid to any easy footholds when this place was built. My new lord of Ulla’s choice of residence isn’t quite as undefended as it might appear.’


  ‘Let’s hope Dau Daish thinks so,’ Hesi muttered.


  ‘Let’s hope she relishes the chance to turn Ulla’s trade to securing everything she needs to return the residence to its former glory.’ As the Brittle Crab drew closer to shore, Kheda saw this place wasn’t quite as awe-inspiring as first impressions suggested. The roofs of the halls looking down from the forward edge of the plateau were blotched where tiles had slipped or broken. Stains marred the stonework of the platforms they stood on. Gaps like broken teeth showed where some accident had felled pillars in the colonnade of a lengthy building at the midpoint. The trees leading away to a pavilion just visible on the corner looked leafless and moribund even after the copious bounty of the rainy season.


  ‘You’re not the only one setting new construction in hand, my lord.’ Hesi pointed at wooden poles piled up along the edge of the plateau and the skeleton of some scaffolding rising around the broad hall with the fallen pillar.


  ‘It’s a time for new beginnings all round, my friend.’ Kheda watched as down on the dockside a gang of men sweating in dusty tunics hauled on ropes to swing a derrick to and


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Chapter 30


  The Unbroken Lands. How can these people call them anything else? How do their rulers know where one man’s domain ends and another’s begins?


  Kheda stood on the promontory, a prudent distance from the cliffs given the gusting wind. Ahead, the grey billows of the white-capped ocean rolled in to break in an unceasing roar, unseen down on the rocky shore far below. He looked slowly from west to east. Solid ground stretched away as far as he could see. As he turned full circle, the expanse of wood and pasture finally disappeared into indistinct haze some truly prodigious distance inland.


  Three days and we barely travelled half a finger’s length on that map Risala showed me. When the whole parchment was as long and as wide as any arm and only showed a coast on two edges. And I never realised anywhere not on the top of the highest mountain could be so cold.


  He shivered despite the warm long-sleeved jerkin he wore over a thick cotton tunic and a sturdy undergarment. Mainlander trousers of confining heavy cloth were belted securely around his hips.


  ‘All woven from sheep wool. Which are those dirty white things we kept seeing by the track side. Like a goat, only hairier. No wonder they need to keep so many of them if they all have to live through such cold seasons. Still, these socks of theirs are a pleasant discovery.


  He wriggled chilled toes inside the knitted fabric that did at least soften the unforgiving leather of the boots.


  ‘It’s all so different from the city.’ Risala came up and slipped her arm through his. ‘Relshaz is strange, but you don’t see so much of the sky. You don’t realise just how far the land goes.’


  ‘How are you feeling?’ Kheda hugged her arm close, relieved to see her colour was improved.


  ‘Better,’ she said cautiously. ‘But how do you feel about walking back to Relshaz?’


  ‘I could be convinced, even in this mainlander footwear,’ he said with feeling. ‘How do these people survive a journey of any great distance in those peculiar conveyances?’ He glowered at the coach that had bounced and shaken them all along the broad track that scarred the green hills of this curious coastline.


  ‘I suppose they get used to it.’ Risala didn’t sound convinced. ‘Like sailing through storms. Didn’t your belly betray you the first few times?’


  ‘Perhaps we’d have fared better if we weren’t eating such strange food.’ Kheda watched Velindre, deep in conversation with the man tending the two horses that had pulled the carriage.


  Familiar and yet not, now the sun’s tan on her skin has faded back to barbarian pallor.


  Risala snuggled into his side. ‘I could get a taste for this mutton of theirs.’


  ‘I don’t think the beasts would survive an Aldabreshin dry season.’ Kheda extricated his arm to put it around her shoulders, oddly soft and bulky in her sheep’s wool garment.


  Velindre concluded her conversation with the coachman and walked over towards them. The mainlander began winding scarves around his horses’ eyes. They stood still and patient, merely shifting their weight occasionally.


  ‘I still can’t get used to such a big animal being so placid,’ Risala remarked.


  ‘Nor me,’ Kheda agreed. ‘And I still can’t get used to seeing Velindre in a mainlander gown and overmantle. She looks more woman than I might have imagined now her hair has grown longer.’


  ‘Why do you suppose she’s still carrying that?’ Risala wondered.


  The one discordant note in the magewoman’s barbarian garb was the battered Aldabreshin leather bag she carried slung over one shoulder. ‘Now we can make some progress,’ she said cheerfully.


  ‘I’m sorry we had to stop so often,’ Kheda said stiffly.


  ‘What?’ Velindre looked puzzled for a moment, then shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. You’re not the first to get coach sick and you won’t be the last. I was warning him to stand by the horses’ heads. It’s midday, near enough.’ She brushed at a golden tendril teasing her eyes. Her hair had grown nearly to her shoulders but was not quite long enough to be braided in any of the styles Kheda had seen on mainland women.


  He looked up and saw the sun hovering at zenith behind the fine layer of smoky cloud. ‘Now will you explain why we’re here?’


  ‘Is that important?’ Risala pointed to a weatherworn pillar of masonry on the other side of the track. The niche facing the sea was empty but for a bird’s abandoned nest. ‘The coachman said there used to be a shrine to Trimon here.’


  ‘You’ll understand all in good time,’ Velindre told them both with quiet satisfaction.


  Kheda did his best to curb impatience that had been growing since their arrival on this deserted headland had put an end to the misery of their journey. ‘The coachman said this day marks the turn of your year, when the sun reaches solstice. Is that—?’


  ‘Oh!’ Risala stiffened, startled.


  A grey-haired figure stepped out of a flash of brilliant white light.


  ‘Sirince, thank you for coming.’ Velindre smiled.


  ‘And good day to you, my lord, my lady.’ The older wizard swept off a broad-brimmed hat with a mottled green feather thrust in the band as he favoured them all with an extravagant bow. He wore the mainlander clothes that Kheda found so irksome with enviable aplomb. ‘Where are the others, my lady mage?’


  ‘They should be here presently.’ Velindre regarded him with some amusement. ‘You’ve found some profitable business in Toremal, I see?’


  ‘Indeed.’ Sirince looked at Kheda, his eyes keen. ‘How was your voyage here? It’s been, what, a hundred days since you celebrated your daughter’s wedding? What have you been doing with yourself?’


  ‘Making visits that have proved both useful and informative,’ Kheda replied with satisfaction. ‘We’ve renewed and extended ties from south to north, and I’m happy to say Shek Kul’s hold on his domain and that region is as strong as ever.’


  ‘Stronger,’ Risala commented firmly.


  ‘And I had some debts to settle in Ikadi,’ Kheda added. ‘With a galley master called Godine.’


  ‘How is Crisk?’ Sirince held himself braced for the reply.


  ‘He’s well,’ Kheda assured the mage with genuine pleasure. ‘He lives with the Daish household. There’s a barbarian slave there, Hanyad, who keeps an eye out for his interests and plays that game of the birds and forest with him.’ He grinned. ‘So does Telouet. Crisk finally agreed to teach him.’


  ‘I’m glad of it,’ Sirince said with profound relief. ‘That he’s happy, I mean, though I’m sure Telouet’s pleased to play White Raven with him.’


  ‘He will be once he can beat him consistently.’ Kheda chuckled. ‘Telouet wasn’t expecting Crisk to be such a strategist.’


  ‘How is Telouet?’ The wizard looked quizzically at Kheda. ‘Does he spit if my name’s mentioned? Has he forgiven you?’


  Kheda hesitated before replying as honestly as he could. ‘We don’t discuss such things. We don’t mention you. Telouet serves Sirket as a free swordsman. He’s made it quite clear he’s no plans ever to do anything else, not even for me.’


  ‘We offered to bring Crisk with us.’ Risala was concerned that Sirince know this. ‘But he said he had found his place and would stay. He read all manner of justification in the stars and in his tales of Trimon.’


  ‘He speaks of such things again?’ Manifestly relieved, Sirince managed a wry smile. ‘It’s all nonsense, of course, but it was one of the few things he had to console him. When he’s lost so much—’ The wizard’s voice hoarsened with emotion. He broke off and rummaged in a pocket. ‘When you go back, take him this, and remember me to him.’


  He handed Kheda a shining copper amulet on an untarnished chain. The owl embossed on its surface was perfect in every detail of every feather.


  ‘I’ll be glad to,’ Kheda said honestly. ‘And he’ll be glad to have it. He does think of you. At least, he mentions you when he’s reading the stars or telling his tales.’


  Risala spoke up again. ‘He’s a great favourite with all the children. He plays music for them and sings them songs. He can get a tune out of any instrument, even if he’s never seen it before.’


  ‘He can?’ Sirince was intrigued.


  A second bright light interrupted them, with another coming before the first had faded, like a double flash of lightning. The horses stamped their hard feet on the muddy turf with a jingle of leather and buckles.


  ‘You’re late,’ Sirince chided the new arrivals. ‘Couldn’t drag yourself away from the midwinter festivities in Hadrumal?’


  ‘Forgive me, father, I’m mortified.’ The taller of the two men didn’t sound in the least concerned. Kheda barely registered this unknown younger man’s resemblance to Sirince. He was staring at the other wizard. ‘Naldeth?’ For a moment he had failed to recognise him, dressed in mainlander clothes.


  ‘Velindre didn’t tell you to expect me?’ The young mage walked forward with a rocking gait. A smile widened on his unremarkable, amiable face.


  ‘How are you?’ Risala couldn’t help looking down at the wooden post that served Naldeth in place of one leg. His own flesh and bone ended at mid-thigh, his trouser tied tight around the stump.


  ‘I’m well.’ Naldeth held out one hand and Kheda shook it in what he had learned was mainlander custom.


  ‘The wild men?’ Pleased as he was to see the young mage, Kheda felt a cold frisson of alarm. ‘What of their magic?’


  ‘I’ve left a trusted friend behind to keep an eye on them while I’m away, a mage called Shiv,’ Naldeth said, confident. ‘And Eiz knows to alert him to the first signs of anyone coming into a painted man’s power.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’ Kheda didn’t understand.


  ‘Forgive me, I forget who knows what these days.’ Naldeth waved an apologetic hand. ‘Eiz is the old woman, the one who helped us find that cave?’ As Kheda nodded his comprehension, he continued to explain. ‘And painted men, and women – that’s what they call their own wizards.’


  ‘You’ve learned their language?’ Risala was impressed.


  ‘Enough to make myself understood.’ Naldeth shrugged.


  ‘Thanks to aetheric magic?’ guessed Sirince.


  ‘To a certain extent,’ Naldeth admitted.


  Kheda wasn’t interested in such things. ‘Have any of the dragons we’ve driven out of the Archipelago returned to the island?’


  ‘No.’ Naldeth was absolutely certain. ‘And without their aura to draw on, I think it will be a long time before anyone with an elemental affinity surfaces among the wild tribes.’


  Risala was looking at the other man, the one who was apparently Sirince’s son. ‘Do you have something you wish to ask?’


  Kheda wasn’t too happy with the way the man was staring at the two of them. ‘Would someone do the honour of introducing us?’ he said in formal Aldabreshin fashion. He was amused to see the man’s self-possession falter. Evidently he didn’t understand the Archipelagan tongue.


  ‘This is my son Lasul.’ Sirince spoke up with a father’s mix of pride and exasperation.


  Kheda switched to the mainlander tongue. ‘Then you are well met.’


  ‘Forgive my curiosity.’ The man, much of an age with Velindre, bowed low. ‘I haven’t seen many people of your complexion.’


  ‘We have been turning heads since we left Relshaz.’ Kheda had been finding such curiosity intrusive. He was used to being the focus of attention as a warlord but this was different. ‘I can understand that we must be as unusual a sight here as you would be in Daish or Chazen.’


  ‘Kheda, Velindre tells me you’ve given up all formal power in Chazen, and in Daish,’ Naldeth said with eager curiosity. ‘What are you going to do now?’


  ‘I’m going to travel the length and breadth of the Archipelago.’ Kheda looked around at the strange landscape again. ‘And, it would seem, journey on the mainland, too. I’m going to bring new ideas to the southern reaches, on the nature of power, and on warfare and ship building and swordsmithing and whatever else I come across. I want to search out old healing lore whose benefits have been lost. I want to see such things traded as readily as spices and silk.’


  ‘You’ve set aside all your rank to do it?’ Naldeth was bemused. ‘That’s truly an adequate trade?’


  ‘You don’t think there’s plenty of power to be had in being the man who commands such knowledge and chooses where it’s spent?’ Kheda held the younger wizard’s gaze. ‘You don’t think I can have far more influence if I travel through tens of domains, with ready access to curious warlords and their ladies, who cannot conceive I am any kind of threat since I have no army at my back?’


  ‘Perhaps.’ Naldeth was still nonplussed. ‘And you’re going along with him, are you?’ He raised his brows at Risala. ‘No more slipping in and out of side doors and leaving his bed before dawn so the maidservants don’t gossip?’


  ‘Now I can be his lover without any of the burdens of a warlord’s wife or acknowledged concubine.’ She smiled contentedly. ‘I’ve always liked to travel and to make sense of what I see.’


  ‘What do your noble neighbours make of this new life of yours?’ Sirince asked thoughtfully.


  ‘They are happy to tell themselves I have no power as they understand it.’ Kheda grinned. ‘Though I have reclaimed my zamorin brothers to travel and trade along with me.’


  ‘So now every warlord suspects you know secrets of their households that they might prefer you didn’t,’ Risala added pertly.


  Kheda spread his hands in mock innocence. ‘I’ve merely done so to make a stand against the spying and secrecy that has bred so much mistrust.’


  ‘Well, I’m glad for you, Kheda.’ Somewhat impatient, Sirince attracted Velindre’s attention with a brisk hand. ‘Now we’re all here, perhaps you’d like to explain just why you needed us all.’


  ‘Indeed.’ She opened her leather bag and reached inside to draw out a small casket of plain rock crystal.


  ‘What’s—’


  Before Naldeth could ask, Kheda had the answer, Risala echoing him within half a breath.


  ‘Dev’s ashes’


  ‘Dev’s ashes,’ Velindre confirmed. ‘Which you were good enough to give me to take back to any who valued him in Hadrumal.’


  Sirince snorted with scepticism. ‘Did you find anyone?’


  ‘Planir knew Dev’s uses.’ Velindre shot the older mage a hard look. ‘And the Archmage has given us, myself and Lasul, permission to use this final remnant of Dev’s magic in service of the Archipelago. If you agree, Kheda.’


  ‘What do you want to do?’ Kheda was at a loss.


  ‘We were scrying for Sirince, Lasul and I, when you risked your necks joining Orhan’s rebellion. We saw you heading into Derasulla.’ Velindre’s angular cheekbones coloured. ‘We were quite ready to use our magic to snatch you out of there, if you seemed to be about to get yourselves killed.’


  Lasul anticipated Sirince’s ferocious frown of objection. ‘We were in Hadrumal, so if the dragons had come for us, we reckoned there were sufficient mages to drive them off.’


  ‘Then we saw you scattering those gems from the treasury,’ continued Velindre.


  ‘It took us quite some while to work out just what you were doing,’ Lasul said with feeling.


  ‘I don’t know whose idea it was but it was a good one.’ Velindre looked from Kheda to Sirince. ‘There’s a taint spread throughout the southern reaches now that will certainly send any dragon in search of a purer elemental focus elsewhere.’ She looked down at the crystal casket in her hands. ‘But that still leaves the rest of the Archipelago unprotected. Unless we spread Dev’s ashes on the winds and tides.’ She looked at Kheda, unexpectedly beseeching. ‘You’ve used magic to drive out magic that threatened you and yours. I know there are many who would say any hint of magic is a grave contamination, but—’


  ‘No.’ Kheda cut her short. ‘I mean, no, I won’t forbid such a thing out of fear of imagined evil. I’ve come to understand that wizards are no different from other men or women—’ He corrected himself with a rueful smile. ‘Well, obviously you are different, but not in terms of being any more or less honest or immoral.’


  ‘Can you truly do that’ Risala was looking at the crystal casket with frank disbelief. ‘Defend the whole Archipelago from dragons with a few handfuls of dust?’


  ‘A little of Dev always did go a long way.’ Sirince’s sarcasm was muted.


  ‘If we combine in a nexus magic.’ Velindre looked at him and then to Naldeth. ‘We have a responsibility here. It was our magic that set those dragons flying into the Archipelago.’


  ‘We have been working out how to do this very carefully indeed,’ Lasul assured them. ‘You will only have to follow our lead.’


  ‘Which is why you needed the two of us.’ Naldeth nodded with understanding. ‘Wind and tide is air and water, but for nexus magic you’ll need fire and earth woven into the spell.’ He grinned at Sirince.


  ‘I assume Archmage Planir wants it all kept in the family, so to speak.’ Sirince cracked his knuckles.


  ‘So to speak.’ Velindre exchanged a lightning-fast smile with Lasul.


  He cleared his throat as he glanced at Sirince. ‘You should expect Velindre’s father to bespeak you soon. He’s given us his blessing, though not with any good grace.’


  So I’m not the only one who’s found freedom to love?


  ‘Kheda?’ Risala looked at him, plainly still harbouring reservations.


  ‘I don’t believe any touch of magic can alter omens,’ he said slowly. ‘Sirket and Orhan are still reading guidance for Itrac in portents brought from islands where the wild men wrought the vilest wizardry, where dead dragons have rotted into the very soil. They are all content that the earthly compass still reads true.’


  ‘Indeed.’ Risala looked happier.


  ‘Surely the most important thing is to save any other domain from all the upheavals that dragons would bring in their wake if they ever came again,’ Kheda went on fervently. ‘Every other domain, whether allied to us or not, ruled by some deserving warlord or not. No island’s people should suffer such destruction ever again.’


  ‘No, they shouldn’t.’ Risala nodded with more certainty.


  ‘So you’re happy for us to do this?’ Velindre asked again.


  ‘I am,’ Kheda said, unhesitating.


  ‘Then how do we work this?’ Naldeth asked eagerly.


  ‘Very carefully,’ Velindre said repressively. She bent to set the casket down on the ground at her feet and looked at Kheda as she straightened up. ‘You might like to step away.’


  ‘Of course.’ He nearly tripped over Risala’s booted feet as the two of them hastily retreated more than twenty paces.


  ‘Ready?’ Velindre looked at Lasul standing opposite her on the other side of the casket before glancing to Sirince and Naldeth on either side.


  What an oddly assorted quartet.


  Kheda braced himself as Velindre stretched out her hand and a faint blue glow sparked in the depths of the ash-filled crystal.


  Risala huddled close inside his arm. ‘Is it going to shatter?’ she wondered apprehensively.


  Nothing so dramatic happened. The sapphire brightness grew stronger as Lasul reached out to touch his fingertips to Velindre’s, emerald mist swirling around his hand. The magelight overflowed and began curling round and around the crystal casket, its colour shifting to vivid turquoise. Naldeth nodded with incomprehensible understanding and began snapping his fingers to flick crimson sparks at the swelling, swirling magelight. Unearthly fire flared and the sparks coalesced into a spinning circle, painfully bright against the cold grey day.


  Kheda momentarily closed his eyes and could still see the vivid ring drawn against the inside of his eyelids. He opened his eyes and saw Naldeth throwing still more sparks into the magic. Fiery circles were now carving brilliant trails all around the blue-green globe of magic enveloping the casket.


  ‘Don’t let it get away from you.’ Sirince’s voice was startlingly loud.


  Kheda was surprised to realise there was no sound to the magic, merely the distant rush of surf on the unseen shore, the rustling of breezes in the scrub alongside the track and the horses shifting in their harness.


  That humble mainlander who tends them sees nothing remarkable in this?


  He glanced over at the coachman and was obscurely pleased to see the man’s mouth hanging open in awe. Sirince bent down with a grunt and his knees clicked audibly. He spread out his palms like a man warming his hands at a fire and a new amber glow appeared in the midst of the misty turquoise magic.


  ‘Whatever he’s doing, he’s doing it to the crystal itself,’ Kheda murmured to Risala.


  Sirince stood up slowly, stiffly, and the ball of magelight rose with him, wound all around with Naldeth’s sparks of ruby fire. All four mages took a step backwards and the swirling sphere floated upwards past their heads, beyond their reach.


  Kheda watched it rise, further and further; relieved to see it do so. The magic was growing ever brighter, the colours still painfully vivid. He could feel Risala stiff with trepidation beside him.


  Then the colours began to fade. But the brightness didn’t lessen. The magelight became a white luminosity, a star defying the daylight. It passed through the very highest layer of cloud, still so bright that it could clearly be seen. Then it winked out. Kheda blinked and rubbed his eyes. Looking up, he saw filaments of light shifting through all the colours of the rainbow as they streamed away to the south, towards the Archipelago. He looked again and all the radiance was gone.


  ‘That,’ said Sirince with profound satisfaction, ‘was very well done indeed. My compliments, Master Naldeth, and to you, Velindre.’ He favoured his son with a brief nod. ‘I’m impressed, Lasul. You can rise to the occasion.’


  The tall wizard wasn’t listening. He was folding Velindre in an embrace she was gladly returning.


  ‘So that’s it?’ Risala said at Kheda’s side.


  ‘It would seem so.’ He bent to kiss her.


  ‘We should find somewhere to celebrate.’ Sirince walked towards them, rubbing his hands.


  ‘There’s a decent inn in Markyate.’ Naldeth followed him with his rolling gait.


  ‘That’ll do,’ Sirince approved.


  Kheda realised this meant another trip in the coach and steeled himself. ‘Where did you go when you fled Derasulla, Sirince?’


  ‘Relshaz.’ Sirince sounded as if that should have been obvious. ‘Make sure you spend some time there, Kheda. Then travel more widely while you’re here. You should certainly see Toremal. A real live Aldabreshin warlord in the city will give their guilds and merchants something to think about.’ He laughed. ‘I said I’d teach you to ride a horse, didn’t I?’


  ‘You did.’ Kheda looked out to the south, past Velindre and Lasul, who were now walking towards the cliffs, arms linked.


  The cold waters stretched out to the horizon, to be lost where the sea merged with the grey of the clouds. He could see no trace of the magic. He could see no hint of the northernmost Aldabreshin islands that he now knew for a certainty lay no more days’ sail away than the city of Relshaz was in that vile coach.


  Strange as this land is, the same seas lap the shores of the Archipelago. My home lies that way, no matter how far to the south. Now it is safe, or as safe as I can make it. Safe thanks to an alliance with Ulla Orhan that I never imagined I could make. Safe thanks to wizards and magic, something I never conceived I could ever have dealings with.


  I have done what I set out to do, in utter ignorance of all it would cost me and the changes it would make in so many lives. Nothing ever foretold any of this future for me. No one ever predicted I would make such journeys, face such perils, suffer such loss and find rewards that I didn’t even seek.


  ‘So where do we go from here?’ Risala asked softly.


  ‘Home, eventually.’ Kheda held her close. ‘The stars will turn and even if they have no bearing on anything beneath them, life will bring many changes for Sirket and Dau and all my children and all those we’re bound to, one way and another.’


  But who knows what I might find on the journey?
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