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Tales of the flying castle have driven the fate's of humans for generations—those who quest it, and those who seek to protect it as their home.

Bijan, a treasure hunter and adventurer, is compelled to find the castle of legend and prove its reality... so much so that he allows himself to be taken in by mysterious employers and their unconventional guide. What is their true purpose with the castle in the clouds?

Leandra, princess of the flying castle, finds herself caught in the political games of life in the castle. She is told that she must wed a man she despises in order to preserve her people and their culture, but she knows the lies of men and how they use them to get their way. Can she uncover the truth?

Edric, an apprentice mage prepares for the next stage of his training. He is to come of age as one of the magical guardians of the castle. He knows he should be happy—proud even—but there is something sinister on the edges of the ceremony. Why are the mages never seen again once they take their holy vows?

A boy enslaved by magic. A princess imprisoned by her lineage. A man in search of a legend. Their paths will cross as they attempt to escape Appolumi, the flying castle of legend, the mythical forces within, and the bandits from below.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Edric’s first memory was not of walking, nor was it of his mother’s face, or the feeling of his father’s rough, stubbled chin as he rubbed his small hands over it. Edric’s first memory was of the castle. Not the castle as he would come to know it, but the castle that he remembered as a cloud floating high above him. 

It had started as a celebration; the entire town had gathered there, surrounding the glittering, black rock. There had been music and cheering and singing. The castle had come — it was a good omen. They sang an old harvesting song as they carried him from town. Edric laughed the whole way, it was as if he were a prince or a king. It wasn’t until the crowd had started to peter out that Edric noticed something was amiss. 

“When are we going home?” Edric had asked around a stifled yawn, rubbing at his eyes. It was only his father and mother left then, and the sun had started its slow descent from the sky. Edric’s parents sat him down. His mother was crying, and his father just nodded his head. Edric asked them what was wrong, asked them what had happened, but they wouldn’t say. Instead they placed the cold iron shackles around his wrists and left him, chained to the rock, sitting on his knees and staring at the sky. 

He had been chained to that grassy hill for three days, mostly alone. His father would come to check on him sometimes and would bring him food and water. 

“Please, Daddy,” Edric would cry and strain his arms at the chain’s length to reach for his father. “I’m sorry, Daddy. Please let me come home, I won’t do it anymore.” Though he didn’t know what he had done. 

His father, a tall, thin man with dark, hooded eyes, refused to say anything in return. Instead, he would just stare down on Edric for a scarce few minutes before he would leave, taking what Edric hadn’t finished eating with him. 

Edric only had the clouds to keep him company during those three long days. The clouds and the ever-looming castle. He watched the clouds and tried to decide what they looked like most. Often, he decided that they looked like animals, and to Edric that meant dogs, goats, and chickens.  

The nights were the worst, chained to that grassy hill and surrounded by an outlying forest. Animal noises crept in around him with the dark, and he only felt safe when the pale moonlight fell directly on him: his child’s mind building up the fantasy that nothing dangerous could break through the shield made of light and stars. When an animal did come investigate, it was nothing that meant him harm. A thin brown fox; some chittering squirrels; and even an owl that gave him an unsettling look. He thanked the gods that the bears known to travel the forest didn’t happen upon him. On his second night there, he thought that he heard a wolf howl, somewhere in the distance, and shuddered. 

At times, Edric thought he saw his father standing at the edge of the forest, his slender form hiding just at the edge of the tree’s branches. Edric thought he could see the moon reflect off his father’s wet eyes and illuminate his drawn face and scarecrow-like grey hair. 

What he hated the most about those nights was that he was unable to see the clouds: not knowing what shape they had taken, if they had changed with a gust of wind, had divided or multiplied. It was at night when Edric was alone, truly alone for the first time in his life. The stars were too large a number to count, the animals that would visit would run from his sounds and movements, and the trees and grass just waved in the breeze, a nonchalant avoidance of his presence. 

It was that second night when things changed. His father had just left, and the sun was setting in the distance. Even so, it was a huge orb that had darkened to a hideous blood red as it sank below the ground. The sky was a dark violet hue, the castle a bleary shade in the distance, but Edric knew that the stars would shine through soon to keep their silent vigil. Again, he saw the moonlit reflection of his father’s eyes in the distance, and despite the hurt, the betrayal, he wanted to run to him. Edric pulled and tugged at his bindings, but the iron cuffs did their duty and bit deeply into his soft flesh. The warmth of his own blood ran down his wrists and hands as he sobbed into the jagged, black, crystal-like rock that served as his pillow. He cried himself asleep.

When he woke the dark night had fully set in, but there was a glow. Not the pale glow of the moon and stars that he had become accustomed to, but a purple light that leaked around him, dull and throbbing. Edric stood, his chains clanking as he reached the end of their length. Tears that had been suspended on his eyelids and lashes now fell cold on his cheeks as he looked down on the rock and saw it wink at the moonlit sky. Silence pervaded in the few minutes the light lasted; even the animals had ceased their chattering. As the light died, Edric thought he saw something move within the light: large worms that squirmed within that were reaching out to him. 

On the third day, the day after the purple glow, the castle arrived. His little mouth gaped as he took in the tower, the turrets, and the huge cone shaped chunk of earth that still clung to the castle’s foundation. At the time, Edric had wondered if a piece of dirt or rock might fall from the larger body of earth. If so, would the castle’s foundations know or care? 

The golden flags and banners flapped with motion and wind. Edric smiled, thinking that they were the castle’s wings; they kept it afloat. If only it were true that the castle propelled itself with the flapping of flags and banners, or even by enormous wings. But no, how it really flew was much more troubling.
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“Come child,” Leandra’s father beckoned her with his large hand. He was kneeling on the stone floor at the very edge of the courtyard, his girth massed there like an ape; like a gorilla she’d only read about in Obelius’ books.

“I want to show you something.” He beckoned again, a broad smile on his face. He had a warm smile, a smile that made her feel better when she was sad. Now it excited her. What fun were they going to have? 

She ran to him, crossing the courtyard in bounds, and jumped into his arms. He twirled her around, short bucks of laughter coming from his belly as he did. Leandra squeezed her eyes tight and felt the crisp air as it danced through her hair.

“Where are we going, Daddy? What are we going to do?” His hand enveloped hers, creating a shelter around it to keep it safe from the outside. They walked down corridors of the castle she hadn’t been before. They were dark and smelled like dust or something worse. She crinkled her nose.

“My princess,” his voice was loud, booming, but he was happy; playful. Leandra giggled. “We are going to attend a ceremony, of sorts. It’s something all rulers, or future rulers, should see.” His eyes dipped towards her and she giggled more.

“But where are we going, Daddy? It smells funny,” Leandra said, holding her nose and sticking her tongue out.

The king laughed and nodded. “It does a bit, doesn’t it?”

Her father brought her to a long stairway. There were no windows and the stairs were lit by the flickering orange glow of torchlight. It was still dark. Too dark. She gripped her father’s hand tight, wrapping her slender arms around it.

He looked down at her with a soft smile. “There, there. I’ll be with you the whole way.”

He moved down the stairs and Leandra, begrudgingly, followed.

They stopped at the flickering light. Leandra’s father paused at the bottom of the stairs before cresting the long hallway, staring about; expectant. Leandra crept around her father’s massive legs and stared into the open hallway, the orange light faded to black the further it went, until she saw only darkness. She shivered.

“Daddy,” she said, trying to tug her father back to the stairs, but he couldn’t be moved.

She felt something warm on her neck, a breath of air that pushed some of the hairs from her shoulders. She could hear someone breathing.

“Princess,” a whisper from behind her sent a shiver up her spine, made her shudder in fright. She called out, a scream that pierced the thick darkness and echoed through the halls.

At this her father turned, a slight jump as his head snapped to face her, his eyes wide, his mouth set. Leandra grabbed onto his arm and tried to crawl up him, but he stopped her. His large hand pushed her behind him, into the dim light of the long hallway. She screamed again.

Coarse laughter erupted from the stairwell, a raspy chuckle that subsided as Obelius stepped into the light of the torch. His sallow skin stretched away from his stained teeth into a mocking smile.

“Apologies, sire. I merely was playing a joke.” 

Leandra knew her father’s foremost advisor; knew him more as her private tutor. He turned his hideous smile down upon her, the same smile he gave her when she answered any of his questions wrong. “Apologies to you as well, Leandra.”

She gripped her father’s shirt, trying to disappear within its folds. She heard her father chuckle, his large hand patting her small one “Perhaps not the time, Obelius.”

“Again, apologies, sire.” Obelius bent low, his eyes locking with Leandra’s before she nuzzled into her father’s back. That smile again.

“Lead the way, Obelius,” the king said, standing back to allow his advisor to pass. The king bent to Leandra. “Stay close to me, little one.” He moved to follow Obelius into the dim light before them.

They walked until Leandra’s legs ached. The hallway was lit with torches spaced just at the edge of the previous torch’s light. In that dim, flickering light Leandra looked up to the high ceiling, hoping to distract herself from her tired legs. Spiders, bulbous on their webs, stared back at her. She couldn’t see their faces, but she imagined they’d have smiles much like Obelius’.

By the time they reached the end of the hallway, her father had given her legs reprieve and carried her in his arms. She liked being in his arms. She liked twisting her fingers through his thick brown beard. She liked the smell of his cologne, even though it burnt her nostrils with its musky scent. Sharp, she’d told him, like his cologne had stabbed at her nose. He laughed then. She liked when he laughed.

“Come,” Obelius said as he looked at a fork in the path. “Follow me.”

“We are going to the right.” The king pointed and set her down. His long stride made her jog to catch up.

“What are we doing in this scary place, Dad?” 

A guard peered around the corner and stood stiff as a board upon seeing Leandra’s father approach. Her father frowned as they passed. Leandra knew the guard, he was one of the lesser nobles; they were the only people who were made guards. They had to do it even if they didn’t want to. The servants couldn’t do it even if they wanted. Leandra thought it was all very silly. This particular guard was the father of a boy she knew: a rat-faced boy named Calix who had greasy blonde hair and always walked around with his eyes half shut. Leandra giggled. She’d have to come up with a fun prank to play on Calix later. Her and Edric.

“I’ve told you, Leandra. We are going to attend a ceremony. It is very important that you see this ceremony; that you understand it.”

There were more guards as they moved on. All were dressed in the same outfits, armour under blue cloth, and their funny, pointed metal hats. She didn’t know any of these nobles; many of them seemed too young to be a castle guard. She couldn’t help but think of Calix as a guard, stumbling around the corridors of the castle, tripping in the too-big uniform. She wanted to laugh, but the thought made her sad.

“Here we are,” the king said as they stepped into another dark room. There was a different kind of dark to the hall. This room was meant to be dark; it was better that way. Torches were lit throughout the room, but they did little. It was as though the shadows just absorbed the light; fed on it.

“Where are we, princess?” Obelius’ voice slid from his throat, a slithering whisper that hung on the gloomy air around them. Leandra took in her surroundings. Metal bars, bed mats made of straw, old and misused buckets in the corner of each little cube, and a distinct smell that Leandra couldn’t pinpoint then, but would later come to recognize as desperation and pain.

“We’re in the dungeon?” Leandra said to the nodding Obelius. She turned to her father. “The ceremony is in the dungeon?”

Her father’s answer was to point to the other side of the room. Near the end of the cells was a small fire, its flames licking out at the air. There were people sitting around it.

As they moved closer, Leandra could see that there were five men sitting at the fire. Three were dressed in regular guard’s uniforms and were huddled around a fourth man who seemed to be stripped to the waist and was looking at the floor, his long red hair covering his face. On the other side of the fire was another man who Leandra thought was another guard, but, as she got closer, she realized that he was wearing black instead of blue and his face was covered in some sort of hood.

All of them, save for the shirtless man, stood rigid as the king and Obelius approached. “Sire,” they said in unison, bowing their heads.

Leandra’s father nodded to each of them, but his face was set with grim purpose. His eyes turned cold as they looked upon the man who remained on the floor. Leandra stood close to her father but kept behind him. She wasn’t sure of these men; they didn’t seem nice.

Obelius had stepped forward and stalked around the shirtless man, his fingers creating a steeple in front of his chest as he did. He took his time, bending towards the man’s head, examining his back, and even prodding him with his shoe. With a cursory nod, Obelius moved towards the man in black and they began a whispered conversation that Leandra couldn’t understand.

Her father picked her up, and they shared their own whispered conversation.

“Leandra, this man here is a very bad man.” Her father kept his eyes on the shirtless man on the floor as he talked. “He has done something that could have put everyone in Appolumi in danger.”

“What did he do, Father?” Leandra looked at the man as well. His breathing was coming in short bursts, like her cat when he was sleeping or dreaming. And he shook all over, like he was shivering, but Leandra didn’t think that it was very cold, especially next to the fire.

“I know you have been playing with that young boy,” he stopped for a moment, his mouth twitching, “what was his name? The sickly-looking boy that is Hesperos’ ward?” At the mention of Hesperos the man on the floor flinched. Leandra’s father didn’t seem to notice.

“That’s Edric, Daddy. He’s fun.”

“Yes, well, Edric and Hesperos are very important to the castle, to our people. Did you know that?” He finally turned his eyes to her. They had softened some and Leandra was glad.

“Is it because they are magic?”

“My, Obelius has been teaching you so many things,” her father smiled and tickled under her chin. She giggled. “Yes, it is because they can use magic. And why is that so important, my little genius?”

“Um... because they use their magic to keep Appolumi from falling?” She shrugged, comforted in her father’s eyes.

“Yes, that’s exactly it.” The king tickled her under the chin again. “Well, this man tried to stop the magic that keeps us above ground; that keeps us away from our enemies. That keeps us safe.”

“Did he hurt Edric?” She bit her bottom lip, afraid and angry at the same time. Poor, sweet Edric. She couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt him.

“No, no dearest. Nothing like that.” Her father turned back to the man on the floor. “He tried to take the magic away. Not from Hesperos, not from Edric, but from the whole castle. He wanted to break The Circle.”

Leandra was vaguely aware that she gasped. The Circle were very powerful, and everyone knew they kept the castle above the ground. Why anyone would want to destroy them was beyond her. She was lost in the shock of that thought when her father put her back on the floor.

“This is going to be his punishment for trying to hurt the castle.” Her father beckoned for Obelius to approach, whispered a word or two in his ear, and said something like, “get it over with.” But Leandra couldn’t be sure.

“As the voice of his majesty, King Vaselious the wise and powerful, I hereby declare that this man,” Obelius’ voice boomed against the dungeon walls, drawing everyone to his sneering face. He pointed to the shirtless man with a black-handled knife he’d removed from his shift, “Balthasar Crocus has been found guilty of the crime of treason against His Majesty the King, and the kingdom of Appolumi. For his crimes he will be punished by death.” A tight smile crept over Obelius’ face and he waved for the black guard to step forward.

Leandra was shocked to see the man in black produce a large axe and brandish it casually as he moved toward Balthasar. The prisoner was no longer looking at the floor. His green eyes were wide over his dirty face. He had dried blood on his chin and his nose didn’t seem to be right at all. It was mashed to one side; dried blood rested under it. 

The other guards took hold of Balthasar’s arms, straightening them out at his sides. The third guard approached from the front and grabbed two fistfuls of red hair and pulled his head until his neck was taut, and Balthasar’s eyes were focused on the ground.

“Daddy,” Leandra was slapping her father’s leg beside her, “what are they going to do, Daddy?”

“He’s going to be punished, darling. He’s going to be killed.” There was ice in his voice, and he held her shoulders firm against him, making her look at what was happening.

“But... but he did something to the magic, right?” She looked up at her father. “Edric and Hesperos are magic. Can’t they do something to change him. To fix him?”

Her father stared down upon her then, his eyes changed. They were no longer hard or cold as they had been when he looked at Balthasar. They weren’t loving or kind as they were when he looked upon her. They were strange. They held something that Leandra had never seen there before.

“No, dearest. No. I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone,” he said, and a slight shudder ran through his shoulders.

The black guard had stopped next to Balthasar and had raised his axe overhead. Balthasar finally broke his silence and he screamed. There were no words in his scream, just pure fear, frustration, and anger — the force of which nearly pushed Leandra back. 

Leandra’s father held her there, looking until the guard’s axe fell and Balthasar had stopped screaming. Then it was her turn to scream.
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Dust rose underfoot as Bijan pushed his way through the crowded marketplace. Gruff-voiced merchants called out their wares to customers who flocked in a rolling wave of sour-scented bodies that pressed around him as he shouldered his slim frame past. He cast a quick look over his shoulder, catching only the surging movement of the crowd, and clasped his hands greedily around his satchel to feel the weight of its contents. He finally had it. 

Bijan skirted by a large man dragging an old horse behind him; the creature’s ribs, protruding under grey, taut skin, brushed against Bijan’s arms as he past. He grabbed up his satchel and held it tight to him to make sure nothing disturbed it. It had been weeks of him searching the outskirts of Hanifakash, and months before that doing research in abandoned and unadorned temples before he had gotten even the slightest hint as to where his prize was hidden — the Tower of Akas Mehul. The Tower was the spiritual centre for Hanifakash, and it housed the worshippers of the Ancient Three and their devout historians. The planning he had to do to get it into his hands was tedious beyond measure.

“Pardon me,” Bijan shouted behind him, not caring to look back at the grumbling matron he’d shoved out of his way. He allowed himself a moment to breathe more freely, confident that he had been folded completely into the knot of people that occupied the small square. Of course, his plan hadn’t been perfect — his plans rarely were. The few dangling threads he left in them were always pulled loose just when they would do the most harm. He ducked under a rug two men had rolled up and hefted upon their broad shoulders and allowed himself a simple grin. So what if the guards had become aware of his presence, he thought, at least he got away... this time. 

“Stop! Thief!” A voice rose above the nattering hum of the crowd, bringing it to an uneasy silence as they turned towards its source. Bijan cursed to himself and turned. Alarmed as he was, he didn’t want to be singled out in the gathering: he clung to the satchel. 

An enormous man stood above the crowd, his immense weight supported uneasily by a large crate. He wore all black, from the top of his turbaned head to the point of his leather boots, and his right hand rested comfortably on the large hilt of an oversized scimitar that hung by his side. His left hand was extended to the sky to draw all attention to him. 

“A thief has broken the sacred laws of Hanifakash and stolen from the home of the Ancient ones.” His voice was rough, stripped of any gentleness long ago by constant use of pipe smoke and strong alcohol. “We believe he is hiding as one of your number.” He let his left hand fall to his side and Bijan took note of several other black turbans that started to move among those gathered. “We, the Brothers of Samet, ask that you present yourself to us, let us see your faces. This godless coward will be caught,” he said, stepping down from the crate with a grunt before moving into the crowd himself. 

The crowd stood passively, waiting for the Brothers to make their way to them. Most people seemed resigned to the search, though Bijan heard some grumbling about poor timing amongst the whispered small talk. Ultimately, however, they bowed to the authority of the Ancient Three and the Brothers of Samet. Bijan tried to mimic those around him, tried to seem aloof, unworried, but would make slow steps toward a small alleyway once he was sure no one was looking. Sweat rolled down his forehead and he clutched his prize even closer. 

“Horrible timing, eh,” a stout man said, leaning in to whisper in Bijan’s ear. The man had stopped in mid-trot when the Brothers of Samet had made themselves known. His bright, chestnut eyes danced under his heavy, wrinkled eyelids, but they were alert and there was something wild in them. “I was just about to close a deal with that son of a whore Azimullah.” He slung his heavy arm around Bijan’s shoulder, a chuckle bubbling up out of his chest. “That crusty old bastard was just about to give me a deal of a lifetime and then this. What if he changes his mind? I’ll hang that thief by his balls. Am I right?” His barrel-chested laugh exploded into the silent crowd.

Bijan chuckled alongside of him, his eyes spotting the men in black turbans moving closer and closer, and the alleyway just by his side. The big man next to him continued to jabber on, laughing at his own genius, arm firmly about Bijan’s shoulders. 

“Yes, yes,” Bijan said with a chuckle as he moved out from under the other man’s arm, “this is a terrible waste of time, isn’t it? Perhaps I will go introduce myself and be on my way.” 

“That’s a strange accent, eh,” the large man said with a raised eyebrow, “you’re not from around here...” 

Bijan darted down the alleyway, satchel cradled to his chest. He could hear the uproar of the crowd behind him, the large man’s voice rising about them all. “He’s there, he’s there,” he yelled in a shrill voice. 

The alley was dark and unfamiliar. Bijan struggled to find his way, one hand on the pale clay of the building to his right, the other still clutched to the artifact in his bag. He moved as quickly as he could in the dark, stumbling over the refuse strewn amongst the shadows. More shouts came from behind him and he thought he heard the slap of boots echo in the alley he’d just fled. Bijan pushed forward.

He broke through the murky alley and into the harsh light of the sun at the other end. Bijan shielded his eyes too late but moved forward and tried to keep up his pace. As he did, he went headfirst into a monstrous wall of black that grunted as he stumbled backward. Blinking his eyes and rubbing his nose with his free hand, the wall took shape into a giant man with a voluminous moustache and a black turban, a grimace of disgust on his frowning, dark face. 

“Pardon me... sir, I was just trying to get to...” Bijan darted again, trying to duck under and around this Brother of Samet’s thick arm, but he was caught with a frying pan sized hand that wrapped its strong fingers around his bicep. With another grunt from the wall of a man, Bijan was skidding across the ground on his backside. 

Anger flared in Bijan and he lunged at his opponent, cursing and grasping for a throat he saw no evidence of actually existing. More arms emerged from the alleyway and entangled with his own before he could attack the larger man. Bijan flailed and fought against those black figures that now entwined and trapped him, but it wasn’t long before they had him subdued and his satchel in their hands.

They forced Bijan to his knees. A man on either side of him held one of his arms behind his back, while a third used a handful of his dusty brown hair to force Bijan’s head back and his chin up. Once he was sure Bijan was secured, the oversized wall of a man stepped aside and the leader of the Brothers moved forward, one hand still on the hilt of his sword and the other stroking his wiry beard. 

“The Idol.” The leader put out a hand and Bijan’s satchel was placed in it by another man that bowed as he backed away. The leader opened the bag, studied the contents and handed it off to the wall. 

“You are very bold, my friend,” the leader said in his booming voice. The other Brothers were silent. “Foolish, certainly, but very bold.” He walked around Bijan, scattering those Brothers who were gathered about the alley entrance in his wake. “To scale the Tower of Akas Mehul is a brave, and foolhardy, task in its own right if you are not a follower of the Three,” he bowed his head and kissed his fingertips, “but to steal the Idol of Ur Mekhenet,” he stopped in front of Bijan and chuckled. “Well, as I said, very bold.” 

“I can live with bold,” Bijan said, failing to crack a smile with his head at such an angle. A thunderous slap to his cheek shook him and dazed his vision; he could feel blood trickle from the corner of his mouth.

“You’ll not live at all,” the leader said, his voice strained but quiet despite his ragged breathing and bulging eyes. The Brothers holding him tightened their grip on Bijan as their leader unsheathed his massive scimitar and, with the hilt gripped in two hands, allowed the tip to point towards Bijan’s throat.

“Chigaru.” A new voice rose up outside of Bijan’s vision, but he could see black turbans moving and parting in the distance. 

The leader allowed his blade to graze Bijan’s Adam’s apple, sighed, and then turned toward the voice, driving the blade of the sword into the ground and resting his elbow upon the upturned hilt. 

“This is not your concern, Iollan.” Chigaru yawned and leaned heavily on his sword: his followers, however, were tense; Bijan could feel it in his captors’ grip on him. 

A small group of men emerged from the black mass of the Brothers of Samet. At the head of their line was a shorter man, his nose and mouth covered in a checkered shemagh, bright blue eyes and messy white-blond hair standing out above the rest. Iollan stood before the Brothers of Samet, his pale, muscular arms crossed in front of him, a broad sword by his side. 

“I’m afraid this is my concern, Chigaru.” Iollan moved forward to stare up at his counterpart, his blue eyes blazing with a white heat. “You knew what we came here to fetch. Your priests, nor my master, would hardly be impressed if their agreement was broken.” 

“Yes,” said Chigaru, still leaning calmly on the hilt of his blade, “broken from either side.” With this he nodded upward at the glint of arrow tips glittering on the rooftops above, where four more men draped in shemaghs stood. 

“I’m a careful man, Chigaru.” The men exchanged nods. Bijan could feel the grips holding him relax. 

“Are you sure you want this, Iollan?” Chigaru stretched, one hand still on his hilt. “I don’t know how much good you will get out of it: rather pathetic really.” 

“We’ll find a use, one way or another.” Iollan turned his eyes upon Bijan. “Managed to steal something from your gilded tower, eh?” 

Chigaru turned towards Bijan as well, an expression crossing his face as if to say he was surprised to still see him there. “Yes, it couldn’t have been easy for him. I’d like to ask him a few more questions about who may have helped him.” Chigaru’s eyes narrowed and he stroked his beard. 

“Impossible. I must leave now, today.” Iollan signalled to two of his men, who approached Bijan. Chigaru waved off his own followers. Bijan was lifted to his feet once more and carried to the centre of Iollan’s troop. They were all very much like their leader, all wearing shemaghs, their mouths and noses covered, and wearing loose clothing. Each had a broadsword on their belt, and a few had a small bolt-firing crossbow as well. They made little sound when they moved; Bijan didn’t even hear them breathe. 

“Many thanks to you and your masters.” Iollan took a deep bow and his group turned to leave. Chigaru sheathed his scimitar with a great sigh, but spared a scowl for Bijan as he was being carried away. The last Bijan saw of the Brothers of Samet was the Idol being placed back into Chigaru’s large, waiting hands, a sickly smile growing under the man’s thick beard. 

***
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It was a slow crawl across the sandy plains away from Hanifakash. Bijan marched amongst the outsiders, silent and miserable. They didn’t bind him, though their arrows were trained on his back at all times. They were silent even during breaks in their march, communicating with vague hand gestures Bijan couldn’t comprehend. He was fed scraps and was provided water when he asked. 

Bijan had not seen the leader, Iollan, since he was taken captive. He assumed he was at the front of the line, but when he asked to speak with him, he would get no response. Those that surrounded him in the march were as faceless and hard to tell apart as the sand grains he tread upon, and he cared little about learning much about them. 

It wasn’t until the third day of the march that Bijan saw Iollan again. He approached Bijan as he sat away from the outsiders, though under a steady watch by those closest to him: he hardly had freedom from their ever-present eyes. Iollan unwrapped his shemagh, its burgundy tail hanging over one shoulder. He shook out his shock of white-blond hair, rubbing one free hand through it, and crouched before his captive. 

“I hear you want to talk,” Iollan said, leaning on his knees. His once pale arms now pinkish under the grime of walking sandy trails. 

Bijan swallowed the hard piece of bread he had been savouring and pointed a strip of crust at the leader of the march. “Yes, and it’s about damn time.” Iollan’s glacial blue eyes bore into Bijan, his fair eyebrows twitched around scars and dirt. “Perhaps you could start by telling me what the hell is going on, why did you take me from Hanifakash?” 

“Rescued,” Iollan interrupted and started to re-wrap his shemagh so that it only covered his chin and neck. “We rescued you from Chigaru and his band of slayers. Make no mistake, son, you were as good as dead until we came along.” Iollan stared off into the horizon, past the rocky crags and dusty hills that made up the wasteland they wandered through. Bijan made to disagree, but Iollan silenced him by turning his steely gaze upon the treasure hunter. “You still could be,” he whispered, “the Brothers of Samet have a long reach.” Bijan swallowed his words. 

“Bijan the burrower, Bijan the grave robber, Bijan the scavenger. Your name precedes you.” Iollan stood and stretched his thick arms out from his sides. “It must be hard for a man of your... talents, being so recognizable and all.”

“It does muck things up once in a while,” Bijan said and shrugged. 

“Yes, I would think it so.” Iollan smiled here, a broad and genuine smile but with something hidden behind it; something that didn’t seem quite right. “And yet it helped us find you.” 

“How fortunate for you.”

“Fortunate for us both, I think. We need you for a job, and you need us to keep the Brothers of Samet off your back.”

“A job,” Bijan raised his eyebrows, “what kind of job could I do for a group such as yours?” He ran his fingers through his few days’ growth of goatee. “A trained, experienced group, with allies and influence. What could a poor professor do for a group such as yours?” 

Iollan laughed, “I’m sure you are many things, but a professor is not among them.” He pulled his scarf over his mouth once more. “But you have a knack for finding things, and that’s what we need. A man who can find things.” Iollan waved to Bijan’s guards and walked away. 

Bijan jumped up and followed him. Bijan was a taller man, his legs were longer, but it was still an effort for him to keep pace with the leader of the small group of bandits. He looked for any reaction from his guards, but they remained nonchalant and stone-faced under their shemaghs. 

“What have you lost?” Bijan looked down upon the shorter man’s pale blonde hair. Iollan did not return his gaze. 

“It’s not what I have lost, but what we have all lost. Everyone.” He waved his hand before him as if he was addressing the entire world.

“Sounds tragic.” Bijan looked away and took stock of the small camp. Nothing was overly strange, men lazed around waiting for their next orders, relishing the chance to relax. Still, none removed the scarf from their face, adding to their ambiguity. They all blended together as if there was one person who had been copied over and over. 

“It is tragic,” Iollan said, “but not without its excitement.” He stopped and looked towards Bijan once more, his strong hands gripping Bijan’s biceps, his blue eyes wide. “We are chasing myth and legend. Chasing the castle Appolumi.” 

Bijan stopped moving, watched Iollan take his leave, and whispered, “the flying castle?”

Chasing myth and legend indeed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“Hurry, Leandra,” Edric said in a harsh whisper. “Hurry, before someone sees us.” He peered around the corner and looked down another long hallway.

The hallway had been decorated with explosive reds and oranges, and exciting yellows. Banners and streamers strung along the high ceiling, trailing in some places to mid-wall. In regular intervals the flag of the nation was displayed, the coat of arms prominent: an Eagle and a Raven holding a fistful of arrows and a spear respectfully. There was no one else there, no one except them. 

“Almost done. It’s not easy carving into stone with this little pig sticker, you know.” Leandra tossed her frizzy hair out of her face and held up a small kitchen knife, its thin blade now jagged from her efforts with the wall. She blew a stray hair out of her face and went back to work. 

“If we are caught, Hesperos is going to kill me.” Edric’s stomach sank at the thought. He’d only just turned ten, but already he knew Hesperos had a temper. He didn’t know the limits of that temper yet though. 

“He won’t kill you,” Leandra scoffed and slapped the stone wall, a dull thud echoed in the hallways. “Besides, I’m all done. What do you think?” She gave him a big smile. 

“The arms are a little too short.” Edric had pressed his face close to the sigil Leandra had just carved on the wall, just on the outskirts of a long banner. He didn’t notice her frown. “He’s a wizard, Leandra. He could probably just make me disappear if he really wanted.” He leaned back and nodded, finally giving her another look. “Not bad.” 

“All right. On to the next,” Leandra said and pulled Edric along, one small hand gripped around his sleeve. 

Edric tried to hide the smile, but it was near impossible when he was around Leandra. Some of his earliest memories were of them playing. In a castle as large as Appolumi, they were the only two children of the same age. The rest were either a year or two older or younger. Not that Leandra or Edric wouldn’t have played with those children; they often did, but there was something just the two of them shared. Edric had heard Alethea, Leandra’s handmaiden, say there was something special between the two. That felt right to Edric. Special. 

“Why are we doing this?” Edric panted as Leandra studied the new corridor they found themselves in. Still empty. The revelries were in other parts of the castle — the great hall, the courtyard, and most prestigious of all, the king’s table. That didn’t mean that they were out of danger of being found. As the princess, Leandra was closely followed. Edric had no doubts that Alethea and other servants were searching for her. 

“You know why,” Leandra said, sliding her knife out once more and jabbing at the stone. “These marks —”

“Sigils.”

“Yeah, sigils. These sigils will help guide us through our adventures. These halls are rarely used; it’ll be easy to play without anyone interrupting. Hold this.” 

Edric lifted the edge of a red banner with a sigh. “I got these sigils from one of Hesperos’ books. What if they, I don’t know, hurt someone?” 

“Make them disappear you mean?” Leandra said, her tongue sticking out in concentration. 

“Maybe!” Edric peered around the corner again. “Either way, hurry up.” 

They continued on that way for some time, running through seemingly random corridors, Edric keeping a lookout, while Leandra carved the symbols into the wall. Edric complained the whole time, but he didn’t want it to stop. Not really. He wouldn’t have changed anything that day. Not the nervous giggles as they fled from one banner to the next, nor the feeling that someone might catch them at any moment. He’d have changed nothing aside from when they were actually caught. 

“Hey, what are you two doing here?” A shrill voice cut through their laughter. Edric stood straight and tall, as if ice had run along his spine. Leandra’s eyes went wide, and she bit her lower lip. 

“Shouldn’t you be off in the servants’ quarters or something?” The boy stumbled out of the shadows. Tall and slim, he towered over both Edric and Leandra, his cold blue eyes focused on them over his thin, pointed nose. He swung a large bottle of wine in his hand. 

“Calix,” Leandra let out a long sigh, and her breathing returned to normal. “We could ask you the same thing.” 

“Princess?” Calix asked, screwing up his near invisible, blond eyebrows. “Well that’s easy, isn’t it? I have this,” he swung the bottle of wine in front of their faces. “Father wouldn’t be pleased if he saw me drinking one of his finest vintages.” Calix chuckled, but his expression was ugly and without humour. “So, what brings you out here with... with... a serving boy?” Calix took a swig from the wine bottle. 

Calix was a young noble that would often try to pick on Edric when other noble children were around. He only stopped because Leandra made him. But that wasn’t enough for Leandra, she said she had something special planned for Calix. Edric couldn’t wait to figure it out. 

“Royal business.” Leandra said, pushing her shoulders back and putting her hands on her hips. 

“Pfft. What’s that supposed to mean?” Calix slurred. 

“Royal business means that it is none of yours.” Leandra stuck out her chin in defiance, practically daring him to deny it. 

Calix stood back for a moment; his eyes flicked to either side as if a guard were about to come sweep him up. When nothing happened, he laughed and waved his hand at them. “It’s not royal business. What’s that there? On the wall? Are you carving up the wall?”

“It’s none of your business, Calix.” Leandra made her hands into fists but kept them at hip level. 

Edric said nothing. Too accustomed was he to avoiding the attention of people like Calix, he slunk further against the wall. 

Calix pushed Leandra aside with one thin arm. His finger poked at the gouged stone. “You are carving something in the wall. Not very becoming of a princess. Did your servant put you up to this?” Calix laughed around another swig of wine. 

“Leave us be, Calix. Go drink your wine by yourself, just like your father.” 

Calix’s baleful blue eyes narrowed on Leandra. He dropped his bottle to his waist mid-pull, maroon liquid running down his chin. “What did you say?” 

“Go away, Calix.” 

“What did you say?” Calix grabbed Leandra’s thin wrist and pulled her towards him. His face was a mask of rage.

Edric stepped forward, his desire to be out of sight, forgotten, but Leandra had pulled her small knife once more and slashed Calix across the back of his hand. The boy pulled back with a shriek, though there was barely a scratch made by the dulled knife. 

“You bitch,” Calix said and threw the wine bottle at Leandra. 

The bottle seemed to move in slow motion as Edric stepped forward, focusing his will into action just as he did every night before he slept. He could see Leandra squint her eyes and cringe away from the bottle, he could see Calix’s grimace of satisfaction at the
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