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

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:
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            HEIRS OF MANA DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kahikian Dynasty

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      Sawaikians

      People of Kaua’i

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

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

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

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

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

      Kana — elder son of Hina and Hakalanileo.

      Niheu — younger son of Hina and Hakalanileo.

      Aukele — Namaka’s third husband, deceased.

      Lonoaohi — chief kahuna to Hakalanileo.

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

      Ioane — a bandit serving Kamapua’a.

      Keahi — a bandit serving Kamapua’a.

      Lopaka — a warrior loyal to Kamapua‘a.

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

      Aiwohi — King of Wailua in Kaua‘i.

      Kaneiki — a chief in Anahola, sworn to Huma.

      

      People of Mau’i

      Hinaikamalama — Queen of Hana.

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

      Alani — Hinaikamalama's daughter-in-law.

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

      Sanna — a female warrior in service to Hinaikamalama.

      Peni — a kahuna to Hinaikamalama.

      

      People of Vai’i

      Poli’ahu — The Snow Queen of Mauna Kea.

      Nalani — counsellor to Poli’ahu.

      Lilinoe — a snow akua who counsels Poli’ahu.

      Waiau — a snow akua bound to Poli’ahu.

      Kahoupokane — a snow akua serving Lilinoe.

      Kepawa — recently deceased king.

      Naia — widow of King Kepawa.

      Milohai — younger brother of Naia.

      Keanu — high kahuna to King Kepawa.

      Kamalo — second kahuna to King Kepawa.

      

      People of Moloka’i

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

      Ilima — a warrior loyal to Kaupeepee.

      Aheahe — one of Kaupeepee’s men.

      Aouli — one of Kaupeepee's men.

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

      Kupa — a chief on Moloka’i.

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

      

      He’e

      Punga — the he’e ambassador to Mu.

      

      Muian Mer

      Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

      Kuula ‘Ohana

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

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

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

      

      Ukupanipo ‘Ohana

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

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

      

      Nanaue ‘Ohana

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

      

      Hiyoyan Mer

      Rongomai ‘Ohana

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

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

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

      

      Tinirau ‘Ohana

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

      

      Others

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

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

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

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

      

        

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

      

        

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

      

      

      

      Faint traces of moonlight filtered through the waters to the seabed. A human would have called Tenebrous Chasm a place of utter darkness, but Nyi Rara’s mer eyes could make out a dance of shadows in the depths.

      A plethora of vibrant scents drifted on the ocean currents. Fish, of many kinds. Mer, concealed within the chasm. And decay—rotting corpses far below being slowly devoured. No blood left though.

      It made her gills itch, nonetheless.

      “Easy,” her father said, swimming up beside her.

      Nyi Rara flashed a mirthless smile, not bothering to conceal that her shark teeth had descended in agitation. “This is a mistake. You cannot trust the Hiyoyans.”

      Her father peered into the chasm, then glanced back at his assembled crew. Merchants, mostly, though they had a pair of Rangers among them, and common warriors as guards. Father had left Nyi Rara’s older sister in charge of the ‘ohana while they were away, insisting Nyi Rara come along and witness this historic deal. A deal that was meant to heal the rift between Mu and Hiyoya, or at least begin the process.

      A reversal of the Sundering.

      That, Nyi Rara thought, sounded unbelievable. The two mer societies had held in tenuous peace—or even open skirmishes—for all the centuries since they’d split apart. Reconciliation would require forgoing vengeance for more than two thousand years of grievances. It was before Nyi Rara was born, before many of the mer now were born, but her father remembered the time when Mu was a single people.

      He leant in close to her. “If this truly allows for a blending of societies, Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana may have the chance to reclaim the throne.”

      “‘Ohana is everything,” Nyi Rara intoned, hardly thinking about it. Their family had lost the throne so very long ago—retaining only the titles of prince and princess for her bloodline. So long, only a handful in the ‘ohana had lived back then. Still, she would enjoy putting the bitch queen Aiaru in her place.

      Would enjoy it … if it were possible. But Tenebrous Chasm was a no man’s land dividing Mu from Hiyoya to the south. Tales told that any who swam here failed to swim out again. Some claimed the he‘e—sentient octopuses—occupied the chasm, for it lay near enough to their Aupuni. Others believed the Hiyoyans themselves patrolled the depths, hunting for trespassers. Once, her cousin Tilafaiga had even told her a rumour that a taniwha lurked down in the darkness, though the great sea dragons were almost all gone now.

      The merchants carried shells filled with trade goods. Worked jewellery of pearl and gold, human-wrought iron—it didn’t last long, but it had numerous uses—coral knives, and some prize Father seemed especially convinced would entice even the most reluctant of Hiyoyan merchants into a trade.

      Nyi Rara grimaced, shaking her head. “I have misgivings. Severe misgivings.”

      Father had arranged this trade envoy with Queen Aiaru’s blessings, but if it went wrong, Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana would bear the blame for it.

      “It’s too late,” her father said. “They know we’re here. We cannot simply swim away. This is our chance to restore Dakuwaqa. Trust me.”

      “‘Ohana is everything,” Nyi Rara mumbled, even as her father swam down into Tenebrous Chasm. A trio of warrior mer swam out ahead of them, led by a Ranger whose senses were no doubt even more acute than Nyi Rara’s own.

      The deeper she swam, the chillier things seemed to grow. Mer had plenty of tolerance for the cold—those in the North Sea lived in frigid depths—but Nyi Rara didn’t exactly enjoy it. Her gaze darted from side to side, sweeping over shifting shadows, hunting for any sign of predators.

      Mer were, in a sense, humanoid sharks, and thus few creatures of the deep truly saw them as prey. Few, yes, but he‘e might ambush them, and there were always benthic monstrosities like taniwha that would eat just about anything. Priests claimed they all hailed from the Elder Deep, but that didn’t mean mer shared any kinship with those behemoths.

      A shifting in the waters, a minor disturbance, as someone swam around behind them. Hiyoyan scouts, no doubt. Come to watch them. Come to see if her father was true to his word.

      Their Ranger banked to the side, descending deeper, having clearly spotted something Nyi Rara could not yet make out. Tattoos enhanced the Mana of Dakuwaqan Rangers, allowing them to push their hosts beyond the physical limits even other mer could manage. Stronger, faster, and keener of awareness. The ultimate warriors.

      Possibly insane, of course.

      She had often wondered whether the power itself unhinged the Rangers, or whether the unstable were the only ones able to survive the process of⁠—

      The Ranger slowed, allowing them to draw up and catch sight of the Hiyoyan envoy. Seven mer: three mermen, four mermaids. Others swam around the merchants, tridents and coral knives at the ready, tails twitching in anticipation of aggression. The Hiyoyan ‘ohanas seemed to have tails more in the blue and green spectrum, whereas most Dakuwaqans like herself had orange, red, or yellow tails. And all of the Hiyoyans had descended their shark teeth, flexing their webbed fingers, looking more than ready for a fight.

      Her father pushed forward around the Ranger and twirled his tail in greeting. “I am Prince Ikatere of Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana.”

      One of the mermaids swam forward a few feet. “Inemes of Rongomai ‘Ohana, cousin to Queen Latmikaik of Hiyoya.”

      A moment of silence followed, Nyi Rara’s father shifted in the water, while the Hiyoyans looked around with visible nervousness. It seemed their side had just as many misgivings about any overtures toward peace as the Muians did.

      Her father beckoned a hand to his merchants, not bothering to look back at them. One thing Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana had managed to hold onto was extensive trade contacts, reaching all across the Worldsea, from Ryūgū-jō in the East Sea all the way to far Cantref Gwaelod in the West Sea. They had goods no one else in this region could easily come up with, and Hiyoya must know that.

      The merchants swam forward and began opening their treasure trove of goods. Even in the near darkness of the chasm, hints of light reflected off gems and jewellery, though Nyi Rara imagined the Hiyoyans would have to value the iron even more.

      Inemes cocked her head and Hiyoyan merchants swam forward, revealing sacks of glittering pearls that must have come from far off indeed. With that much wealth, Dakuwaqa could almost buy their way back into power.

      “A fine arrangement,” her father said. “Of course, for the real prize, I require a trade worth more than any pearl. Any other pearl, at least.”

      What was that all about?

      “You have it?” Inemes asked.

      Her father nodded, now beckoning forward a mer who held a clamshell shut between his arms. At a signal from her father, the mer cracked the shell open, spilling blue-green radiance into the chasm, so bright Nyi Rara had to shield her eyes after the adjusting to the darkness.

      Blinking, she gaped at what lay within the clam. A glowing pearl the size of her fist, one that seemed almost aflame even underwater. Indeed, the currents around it pulsed, responding to its power. That was a … a wish pearl, a Chintamani. A physical manifestation of coalesced Mana stronger than any other. She had thought they were all lost during the Sundering. The priests claimed the loss of the Chintamaniya had resulted in the loss of mastery over the taniwha.

      All Nyi Rara could do was stare, awed. Its power thrummed through the waters, tickling her skin and scales, as if someone massaged her whole body all at once. It left her giddy, euphoric.

      And this was madness. Her father would trade one of the greatest treasures in all the Worldsea to Hiyoya. That was … treason. If Queen Aiaru learnt he had traded away the Chintamani, at any price, the Elder Deep alone knew what the queen would do.

      “A fitting bride-gift for a queen, I would say,” her father said.

      Oh. Oh, by the Deep. Father intended to marry Queen Latmikaik of Hiyoya. And return Dakuwaqa ‘Ohana to glory by crushing Queen Aiaru the usurper beneath their combined forces.

      He hadn’t consulted Nyi Rara, probably hadn’t even told her older sister. He’d committed them to this course—and terrible war could be the only result—and had not bothered to even ask if they wished to swim this way. How many in the ‘ohana even knew of his plans? The worst of it was, she could never turn back. Not now. Father had seen to that. Even if she would have balked before, Father had already made Nyi Rara a party to treason. Besides, the Hiyoyans were here and would never leave without that pearl.

      She shot a glare at her father, who didn’t look in her direction, though she suspected he knew of her displeasure.

      Inemes, too, was staring in awe at the Chintamani, tail twitching as if moving outside of her control. Her shark teeth had descended in excitement or perhaps even arousal. “Ah, it’s real.”

      “Yes,” her father said. “One of the last of the wish pearls.”

      “Amazing.” Inemes grunted and cocked her head.

      It happened fast.

      The surge of waters as Hiyoyan mer warriors rushed in, trident blades glinting in the Chintamani’s pale light. Nyi Rara froze, her chest seizing up in realisation. Hiyoya had betrayed them after all. And she’d be lucky if she ever got the chance to castigate Father for his folly.

      A single beat of his tail carried the Dakuwaqan Ranger into a pair of charging mer warriors. He caught the shaft of the trident in both hands and twisted around, flinging the Hiyoyan into the chasm wall with such force it must have broken bones.

      The other mer lunged, his trident scraping over the Ranger’s scales. As if unfeeling of the pain, the Ranger lunged in and sank his teeth into the Hiyoyan’s throat. A blinding cloud of pink filled the waters an instant before the blood scent hit Nyi Rara and sent her pulse pounding in visceral reaction. Snarling with the frenzy, Nyi Rara lunged at the nearest Hiyoyan merchant, caught his tail, and drove him down in the chasm floor. The merman twisted around in her arms, apparently having never imagined the Dakuwaqan princess would assault him unarmed. Nyi Rara’s mouth opened far wider than a human’s ever could.

      The merman screamed the instant before her jaws closed over his face. His cheek bones crunched under her teeth and the delicious, intoxicating rush of blood filled her as the mer’s head collapsed. Salty brains and copper blood, so sweet Nyi Rara shuddered in delight.

      These barnacle-cocked Hiyoyans thought to betray Dakuwaqa? There would be a price for that.

      She spun around, only to see a Dakuwaqan warrior take a trident through his bowels. The Hiyoyan mermaid twisted the trident, ripping out a cloud of gore and filth. As the human host died, the mer spirit fled the corpse, which immediately began shifting back into human form.

      Chaos reigned all around her.

      So. Much. Blood.

      The frenzy refused to let her go, and she charged forward at Inemes. The Hiyoyan met her halfway, no doubt overcome with her own frenzy. Nyi Rara whipped her tail up at the Hiyoyan, intent to batter her into the ground. The other Hiyoyan dodged to the side and raked a webbed hand across Nyi Rara’s gills. Her claw-like nails caught tender flesh and ripped it to shreds, leaving Nyi Rara gasping, choking on her own blood.

      She careened to the side, crashed shoulder-first in the chasm bed, and tore a great chunk of her flesh out along the rock.

      Nyi Rara thrashed, her mind ablaze even as she began to drown. A mer could recover from most injuries. Gills were tricky, though. Could she live?

      Did she need to abandon this host?

      Before she knew what was happening, someone had grabbed her shoulders.

      “Don’t let her soul escape,” Inemes said.

      A clawed finger carved something—a glyph!—into Nyi Rara’s forehead, scraping down all the way to her skull. She wailed in agony as a merman shredded her flesh and bone. In desperation, she moved to release her host and flee back to the Spectral Realm. Something bound her here, trapped inside this body.

      Only a very powerful spirit could hold another spirit in a host. But this mark was doing something, some use of the Art.

      She shrieked, suddenly realising her peril was to more than her host. They actually intended to kill her. Not just her body, but her very soul. They didn’t want her to make it back to Avaiki. They didn’t want to risk her reporting what had been stolen here.

      Inemes lunged atop Nyi Rara and leant down with agonising slowness, now clearly aroused by the blood and pain. She licked a rough tongue between Nyi Rara’s breasts, trailing it all the way down to her navel.

      “Father!” Nyi Rara shouted. Only it came out as a gurgle given her mangled gill.

      Inemes opened her mouth wide, pausing to lock her gaze with Nyi Rara’s a moment. An instant of torture, knowing what was coming. Then the other mermaid bit off Nyi Rara’s left breast.

      A haze of white filled her vision.

      Nyi Rara wailed in utter agony.

      Nothing she’d ever felt … Nothing could have …

      Someone else bit off a chunk of her tail fluke.

      Fuck! Fuck, please, Elder fucking Deep, please!

      More mouths bit down on her, tearing pieces from her tail, her arms, her gut. Inemes grabbed a rib and ripped it out. They were devouring her Mana and trying to consume her soul with it.

      And her body wouldn’t respond. Couldn’t fight any longer. She felt it, as they began to devour her essence itself. As all she was ended.

      A feral sound. Far away.

      A body, crashing into the mass of mer, the tattooed Ranger barreling into them. Fighting on, even now, wounded in a dozen places, missing a hand, half his face hanging off.

      The Ranger’s coral knife descended toward Nyi Rara’s head.

      Toward that hateful glyph holding her here.

      She felt a single instant more of pain, as the blade punched through her skull.

      And then nothing else.
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      No mere flood was the Deluge, but rather a breach into the Eternal Depths, the ocean of the Spirit Realm, which inundated the World with such force as to shatter continents and seismically reshape the land even as it raised the waters. What remained were tens of thousands of islands dotted around seven seas, collectively called the Worldsea.

      — The Secret Histories
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        Third Age of the Worldsea

      

      

      

      A hot wind carried clouds of choking ash down from the mountains, bringing with it the overpowering stench of sulphur. Once, those peaks had overflown with greenery, but now, they had split in half, consumed in torrents of lava that, in places, still glowed incandescent. The ashes had polluted Namaka’s beautiful, vibrant sea, leaving a cloudy film, even where molten rock had not destroyed her lagoon.

      Uluka‘a, her beloved island, had become a wasteland, unfit for human life. Perhaps even the akua had retreated back across the darkness of Pō now, leaving the Mortal Realm behind. The war had spread from this island to Kahiki, too, and reports indicated the devastation there, while less pervasive, certainly had reduced even kings to beggars.

      Namaka had created a kai e‘e—a surging wave the size of a mountain. How could it not have affected a neighbouring island?

      And Namaka was left Queen of Emptiness, staring out over the ruins of her kingdom. Flood and flame had obliterated all around her, though axes and clubs had certainly claimed their share of lives. Grimly, she shook her head at what she’d wrought.

      Her, and her Milu-damned sister.

      Ash crunched lightly under the barefooted approach of someone behind her, and Namaka turned to see Leapua. The kahuna had the edge of her kihei cloak raised to cover her mouth against the ash cloud, and was using her tabu stick to thread her way across the wastes.

      “Well?” Namaka said, turning to the woman.

      Almost, the woman’s eyes seemed to implore Namaka, to beg that this was finished. It was not. “It is as you suspected,” Leapua finally said. “Pele fled across the channel to Kahiki. But she did not remain there. They took a fleet and sailed forth, well provisioned. My sources didn’t know where they were bound.”

      Namaka groaned. Oh, she could guess. Pele knew she couldn’t escape Namaka’s wrath to any of the nearby isles. So instead, her sister would have tried to follow the ocean currents to far Sawaiki, as their other sister, Kapo, had done decades back.

      Legends claimed Maui himself had found those islands far to the north, and led the first settlers, among them even the mo‘o—the great dragons that had once populated Kahiki. Now, centuries later, other migrations had begun seeking the new world. Two thousand miles, some claimed. And Pele thought Namaka’s rage would never follow her so far.

      But, as always, Pele desperately underestimated Namaka’s fury.

      It was the fury of the sea.

      And like the Worldsea, it was endless.

      Their war had left Namaka no kingdom to rule. What remained, then, but for her to take the last of her people and pursue? Some crimes demanded an answer, and Namaka would have one.
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      The remnants of her kingdom had gathered on the beach, provisioning what remained of the great double canoes. Fishermen had to voyage dangerously far out now to find live fish—and even those were sparse. Enough to get them to Kahiki, though, where they could find additional stores of food.

      The camp was a disorganised wreck. Hastily constructed huts gave shelter from the falling ash, whilst men and women worked tirelessly to repair damaged boats.

      Namaka stood, hands stiff at her side, taking in the sea. Already, one of the double canoes had launched, its sails unfurled, filled with a hot, dirty wind. They would regroup on foreign shores, though Namaka half expected some of her people to disappear into the jungles of Kahiki, seeking a new home there. Such disloyalty would earn their deaths, if caught, but she had neither time nor inclination to spare forces hunting those too cowardly or weak to make the great voyage to Sawaiki.

      Leapua plodded up beside her, sniffing, and Namaka looked to her kahuna. The woman had lost weight over the past month, though she remained somewhat plump, with warm laugh lines around her face. She’d lose yet more weight on the voyage, when food became rationed. Namaka could swear the kahuna had more streaks of grey in her hair than she had a few months back, too.

      Really, this trek was for those younger and stronger, and, if Namaka were less selfish, she’d leave Leapua behind on Kahiki.

      But then, Namaka had so few people left with whom she could really talk. Those she had loved were dead or had betrayed her, and Leapua was one of the few left to her. How then could she send away her truest advisor and closest friend? No, selfishness—or at least self-interest—had its virtues, especially for a sovereign. Namaka’s peace of mind, her access to counsel, would lead to her making wiser decisions on behalf of her people.

      Ironically, Namaka was actually much older than Leapua. As a kupua—a half-god—Namaka aged slowly. She was just over eighty years old now, and yet could have passed for Leapua’s much younger sister, not even half her real age.

      “You are so lost in thought,” Leapua said. “Do you doubt this plan now?”

      Namaka scoffed. “No.” The kahuna opened her mouth, but hesitated. “What?” Namaka demanded.

      “Is your pride truly worth all this?”

      “It’s not just pride,” Namaka snapped, turning back to the sea.

      “Oh.” And the way the woman said it, clearly meant she disagreed.

      Namaka could only glower. It wasn’t only pride. The balance of the World hung on everyone’s adherence to tabus. Certain conventions could not be violated. Surely the desolation Uluka‘a now faced was evidence of the ‘aumākua’s displeasure at the breach of law?

      Besides which, Namaka had promised Pele as a sacrifice to Kanaloa. She could not take back a vow made to an akua, much less the god of the deep.

      Even if Namaka could not quite stifle the voice in the back of her mind that tempted her to lend credence to Leapua’s accusation.

      “It won’t be an easy voyage,” Namaka said. “I can help guide the currents …” Though better if she did not push it hard enough to vex Hiyoya. The last thing they needed was an angry mer empire hunting them while they were trapped on boats and surrounded by ocean. Namaka shook her head. “I can lend us some speed and keep the seas from growing too rough. Still, it’s a long way to Sawaiki, and none among us has ever made the trip.”

      Even as Haumea was dividing her kingdom between her eldest daughters, their younger sister, Kapo, had pled with their mother for permission to voyage across the sea. The first such trek since the days of Maui, almost a thousand years ago. So many had gone with Kapo, back then, and Namaka had wished her little sister well, despite her doubts. Had she found Sawaiki? Had she made a home for herself there? Some of them had made it. Aukele had confirmed that much, in his tales of northern islands.

      Thinking of her traitorous husband brought a fresh glower to Namaka’s face.

      Leapua murmured something under her breath, then looked directly at Namaka. “If they can make it, so can we.” The kahuna mercifully left unspoken the question of whether they should. “The people still believe in you, My Queen.”

      Namaka almost laughed. Some of them did, perhaps. Others no doubt feared her and that kept them in line. Daughter of Haumea and Kū-Waha-Ilo, ancient kupua who had ruled this land for more generations than any could remember, perhaps even back in the days of Maui. Through them, Namaka and her sisters had stronger Mana than just about anyone in the Worldsea.

      Both her parents had gone now, though, and she couldn’t even say where, for certain. Her father had rarely bothered to take an interest in Namaka, and her mother had vanished long ago. Tired of ruling, Namaka supposed.

      “Suppose you find her there?” Leapua asked.

      “Pele? You already know the answer to that. I’ll follow her wherever she goes. I have promised her as a sacrifice to Kanaloa, and he shall have her. Crossing the Worldsea will not save her from her fate.”

      It was an itch inside Namaka’s mind. This need to fulfil her vow and sacrifice Pele. It niggled her everywhere she went. It kept her awake at night, and, on those occasions she managed sleep, it haunted her dreams. Visions of benthic powers, coiling in the darkness below the Worldsea, awaiting the completion of her promise, even seeming to threaten that, if Namaka failed to offer that sacrifice, she herself must take its place.

      Was that the voice of Kanaloa? Lord of the deep, whom even the mer of Hiyoya feared? Or was the voice a manifestation of her own tortured mind? A nightmare, born of her rage at what her sister had taken from her?

      Hardly sure why, Namaka drew Leapua into a sudden embrace. “You have stayed by my side all through this civil war. I cannot tell you how much that means. You and Upoho and Milolii are all I …”

      So many of the others had chosen Pele. Even little Hi‘iaka had taken her other sister’s side, and Namaka had never gotten the chance to explain herself to the child. For which she could also blame Pele.

      Leapua patted her back, perhaps caught off-guard by Namaka’s gesture. “My Queen.”

      “It’s almost done,” Namaka said to her. “The war will end soon, and we shall rebuild our kingdom on Sawaiki.”

      “Are there not already kingdoms there?”

      Namaka chuckled. “Not ones prepared to stand against me.” Namaka was the greatest hydromancer she had ever heard of, a god among Men. The Sawaikians would bend, or would be broken.

      She left the kahuna then, and made her way back to the mountains. The volcanic ash was still warm under her bare feet, almost hot enough to burn, but Namaka had to do this. She wended her way into the valley, searching. But the flow of lava had changed the landscape too much. The trees were gone, even the shape of the mountain now differed, and she didn’t have much idea where the place was anymore.

      So she wandered about as the sun began to set, till she was left with the inescapable conclusion: lava had buried the cave entrance.

      Growling, Namaka finally knelt in the ash, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”

      The bones of her husbands lay entombed there. Hidden forever, as was appropriate, though Namaka would have preferred the chance to bid them farewell. Their flesh she had cast into the sea, yes, but their bones would remain here forever, far from the land where she would now make her home.

      They had both died because of this war. That fell at Pele’s feet, too.

      Namaka wanted to weep for the dead, but it felt as though Pele’s flames had evaporated her tears. All she could do was pound her fist into the dried lava and moan in anguish. What if … what if Leapua’s intimations hid the truth? Had Namaka taken things too far? But the voice in her mind demanded its sacrifice …

      And Kanemoe and Kahaumana and thousands more dead needed someone to pay for their lives. That … that had to be Pele. It had to.

      “I’m sorry,” Namaka repeated.

      During the war, she had half expected hers and Pele’s mother to show up and stop the fighting. But Haumea was gone, and the island she had left to her elder daughters was gone now, too.

      All that remained was to gather her strength and set sail. To end this.
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      Much of the lagoon was now filled in by lava, the sea for once giving way to the land, and what remained was a putrid, acidic mess. Despite the discomfort, Namaka had doffed her skirt, tossed it aside, and waded into the waters.

      Once, this lagoon had been so thick with Mana, like the beating heart of this island. Namaka had built her palace on the shore over there—it too swept away in a torrent of molten rock—and had bathed here daily, soaking in Mana she felt more keenly than mortals.

      But now … the lagoon was dead.

      The island was dead. The Mana had fled, drawn, perhaps, back into the greater depths of the Worldsea.

      The dirty waters she waded among held no power, as if she’d needed any more evidence of how thoroughly their war had destroyed Uluka‘a. As if she had needed more evidence of her guilt.

      To whom should she apologise for this? To the akua, gods who had surely fled from here? To the ‘aumākua, the ghost gods who watched over their descendants? Perhaps they would make the trek to Sawaiki, or perhaps they too had fled the devastation, descending into dark Pō, the Realm beyond the World.

      Nothing remained here anymore. And it was time for Namaka to be gone.

      As she threaded her way ashore, though, she spied the mo‘o—a lizard dragon—sitting on the rocks, watching her. Milolii, her former nursemaid, might have passed for an eighteen foot long monitor lizard, save for the irregular horns raising from her brow, the frill down her spine, and the spikes upon the end of her tail. That, and the light of intelligence, of scorn with which she looked upon Namaka.

      Namaka paused before the beloved dragon, trying not to squirm under the creature’s gaze, though it made it feel like the night sky was closing in around her. “We’re heading to Kahiki, then on to Sawaiki.”

      “And I shall meet you there.” The dragon’s grandmotherly voice was a comfort—when she wasn’t angry. Like this, it tended to feel like a knife, digging into Namaka’s temples. “I shall cross the Worldsea and at last join my forebears, as I should have done an Age back.”

      Frowning, Namaka held her peace, uncertain whether she should feel glad the dragon would be there for her, or chagrined Milolii seemed to blame Namaka for all of this. As if Pele had not started this war.

      She wanted to open her mouth, to apologise, to beg the mo‘o to forgive her. But that was weakness. It would only serve to undermine the sacrifices so many had made.

      A queen did not apologise for duty.
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      Leapua was waiting for her, holding Namaka’s brilliant red feather cloak in both arms. Namaka took the garment and wrapt it around her otherwise bare shoulders. Usually, she basked in its softness, but she had no mood for it now. Besides … that looked like a godsdamned mer down on the shore.

      “Matsya?” she asked.

      Leapua nodded solemnly. “Waiting since just after sunset.”

      Namaka forestalled her groan and tromped her way down to the beach. The creature there stood on two legs—two-scaled legs with fins at the ankles. Hints of scales poked out along his bare flesh, up his torso, his arms. Fins jutted from his biceps and back, and as he twisted in the moonlight, Namaka caught sight of his flapping gills. When he opened his mouth, he revealed double rows of shark teeth, set into a maw too large for a human head.

      A hint of humanity … merged with a godsdamned shark, so far as she could tell. Namaka had heard that mer became less and less human over the centuries, but she couldn’t guess how old Matsya was.

      “I warned you,” the merman said when she paused before him. “I warned you, before all this, and you didn’t listen.”

      “Perhaps you should have warned Pele.”

      Matsya pointed a webbed finger at the island behind her, but Namaka didn’t bother turning to look. She’d seen the wasteland enough. She’d dwelt on her failures so many times. She did not need to see more. “This was not all Pele.”

      “When pushed to extremes, the only plausible response becomes an extreme one. Surely Queen Latmikaik would take almost any tactic to preserve Hiyoya?” Namaka raised her hand to forestall his objection. “Don’t bother because we both know it’s true. While you whine about the damage to the ocean, look at my godsdamned island. Look at it!”

      Matsya cocked his head to the side, as if shocked a human—even a kupua—would dare raise her voice to him, a mer, an akua.

      Namaka was a little shocked herself, truth be told, but she damn sure wouldn’t let him see that. “I weary of your complaints, mer. What you have lost can hardly measure compared to what we have. And now, we are leaving Uluka‘a. We are leaving these seas. Tell Latmikaik she need no longer concern herself with me or my power over the sea.”

      “They are our seas.”

      “And I’m leaving them. All you have to do now is stay out of my way.”

      Matsya shook his head. “Oh, Namaka. Your temerity will cost you one day. If you had any idea of the complexities of the conflict Hiyoya now finds itself embroiled in⁠—”

      Namaka held up her hand. “I told you. I’m leaving. We’re all leaving this very night, and you’ll never have to concern yourselves with us again. Take that as a blessing and be gone, mer.”

      Matsya folded his arms, staring hard at her. “Were I another mer, I might feel myself honour-bound to punish you for speaking thus to one of my kind.”

      Namaka sneered and turned her back on him. A moment later, she heard the splash of him diving back into the sea, and released a pent-up breath.

      She made her way to one of the double canoes, then climbed onto the platform mounted between them, joining Leapua there. Dozens of men gathered beside the canoes and began to shove, sliding them into the water. Along the shore, many more canoes were cast onto the sea.

      “It’s beginning,” Leapua said.

      Probably, Namaka should have offered a sacrifice to Hiyoya or Kanaloa or some benthic god for the success of this voyage. But she had lost so many people already and could afford no others. Not even the loss of a pig or dog. The few animals that remained were being loaded up on the canoes as well.

      “Are you all right?” Leapua asked.

      “I am.” Namaka sighed. She’d spent her whole life on Uluka‘a. Sawaiki was a place of legend. A dream.

      As the canoes drifted further out to sea, men began to unfurl the sails. On the open ocean, Namaka’s Mana hummed inside her, resonating with the deep. Fuelling it. The sea was a part of her, maybe more so than even a mer.

      The mer called themselves gods, yes, but they feared Namaka. She was the Sea Queen, the kupua hydromancer.

      They would dare not challenge her crossing here. Indeed, despite Matsya’s words, she knew all Hiyoya would be glad Namaka had left these waters.

      Away from the shore, the men began to sing, and soon, someone began to beat upon a pahu drum.
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      Ahead, the islands rose up from the sea like the fins of some benthic monstrosity, shrouded in mist and vibrantly green. And Pele could feel their power, slumbering deep beneath the ground. They had passed some other, larger islands on the way to this one—Kaua‘i, Aukele called his home—and the whole archipelago had risen up from volcanic activity. The fires within the Earth called to her now, spoke to her of how they had given rise to mountains that became these lush islands.

      Glorious.

      Pele might have preferred to stop at the larger island farther south, where the fires were stronger, but Aukele and Kana had insisted on returning to their home here, and, for her part, Pele saw little point in arguing with Aukele over it. He’d have bent to her will if she pushed it, but even a queen should not abuse such influence. Let him have his way. Once in a while.

      Behind her, Hi‘iaka scrambled to the edge of the platform. “That’s it? We’re finally getting off the damn boat?”

      Pele quirked a smile. Her sister was only thirteen—had not even developed her powers as a child of Haumea, in fact—but had no trouble speaking her mind. Which included more than occasional whining over having spent so long at sea.

      Not that Pele disagreed. Being at the mercy of the waves had left her nauseated and feeling … weak. To stand on land, to feel its fires within, it would be most welcome.

      Before they had even reached the shore, Aukele leapt over the side and began to swim back.

      Pele glanced at Hi‘iaka and the girl grinned. “No, wait—” Pele began.

      But Hi‘iaka jumped in the water herself, splashing Pele, who hissed. Fool child.

      Beside Pele, Kana chuckled, but stayed behind, helping guide the canoes past the reefs and into safe harbour. Waimea, Aukele had called this area, a flat, coastal village in the shadow of a mountain. Kana was his nephew and had grown up in this village, son of the chief and Aukele’s half-sister.

      Across the water, Lonomakua hopped from one of the other canoes. The shallows were only waist-deep on the blue-eyed kahuna, but then, he was taller than most men. He cocked his head expectantly at her, beckoning her to join. Pele didn’t much fancy a swim, but anything to get ashore more quickly. So she stripped off her skirt and slipped over the side, splashing down into waters colder than she’d expected, holding her clothing over her head to keep it dry.

      Shivering slightly, she waded onto the beach, where Aukele was already retying his loincloth. Others had begun to gather on the beach, too, looking to Pele as she re-set her skirt. She paused, though, and glanced back at the canoe. There would be people here, and she’d need to make an impression immediately to ensure the transition went smoothly.

      “Bring my feather cloak,” she shouted back to Kana.

      The young man nodded, beached the canoe, and then dug through a net until he produced Pele’s cloak. He plopped down in wet sand and ran it over to her, throwing it around her shoulders as if he had permission to touch her.

      Pele favoured him with a withering scowl. These Sawaikians did not have half enough respect for tabus. Not yet. That would prove one of the first orders of business.

      Everyone was looking at her now. Waiting for her to lead the way into the village, though, on the outskirts, local men had already begun to gather, forming up, perhaps wondering if they faced an invasion.

      Not entirely inaccurate.

      Pele was the Flame Queen. Where she walked, she ruled.

      At the head of the locals came a man clad in a feather cloak himself, though smaller and less vibrant than Pele’s. The chief, no doubt—Hakalanileo, Kana’s father. Indeed, Kana raced toward the man and embraced him.

      The two of them exchanged a few words, before Hakalanileo turned his scowl upon Aukele, shaking his head. “What is all this?”

      “My guests,” Aukele said. “I’ve brought them from Kahiki.”

      For some reason, his words seemed to soften the chief’s face a hair. As if learning they’d come from Kahiki was not entirely unwelcome? Why would that be? Pele needed more information to properly manage this situation, but if she did not make herself known immediately, she’d risk others thinking she was subordinate to her lover Aukele in these lands.

      She strode forward, up to the man’s side and stared a challenge at Hakalanileo. “I am the God-Queen of Flame, Pele of Uluka‘a.” The man’s mouth fell open as if struck speechless. Good. Let them be fully cowed. “I have come across the Worldsea and require lodging and sustenance.”

      The chief cleared his throat. “Hmm, of course, yes.” He motioned to a slave to lead the way. “I have a guest house on the palace grounds your ‘ohana may occupy. We’ll have a feast prepared for the evening.”

      After so long at sea, Pele would welcome anything fresh, other than fish.

      She fell into step beside the chief, saying nothing else, and allowing him to speak further with Kana. Aukele had warned her that Hakalanileo did not much care for him. Now, apparently having understated his brother-in-law’s enmity, Aukele held back from the others, keeping the company of Hi‘iaka and Lonomakua.

      “It is good you’ve returned,” the chief told his son. “Kaupeepee’s raids have worsened, and Kamapua‘a is in open rebellion. Still, we have greater concerns. Queen Poli‘ahu now attempts to unite the old dynasty against us. Skirmishes now plague Kaua‘i, and I hear she’s claimed the better part of Vai‘i to her cause.”

      So … the native Sawaikians had not all taken kindly to the Kahikian and Uluka‘an settlers that Kapo and Uli had led fifty years ago. That would explain Hakalanileo’s reaction to hearing they’d come from Kahiki. He would see them as natural allies against the natives. Pele could use that, though she’d need to find out where Kapo had settled and if she had made herself a God-Queen as well.

      Pele had no desire to war against another sister. Surely, she and Kapo could divide these islands between themselves one way or another. And those most likely to have the information she’d need would be not the ali‘i like Hakalanileo, but the kāhuna, who might know where Kapo had traveled.

      Hakalanileo’s slave guided them to a large house beside the palace, one with a high ceiling and wide-open windows that let in a pleasant breeze. A woven curtain separated the women’s side of the house from the men’s. Not, as it well should have been, a completely different building. It drew a frown from Pele, but she settled down onto a mat without comment.

      A moment later, Hi‘iaka plopped down beside her. “So we’re going to live here?”

      Pele rubbed her eyes. A nap would have done well before meeting with anyone else, but Hi‘iaka probably wouldn’t let that happen. Not without some banter first. “Perhaps. I’m still gathering the lay of the political landscape. Once we know that, we can decide where to build our court.”

      “You’re going to make yourself queen of these people.”

      “I’m going to make myself god-queen of one of the islands. Which one will depend on numerous factors.”

      “You mean like volcanoes.” The girl’s grin tended to be infectious, making Pele’s skin tingle with the urge to join in.

      Pele chuckled. “There’s volcanoes everywhere on these islands.” Praise the ‘aumākua for that. “Volcanic activity created them.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Pele favoured her sister with a level stare.

      “Right. Sure. So Maui found these islands, what—a thousand years ago?”

      “More like eight hundred.”

      “Huh. Well, they’re pretty.”

      Pele quirked a smile. “Tell me what you’ve garnered about things here, so far.”

      “It’s pretty,” Hi‘iaka repeated.

      “Hi‘iaka.”

      Her sister huffed. “Fine, sure. There’s strife between the settlers from Maui’s day, the people of Savai‘i who now call themselves Sawaikians, and those who came here a few decades ago. They haven’t meshed completely. Someone named Queen Poli‘ahu leads or is a leader of the old dynasty, who oppose Aukele’s people as members of the new Kahikian dynasty. She’s a kupua sorceress.”

      “Wait, what? Where did you hear that?”

      “People were saying.”

      “Which people?” Pele demanded.

      “I don’t know … just people. You know. People.” The girl shrugged as if such things were of no importance.

      She was intelligent, for certain, and perceptive. But wilful and frivolous. A child, still, but with great potential to one day become a great queen beside Pele. “All right,” Pele said after a moment. “Get some rest. In the evening we’ll meet with the local kahuna here.”

      “You want me to come with you?”

      “That’s how you’ll learn.”
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      Waimea’s high kahuna was a man named Lonoaohi. He agreed to meet with Pele after the evening feast, so, along with Lonomakua and Hi‘iaka, Pele followed the shore to the heiau. A thick stone wall surrounded the temple and its floor was covered in smooth volcanic rocks, comfortable on Pele’s bare feet.

      The kahuna himself stood before a large fire pit, staring into the flame with an unmistakable intensity. Pele glanced back at Lonomakua, who nodded, before they approached the sacred flame together.

      “You’re a follower of Maui. A pyromancer.”

      Lonoaohi turned to take them in, firelight glinting off his eyes. The wrinkles over his face and hair turned almost white bespoke a man soon to see well beyond the dark of Pō and join the ‘aumākua. “You know of Maui’s Art, My Queen?”

      Hi‘iaka chittered, hiding her laugh behind her palm.

      Pele almost smiled at the question. While Maui had brought back the First Flame and taught pyromancy to his followers—few kāhuna remained who carried any real talent with the Art. For most, they would have had to bind a spirit from beyond Pō to control such powers. She’d seen Lonomakua weave fire, on occasion. Pele’s kupua heritage allowed her greater pyromantic power than any kahuna, of course.

      The stricken look upon Lonoaohi’s face told Pele all she really needed to know. These people were weak. They had little pyromantic talent among them.

      “Have all your kind forgotten Maui’s teachings?” Pele asked.

      The other kahuna’s face grew dark. Oh. So he did have a hint of fire inside him. That was good. “Who are you to speak thus, My Queen?”

      Not taking her eyes off the kahuna, Pele stuck her arm into the sacred flame, enjoying the delicious warmth that played along her skin. Her Mana seeped into the flame and, when she withdrew her arm, a coil of fire spiralled over her fingers, running all the way up to her elbow like a smouldering torch.

      Of course, many pyromancers could do as much, but Pele saw no need to reveal the extent of her powers at the moment. Not when this alone had Lonoaohi gaping and taking a step away from her as if looking upon a manifested ‘aumākua.

      It was good.

      A first step in establishing her own dynasty here.

      Pele would be queen, once more.
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      “He was impressed,” Hi‘iaka said, as they walked back toward the palace.

      Pele glanced to Lonomakua, who merely offered a slight smile. Often, Pele found it strange that she now tried to teach Hi‘iaka much as Lonomakua had once taught her. No easy lessons, really. The kahuna believed in helping her uncover knowledge on her own rather than simply handing it over. Where another might have lectured, Lonomakua preferred to question, to prod, to prompt.

      Of course, he was better at it than Pele was. Given how long he’d walked at her side, he was clearly kupua, like her, and older still, more experienced. Maybe one day she’d manage his calm and wisdom. On the sail across the Worldsea, she’d often mused she ought to have been more like him back in Uluka‘a. It might have averted all this. Oh, but pyromancy scorched the soul, and left emotions volatile. How then, did Lonomakua hold his perennial calm?

      “Why did I do it?” Pele asked. “What benefit to showing off?”

      Hi‘iaka shrugged. “Sometimes you have to put men in their place.”

      “That’s not the reason.” Even if there was some truth to it.

      The girl huffed. “You want him to spread your fame among the rest of his kind. You think to assume the authority of Maui’s true heir.”

      “Good. But why show it to him alone in that case? Why not demonstrate in front of the whole village?”

      “Uh …” Hi‘iaka looked to Lonomakua. Pele didn’t need to glance at him to know the kahuna would offer the girl no answers. “You … wanted to see the look on his face.”

      Pele sighed. “I don’t want to have to destroy the local kāhuna if I can avoid it, Hi‘iaka. They’ve forgotten many of the lessons of Maui, yes, but they still hold sway over the hearts of the people. By showing Lonoaohi alone, he now has the chance to decide, of his own free will, whether to become my follower or my enemy. He has time to carefully consider his options, rather than act out of fear or instinct.”

      Hi‘iaka grabbed Pele’s wrist. The girl’s Mana was so strong it made Pele’s hair stand on end. “What if he chooses to bring other kāhuna against you? What if you just gave him the chance to make war?”

      Pele stroked her sister’s cheek. It was hardly necessary to say that, if that happened, Pele would kill them all. “Go get some rest now.”

      When the girl had disappeared back into the palace guest house, Pele looked to Lonomakua. “Did I do the right thing?”

      “Time will tell.”

      Helpful. “I need to look into the flame. I need to see more.”

      “Be careful.” He squeezed her shoulder, but he never tried to stop her from looking. He was the one who’d showed her how.

      She nodded, then made her way to a clearing where she drew some kindling together. A snap of her fingers set the brush alight, and Pele settled down before it. Staring deep. Watching the undulating flames in their ever-shifting pattern.

      Until she began to fall. Until the lines between this World and the Other began to blur.

      It was there, in the depths of the flames, looking back at her. Across the endless Worldsea, Pele had wondered, doubted, feared, and perhaps even hoped it might be gone. The thing in the flames. But it had followed her across two thousand miles of ocean. Perhaps distance meant nothing to a being without a physical existence. It looked at her now, though she saw only smoke and shadows hidden behind the dancing flames.

      She is coming.

      No.

      How? Why would she not give this over?

      A hand that was not a hand reached out from the flames. Reached for her, tried to take her hand and claim her as its own, leaving Pele’s arms trembling, her breath ragged.

      Moho, it called itself, this thing from beyond the darkness.

      It offered her more power, but Lonomakua had warned her such a thing would come with a terrible price.

      One Pele was unready to pay.

      Growling, she waved her hand and sent the flames flickering out, sputtering down to embers.
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      Beyond Waimea lay pristine canyons filled with waterfalls and a veritable explosion of flora that painted the land in shades of green and pink and blue. Along the river, Pele walked with Hi‘iaka, taking in the landscape, though Hakalanileo had warned them not to travel too far for fear of raiders.

      “Hakalanileo’s ire toward Aukele actually stems from his resentment of Aukele’s half-brother, Kamapua‘a,” Hi‘iaka said. “Actually, this entire family is a complex nest of interrelations that seems largely centred around a sorceress named Uli.”

      Pele couldn’t help but smile in pride at how quickly Hi‘iaka had taken to unfolding the political landscape. A night and a day and the girl already seemed to have a feel for the politics on Kaua‘i. “Uli was a mentor to Kapo, your other sister that you never met.”

      “She’s still alive, by the way.”

      “What?” Pele paused by the river and stared at Hi‘iaka. “Uli lives? After so long?”

      Hi‘iaka nodded and pointed further up the canyon. “She lives alone, inland. She’s kupua, like us, and ‘aumākua know how long she’ll live, but she retired from public life after Kalana died.”

      “Who’s Kalana?”

      The girl held up a finger, beaming at being able to elucidate anything for her big sister. “Uli married a man named Huma and had a son by him, Aukele. Now Huma is still a king of this island, albeit not a strong one anymore. He remarried, but his other heirs died. Some time after they arrived here, he accused Uli of having an affair with his brother, Kalana. An affair that resulted in the birth of a sister to Aukele, Hina.”

      “Hina?” Pele raised an eyebrow but resumed her walk along the stream.

      “Named after Maui’s famous wife, yes. It seems likely the accusation was true, because Uli later married Kalana, and some years later had another son by him, Kamapua‘a. However, Kalana died, and Uli grew tired of the politics, leaving Kamapua‘a to be raised by his older sister, Hina.” Hi‘iaka glanced at Pele, the irony of such a tale clearly not lost upon her, whom Haumea had thrust upon her own sisters. “Hina married Chief Hakalanileo and bore him two sons, Kana and Niheu, whom I met this morning.”

      Pele rubbed her temples. “I’m getting a headache. Is anyone on this island not related to each other?”

      Hi‘iaka giggled. “Anyway, Hakalanileo never liked Kamapua‘a and considered him a threat to his own sons. So he banished the boy. Well, now, it turns out Kamapua‘a is a powerful kupua, and a vexed one. He’s been raiding Hakalanileo’s farms and holdings all around Waimea.”

      Hmm. So kill this Kamapua‘a and maybe win the favour and gratitude of the locals? It was a possibility. But her head still hurt from trying to place so many people’s names. Some of this she had heard from Aukele, yes, but never so concisely.

      “You know …” Hi‘iaka said.

      “What is it?”

      “Well, I couldn’t really ask on the canoes, I mean, with everyone around. But why … why did you take Namaka’s husband?”

      Pele opened her mouth to tell the girl that she and Aukele fell in love. That, of course, was a lie. He was handsome and she desired him. And if the girl couldn’t understand such feelings now, in another year or so she probably would. “It’s complicated.”

      “Hmmm.” Hi‘iaka stooped to grab a stone and fling it into the river. “Knowing what happened … would you do it again?”

      No. No, Pele would like to think not. Then again … perhaps she was lying to herself, as well. “It’s complicated.”
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      Hakalanileo’s people reported the incoming canoes. At first, Pele dared to hope it would prove to be this old dynasty raider, Kaupeepee, or even Queen Poli‘ahu, either of whom would have given Pele a chance to demonstrate her might. Somewhere in her gut, though, she knew better.

      At night she had stared into the flames and seen her face, confirming what the flame spirit had told her.

      Namaka.

      Again.

      Milu-damned, relentless Namaka.

      Her sister had chased her two thousand miles across the Worldsea in pursuit of vengeance. If Pele ran now, Namaka would continue to give chase, yet, after what had happened last time they fought … all Uluka‘a lay in ruins because of their war.

      No, Pele needed to destroy Namaka before she could ever land on Kaua‘i. She’d not allow a repeat of what happened in Uluka‘a. Her first act as queen would be to spare these people from sharing the suffering Namaka had wrought in her own land.

      So, Pele climbed up on the cliffs above the shore, to allow her a better view of the incoming sails. The others were down in the village, and she had to trust Aukele to keep them safe. He would understand the real threat Namaka posed.

      Pele knelt on the cliff and pushed her hands hard against the rocky soil. Most people thought flame was an instant thing, burning for a moment and then gone. But flame was eternal, it was life, running through the World. Beneath the land and beneath the sea, always waiting to touch the sky. To be free. Pele’s arms shook as she poured Mana deep into the island, letting her soul wrap itself into lava tubes running out into the ocean. The trembling spread to encompass her chest, her neck, her head. Her eyes heated first, followed by a flush in her face, a fever that would have consumed a mortal in an instant. Not her. Not the Flame Queen. Her hair burst into flame, writhing in it, yet never burning away. Lava pooled up through the ground, bubbling around her fingers, and she gasped at the fabulous, all-consuming heat rushing through her. As she opened her mouth, a cloud of sulphuric vapour escaped, spewing forth toxins from deep within the belly of the Earth.

      Down.

      Farther out. The island shook, mirroring her own rising anger, much as she tried to direct it to the undersea vents. And then, all at once, the seabed exploded in a torrent of ash and stone rapidly cooling into rock. The eruption ripped through the trench separating this island from its southern neighbours, spewing a cloud of steam and volcanic debris into the air just before the ship.

      Pele could not see the men or women on those canoes. But she saw them veer suddenly, violently listing to one side. An instant later, flames spread along sails. Canoes capsized. The entire invasion collapsed in a boiling mess of destruction.

      Pele smiled. Justice, for the many thousands Namaka had killed in her furious surge of waves, the kai e‘e.

      And had her sister herself finally perished? Pele would have to be certain.
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      “She lives,” Lonomakua said. He didn’t explain more, as he led Pele along the cliffs. He didn’t need to, really. He must have read it in the flames while she had called up the eruption. Pele was, admittedly, fatigued from creating the explosion, and could have used more chance to soak in Mana from a volcanic crater. She had neither a volcano nor time to spare, though.

      She needed to finish Namaka whilst her sister was winded and separated from whatever remained of her people.

      Namaka, for whatever reason, had headed up onto the cliffs. She had no doubt first come here expecting to find Pele. Well, Namaka would find her a lot sooner than she expected.

      A cool wind mixed with a drizzle of rain to create a generally miserable morning for such a trek. But some things could not wait.

      Arm raised against the rain, Pele stalked toward the caves above the cove. She and Hi‘iaka had discovered them yesterday. A narrow ledge led up to them—hollows carved by now-empty lava tubes that looked out over the sea some sixty feet below. A stunning vista, especially at twilight or sunrise.

      “She’s not far ahead now,” Lonomakua said.

      Pele nodded at him. “Wait here, then. I don’t want you in any danger.” Namaka had taken enough from Pele, already.

      By the time she had climbed the path to the cave entrance, Pele’s breath came heavily from the long hike. Little sunlight reached into the caves, especially given the cloud cover from the rainy morning. Rather than walk into darkness, Pele flexed her palm, calling forth a torch flame from it. Then she strode into the tunnel. The rock was slick from when lava had once carved it out and now slippery with rain, forcing her to choose her steps with care.

      Perhaps twenty feet inside sat her sister, legs folded beneath her and arms at her sides, clearly meditating. A spark of fresh irritation shot through Pele. Namaka was drawing in Mana from the sea. Here.

      Bitch.

      The ground rumbled beneath Pele, responding to her rapidly dwindling patience.

      Her sister’s eyes shot open but she said nothing, though her gaze clearly took in the flame floating in Pele’s hand. Her face might have registered surprise, but not fear. A fresh insult, that.

      “You were a fool to chase me.” Pele took a step forward and summoned another blaze, keeping both hands lit, well aware of the intimidating figure she must pose, face illuminated by flickering flames in the darkness.

      Finally, the other woman stood, advancing with narrowed eyes and not a hint of deference. “Did you really think that an underwater volcano would save you a second time?”

      Fire was life, Lonomakua was fond of saying. But fire could also be death. And through it, protection. “You forced this, Namaka. Your pride forced this end.”

      The woman spread her arms wide, flashing a wicked, mirthless grin. “You dare speak to me of pride?”

      Damn her. Pele roared, jerking one arm forward and flinging the flame it held at Namaka. The fires spread, thinned into a wave that would bake the Sea Queen alive and leave her a quivering mass begging for death.

      At the same time, Namaka flung her own arms together. As she did so, all the water in the cave coalesced before her like a wall. Pele’s flame hit the wall and evaporated in a shower of steam. The vapour filled the cave, cutting off her vision.

      Her sister shoved past her, sending Pele stumbling to her knees.

      “Bitch!” Pele shouted. She slapped her palm against the ground. Pele fed Mana into the Earth and immediately set it to rumbling.

      These lava tubes were old, long emptied. But far beneath them, magma still ran. Magma ran everywhere if you dug deep enough. As the steam cleared and revealed her prey, Pele screamed her rage. A crack tore through the cave floor, spreading like a bolt of lightning straight for Namaka.

      The Sea Queen dove to the side, avoiding the crack. But that was not the threat. Pele poured more Mana into the earth and a spout of lava ripped through the rupture. It blasted against the roof and rained around the cave in a shower of searing destruction.

      Namaka screamed, both in pain and satisfying fear. The woman scrambled out of the cave then leapt off the ledge, falling toward the sea sixty feet below. By the time Pele had reached the edge, the woman had crashed into the ocean. Most likely she would have died on the rocks below.

      Should have, except Namaka was a kupua. And attuned to the sea.

      “Dammit!” Pele bellowed at no one in particular. “I had you, you stupid bitch! I had you!”

      Rage continued to boil inside Pele. So hard to let it go, once it began to erupt. She wanted to …

      A maelstrom built in the ocean, swirling faster and faster. What in Pō? With no further warning, the sea erupted like a volcano itself, a geyser of water shooting seventy feet into the air.

      Pele stumbled, fell on her arse just to get out of the way. A shadow rose from the geyser—Namaka. She was standing atop it, staring at Pele with hateful eyes. Fine. If Namaka wanted to test her limits, Pele would oblige. Hands still on the rock, she fed more Mana into it, digging deep beneath the land.

      Pele shut her eyes for an instant, releasing all her rage at once. The cliff exploded as it turned itself into a
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