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JEN WILLIAMS lives in London with her partner and her cat. She started writing about pirates and dragons as a young girl and has never stopped. Her short stories have featured in numerous anthologies and she was nominated for Best Newcomer in the 2015 British Fantasy Awards. The Ninth Rain is the first novel in a brand-new trilogy from Jen, following on from The Copper Promise, The Iron Ghost, and The Silver Tide in her highly acclaimed Copper Cat trilogy.


About the Book

The great city of Ebora once glittered with gold. Now its streets are stalked by wolves. Tormalin the Oathless has no taste for sitting around waiting to die while the realm of his storied ancestors falls to pieces – talk about a guilt trip. Better to be amongst the living, where there are taverns full of women and wine.

When eccentric explorer, Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon, offers him employment, he sees an easy way out. Even when they are joined by a fugitive witch with a tendency to set things on fire, the prospect of facing down monsters and retrieving ancient artefacts is preferable to the abomination he left behind.

But not everyone is willing to let the Eboran empire collapse, and the adventurers are quickly drawn into a tangled conspiracy of magic and war. For the Jure’lia are coming, and the Ninth Rain must fall . . .
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For Paul

(known to most as Wills)

With love from

Your skin & blister


You ask me to start at the beginning, Marin, my dear, but you do not know what you ask. Beginnings are very elusive things, almost as elusive as true endings. Where do I start? How to unpick a tapestry such as this? There was a thread that started it all, of course, but I will have to go back a good long way; beyond the scope of your young life, beyond the scope of even mine. Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


Prologue

Two hundred years ago

‘Will we get into trouble?’

Hestillion took hold of the boy’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. When he looked up at her, his eyes were wide and glassy – he was afraid. The few humans who came to Ebora generally were. She favoured him with a smile and they walked a little faster down the echoing corridor. To either side of them enormous oil paintings hung on the walls, dusty and grey. A few of them had been covered with sheets, like corpses.

‘Of course not, Louis. You are with me, aren’t you? I can go anywhere in the palace I like, and you are my friend.’

‘I’ve heard that people can go mad, just looking at it.’ He paused, as if sensing that he might have said something wrong. ‘Not Eborans, I mean. Other people, from outside.’

Hestillion smiled again, more genuinely this time. She had sensed this from the delegates’ dreams. Ygseril sat at the centre of their night wanderings, usually unseen but always there, his roots creeping in at the corners. They were all afraid of him: bad dreams conjured by thousands of years’ worth of the stories and rumours. Hestillion had kept herself carefully hidden while exploring their nightmares. Humans did not care for the Eboran art of dream-walking.

‘It is quite a startling sight, I promise you that, but it cannot harm you.’ In truth, the boy would already have seen Ygseril, at least partly. The tree-god’s great cloud of silvery branches burst up above the roof of the palace, and it was possible to see it from the Wall, and even the foothills of the mountains; or so she had been told. The boy and his father, the wine merchant, could hardly have missed it as they made their way into Ebora. They would have found themselves watching the tree-god as they rode their tough little mountain ponies down into the valley, wine sloshing rhythmically inside wooden casks. Hestillion had seen that in their dreams, too. ‘Here we are, look.’

At the end of the corridor was a set of elaborately carved double doors. Once, the phoenixes and dragons etched into the wood would have been painted gold, their eyes burning bright and every tooth and claw and talon picked out in mother-of-pearl, but it had all peeled off or been worn away, left as dusty and as sad as everything else in Ebora. Hestillion leaned her weight on one of the doors and it creaked slowly open, showering them in a light rain of dust. Inside was the cavernous Hall of Roots. She waited for Louis to gather himself.

‘I . . . oh, it’s . . .’ He reached up as if to take off his cap, then realised he had left it in his room. ‘My lady Hestillion, this is the biggest place I’ve ever seen!’

Hestillion nodded. She didn’t doubt that it was. The Hall of Roots sat at the centre of the palace, which itself sat in the centre of Ebora. The floor under their feet was pale green marble etched with gold – this, at least, had yet to be worn away – and above them the ceiling was a glittering lattice of crystal and finely spun lead, letting in the day’s weak sunshine. And bursting out of the marble was Ygseril himself; ancient grey-green bark, rippled and twisted, a curling confusion of roots that sprawled in every direction, and branches, high above them, reaching through the circular hole in the roof, empty of leaves. Little pieces of blue sky glittered there, cut into shards by the arms of Ygseril. The bark on the trunk of the tree was wrinkled and ridged, like the skin of a desiccated corpse. Which was, she supposed, entirely appropriate.

‘What do you think?’ she pressed. ‘What do you think of our god?’

Louis twisted his lips together, obviously trying to think of some answer that would please her. Hestillion held her impatience inside. Sometimes she felt like she could reach in and pluck the stuttering thoughts from the minds of these slow-witted visitors. Humans were just so uncomplicated.

‘It is very fine, Lady Hestillion,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it, not even in the deepest vine forests, and my father says that’s where the oldest trees in all of Sarn grow.’

‘Well, strictly speaking, he is not really a tree.’ Hestillion walked Louis across the marble floor, towards the place where the roots began. The boy’s leather boots made odd flat notes of his footsteps, while her silk slippers gave only the faintest whisper. ‘He is the heart, the protector, the mother and father of Ebora. The tree-god feeds us with his roots, he exalts us in his branches. When our enemy the Jure’lia came last, the Eighth Rain fell from his branches and the worm people were scoured from all of Sarn.’ She paused, pursing her lips, not adding: and then Ygseril died, and left us all to die too.

‘The Eighth Rain, when the last war-beasts were born!’ Louis stared up at the vast breadth of the trunk looming above them, a smile on his round, honest face. ‘The last great battle. My dad said that the Eboran warriors wore armour so bright no one could look at it, that they rode on the backs of snowy white griffins, and their swords blazed with fire. The great pestilence of the Jure’lia queen and the worm people was driven back and her Behemoths were scattered to pieces.’ He stopped. In his enthusiasm for the old battle stories he had finally relaxed in her presence. ‘The corpse moon frightens me,’ he confided. ‘My nan says that if you should catch it winking at you, you’ll die by the next sunset.’

Peasant nonsense, thought Hestillion. The corpse moon was just another wrecked Behemoth, caught in the sky like a fly in amber. They had reached the edge of the marble now, capped with an obsidian ring. Beyond that the roots twisted and tangled, rising up like the curved backs of silver-green sea monsters. When Hestillion made to step out onto the roots, Louis stopped, pulling back sharply on her hand.

‘We mustn’t!’

She looked at his wide eyes, and smiled. She let her hair fall over one shoulder, a shimmering length of pale gold, and threw him the obvious bait. ‘Are you scared?’

The boy frowned, briefly outraged, and they stepped over onto the roots together. He stumbled at first, his boots too stiff to accommodate the rippling texture of the bark, while Hestillion had been climbing these roots as soon as she could walk. Carefully, she guided him further in, until they were close to the enormous bulk of the trunk itself – it filled their vision, a grey-green wall of ridges and whorls. This close it was almost possible to imagine you saw faces in the bark; the sorrowful faces, perhaps, of all the Eborans who had died since the Eighth Rain. The roots under their feet were densely packed, spiralling down into the unseen dark below them. Hestillion knelt, gathering her silk robe to one side so that it wouldn’t get too creased. She tugged her wide yellow belt free of her waist and then wound it around her right arm, covering her sleeve and tying the end under her armpit.

‘Come, kneel next to me.’

Louis looked unsure again, and Hestillion found she could almost read the thoughts on his face. Part of him baulked at the idea of kneeling before a foreign god – even a dead one. She gave him her sunniest smile.

‘Just for fun. Just for a moment.’

Nodding, he knelt on the roots next to her, with somewhat less grace than she had managed. He turned to her, perhaps to make some comment on the strangely slick texture of the wood under his hands, and Hestillion slipped the knife from within her robe, baring it to the subdued light of the Hall of Roots. It was so sharp that she merely had to press it to his throat – she doubted he even saw the blade, so quickly was it over – and in less than a moment the boy had fallen onto his back, blood bubbling thick and red against his fingers. He shivered and kicked, an expression of faint puzzlement on his face, and Hestillion leaned back as far as she could, looking up at the distant branches.

‘Blood for you!’ She took a slow breath. The blood had saturated the belt on her arm and it was rapidly sinking into the silk below – so much for keeping it clean. ‘Life blood for your roots! I pledge you this and more!’

‘Hest!’

The shout came from across the hall. She turned back to see her brother Tormalin standing by the half-open door, a slim shape in the dusty gloom, his black hair like ink against a page. Even from this distance she could see the expression of alarm on his face.

‘Hestillion, what have you done?’ He started to run to her. Hestillion looked down at the body of the wine merchant’s boy, his blood black against the roots, and then up at the branches. There was no answering voice, no fresh buds or running sap. The god was still dead.

‘Nothing,’ she said bitterly. ‘I’ve done nothing at all.’

‘Sister.’ He had reached the edge of the roots, and now she could see how he was trying to hide his horror at what she had done, his face carefully blank. It only made her angrier. ‘Sister, they . . . they have already tried that.’


1

Fifty years ago

Tormalin shifted the pack on his back and adjusted his sword belt. He could hear, quite clearly, the sound of a carriage approaching him from behind, but for now he was content to ignore it and the inevitable confrontation it would bring with it. Instead, he looked at the deserted thoroughfare ahead of him, and the corpse moon hanging in the sky, silver in the early afternoon light.

Once this had been one of the greatest streets in the city. Almost all of Ebora’s nobles would have kept a house or two here, and the road would have been filled with carriages and horses, with servants running errands, with carts selling goods from across Sarn, with Eboran ladies, their faces hidden by veils or their hair twisted into towering, elaborate shapes – depending on the fashion that week – and Eboran men clothed in silk, carrying exquisite swords. Now the road was broken, and weeds were growing up through the stone wherever you looked. There were no people here – those few still left alive had moved inward, towards the central palace – but there were wolves. Tormalin had already felt the presence of a couple, matching his stride just out of sight, a pair of yellow eyes glaring balefully from the shadows of a ruined mansion. Weeds and wolves – that was all that was left of glorious Ebora.

The carriage was closer now, the sharp clip of the horses’ hooves painfully loud in the heavy silence. Tormalin sighed, still determined not to look. Far in the distance was the pale line of the Wall. When he reached it, he would spend the night in the sentry tower. When had the sentry towers last been manned? Certainly no one left in the palace would know. The crimson flux was their more immediate concern.

The carriage stopped, and the door clattered open. He didn’t hear anyone step out, but then she had always walked silently.

‘Tormalin!’

He turned, plastering a tight smile on his face. ‘Sister.’

She wore yellow silk, embroidered with black dragons. It was the wrong colour for her – the yellow was too lurid against her pale golden hair, and her skin looked like parchment. Even so, she was the brightest thing on the blighted, wolf-infested road.

‘I can’t believe you are actually going to do this.’ She walked swiftly over to him, holding her robe out of the way of her slippered feet, stepping gracefully over cracks. ‘You have done some stupid, selfish things in your time, but this?’

Tormalin lifted his eyes to the carriage driver, who was very carefully not looking at them. He was a man from the plains, the ruddy skin of his face shadowed by a wide-brimmed cap. A human servant; one of a handful left in Ebora, surely. For a moment, Tormalin was struck by how strange he and his sister must look to him, how alien. Eborans were taller than humans, long-limbed but graceful with it, while their skin – whatever colour it happened to be – shone like finely grained wood. Humans looked so . . . dowdy in comparison. And then there were the eyes, of course. Humans were never keen on Eboran eyes. Tormalin grimaced and turned his attention back to his sister.

‘I’ve been talking about this for years, Hest. I’ve spent the last month putting my affairs in order, collecting maps, organising my travel. Have you really just turned up to express your surprise now?’

She stood in front of him, a full head shorter than him, her eyes blazing. Like his, they were the colour of dried blood, or old wine.

‘You are running away,’ she said. ‘Abandoning us all here, to waste away to nothing.’

‘I will do great good for Ebora,’ he replied, clearing his throat. ‘I intend to travel to all the great seats of power. I will open new trade routes, and spread word of our plight. Help will come to us, eventually.’

‘That is not what you intend to do at all!’ Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. ‘Great seats of power? Whoring and drinking in disreputable taverns, more like.’ She leaned closer. ‘You do not intend to come back at all.’

‘Thanks to you it’s been decades since we’ve had any decent wine in the palace, and as for whoring . . .’ He caught the expression on her face and looked away. ‘Ah. Well. I thought I felt you in my dreams last night, little sister. You are getting very good. I didn’t see you, not even once.’

This attempt at flattery only enraged her further. ‘In the last three weeks, the final four members of the high council have come down with the flux. Lady Rellistin coughs her lungs into her handkerchief at every meeting, while her skin breaks and bleeds, and those that are left wander the palace, just watching us all die slowly, fading away into nothing. Aldasair, your own cousin, stopped speaking to anyone months ago, and Ygseril is a dead sentry, watching over the final years of—’

‘And what do you expect me to do about it?’ With some difficulty he lowered his voice, glancing at the carriage driver again. ‘What can I do, Hest? What can you do? I will not stay here and watch them all die. I do not want to witness everything falling apart. Does that make me a coward?’ He raised his arms and dropped them. ‘Then I will be a coward, gladly. I want to get out there, beyond the Wall, and see the world before the flux takes me too. I could have another hundred years to live yet, and I do not want to spend them here. Without Ygseril –’ he paused, swallowing down a surge of sorrow so strong he could almost taste it – ‘we’ll fade away, become decrepit, broken, old.’ He gestured at the deserted road and the ruined houses, their windows like empty eye sockets. ‘What Ebora once was, Hestillion . . .’ he softened his voice, not wanting to hurt her, not when this was already so hard – ‘it doesn’t exist any more. It is a memory, and it will not return. Our time is over, Hest. Old age or the flux will get us eventually. So come with me. There’s so much to see, so many places where people are living. Come with me.’

‘Tormalin the Oathless,’ she spat, taking a step away from him. ‘That’s what they called you, because you were feckless and a layabout, and I thought, how dare they call my brother so? Even in jest. But they were right. You care about nothing but yourself, Oathless one.’

‘I care about you, sister.’ Tormalin suddenly felt very tired, and he had a long walk to find shelter before nightfall. He wished that she’d never followed him out here, that her stubbornness had let them avoid this conversation. ‘But no, I don’t care enough to stay here and watch you all die. I just can’t do it, Hest.’ He cleared his throat, trying to hide the shaking of his voice. ‘I just can’t.’

A desolate wind blew down the thoroughfare, filling the silence between them with the cold sound of dry leaves rustling against stone. For a moment Tormalin felt dizzy, as though he stood on the edge of a precipice, a great empty space pulling him forward. And then Hestillion turned away from him and walked back to the carriage. She climbed inside, and the last thing he saw of his sister was her delicate white foot encased in its yellow silk slipper. The driver brought the horses round – they were restless and glad to leave, clearly smelling wolves nearby – and the carriage left, moving at a fair clip.

He watched them go for a few moments; the only living thing in a dead landscape, the silver branches of Ygseril a frozen cloud behind them. And then he walked away.

Tormalin paused at the top of a low hill. He had long since left the last trailing ruins of the city behind him, and had been travelling through rough scrubland for a day or so. Here and there were the remains of old carts, abandoned lines of them like snake bones in the dust, or the occasional shack that had once served visitors to Ebora. Tor had been impressed to see them still standing, even if a strong wind might shatter them to pieces at any moment; they were remnants from before the Carrion Wars, when humans still made the long journey to Ebora voluntarily. He himself had been little more than a child. Now, a deep purple dusk had settled across the scrubland and at the very edge of Ebora’s ruined petticoats, the Wall loomed above him, its white stones a drab lilac in the fading light.

Tor snorted. This was it. Once he was beyond the Wall he did not intend to come back – for all that he’d claimed to Hestillion, he was no fool. Ebora was a disease, and they were all infected. He had to get out while there were still some pleasures to be had, before he was the one slowly coughing himself to death in a finely appointed bedroom.

Far to the right, a watchtower sprouted from the Wall like a canine tooth, sharp and jagged against the shadow of the mountain. The windows were all dark, but it was still just light enough to see the steps carved there. Once he had a roof over his head he would make a fire and set himself up for the evening. He imagined how he might appear to an observer; the lone adventurer, heading off to places unknown, his storied sword sheathed against the night but ready to be released at the first hint of danger. He lifted his chin, and pictured the sharp angles of his face lit by the eerie glow of the sickle moon, his shining black hair a glossy slick even restrained in its tail. He almost wished he could see himself.

His spirits lifted at the thought of his own adventurousness, he made his way up the steps, finding a new burst of energy at the end of this long day. The tower door was wedged half open with piles of dry leaves and other debris from the forest. If he’d been paying attention, he’d have noted that the leaves had recently been pushed to one side, and that within the tower all was not as dark as it should have been, but Tor was thinking of the wineskin in his pack and the round of cheese wrapped in pale wax. He’d been saving them for the next time he had a roof over his head, and he’d decided that this ramshackle tower counted well enough.

He followed the circular steps up to the tower room. The door here was shut, but he elbowed it open easily enough, half falling through into the circular space beyond.

Movement, scuffling, and light. He had half drawn his sword before he recognised the scruffy shape by the far window as human – a man, his dark eyes bright in a dirty face. There was a small smoky fire in the middle of the room, the two windows covered over with broken boards and rags. A wave of irritation followed close on the back of his initial alarm; he had not expected to see humans in this place.

‘What are you doing here?’ Tor paused, and pushed his sword back into its scabbard. He looked around the tower room. There were signs that the place had been inhabited for a short time at least – the bones of small fowl littered the stone floor, their ends gnawed. Dirty rags and two small tin bowls, crusted with something, and a half-empty bottle of some dark liquid. Tor cleared his throat.

‘Well? Do you not speak?’

The man had greasy yellow hair and a suggestion of a yellow beard. He still stood pressed against the wall, but his shoulders abruptly drooped, as though the energy he’d been counting on to flee had left him.

‘If you will not speak, I will have to share your fire.’ Tor pushed away a pile of rags with his boot and carefully seated himself on the floor, his legs crossed. It occurred to him that if he got his wineskin out now he would feel compelled to share it with the man. He resolved to save it one more night. Instead, he shouldered off his pack and reached inside it for his small travel teapot. The fire was pathetic but with a handful of the dried leaves he had brought for the purpose, it was soon looking a little brighter. The water would boil eventually.

The man was still staring at him. Tor busied himself with emptying a small quantity of his water supply into a shallow tin bowl, and searching through his bag for one of the compact bags of tea he had packed.

‘Eboran.’ The man’s voice was a rusted hinge, and he spoke a variety of plains speech Tor knew well. He wondered how long it had been since the man had spoken to anyone. ‘Blood sucker. Murderer.’

Tor cleared his throat and switched to the man’s plains dialect. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ He sighed and sat back from the fire and his teapot. ‘I was going to offer you tea, old man.’

‘You call me old?’ The man laughed. ‘You? My grandfather told me stories of the Carrion Wars. You bloodsuckers. Eatin’ people alive on the battlefield, that’s what my grandfather said.’

Tor thought of the sword again. The man was trespassing on Eboran land, technically.

‘Your grandfather would not have been alive. The Carrion Wars were over three hundred years ago.’

None of them would have been alive then, of course, yet they all still acted as though it were a personal insult. Why did they have to pass the memory on? Down through the years they passed on the stories, like they passed on brown eyes, or ears that stuck out. Why couldn’t they just forget?

‘It wasn’t like that.’ Tor poked at the tin bowl, annoyed with how tight his voice sounded. Abruptly, he wished that the windows weren’t boarded up. He was stuck in here with the smell of the man. ‘No one wanted . . . when Ygseril died . . . he had always fed us, nourished us. Without him, we were left with the death of our entire people. A slow fading into nothing.’

The man snorted with amusement. Amazingly, he came over to the fire and crouched there.

‘Your tree-god died, aye, and took your precious sap away with it. Maybe you all should have died then, rather than getting a taste for our blood. Maybe that was what should have happened.’

The man settled himself, his dark eyes watching Tor closely, as though he expected an explanation of some sort. An explanation for generations of genocide.

‘What are you doing up here? This is an outpost. Not a refuge for tramps.’

The man shrugged. From under a pile of rags he produced a grease-smeared silver bottle. He uncapped it and took a swig. Tor caught a whiff of strong alcohol.

‘I’m going to see my daughter,’ he said. ‘Been away for years. Earning coin, and then losing it. Time to go home, see what’s what. See who’s still alive. My people had a settlement in the forest west of here. I’ll be lucky if you Eborans have left anyone alive there, I suppose.’

‘Your people live in a forest?’ Tor raised his eyebrows. ‘A quiet one, I hope?’

The man’s dirty face creased into half a smile. ‘Not as quiet as we’d like, but where is, now? This world is poisoned. Oh, we have thick strong walls, don’t you worry about that. Or at least, we did.’

‘Why leave your family for so long?’ Tor was thinking of Hestillion. The faint scuff of yellow slippers, the scent of her weaving through his dreams. Dream-walking had always been her particular talent.

‘Ah, I was a different man then,’ he replied, as though that explained everything. ‘Are you going to take my blood?’

Tor scowled. ‘As I’m sure you know, human blood wasn’t the boon it was thought to be. There is no true replacement for Ygseril’s sap, after all. Those who overindulged . . . suffered for it. There are arrangements now. Agreements with humans, for whom we care.’ He sat up a little straighter. If he’d chosen to walk to another watchtower, he could be drinking his wine now. ‘They are compensated, and we continue to use the blood in . . . small doses.’ He didn’t add that it hardly mattered – the crimson flux seemed largely unconcerned with exactly how much blood you had consumed, after all. ‘It’s not very helpful when you try and make everything sound sordid.’

The man bellowed with laughter, rocking back and forth and clutching at his knees. Tor said nothing, letting the man wear himself out. He went back to preparing tea. When the man’s laughs had died down to faint snifflings, Tor pulled out two clay cups from his bag and held them up.

‘Will you drink tea with Eboran scum?’

For a moment the man said nothing at all, although his face grew very still. The small amount of water in the shallow tin bowl was hot, so Tor poured it into the pot, dousing the shrivelled leaves. A warm, spicy scent rose from the pot, almost immediately lost in the sour-sweat smell of the room.

‘I saw your sword,’ said the man. ‘It’s a fine one. You don’t see swords like that any more. Where’d you get it?’

Tor frowned. Was he suggesting he’d stolen it? ‘It was my father’s sword. Winnow-forged steel, if you must know. It’s called the Ninth Rain.’

The man snorted at that. ‘We haven’t had the Ninth Rain yet. The last one was the eighth. I would have thought you’d remember that. Why call it the Ninth Rain?’

‘It is a long and complicated story, one I do not wish to share with a random human who has already insulted me more than once.’

‘I should kill you,’ said the man quietly. ‘One less Eboran. That would make the world safer for my daughter, wouldn’t it?’

‘You are quite welcome to try,’ said Tor. ‘Although I think having her father with her when she was growing through her tender years would have been a better effort at making the world safer for your daughter.’

The man grew quiet, then. When Tor offered him the tea he took it, nodding once in what might have been thanks, or perhaps acceptance. They drank in silence, and Tor watched the wisps of black smoke curling up near the ceiling, escaping through some crack up there. Eventually, the man lay down on his side of the fire with his back to Tor, and he supposed that was as much trust as he would get from a human. He pulled out his own bed roll, and made himself as comfortable as he could on the stony floor. There was a long way to travel yet, and likely worse places to sleep in the future.

Tor awoke to a stuffy darkness, a thin line of grey light leaking in at the edge of the window letting him know it was dawn. The man was still asleep next to the embers of their fire. Tor gathered his things, moving as silently as he could, and finally paused to stand over the man. The lines of his face looked impossibly deep, as if he’d lived a thousand lifetimes, instead of the laughably short amount of time allocated to humans. He wondered if the man would reach his daughter, or if he had a daughter at all. Would she even want to know him? Some severed ties could not be mended. Not thinking too closely about what he was doing, he took a parcel of tea from his own pack and left it by the man’s outflung arm, where he couldn’t miss it when he woke. No doubt it would do him better than the evil substance in his silver bottle.

Outside, the world was silvered with faint light from the east, and his breath formed a cloud as he made his way down the steps – the steps on the far side of the Wall, this time. He tried to feel excited about this – he was walking beyond the border of Ebora, forever – but his back was stiff from a night sleeping on stone and all he could think was that he would be glad to be out of sight of the Wall. His dreams had been haunted by half-seen carved faces, made of delicate red stone, but he knew that inside they were hollow and rotten. It had not made for a restful sleep.

The far side of the Wall was blanketed with thick green forest, coming up to the very stones like a high tide. Quickly, Tor lost himself inside that forest, and once the Wall was out of sight he felt some of the tension leave his body. Walking steadily uphill, he knew that, eventually, he would meet the foothills of the Tarah-hut Mountains, and from there, he would find the western pass. 

At around midday, the trees grew thinner and the ground rockier. Tor turned back, and was caught like a moon-mad hare by the sight of Ebora spread out below him. The crumbling buildings of the outer city were dust-grey and broken, the roads little more than a child’s drawings in the dirt. Trees and scrubby bushes had colonised the walkways, dark patches of virulence, while over the distant palace the still form of Ygseril was a silver ghost, bare branches scratching at the sky.

‘Why did you leave us?’ Tor licked his lips, his mouth suddenly dry. ‘Do you even see what you’ve done? Do you?’

Every bit as dead as the corpse moon hanging in the sky above him, the tree-god kept his silence. Tormalin the Oathless put his back to the great tree and walked away, sincerely hoping he would never look upon Ebora again.
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Five years ago

You ask me, dear Marin, how I could get involved with so obvious a trouble-maker (with your usual tact, of course – I’m glad to see that my sister is still wasting money on your finishing school). I found him, if you must know, drunk as a lord outside a tavern, several empty bottles beside him in the dust. It was a sweltering day, and he had his face turned up to the sun, basking in it like a cat. Lying on the ground, a few inches from his long fingers, was the finest sword I had ever seen, thick with partially congealed blood. Well. You know how rare it is to see an Eboran, Marin, so I said to him, ‘Darling, what by Sarn’s blessed bones have you been up to?’ He grinned up at me and said, ‘Killing wild-touched monstrosities. Everyone here has bought me a drink for it. Will you buy me a drink?’

I ask you, how could you not love so obvious a trouble-maker? Sometimes I wonder that we are the same blood at all.

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Vintage brought the crossbow up, relishing the familiar weight in her hands. She had, after some scuffling, secured a seat on a thick branch halfway up a tree and, some fifty feet away, she could see the pea-bug in the vine tree opposite, with no obstacles between it and her crossbow bolt. It was a big, slow-moving bastard; rather like an aphid, but the size of a tom-cat, with dark green blotches on its glistening skin – some Wild-touched abomination. It was hanging from the vine, translucent jaws busily tearing into the fat purple grape it had fixed between its forelegs. Her grape. One of the grapes she had spent, oh, only nearly thirty years cultivating and growing, refining and sorting, until her grapes and, more importantly, her wine, were considered the very best to come out of the vine forests.

And the little bastard was munching on it mindlessly. No appreciation at all.

Vintage took aim and squeezed the crossbow trigger, anticipating the shudder and jump in her arms. The bolt flew true and easy, and the pea-bug burst like an over-filled water skin, pattering the tree and the vine with watery guts. Vintage grimaced, even as she felt a small flicker of satisfaction; the crossbow, designed by her brother so many years ago, still worked.

Vintage secured the weapon to her belt, before shimmying down the trunk with little concern for her patched leather trousers. She picked her way through the foliage to where the pea-bug had met its messy end. Judging from the damage to the plant around it, the creature had spent much of the day munching through her grapes, and had had a decent gnaw on the vine itself for good measure. This was gilly-vine, a particularly robust plant with branches as thick as her thigh in places, and grapes that grew to a full hand span across, but even it couldn’t survive a sustained attack from pea-bugs.

‘Trouble,’ she murmured under her breath. ‘That’s what you are.’

There were no more pea-bugs that she could see, but even so, the sight of her decimated grapes had put a cold worm of worry in her gut. There shouldn’t be any pea-bugs here, not in the untainted part of the vine forest. This was a quiet place, as free from danger as anywhere could be in Sarn – she had spent many years making sure of it.

Pushing her wide-brimmed hat on a little firmer, Vintage turned away and began to head to the west, where she knew a particular lookout tree to be located. She told herself that she was worrying too much, that she was getting more paranoid the older she got, but then she’d never been very good at resisting her impulses.

The forest was hot and green, and humming with life. She felt it on her skin and tasted it on her tongue – vital and always growing. The tall, fat trunks of the vine trees rose all around her, most of them wider than two men lying head to toe, their twisting branches curled around each other like drunken lords holding each other up after an especially hard night on the brandy. And the vines twisted around them all, huge, swollen fruit wherever she looked – purple and pink and red, pale green and deep yellow, some hidden in the shade and some basking in the shards of hot sun that made it down here, glowing like lamps.

She had just spied the looming shape of the lookout tree ahead, with the band of bright red paint round its middle, when she heard something crashing through the undergrowth towards her. Instinctively, her hand dropped to the crossbow at her belt, but the shape that emerged from the bushes to her right had a small white face, and blond hair stuck to a sweaty forehead. Vintage sighed.

‘What are you doing out here, Bernhart?’

The boy boggled at her. He was, if she remembered correctly, around eleven years old and the youngest member of their staff. He wore soft brown and green linen, and there was a short bow slung over his back, but he’d forgotten to put his hat on.

‘Lady Vincenza, Master Ezion asked me to come and find you.’ He took a breath and wiped a hand across his sweaty forehead. ‘They have business up at the house that they need you for.’

Vintage snorted. ‘Business? Why would they need me for that? I told Ezi years ago that he could handle such things.’ She narrowed her eyes at the lad. ‘They don’t want me out here in the vine forest. Isn’t that right, my boy?’

His sweaty face turned faintly pink and when he spoke he stared fixedly at her right elbow. ‘They said it was really important, m’lady.’

‘Bernhart, on moon festival eve, who makes sure there are honey pastries on hand for all you little ruffians?’

Bernhart cleared his throat. ‘They said you’d been out here for days now and it wasn’t seemly for a lady of your years. M’lady.’

Vintage barked with laughter. ‘Bernhart, promise me that when you’re a grown man you’ll have the good sense never to refer to a woman of forty with the phrase “a lady of your years”. I promise it won’t end well, my dear.’ She sighed, looking at his pale face, already much too pink in the cheeks. ‘Come on. I’m going to have a peek from the lookout tree. Will you accompany me, young man? It seems my old bones might require your assistance.’

Bernhart grinned lopsidedly. ‘Can I have a go of your crossbow?’

‘Don’t push your luck.’

The lookout tree had a series of rough wooden planks fixed to its trunk, so climbing it was easier than her previous perch, although this one was much taller. When eventually they emerged onto the simple lookout bench, they could see far across the forest, the dark green of the canopy spreading out below them like a rucked blanket and the distant mountains a grey shadow on the horizon. And in the midst of all that growth, a vast tract of twisted strangeness. Vintage didn’t need to look at the boy to know he was looking at it too.

‘Is it growing?’ he said after a while.

‘We go down to the border of it twice a year,’ she said quietly. ‘All together, our strongest and our brightest and our bravest, and we burn back the growth and we sow the soil with salt. Marin, gods love him, even brings his priest friends with him and they say blessings over the ground.’ She sighed. ‘But still it advances, every year.’

‘It’s dead though,’ said Bernhart. ‘It’s a dead thing, nothing inside it could be alive now.’ He paused, and Vintage wondered if this was what his mother had told him, perhaps after he’d had a particularly bad nightmare. The House wasn’t close to the Wild section of the forest, but it was apparently close enough for bad dreams. ‘It’s just the broken shell of a Behemoth. Why does it make the forest –’ He stopped, struggling for the right word. ‘Why does it make the forest bad?’

‘It attracts parasite spirits,’ said Vintage. She slipped the seeing-glass from her belt and held it to her eye. The ruined section of forest suddenly loomed closer, and she frowned as she looked over the blackened branches and the shifting mists. ‘It’s long dead, Bernhart. Just the empty husk of a Jure’lia ship and that in pieces, but it’s like a corpse attracting flies. The parasite spirits are drawn to it. If we knew why, or how, or what they really are . . .’ She lowered the seeing-glass and bit her lip. ‘I have always wanted to find out more about them, and what their connection is to the worm people. So little has been written about the Jure’lia, and gods know the Eborans have always been tight-lipped about their periodic scraps with them. All we have left are the remains of their Behemoths, and a lot of very unpleasant stories. If only Eborans were a little more . . . gregarious. But of course these days they have no time for humans at all.’ She pursed her lips as a face from the past rose up unbidden in her mind – eyes like dried blood, a sardonic smile, and the memory of her hands. Her touch had always been so warm. With difficulty she dragged her mind away from the pleasant memory.

‘You must have every book written about it, m’lady. About the Wild, and the worm people, and the parasite spirits,’ said Bernhart. ‘In your library, I mean.’

Vintage smiled and briefly cupped her hand to the boy’s face. Her fingers were a deep brown against his white cheek.

‘There are bigger libraries than mine, Bernhart. And I suspect that what I want to know won’t be found in one. In fact—’

They felt it as much as heard it; a low rumble that vibrated uncomfortably in their chests. Vintage looked back at the Wild part of the forest, half unwillingly. In the darkest part the canopy was trembling, blackened leaves rustling. It shouldn’t have been possible for her to hear it from this distance, but she heard it all the same: a dry empty sound like the hissing of water across arid ground. A translucent shape, a deep dirty-yellow colour, briefly pushed its way up between the upper branches of the trees. It had multiple fronds that carried strange white lights at the ends, and darker stippled marks across its back. The parasite spirit twisted in the air for a moment, its fronds reaching out blindly to the bright sky above, and then it sank back out of sight. Its odd rumbling cry sank with it.

‘Gods be damned, that hardly seems like a good omen.’ Vintage looked at the boy, and saw that he was standing very still, his eyes wide. The blush of colour on his cheeks had vanished. Gently, she patted his shoulder, and he jumped as though he’d been dreaming. ‘You know, I have a good mind to tan Ezion’s hide for sending you out here by yourself. Come on, Bernhart, let us get you home. I’ll have Cook make you some honey pastries.’

They were gathered in the dining room, the best silver and porcelain laid out on the vine-wood table, as if they were waiting for the Emperor himself to drop by for a currant bun. Vintage’s family were wearing their best silks and satins, despite the heat. Vintage took a particular pleasure in watching their faces as she trooped up to the table, letting her solid boots sound noisily against the polished floor. She snatched off her hat and threw it on the table, her eyes already scanning the dishes the staff had laid out for supper. Just behind her, Bernhart loitered in the doorway, technically dismissed but reluctant to leave what might prove to be the scene of an argument.

‘Is there any of the good cheese left?’ she asked, dragging a plate towards her with dusty fingers. ‘The one with the berries in?’

‘Sister.’ Ezion stood up slowly. He wore a deep blue silk jacket and a starched shirt collar, and his dark eyes were bright with impatience. ‘I am glad to see you’ve returned to us. Perhaps you’d like to change for dinner?’

Vintage glanced around the table. Carla, Ezion’s wife, met her eyes and gave her a look of barely restrained glee, and Vintage tipped her a wink. The woman was heavily pregnant again, her rounded belly straining at her exquisitely tailored dress, while Vintage’s various nieces and nephews made a clatter of their cutlery and plates.

‘I do believe I am fine as I am, Ezi.’ She reached over and made a point of picking up one of the tiny pastries with her fingers, sticking out her little finger as she did so as though she held a fine porcelain cup. ‘What were you thinking, exactly, by sending Bernhart out into the vines by himself?’

Ezion was frowning openly now. ‘He is a servant, Vincenza. I was thinking that it is his job to do such things.’

Vintage frowned back at him, and, turning back to the door, held the tiny pastry out to the waiting boy. ‘Here, Bernhart, take this and get on with your day. I’m sure you’ve arrows you could be fletching.’

Bernhart gave her a conflicted look, as though the brewing argument might interest him more than the cake, but in the end cream won out. He took the pastry from her fingers and left, decorously closing the door behind him.

‘The boy will maintain the vines for us one day, it is his job to be out there, Vincenza, as well you know. If we don’t—’

‘The Wild is spreading.’ She cut him off. ‘And we saw a parasite spirit today, rising up above the canopy. It was very large indeed.’

For a few moments Ezion said nothing. His children were all watching them now, with wide eyes. They had grown up with tales of the tainted forest, although it wasn’t something often discussed over dinner.

‘It is contained,’ he said eventually, his voice carefully even. ‘It is watched. There is nothing to be concerned about. This is why you should stay at the House and not go gallivanting around the forest. You have got yourself all agitated.’

Vintage felt a wild stab of anger at that, but Carla was speaking.

‘How can it be spreading, Vin? Do we need to check on the borders more often?’

Vintage pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know. This is the problem. We simply do not know enough about it.’ She took a breath, preparing to rouse an old argument. ‘I will go in the spring. I’ve waited too long already, but it’s not too late. Ezion, dear, we need to do some research, need to get out into the world and find out what we can. There are Behemoth sites I could be learning from, out there beyond our own forests. We need to know more about the Wild, and the parasite spirits. Enough reading, enough peering at old books. I need to go.’

Ezion snorted with laughter. It didn’t suit him. ‘Not this again. It is ridiculous. You are a forty-year-old woman, Vincenza, the head of this family, and I will not have you traipsing off across Sarn to gods only know where.’

‘A forty-year-old woman who has spent her entire life running this place, growing these vines, and making this wine.’ She gestured viciously at the glass goblets, all full of a pale golden wine – it was made from the grape called Farrah’s Folly. She could tell from the colour. ‘And I have had enough. All of this,’ she lifted her arms wide, ‘is your responsibility now, Ezion. And I am not.’

She plucked her hat up off the table, and, for the look of the thing, stuck it back on her head before stalking out of the room, slamming the door so hard that she heard the cutlery rattle.

Outside in the corridor, she leaned briefly against the wall, surprised at how wildly her heart was beating. It was the anger, she told herself. After a moment, Bernhart’s head appeared from around the corner.

‘Are you all right, m’lady?’

She paused. A slow tingling feeling was working its way up from her toes; some sense of a huge change coming, like the heaviness in the air when a storm was building. There would be no stopping her now.

‘I am absolutely fine, Bernhart darling.’ She grinned at him and was pleased to see the boy smiling back. ‘Fetch my travel bags from storage, boy. I’m bloody well going now.’
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Now

The drug akaris is produced by heating a certain combination of substances to extreme temperatures before being cooled, raked and sieved. Only winnowfire is capable of producing the temperatures required, and, indeed, seems to affect the substances in other, less obvious, ways. Akaris is produced in one place only: the Winnowry, on the island of Corineth, just off the coast of Mushenska. Other places have attempted to manufacture the drug, with their own, illegal fell-witches, but these operations have all, without fail, come to a somewhat abrupt and rather unpleasant end. The Winnowry, they say, are ruthless in protecting their own interests.

As for the drug itself: used in its pure state, it simply gives the user a deep and dreamless sleep (more valuable than you might think), but cut with various stimulants, of which Sarn has a vast variety, it brings on a waking-dream state. By all reports, the dreams experienced under the influence of adulterated akaris are vivid, wild and often unnerving.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Noon awoke to the sound of an argument echoing up from below. She slid out of her narrow bed, snatching a glance out the tiny smeared window – overcast again, a blanket of grey from top to bottom – and walked over to the bars of her cell. There was little to see. The vast emptiness that was the heart of the Winnowry hung just below, and on the far side, there was the northern wall of cells, all identical to hers; carved from dead black rock, the floors and the ceilings a grid of solid iron. It was always gloomy inside the Winnowry; the tiny windows were all thickly sealed with lead and wax, and the oil lamps wired to the walkways gave only a smoky, yellow light.

Noon leaned against the bars and listened. It was normally so quiet in the Winnowry, filled with the hush of a hundred women living in fear: of themselves, and each other.

‘Lower your voice, Fell-Anya,’ came the flat, oddly metallic voice of one of the sisters, edged with tension.

‘I will not!’ Anya was one of the older fell-witches, but her voice was cracked from more than age this morning. The woman had been here for nearly twenty years, twice as long as Noon. Noon could barely imagine what that was like, but she was afraid she would find out.

‘What can you do? What can you do to me? I’d be better off dead – we all would.’ The woman’s voice echoed up and around the vast space, echoing like something trapped. Anya was from Reidn, a vast city state far to the east that Noon had never seen, and she spoke their oddly soothing, lilting language. Because fell-witches could be born anywhere, to anyone, the Winnowry was full of women from all over Sarn, and over the last decade Noon had come to know something of all their languages. It was, she sourly noted, the only positive thing the place had given her.

‘No one is going to kill you, Fell-Anya.’ The sister who spoke to her used the plains-speak that was common to most of Sarn. She was forming her words slowly, calmly, perhaps hoping to convey the sense that everything was fine, that nothing could possibly be out of control here – and her use of plains-speak suggested she wanted everyone to know it.

‘Oh no, I’m too useful! Kill me and you’ve one less slave to make your drug for you.’ There was a crash and a rattle of iron. Fell-Anya was throwing herself against the bars. Noon glanced directly down, through the iron grid, and saw Fell-Marian’s pale face looking up at her from the cell below. The bat-wing tattoo on her forehead looked stark, like something separate from her. Noon touched her own forehead unconsciously, knowing she carried the same mark branded onto her skin.

‘What is she doing?’ whispered Marian. Noon just shook her head.

‘You will calm yourself, Fell-Anya. Calm yourself now, or I will take action.’ From the other side of the Winnowry came a muttering of dismay. The whole place was awake now, and every fell-witch was listening to see what would happen.

Noon pushed herself against the bars. ‘Oi! Leave her be!’ Her voice, more used to whispers and low words, cracked as she shouted. ‘Just leave her alone!’

‘Calm myself? Calm myself!’ Fell-Anya was shrieking, the rhythmic slamming of her body against the bars terribly loud in the vast space. Noon pressed her lips together, feeling her own heart beat faster. Such uncontrolled anger was not permitted in the Winnowry. It was one of the worst things they could do. And then, unbelievably, there was a blossom of greenish-blue light, impossibly bright in the gloom of their prison. Noon staggered back from the bars even as she heard Marian gasp below her.

‘Fire and blood! Oh, she’s done it now,’ murmured Noon. ‘She’s fucking well done it.’

There were cries from the other cells, a bellowed shout from below, and someone somewhere must have pulled the lever, because one of the huge water tanks clustered above them tipped to one side. A great sheet of water, black and silver in the poor light, crashed down through the cells on the opposite side, churning and rushing through the iron grids so that every fell-witch on that side of the Winnowry was abruptly dripping wet. The women screamed – the water was icy cold – and the winnowfire that was just out of sight blinked out of existence. Noon shivered as a fine mist of water droplets gusted towards them, and took a few steps back. In the outraged cacophony of fifty suddenly soaked women, she didn’t hear what happened to Fell-Anya, but she heard the clanging of a cell door from somewhere down below.

‘It’ll be a week before they get that tank filled up again,’ said Marian, her voice low. ‘It’s so difficult to refill, they hate to use it. But it seems they’re getting more difficult to please lately.’

‘Touchy bastards,’ agreed Noon. She stepped back up to the bars again. ‘Bastards!’ But her lone shout was lost in the echoes of dripping water. Noon stared out at the cells opposite, and the soaking, miserable women. She pressed her hand to her mouth, biting at a loose shred of skin on her thumb. It would likely take as long for the women on the far side to dry off as it would for them to refill the tank. They would be given no dry clothes, and the Winnowry was ever damp and cold, the tall black stones of its towers facing out to a cold and violent sea. The island it had been built on had been cleared of all trees, all grass – even the top layer of soil had been scraped away. Say anything about the sisters, say they were careful.

‘How did she do it?’ whispered Marian. Her voice was safely hidden under the moans of the other fell-witches, the constant dripping a quiet rain as the water worked its way through their cells.

‘The sister must have been stupid enough to get within reach of the bars.’

They both knew that was unlikely. The wardens of the Winnowry wore long gloves and sleeves, with thick hoods holding their hair back. Over their faces they wore smooth silver masks, with narrow holes for their eyes and mouths. To let a fell-witch touch their bare skin would be a disaster, although Noon often wondered what good it would do the witch who took their life energy. You could take enough to drag them down into unconsciousness – kill them, a voice inside her whispered – but then what? Unless you were outside of your cell already, unless you were close to the way out . . .

Noon sat down on the grill floor, pushing her fingers between the gaps. Marian reached up to her, but as ever the grid was too deep for them to reach each other. It was simply a way of acknowledging that they weren’t alone.

‘She did it somehow,’ Noon said quietly. ‘Got close enough to take what she needed.’ Her heart was still hammering in her chest. ‘What do you think happened to her? Do you think she got out?’

Marian didn’t answer immediately. When she did, she sounded worried. ‘Of course not. You know that, Noon. They doused her and then they took her away. There’s no way out of here. You know that.’

‘I know that,’ agreed Noon. She gnawed at her thumb again. ‘I know that.’

‘Fell-Noon. Off the floor, please.’

Noon scrambled to her feet. She recognised the voice of Sister Owain and looked up to see a tall figure at her cell door. The woman’s mask caught the subdued light of the cell, and not for the first time Noon half wondered if the sisters were real people at all, or just ghosts of metal and wool. Sister Owain’s robes were the traditional dark blue of the Winnowry Sisters, and a heavy wooden cudgel hung at her belt, capped with dull metal.

‘What?’

Sister Owain tipped her head, and all at once it was quite possible to see her eyes behind the metal mask. Not a ghost after all. ‘It’s time for your purging, Fell-Noon, as well you know. I hope you are not going to give us any trouble this morning, or perhaps you would like south block to have an early shower too?’

When Noon didn’t reply, Sister Owain bent and pushed a tray through the slot near the bottom of the bars.

‘Prepare yourself, witch.’

On the tray was a shallow bowl filled with pale grey ash, and next to it a length of sea-green silk and a pair of long grey gloves. Noon curled her hands into fists as her face flushed hot. Always this: a mixture of anticipation, and shame. Sister Owain tapped on the bars.

‘Hurry up, witch. We do not delay purging, you know that.’

Noon knelt and picked up the silk scarf. She ran it through her fingers briefly, as she always did – there was nothing else this soft within the Winnowry – and then swept back her short black hair and covered it over with the scarf, winding it around her bare neck and tying a simple knot at the back. Then she pushed her hands into the powdery ash, getting a good coating on her palms and fingers; it looked almost white against her olive skin. Carefully, so that she wouldn’t breathe it in and make herself cough, she patted the ash onto her face. Three times she repeated the process, until the fine grey powder covered her cheeks, her nose and lips. There was even a fine layer on her eyelids, and the mark of the Winnowry that was seared onto her forehead – the single bat’s wing – was almost obliterated.

‘Another layer, if you please, Fell-Noon. I am not in the mood for half-measures this morning.’

‘Why? What’s the point? What’s it for?’

Sister Owain shook her head slightly. It was clear she knew Noon was being deliberately difficult, but even so, she couldn’t quite resist trotting out the standard Winnowry tract.

‘Penance, witch. We daub you with ashes to mark you for what you are, we cover your skin so that you should not come into contact with the world.’

Noon sighed, and patted more of the ash onto her face, feeling clumps of it falling away where it was already too thick. The smell of it in her nostrils was dry and strange, tickling at her throat. Not waiting to see if that was good enough for Sister Owain, she slipped on the long grey gloves.

‘That’s good,’ said Sister Owain. ‘Very good. Now, when I open your door, step outside. I know you’re not foolish enough to try to ruin my day, Fell-Noon.’

Noon glanced down as the cell door was rattled to one side, and as she stepped outside the sister immediately slapped a pair of thick cuffs on her wrists – a steel loop tied with tough hessian straps. They were jumpier than usual.

Sister Owain urged her swiftly down the walkway, so quickly that Noon didn’t have time to exchange glances with any of the other women imprisoned in south block. They went down several sets of stairs, through three sets of tall, locked doors, all made of thick ebony wood riveted with steel, and then abruptly they were outside. As ever, Noon caught her breath as the icy sea wind cut across her, stealing what little warmth she had gathered to herself inside her cell. The taste of salt on her tongue was like a slap, and her eyes watered with the shock of it. They were leaving behind the main Winnowry building, with its four scalpel-like towers that tore at the sky, and heading towards the circle of white buildings that cupped the Winnowry like a pair of receiving hands. Tall alabaster chimneys sprouted from these buildings, their tops smeared with soot, and underfoot there was stony dirt, streaked here and there with bat guano.

Noon wrenched around to look behind her. It was possible, at just the right moment, to catch a glimpse of the far shore of the mainland, where the city of Mushenska festered and spread. Today, the sea was rough, throwing up mists and spray, but she did see it for a brief second; the harbour lamps had been lit, as had the big beacons over the market place. There was a smudge on the grey sky – the Tarah-hut Mountains – and somewhere below that, thankfully out of sight, the plains where she had been born. Much closer, on the Winnowry beach itself, was a small jetty with a narrow little merchant vessel tied up next to it. Noon caught a glimpse there of tightly caulked barrels being rolled on board, and a man with a salt-and-pepper beard talking to a tall woman wearing a sea-green travel shawl. There was enough time to catch the spiky shape of the bat tattoo on her forehead, and then Sister Owain yanked on Noon’s arm, almost causing her to lose her footing.

‘Was that an agent?’ she asked, nodded towards the figures on the jetty. ‘Selling your drugs on, is that it? A pet fell-witch to do your dirty business?’

‘Keep it up, Fell-Noon, and I will make a special appointment with the Drowned One for you. How about that?’

Noon pursed her lips, feeling the ash crack and flake. She wanted to bite at the skin on her thumb again. The agent and the boat were already out of sight, lost behind the furnace buildings.

‘What is the matter with you lot today?’ Noon muttered. ‘You’ve a face on you like a horse’s arsehole.’

To her surprise, Sister Owain didn’t even turn to glare at her. Instead, she shook her head slightly, as though trying to clear it.

‘Bad dreams,’ she said. ‘No one is sleeping properly.’

Noon found she had nothing to say to that. She didn’t know where the sisters slept, but she was willing to bet it was more comfortable than the bunk in her cell. And then they were there, and Sister Owain was reaching up and yanking the length of rope that hung above the priest door. Somewhere inside, a bell rang. On either side of the door, carved deeply into the white stone, were the two figures of the order’s founder, Tomas. In one depiction, he had his back to the viewer, walking away towards a stylised line that Noon knew was meant to be the sea. In the other, his face was turned outwards, wearing an expression that Noon supposed was meant to be a mixture of terror, awe and righteousness. To her, he mainly looked constipated. He wore garlands of seaweed about his shoulders, and in his hands were seashells.

‘Just do as you’re told,’ muttered Owain. ‘Everything will be fine. The evil in you must be purged. And all will be fine.’

Noon let her arm go slack. The woman was distracted, and they were outside. If she threw herself out of reach and ran, it was possible she could get down to the beach before the alarm was raised, and from there it was even possible that she might survive the swim to Mushenska. If she could get the cuffs off. Suddenly, the grip on her arm was like a vice.

‘Don’t think I can’t see it in your eyes, fell-witch.’ Owain no longer looked distracted. Through the narrow gaps in her mask her eyes were flinty.

‘What happened to Fell-Anya?’ The question was out before Noon knew she was going to ask it. ‘Where is she now?’

Owain was unfazed. ‘We give you a chance to live here, witch. A chance to burn away the evil that is in you.’ She paused, and behind her mask Noon heard her lick her lips. ‘You of all people should know where you belong. Murderer.’

Noon stood unmoving, the chill of her skin at odds with the visions of fire that filled her head. And then the priest door clattered open, and she was passed into the care of the men.

Inside the Furnace it was always hot, in such stark contrast to the damp Winnowry that it made Noon feel faintly dizzy. There was a scratchy, bitter scent, a mixture of smoke and the drug akaris, and a distant roaring as other fell-witches underwent their purging in other parts of the building. She was escorted by Father Wasten, a tall, thin man with a fringe of red hair about his ears and a carroty beard on the end of his chin. The men’s robes were a lighter shade of blue, and the hem was stitched with a series of curling lines meant to represent the sea that had kept Tomas to its bosom for so long. They did not wear masks, but instead carried short, lethal blades on their belts.

‘Why is it “sister” for the women, and “father” for the men?’ Noon asked. The bare white walls shaded into brown at the tops, the result of decades of insidious smoke, and the floor was grey slate, faintly warm through her slippers.

‘Fell-Noon, you ask the same question each time I see you.’

‘Because you’ve never given a good answer.’

Father Wasten cleared his throat. ‘The sisters are your keepers, brave women who dare to live close to the evil you carry. They dare to be close to you, like sisters.’

‘“Close” is a funny word for it.’

‘And Mother Cressin is the head of our family, as you know.’

‘The Drowned One?’

Father Wasten pursed his lips, causing his carroty beard to stick out ahead of him as though it were leading the way. ‘You should show more respect.’

‘I’m evil, remember? And everyone calls her that.’

They arrived at the furnace itself. Wasten took off her cuffs and led her through the great iron doors into a narrow circular room, the soot-blackened walls rising out of sight. Another fell-witch that Noon did not know the name of was just being led out, her skin beaded with sweat and a faraway look in her eyes. She didn’t look at Noon as she passed her, and she stumbled as though she had no bones in her legs.

‘You know what you must do, so prepare yourself, Fell-Noon,’ said Father Wasten, his voice solemn now. The other fell-witch left, and Noon walked into the centre of the circular room. She peeled off the gloves and threw them on the floor, and then pulled off the long-sleeved shirt and piled that on top, leaving her in her vest. Next, her soft slippers – she preferred to be barefoot. ‘You are the weak place between worlds, you are the fracture that permits evil to enter. This is your penance.’

Noon coughed into her hand. ‘Horseshit.’

Father Wasten left, clanging the iron door shut behind him. After a few seconds another door opened, and a slim young man stepped through. Noon looked away. It was Novice Lusk. She hated when it was Novice Lusk.

He was tall, with skin the colour of good cream, his shoulders and neck slightly pink from the outside work he was tasked with – clearing away any stray debris, scrubbing the bat guano from the stones – and his hair was like corn silk, so blond it shone. Noon remembered corn like that on the plains, whole sunny fields of it like a dream. His eyes were blue. He had already removed his shirt, and his chest was taut with muscles, the low band of his loose grey trousers riding on his hips.

Once, Noon had wondered why they didn’t just use plants for the purging, or even animals of some sort, and she had asked, not the sisters or the priests, but another fell-witch who had been there longer than she had. People get over it, the witch had told her. They have a rest, and come back. Have you ever taken life energy from grass? Dead straight away, isn’t it? You could use pigs, maybe, or goats, but then you need someone to look after them, and you’d need a lot of goats. Men though – stupid men with nothing better to do – can look after themselves.

Lusk came over to her and nodded, once.

‘Are you ready, Fell-Noon?’

There were tiny creases at the corners of his eyes as he frowned in concern. Noon sighed.

‘Let’s get this over with.’

He nodded again, and went to his knees in front of her. ‘As ever, it is my honour to assist you in your purging.’

She looked down at him and the top of his bowed head. Lusk’s shoulders shone in the lamplight, smooth and lightly freckled. When everyone she saw was covered up lest they come into accidental contact with her, it was shocking to see so much bared flesh, so much skin uncovered, and part of her never tired of seeing it.

Lusk cleared his throat.

‘Are you ready, Fell-Noon?’

She glanced up once, into the crowded darkness above them. There were more iron grids up there, and on top of them shallow pans full of the substances they used to make akaris. She walked behind him, and taking a small breath, placed her hands on his back, almost leaning on him. His skin was warm, and she could smell him now too – he smelled of soap and earnestness. A warm flush moved from the soles of her bare feet to the top of her head, and she sought a little deeper, seeking out his living energy. Lusk was murmuring a prayer of acceptance under his breath, and not for the first time she wondered what brought a man to a place like this, to take up this particular duty with all its risks, but the urgency of the winnowfire was growing and she pushed that thought to one side.

Her palms tingled, and with a shiver his energy flowed into her. She took it eagerly, filling her and crowding out the darkness within, letting it pool and grow and surge. Lusk was trained for this, and she knew, more or less, how much was safe to take, but the more she could absorb in this first contact, the purer her winnowfire would be. And the moment was coming.

Noon lifted one hand and pointed up into the dark above them. A crackle in the air, and a bloom of blue-green flame curled from the end of her arm and shot up into the echoing chimney. A bare second later and she was wreathed in it, a glowing column of ethereal fire that surged up, crashing and rolling against the steel sides of the chasm above them. The roar of it filled her ears and everything was light. She could feel from the muscles in her face that she was grinning, and she savoured every moment. The fire poured from her like water from a broken dam, and she revelled in the power of it. Here, at least, for this brief time, she was free and powerful.

Lusk shifted under her hand slightly and she remembered to keep part of her consciousness monitoring the life energy she was taking from him. Already he was tiring, and she was surprised by how much she had taken. Somewhere above them the flat pans of chemicals would be cooking nicely, and the priests of Tomas would be waiting to harvest their precious akaris. She wondered how much she made for them, and who used it outside of the Winnowry.

Noon stood on the tips of her toes, reaching as high as she could for one final blast, and then abruptly the flames winked out. She sagged, half stumbling, and Lusk made to help her before catching himself. Contact outside of the purging was strictly forbidden. Noon shivered, her grey vest sticking to her back with sweat. Lusk was a shade paler than he’d been, and his forehead and chest were also beaded with moisture.

The steel door clanged open, and Father Wasten appeared. He eyed them both warily, and nodded to her. ‘Get dressed, Fell-Noon.’

Novice Lusk turned and left without looking at her, going through the other door, and Noon hastily pulled on her long shirt and soft slippers. She hated wearing them again when she was so covered in sweat, but she would not be permitted to go anywhere until she did. Once her hands were covered in the long gloves again, Father Wasten came fully into the room.

‘Once again you are purged, Fell-Noon. You are, briefly, pure.’

Noon rubbed her hand over her face, grimacing as the ash there mixed with her sweat and turned into smears of dirt. She didn’t feel pure. She felt sticky and dirty, and oddly ashamed. There was such a sense of release with the purge, and then, afterwards, guilt. The rush of the flames and the eerie light made it too easy to remember things she’d rather forget. Things she had to forget.

When she didn’t say anything, Father Wasten held up a small fabric bag in his gloved hand, and placed it in her palm. Her small portion of the akaris, to give her a dreamless sleep. Not taken from what she had just made – it would be too hot, and would need raking and sifting – but an older supply. She pinched it between her fingers, feeling the grainy powder through her gloves. Under Wasten’s careful watch, she pulled the drawstring open with a gloved finger and tipped the contents into her mouth. There was the familiar suffocating tickle as the drug coated her mouth, and then, on contact with her saliva, it turned slippery, oily almost. It tasted of nothing, and she swallowed it with a grimace before handing the bag back to Wasten. Many of the women chose not to consume akaris. She supposed that for them, their dreams were an escape from the Winnowry, bringing them sweet memories of their old lives. Not so for Noon.

‘You know, Fell-Noon, why you are here, don’t you?’

Noon looked up at him. His eyes were brown and watery, and could not disguise his disgust for her.

‘Because I am too dangerous to be outside.’

He nodded. ‘Evil works through you, girl. All of your kind are tainted, but here you have a purpose at least. You should be grateful. How many more could you have killed, if you were still free?’

Noon looked at him flatly until he turned back to the door, and they began the slow process of returning her to her cell.
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In order to properly understand the Jure’lia and their queen, we have to know something of their opposite number. In recent times, the Eborans have been almost as hated and reviled as the invaders; their only saving grace perhaps the fact that they have, for thousands and thousands of years, held back attack after attack from the worm people.

What should we know of Ebora? For generations they were sustained in their glory by their god Ygseril, known more prosaically to outsiders as ‘the tree-god’. The sap of their great tree, ingested orally, made them almost immortal – young forever, inhumanly strong, impervious to most wounds and diseases, and perhaps, to human eyes, beautiful.

And then at the end of the Eighth Rain, the last great war with the invaders, Ygseril suddenly died. There was no more sap. The Eborans began to grow old, they began to grow weak. They became ill, just as humans do, and succumbed to injuries and infections. Eborans do not have children at the drop of a hat like humans do, and without the sap, newly born children grew rarer and rarer. It was a disaster. Their great cities beyond the Wall began to fall into disrepair, and the Eboran people into despair.

In time it was discovered that human blood could be used as a substitute (please see journal 73 on Lady Carmillion for the possibly apocryphal details of that incident). Blood was not nearly as powerful as the god-sap had been, of course, but it did slow their aging, and it gave them back their strength, their vitality, acting almost as a stimulant in small doses. Over a period of time, in sufficient quantities, it could even heal grievous injuries, to some extent.

Unsurprisingly, relations between Ebora and their human neighbours deteriorated rapidly.

So began the years of the Carrion Wars. Ebora sporadically invaded the surrounding territories – the nomadic plains peoples taking the brunt of the attacks – stealing away human captives to be donors and, eventually, simply killing and ‘harvesting’ their human victims there on the battlefield. Out of desperation? Fear? Perhaps. Without their war-beasts born from Ygseril the Eborans were not as fearsome as they had been, but they were still stronger than the average human warrior, and could heal faster. It was carnage, and who knows where it would have ended? Except that human blood turned out not to be their saviour, but their curse.

The first recorded case of the crimson flux befell Lady Quinosta. Known for her prodigious consumption of human blood – bottle after bottle decanted at every meal, she would also bathe in the stuff – she awoke one day to find herself in terrible pain, her body stiff and unresponsive. Her white skin grew hard and cracked, revealing livid red flesh beneath. She developed a terrible cough, and her silk handkerchiefs were soon soaked with the strange fluid that passes for Eboran blood. She took to her bed, and spent six months dying in agony. Human blood did nothing to arrest the progress of the illness – it made it worse. And she was just the first.

Ebora was decimated. Those few who have so far survived the disease now keep to the land beyond the Tarah-hut Mountains, and many, it is said, still drink human blood in small, regular doses. Enough to keep old age and weakness at bay, but not enough to summon the crimson flux. They hope.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

There was half an inch of wine left in the bottom of the bottle. Untangling his arm from the sheets, Tormalin reached across and snatched it up. There were no glasses within reach of the bed, but he was no savage, so he poured it into one of Sareena’s empty incense bowls instead. He took a sip and then spotted the tray of cheese and fruits she had left on the small table on the other side, so he rolled in that direction, narrowly avoiding tossing the wine over the sheets and falling out of the bed.

‘What are you doing?’

Sareena had returned, a bottle of sweetly perfumed oil in her arms. She wore the purple silks he’d bought for her on a previous visit, and they shifted and swirled around her body as he’d known they would. He grinned at her.

‘I am hungry, my sweet.’

She raised an eyebrow at him and came to sit on the bed, in the warm space left by the curve of his body. Tor drank the last of the wine and set the bowl on the table, before chasing a ball of cheese around the plate with his fingers. It kept getting away from him.

‘I’m not surprised you are hungry,’ said Sareena. She laid the bottle, still stoppered, on the bed, and smoothed some strands of hair away from his face. ‘But does it always have to be cheese?’ She wrinkled her nose, which Tor found delightful. ‘And always the most pungent ones.’

Tor kicked his legs out and lay with one arm under his head, contemplating the cheese. ‘There are few things as fine, Sareena, as a good piece of cheese and a decent glass of wine.’

‘Except you are not even drinking it out of a glass.’ She drew herself up, preparing to tease him. ‘I am sure that the House of the Long Night does not whiff of strange cheeses, or keep ridiculous drinking vessels.’

Tor sat up and put the cheese to one side. He could feel the wine warming his blood and everything in the room was pleasantly hazy, but he attempted to focus. ‘You are quite right, of course.’ He took hold of both her hands, running the pads of his thumbs over the sensitive skin of her wrists. The Early Path: Spring’s First Touch. ‘It is a place of great seriousness, and we have a contract, you and I. Forgive me, Sareena, for neglecting you.’

Her cheeks turned a little pink, and she even turned her smile away from him. He loved the fact that she was still bashful, could still blush at his words, even after all these months.

‘If you knew how jealous my sisters are,’ she said, ‘you would know no forgiveness is needed.’ Her smile was now wicked. ‘Our arrangement is very satisfactory to me, Tormalin the Oathless.’

He kept his eyes on hers, and gently ran his fingers along the underside of her forearms. He felt rather than saw her shiver. The Early Path: The Rising Leaf.

‘Do you want the oil?’ she asked. Her eyes – a deep dark brown, just like her hair – were very wide, and as he smiled she bit the edge of her lip.

‘In a little while.’

Tor knelt and slid one hand around her waist to rest on the small of her back. Very gently, he pulled her to him, and he touched his lips to the smooth place where her neck met her shoulders. A line of kisses there, feather light. The Early Path: Spring’s First Flight.

‘Mmm.’ Sareena swayed with him, and he could hear the smile in her voice. ‘Do they really teach you all this at the House of the Long Night?’

‘I studied . . .’ he transferred his attention to the other side of her neck – ‘for years.’

He followed the line of her jaw and then kissed her mouth, firmly at first, and then deeply. The Morning Sun: Dawn’s Prayer. She responded eagerly, smoothing her hands along his arms and then his bare chest. Quickly, he gathered her up and lay her down in front of him, and she laughed a little – she was always caught unawares by how strong he was. Carefully, he pulled at one of the silk ties holding her outfit together, and the upper part began to unravel. She wriggled a little, and Tor smiled – he had known how the silk would feel against her skin, and had had the shift made specifically for this effect.

Leaning over her, he kissed the bare skin of her breastbone, and touched the tip of his tongue there. The Morning Sun: The Heart’s Obeisance. She sighed, and when she spoke again her voice was huskier.

‘That is very good, Tor, I can’t even begin to tell you . . .’

He followed the line of her body down, smoothing away the ribbons of purple silk and tasting her skin as he went. She was apricots and smoke, and a faint curl of oil against his tongue, left over from their afternoon together. Her hands found his hair and pulled and pushed at it, running it through her fingers. She was making small noises now, taking small breaths. He should slow down. The High Sun: A Silk Flower.

Pulling back slightly, he slid his naked thigh along the inside of her own – The High Sun: Chasing Leaves – and was pleased as she shuddered amongst the sheets. The confection of purple silks had fallen completely away, and she was quite beautiful. He bent his head to her breasts, and caught her eye as he did so. ‘You are a feast,’ he told her, ‘and I, my sweet, am ravenous—’

Something solid crashed against the chamber door and they both jumped. Tor lifted his head, his hair hanging in his face.

‘Oh no.’

There was another crash. It sounded suspiciously like a large boot kicking the door.

‘Oh no.’

‘Tor!’ The voice was remarkably loud. Tor winced. ‘I know you’re in there. I told you to meet me at sun down and it’s already moon up!’

Tormalin sat up. ‘I’ll be with you in a little while, Vintage! There’s no rush. Honestly, woman, we’ve been poking around these things for years and it’s not as if they’re going anywhere—’

There was another thump. ‘Sareena, my dear,’ the voice called, ‘get back under the sheets for me, would you? There’s a good girl.’

Sareena raised an eyebrow at Tor – he didn’t miss the amusement in the quirk of her lips – and then shimmied over to the other side of the bed, where she swiftly wrapped herself in the bed covers. Abruptly, the door crashed open and an older woman with deep brown skin and a mass of tightly curled black hair stomped into the room.

‘Vintage!’ Tor put on his most outraged expression, and pulled the sheets around his waist. ‘This really is unacceptable. Unacceptable. How dare you interrupt—’

‘Darling, if I had to wait for you to voluntarily leave this good woman’s bed, I’d be waiting until the Tenth Rain. And stop clutching at yourself like a maiden, you’ve nothing I haven’t seen before.’

She smiled warmly at Sareena, who waved cheerfully enough.

Tor spluttered and did his best to look affronted, but it was difficult to retain the moral high ground when you were naked in front of a woman who you happened to know carried a crossbow on her belt. ‘Really, Vintage, we haven’t completed our transaction, and it is an insult to the teachings of the House of the Long Night.’

‘Are you drunk?’ Vintage stalked into the room and snatched up the empty bottle of wine, peering at the label. ‘And on this swill?’

‘Yes, I am quite drunk, which is exactly why I cannot accompany you on your latest ridiculous quest. It would be dangerous for both of us. And innocent bystanders, no doubt.’

‘Nonsense.’ Vintage put the bottle down and fixed him with a glare. ‘Get back into your trousers, dear, or I will spend your wages on buying this girl some decent wine.’

Tor sank back, defeated. He needed what Sareena could give him, but he needed coin more.

‘You are leaving Mushenska?’ asked Sareena. ‘You are going beyond the walls? Is that safe, Vin?’

Tor winked at her. ‘Worry not, my sweet. What is out there holds no fears for an Eboran warrior and his fabled sword.’

‘I’m sure the girl has heard quite enough about your fabled sword for one evening.’ Vintage turned back to the door. ‘You’ve got until I bring the horses round. Have a good night, Sareena my dear, and do send me the bill for the wine.’

Vintage went through her pack while she waited for Tor. The Frozen Moon Inn, where Sareena kept her suite of rooms, was on the very edge of Mushenska. From where she stood she could see the lanterns of the city wall, and the one great beacon that marked the northern gate. If the lad got a move on, they could reach the place before sunrise.

Notebooks, ink, spare crossbow quarrels. Oatcakes, ham, water, cheese. A thick pair of leather gloves, a small collection of tiny glass jars, ready for any specimen she might be able to take. Knives, increasingly smaller blades for fine work. Sketching charcoal, grease, oil, a bundle of small sticks, some other odds and ends she hoped she would not have to use. With a sigh, she pulled the flap shut on her pack and secured it. She was as ready as she could be. Perhaps, this time, it might be worth all the preparation.

A polite cough alerted her to his presence. Tor could tread very quietly when he wanted to.

‘You’ve dragged me out of a warm bed. I’m assuming you have spectacular reasons.’

Vintage tutted at him. ‘My darling, when do I not have spectacular reasons?’ She led him around the corner of the building into the stables where two young horses awaited them. There was a pack for Tor, already affixed to his saddle.

‘More Behemoth bits, I assume? Well, I have had a full bottle of wine, so you might have to remind me of the specifics,’ he said.

Vintage glanced up at his tall form. He did not look like a man recently rousted from bed with a bottle’s worth of wine inside him. In the gentle lamplight his handsome face looked carved from fine marble, his long black hair tied and bound into a tail on the back of his head. His clear eyes, the irises a deep ruddy colour in this light, were bright and alert, and he was dressed in his infuriating manner – that was to say, he appeared to have thrown together a collection of silks, furs and worn leathers and somehow managed to look exquisitely elegant. In the years they had been travelling through Sarn together, Vintage had never seen him look anything less than composed, even when turfed out of someone’s bed. The only sign that he’d had to rush was the lack of jewellery – he wore only a single silver earring in the shape of a leaf, and a silver ring with a fat red stone on his left hand; in the daylight, she knew, his eyes were the exact same colour as the stone. His sword belt was already in place, and his sword, the Ninth Rain, rested comfortably across his back. She grinned up at him.

‘More Behemoth bits or, at least, the potential to find some. Let’s get going. We’ll ride and talk.’

Together, they mounted their horses and made their way through Mushenska’s wide, cobbled streets. It was a large and crowded city, spilling over with lights on every corner and from every window; people felt safer when the shadows were kept at bay. Eventually, the great city wall loomed up ahead of them, and Vintage noted the beacons along it, the men and women armed with powerful longbows, and the solid black shapes of cauldrons. They would contain oil, which could be lit and tossed over the side at a moment’s notice. She had never witnessed an incident while she had been staying in Mushenska – much to her annoyance – but she had returned from travelling once to see the smoking body of a great Wild bear, and the claw marks it had left on the walls. It had been twelve feet tall, its muscles so enormous it was misshapen. What it could possibly have been thinking to attack the wall, Vintage did not know – but the poisoned wildlife of Sarn did not always behave rationally.

At the thickly reinforced gates they met a trio of guards who expressed a great deal of concern about them leaving at night, until Vintage passed them each small bags of coins. Even so, the eldest, a stocky woman with a scar slashed across her blunt nose, fixed Vintage with a pained expression.

‘If it can’t wait until morning, then that’s your lookout.’ She glanced once at Tor, then looked away. ‘But keep to the road. There are places further out that are getting overgrown, but it’s still better than being out in the Wild.’

Vintage nodded seriously, touched by the woman’s genuine concern. The gates were opened for them and they passed through, riding their horses out into a balmy night. Ahead of them stretched the northern road out of Mushenska, a featureless stretch of brown beaten earth. Scrubby grassland flanked the road, and in the distance was the darker presence of the forest – or, as the guard had called it – the Wild. Vintage knew that the further they travelled from the city, the closer the Wild would get. The people of the city worked to keep it back, but their efforts only stretched so far, and the Wild was always growing. Vintage cleared her throat as the gates rumbled closed behind them. The road was utterly clear, with not a soul in sight, and it was eerily quiet.

‘What’s the story then, Vintage? What’s the hurry? Surely this could have waited until the morning.’

Vintage touched her boot heels to her horse and they moved off smartly down the road. ‘There is a settlement, not too far from here. Well, I say settlement. It’s more a place where a few people bumped into each other and decided they were done travelling. A woman from there arrived early this morning, asking for aid. They have been visited. Half their livestock dead, and they’ve lost people, too.’

Tormalin snorted. ‘What do they expect, living out in the Wild?’

‘They expect to live their lives, just as all people do.’ Vintage shifted in her saddle. ‘Besides which, it is not the lively wildlife that is bothering them. It is a parasite spirit.’

Tor was quiet for a few moments. In the distance, the high and lonely call of some night bird rent the air.

‘They’ve not been bothered by one before?’

‘No. Which leads me to believe that there could be Behemoth remains nearby. Undiscovered ones.’ She looked over at Tor and smiled. ‘Can you imagine that, my dear?’

Tor didn’t look nearly as pleased. ‘Why now?’

‘A shifting of the earth has uncovered them, perhaps. A tree fallen in a storm has disturbed them, or perhaps just the rain. Or maybe something large has been digging.’ She shrugged. ‘Either way, it is worth a look. And the sooner we get there, the better chance we have of witnessing something ourselves. Besides which, we have decided that it is better to tackle these things in the dark, if we can. Have we not?’

Tor sighed. ‘You are right, of course.’

Vintage nodded. A year ago, they had been investigating an eerie stretch of land known to its locals as the Thinny. It was a ravine, partially filled with rockfall and the usual explosion of plant life that was typical of the Wild, and the far end of it, the stories went, was haunted by parasite spirits. A local man had insisted on accompanying them. Berron, his name had been, and he had been kind – just like the guard on the gate, he had been genuinely concerned for them. Had wanted to help. They had spent hours clambering through the shadowy strangeness of the ravine, until they had come to an unexpected clear patch. The walls of the ravine had fallen there, letting in bright sunshine. The three of them had stood blinking for a moment, dazzled by the unexpected light, and that was when the parasite spirit had taken Berron. A being mostly made of light is harder to see in the daylight. It was as simple as that.

A comfortable silence settled over them, and they rode for some time with only the sound of their horses’ hooves striking the dirt road. The night was still and the moon was as fat as a full tick, dusting the tops of the trees with a silver glow. In time, the Wild drew closer, eating up the scrubby grass and creeping towards the road.

‘It stalks us,’ pointed out Tor. Vintage felt a shiver of relief at the sound of his voice. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘Nonsense, my dear.’ She forced herself to smile. ‘The Wild is not a living thing. Woods is woods, is what my father used to say.’

‘Did you spend much time in the vine forest at night?’

‘Not as such, no. The work we had to do there required daylight, but I did go walking after dark a few times. The night transforms a place like that. I grew up in between those trees, learned to walk and skinned my shins there, but at night it was like it no longer belonged to me.’

She could feel Tor’s eyes on her now.

‘Did it frighten you?’

‘It exhilarated me. That even the familiar can have secrets. Here, look, that track ahead. We must take that, and then we shall be there in a few hours.’

The track cut off from the main road and headed straight into the dark trees. As they turned, it was possible to see how the trees had been cut back from this new, smaller road; tree trunks, their blunt ends like pale imitations of the moon, flanked it on both sides.

‘Be on your guard, darling,’ said Vintage. Here, the Wild pressed in to either side, a curtain of darkness trying to close over them. Her horse shuddered, a reflexive shivering of muscle, and she pressed her hand to its neck to calm it.

‘You hardly need to tell me that.’ Tor loosened his sword in its scabbard.

In the end they only had the one close call. Vintage had settled into her saddle, the rhythmic movements of the horse lulling her, when, abruptly, the animal skittered over to the far side of the path. She looked up to see Tor half rising from his saddle; on the far side of the road, on the very edge of the trees, were four hulking great wolves. In the shadows they were little more than lethal shapes, their eyes like pieces of yellow mirror. And beyond them, within the trees themselves, Vintage sensed the movement of others. Each of the wolves they could see was twice the size of a normal animal. Vintage had seen wolves – dark shapes trickling across the plains at night, and they were shy, wary animals – but these creatures watching them now had grown from puppies in the shadow of the Wild. Somewhere here, perhaps thousands of years ago, the remains of a Behemoth had disintegrated, seeping its subtle poisons into the soil until everything was tainted with it.

Tor drew his sword, a silent movement against the soft leather of his scabbard. The Ninth Rain ran liquid with moonlight, but Vintage shook her head at him.

‘Wait. Wait.’

Vintage reached back to her pack and, without taking her eyes off the wolves, slipped her hand into the outer pocket. She brought out a handful of tiny white bulb-like objects, each twisted at the top. She passed these to Tor.

‘Throw them. I know you can throw further than me.’

Tor raised his eyebrows, and then turned and threw the papery handful overarm towards the wolves. The bulbs landed on the dirt road with a series of surprisingly loud pops, and as one the animals skittered back from the noise. Vintage watched, her heart in her mouth, as the largest creature took one step forward, before shaking out his coat all over and slipping back into the tree line. After a moment, the others followed.

‘We’re lucky it has been a fine summer,’ said Vintage quietly. ‘Wolves, even ones from the Wild, are reluctant to approach humans unless they are really hungry.’

Tor grunted. ‘You can’t possibly know that for certain.’

‘Of course not. What is familiar can always surprise us. Are you disappointed, my dear? Did you want to face down a pack of wolves in the dark?’

‘I have had a very tiring day, Vintage.’

When they had ridden some distance from the dark space where the wolves had disappeared, Tor cleared his throat. ‘These places give me the creeps.’

‘So much of Sarn is like this now, we half think it’s normal.’ Vintage sighed, trying to ignore the crawling of her own flesh. There could be hundreds of creatures like the worm-touched wolves close by, hidden beyond the tree line, watching them. ‘We scuttle from one so-called settlement to the next, not questioning if this is how we should be living our lives. There are no places like this in Ebora?’

As usual, when Ebora was mentioned, Tor looked faintly pained.

‘No, there are not.’

Vintage pursed her lips. ‘Sarn has its safe places, the places that have not been poisoned. But once, before the Jure’lia began their relentless invasions . . . If we knew what the poison was exactly, if we could isolate and remove it . . .’

‘Once, Sarn was safe, and the roots blessed us all.’ Tor sighed. ‘I’m not sure even my people remember that far back.’

They reached the settlement as the sky to the east was turning the expectant, bruised colour of the hours before dawn. The village was ringed with a wall made of thick tree trunks, and a pair of torches burned brightly at the open gates. Vintage could make out a trio of figures there, staring out into the dark.

‘Do you see them?’

‘I saw them half an hour ago, Vintage.’

‘Be on your best behaviour. They’re likely to be very twitchy.’

One of the men waved them down, and Vintage led them over towards the torches. There were two men, and a woman. They each wore short swords at their waists, and one of the men carried a long pitchfork. Beyond them, Vintage could see a ramshackle collection of huts and shacks, all unusually well lit with lamps and standing fires.

‘Who are you? What do you want here?’

Vintage smiled down at the man who had spoken. His beard was scruffy, and he had the wide-eyed look of someone who hadn’t been sleeping well lately.

‘My colleague and I come on the word of one Cara Frostyear. She came to Mushenska seeking aid. With your current, uh, difficulties, my dear.’

The man looked confused. He glanced at his companions.

‘But you are . . . forgive me, but you are a single woman. We hoped that Cara would bring back a host of the city guard.’ His face creased with anger. ‘It’s all very well for them, safe inside their walls, but we’re out here in the dark.’

Vintage pursed her lips. The city guard had their own problems. The men and women who chose to live out amongst the Wild were generally considered mad or foolish, and she could well imagine the reception Cara Frostyear had received.

‘I am Lady Vincenza de Grazon, and your little problem just happens to be my speciality.’

Tor chose that moment to lead his horse into their circle of light. He drew his sword, twisting it so that the lamplight flashed along the blade.

‘And I, Tormalin the Oathless, have come to slay your monster!’

As one, the three took a step back. The man with the pitchfork stood with his mouth hanging open.

‘An Eboran? Here?’ He moved the pitchfork in front of him. ‘You bring a monster to kill a monster?’

Vintage heard Tor sigh noisily. She pointed to his sword.

‘I well understand your caution, my good man, but do you see that? That is the Ninth Rain, a sword forged for a future battle, a sword forged in winnowfire!’ When they didn’t react, she cleared her throat. ‘Steel forged in winnowfire is the only thing known to injure a parasite spirit.’ When still they said nothing, she leaned forward in her saddle. ‘You must know this?’

The woman stepped forward. She had a squarish, stern face, her black hair pulled back tightly into a bun. ‘I know our swords have had no effect on it, and if you think you have a way of killing it, then I am very willing to listen. My name is Willa Evenhouse, and these are my cousins Dennen and Fera. This is a poor place, as I’m sure you can see, and I’m not sure what we’ll be able to give you in return.’ The woman took a breath, and abruptly Vintage could see how tired she was. It had been a long time since anyone had slept properly here. ‘But we will gladly offer you what we can, if you can make this . . . this thing go away.’

‘I want it dead,’ said the man she’d named as Dennen, the one who’d spoken first. ‘It killed Morin’s boy, and Mother Sren. It must die.’

Tor sheathed his sword. ‘Then let us talk of our fee—’

‘Of which, there is none,’ said Vintage hurriedly. ‘Save for food, drink, a place to shelter our horses.’

Willa nodded. ‘Come with me. Dennen, Fera, keep watch.’

Vintage and Tor dismounted and followed the woman into the village, leading their horses. It was quiet, the light from numerous lamps casting buttery light on the packed dirt ground. They passed a paddock filled with scrubby grass, and Vintage caught the mineral scent of old blood. There was a dark patch, difficult to make out in the colours of the night, but she was willing to bet that was where these people had lost most of their livestock. Likely, they had woken in the night to the sound of cattle screaming as their skins melted away, and then the first villagers had perished also. She had seen it before.

‘Here.’ Willa indicated a low, sturdy building, thick with the smell of horse. A young woman came out, her eyes wide in the gloom. When she caught sight of Tor she took a startled step backwards.

‘Ma?’

‘Take the horses in, Duana, have them made comfortable for the night.’

The girl looked as though she had a thousand questions, but she did as she was told. When she was out of sight, Willa shook her head.

‘We’ve heard of these parasites, of course we have. We might be in the middle of nowhere but we know some history. But never around here. We know what we risk, living out in the Wild, but these things – they shouldn’t be here.’

Vintage reached within her pack and drew out a narrow silver flask. She passed it to the woman, who took it with a brief nod. ‘I couldn’t agree more. Tell us everything you can, my dear,’ she said. ‘Any small detail could help.’

Willa unscrewed the bottle and took three quick gulps of the strong brandy. When she began to speak, not looking at either of them, Vintage slipped the pencil and notebook from her bag and began to make hurried notes.

‘It was four nights ago when it first came. I’d been dreaming. Some bad dream where I was trapped in the dark, and I could feel everything dying all around me. There was something terrible in the sky.’ She looked up, glaring at them both. ‘I know that sounds stupid, but I’ve never had a dream like it. It might be important.’

Vintage nodded. She liked this woman. ‘You are quite right, my dear. Please, continue.’

‘I woke up because Cara’s goat was crying. I lay there listening to it and cursing it because it was still full dark, and I had a good three or four hours before I would have to be up. It was bleating, over and over, and then it was shrieking. Something about that noise . . . I leapt out of bed even as Duana came into my room, and I told her to stay where she was.’ Willa took another gulp of brandy. ‘Outside there was . . . there was a halo around Cara’s place, yellow and blue and shifting. Looking at it, I felt unwell. Like perhaps I was still asleep. I ran down there anyway, and I was just in time to see—’

She stopped, and looked down at the straw-covered floor. Next to her, Vintage could sense Tor becoming impatient, and she willed him not to say anything.

‘I saw the goat. It was a stupid thing – what goats aren’t? But I saw its eyes, and then I saw the thing standing over it. The thing ran its – hand – over the goat’s flank and it just burst open. The skin peeled back and what was inside, what should have been inside . . .’

‘Take a deep breath, Willa.’ Vintage caught her eye and tried to hold her gaze. It was rare to have such a lucid witness, but they didn’t need a description of what had happened to the goat. They had seen the aftermath of that often enough. ‘What did you see standing over Cara’s goat?’

Willa pressed her lips into a thin line. ‘It was tall, taller than Cara’s hut, and it looked like it was made of water.’ She glanced at Tor, as if waiting for him to mock her. ‘I can’t think of another way of saying it. I could see through it, but not properly. Like looking through warped glass. And it was roughly shaped like a person, except that its arms were too long. And there were too many of them. There were lights inside it, blue and yellow pulsing lights. The ends of its arms had lots of fingers but no hands.’ Willa visibly shuddered. ‘It was its fingers it was using to peel back the goat’s skin, and the flesh just seemed to boil away from it, like it couldn’t bear for it to be touching—’

‘Are there any Behemoth remains around this area, my dear?’ Seeing the woman’s blank expression, Vintage spoke again. ‘Anything left behind by the worm people? Twisted pieces of strange metal, perhaps?’

‘No, not that I know of.’

‘Its face?’ asked Tor. ‘Did you see any of that?’

Willa shook her head. ‘It was bent over the poor animal, I couldn’t see it. Shen, Morin’s boy, jumped over the fence and he had his da’s sword with him, the young idiot.’ Willa lifted a hand and pushed her fingers across her forehead. They were trembling slightly. ‘I told him to get away. I told him—’

There was a shout, and Willa stopped. They all turned to where it had come from, and a bare second later, there was another cry. The panic in it was as clear as sunrise.

‘Willa my dear, go inside,’ said Vintage quickly. ‘Keep your daughter with you. We’ll be back.’

Tor had his sword ready as they headed back the way they’d come. Halfway there and they saw it – the creature had come back to them, a beacon of strangeness on the edge of the village. As they watched, it moved through the tree-trunk wall as though it wasn’t there, its translucent body oozing silently through the wood. The spirit was a good fifteen feet tall, and gently glowing fronds ringed it like petals on a deadly flower. The two men were below it now; one was scrambling away while the other, incredibly, was attempting to jab at the creature with his pitchfork.

‘Ha! Well, it is a touch taller than the hut,’ said Tor. ‘Was that an elaborate joke of some sort, do you think?’

‘Go, get between it and those idiots,’ said Vintage. She had her crossbow in her hands, and was letting her fingers fit a new quarrel. She didn’t take her eyes from the parasite spirit. ‘If we can drive it back outside of the village, perhaps we can get a proper look at it.’

But it was too late. As they arrived, the spirit was bending down over the hapless Fera, who was still thrusting his pitchfork at it. Long tapered fingers closed over him – Vintage was struck briefly by how it looked like a child peering at a new bug on the ground – and then Fera was falling apart. He screamed as his body was unzipped, and Vintage saw a gout of blood and other fluids hit the dirt. The long transparent fingers were still moving though, and her stomach twisted as the man’s skin rolled back like a carpet being peeled away from a floor.

‘Damn it all.’ She raised her crossbow, already knowing it was pointless. ‘Ahoy! Lanky!’

She squeezed the trigger and one of her specially crafted quarrels sank home into the parasite spirit’s uncertain flesh. It looked up, taking notice of them for the first time – as well it might. Each of Vintage’s quarrels was tipped with shards of winnow-forged steel. Priceless, every single one. Inside the blurred glass of the creature’s flesh, the quarrel grew faint, and then seemed to disintegrate, but the place where it had entered was a small blackened hole.

‘Well, I think you have its attention.’ Tor stepped up next to her, his handsome face creased with distaste. ‘My undying gratitude, Lady de Grazon.’

‘Shut up. See if you can push it back into the forest.’

He shot a look at her.

‘Are you out of your mind? It just killed someone. The poor bastard’s entrails are currently staining my boots.’

‘Do as you’re told.’

For a wonder, he did. Stepping lightly forward, Tor swept the long straight blade of his sword in front of him, directly challenging the parasite spirit. He didn’t make contact, but the spirit took two large steps backwards, its focus on the blade. It knew what it was now.

Vintage stared at its face, for want of a better word. There were four circular white lights, that could have been eyes, swimming in its elongated head, while at the bottom a wide flap hung down, lined with gently glowing fronds.

‘They are all different,’ murmured Vintage under her breath. In her mind she was already sketching this beast into her notebook, taking care to capture the fronds, the oddly split feet, and the spidery hands . . .

‘Do you have any further thoughts, Vintage?’ Tor was yelling over his shoulder. ‘On, for example, what we do once we get this bastard beyond the wall?’

‘Just keep going!’ She loaded another shot into her crossbow, fingers moving automatically. The spirit was stumbling slowly backwards now, its elongated head swinging slowly from one side to another, lighting up the night. She could hear shouting from behind her, and assumed that the villagers had come out of their homes; probably discovering the inside-out remains of their kinsman steaming on the ground. She had no time for them.

‘Push it back gently,’ she called to Tor. ‘Perhaps if we just persuade it to leave, rather than chase it off, it will lead us back to the remains of a Behemoth.’

She could see from Tor’s stance that he meant to reply with something quite rude, but then one of the creature’s arms was sweeping down towards him. Tor jumped gracefully away, bringing the Ninth Rain down in a sweeping arc to sail through the parasite spirit’s spindly arm, severing several waving fronds. Immediately, the creature’s clouded-glass body turned darker and its head split open in the middle. A high-pitched keening noise filled the night, so loud that Vintage felt it reverberate against her eardrums. She winced even as the villagers screamed in response.

She sprinted over, keeping her crossbow trained on the monster and her eyes on the ground. There. Smoking pieces of what looked like glass lay on the grass, writhing like snakes, already growing still. One handed, she pulled a rag from her pack and threw it over the remains before scooping up what was left and stuffing it back into her bag. Above them both, the parasite spirit was howling; the cavernous hole in the centre of its head was sprouting dark tentacles like bloody tongues, and the four lights were blinking on and off furiously.

‘Vintage!’

Tor was slicing madly at the parasite spirit, driving it back with abandon, while casting furious looks at her.

‘Stop looking at me, you fool! Concentrate on getting that—’

There was a chorus of screams, quickly drowned out by an odd discordant bellowing. Vintage turned to see an alien shape burning in the night, all purple and green lights like a migraine. Another parasite spirit had melted out of the darkness, and it was heading right for them.

‘Oh, well, that’s just bloody marvellous.’

Tor ducked out of the way just as the first parasite spirit took another swing at him – it was still screaming, and the dark tentacles that had sprouted from its head were writhing maddeningly; meanwhile, the new creature was stomping along towards him with its head down. Vintage, her coat with its many pockets flaring out behind her, managed to jump out of its path just in time, and now it was bearing down on him. It was markedly different to the first creature; still formed of odd, twisted glass-flesh, it was squat, like a toad, with lots of tiny purple and green lights swarming and swirling at the ends of its appendages. It had a wide fleshy mouth, which fell open as it ran.

With one parasite in front of him, one about to arrive to his left, and the villagers behind him, he had very few options. Tor spun in a quick circle, letting the sword move like a thing made of water itself. Both parasites reared back, and Tor shouted in triumph. The sword of his ancestors would be too much for them.

Too soon. The tall parasite seemed to take sudden offence, swiping one long hand down at him while the toad creature lurched forward. All at once, Tor found he needed his blade in two places. Slashing at the shorter one’s nose, he felt a surge of satisfaction as his blade met resistance, and then he was off his feet and crashing into the dirt. The taller one had caught him, and now his left arm was threaded with a weird combination of pain and numbness – it felt as though something had tried to twist the flesh off his bones.

‘Die, beast!’ One of the villagers had run forward brandishing a short sword, his ruddy face wild with terror.

‘No, get back, you fool!’

The toad creature struck the man in the waist just as he stabbed downwards wildly. Rather than severing the flesh as the Ninth Rain had done, the man’s sword became stuck, just as though he’d thrust it into a barrel of tar. He tugged at it once, and then, thinking the better of it, turned to run, but the toad parasite had hold of his tunic with its wide mouth and pulled him back easily enough. Long tapering fronds squeezed out the corners of its lips and slapped wetly around the man’s neck. Tor, struggling to his feet, grabbed hold of the man’s shoulder, hoping to yank him from the thing’s grasp, but the fronds squeezed and the man’s head burst like an overly ripe fruit. The strange appendages immediately slid into the wet mess where his neck had been, as though searching for something. Tor let go of the body, surrendering the useless flesh.

‘That’s quite enough.’

His words were quiet, but both the parasite spirits turned to regard him, lights spinning in their flesh like the stars after one too many glasses of wine. Tor bellowed and rushed at the toad-shaped creature, driving the Ninth Rain ahead of him with both hands on the pommel. His arm was still bright with pain but he kept it steady, and he had the satisfaction of watching the creature suddenly turn and scamper away. Tor struck, the long straight blade piercing the fleshy back deeply and then he flicked it up, tearing through the wobbly resistance. The torn area turned a cloudy grey, and the creature squealed and bellowed and fell onto its side. As it died, its form twisted and melted and re-formed, as if trying to find a shape where it was unhurt.

Tor stepped away, turning towards the tall parasite spirit – a moment too late. It was already bringing one of its long arms down, and again he was struck and this time thrown into a nearby fence. The touch of its glassy flesh trailed down his chest, and for a few horrible moments his breath was frozen where it was, a hard lozenge in his throat. Tor tried to sit up, his boots digging furrows in the mud, but a tide of weakness moved through him, holding him in place. Panic clutched at his throat – his sword was no longer in his hand – and with effort he forced himself to calm down. With his right hand, thankfully still responding to his commands, he slipped a glass vial from within his pocket. One-handed, he uncorked it and pressed it to his lips. Blood, salty and not as fresh as he’d like, flooded over his tongue and filled his mouth. He thought, briefly, of Sareena, and the sweet afternoon they’d spent together. It was pleasant to imagine that her blood tasted like her skin, of apricots and smoke, but it did not. It tasted of blood.

‘Get up, lad!’

Vintage was sprinting towards him, waving the crossbow in a worrying manner. Tor stood up, feeling strength coming back to his arm, sensation coming back to his chest. He could breathe. He felt powerful. Behind Vintage, the tall parasite spirit was standing over the body of its kin, one arm blackened where Tor had severed some of its fronds, but when it saw Tor coming, something in his stance seemed to spook it and it began to take odd, lolloping strides backwards.

‘Tor, remember, we may be able to follow it back to the Behemoth.’

Tor stalked past Vintage without looking at her. The creature had touched him, had hurt him. It had insulted him – had insulted Ebora itself. This would not stand.

But the creature was already leaving. Abruptly, it began to fade from view, vanishing like a deep shadow at sunrise. He had seen them do this before; seeping away into nothing, leaving their destruction behind. In a few moments it was gone completely, and the corpse of its brethren was mouldering where it lay, a pile of congealing jelly. The weird alien funk of it filled the air.

Tor sheathed his sword, watching the shadowed place where the tall parasite had vanished. Dimly, he was aware of shouting, of many complaints from Vintage and cries from the villagers, but the blood-fire was leaving him now and he felt oddly empty.

Hollow again.
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In the dream, Noon was in the furnace room. Novice Lusk knelt in front of her, his broad back shining with sweat while the column of her flame danced above them. She felt the euphoria of the fire and treasured it, trying to hold it inside her forever; trying to remember what skin felt like under her touch, forever. And then the great chimney above them was torn to one side and the circular room was filled with daylight. As her flames spluttered and died, Noon looked up to see a nightmare hanging in the sky above them: it was the corpse moon come to life. This close, it was a fat segmented worm, the thicker bands of its centre studded with pulsing pustules, while the head was a writhing collection of finger-like growths. There were things pushing through that barrier, creatures new to the sky of Sarn being born into an unknown atmosphere, and she knew suddenly that if she looked on them, she would die.

Turning away, she was caught up in Lusk’s arms. He pulled her close and peered at her, as if he didn’t know what she was.

‘Let go of me! We have to get out of here.’

He smiled, a weird twisting of his lips as though he had seen other people do it before and was trying it for the first time.

‘You know, Fell-Noon, why you are here, don’t you?’

She put her hands up and pushed at him, but when her fingers brushed his chin, his flesh fell back as though it were made of uncooked dough. She cried out in disgust as his pale skin came away in sticky strands, and then his entire face caved in, revealing an empty, hollow darkness. There was nothing inside him – no bones, no blood – yet somehow he was still speaking to her.

‘You’ll die in here with all the others.’

She yanked herself away and she was back inside the Winnowry itself, moving without moving, in the way of dreams. Everyone was outside of their cells, crowding onto the narrow walkways, and the walls were shaking, so that the air was filled with dust. Above them, the great water tanks swung from side to side, sloshing water onto the people below – and in the part of her that knew on some level that this was a dream, she wondered at the detail of that. The women were screaming and pushing against each other, trying to flee but not knowing where to go.

‘Outside!’ Noon cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. ‘We have to get outside! If we rush them all at once they can’t stop us!’

Marian grabbed at her sleeve, and for a sickening moment Noon thought her face would collapse the way that Lusk’s had, but instead the girl bit her lip, shaking her head.

‘But they are outside, Noon! They’re crawling all over the Winnowry.’ She held up her arms – bare skin covered in brown freckles – and Noon saw fat creatures like black beetles scuttling down from her shoulders, climbing over her elbows with legs like tiny knives. As she watched, Marian screamed and the beetles rushed to her face, eager to run down her throat.

‘They’re in here!’

Noon didn’t see who yelled, but panic spread like a fever. Now they were all running, all clamouring to flee down the steep steps. In their terror, some of them were taking life energy from the others, and Noon saw several fall down, weakened by their fellow prisoners before being trampled on by them. She saw one unfortunate woman tipped over the guardrail of the walkway, no doubt falling to her death. Rushing forward onto the dark staircase, Noon was pressed against so many bodies her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. There were cries in the dark, women sobbing and calling out to each other. Somewhere up ahead, someone was wailing that the doors were all locked, that they couldn’t get out this way, but the press was relentless, pushing her forward. It was nearly pitch-black, yet somehow Noon could see bodies on the floor; women who had fallen and had been stamped on, and amongst them, like a terrible rippling tide, the black beetles that had swarmed inside Marian. They were everywhere. Flesh pressed against her on all sides, and perhaps it would be easier, quicker, if she summoned the flames and burned them all. One great typhoon of fire and it would be over; better than the hollow nightmare, better than the crawling death.

And then she was outside. The Behemoth that had once been the corpse moon had extended long insectile legs and they were breaking away pieces of the Winnowry, scattering black rock and white marble onto the desolate ground. Noon was on her own on the dirt, exposed to the busy sky. As she watched, the Behemoth, now dangerously alive, ripped off the top of one of the Winnowry’s towers, and a host of bats flew out. Most of the giant creatures managed to fly away, but some were caught up by the Behemoth’s legs and by the things that were crawling out of its pulsating mouth. Noon, who had occasionally glimpsed the great bats flying back and forth over her years in the Winnowry, had never heard any of them make the smallest sound. Now those that were caught were squealing, a terrible noise so high pitched she thought her ears might burst.

Without thinking about what she would do when she got there, Noon turned and fled for the beach, trying to ignore the corpses that littered the ground. However, as she lifted her head to look across the bay to the distant city, she saw that the sky was heavy with Behemoths. They hung below the clouds like terrible growths, and she knew that all the land beneath them was being harvested. The people of the city were being turned hollow, eaten inside out.

‘We’re coming back.’

The voice was soft, female, and just behind her right ear. In the way of dreams, Noon found she couldn’t move or turn her head – instead, she stared across the bay as the city of Mushenska was turned into something slick and alien.

‘We’re coming back, and Sarn will be ours, finally. There is no one to stand against us, Noon.’

Except that wasn’t true. There were those who would stand against the invaders, who had always stood against them. They were despised amongst the plains people, and cursed for the Carrion Wars, but her people had still sung songs and told stories about them.

Stumbling, she looked at the spaces between the terrible shapes in the sky. That was where they would be – it was where they were in every tale and song she remembered from her childhood. Great beasts of ivory feathers and silver scales. Mother Fast had chanted stories of the ancient battles, and her own mother had shown her pictures in books.

But there were no Eboran war-beasts in the skies over Mushenska, and no army of shining knights to be seen on the coast. There were just the dark shapes uncurling, and she knew that on the streets of the city – and in the shattered buildings behind her – men and women were dying, and then, worse than that, opening their eyes again . . .

There was a low chuckle from behind her, and she turned to see a humanoid shape walking across the sand. It was hard to see properly – it blurred and shifted, as though it wasn’t quite sure what shape it was – but the voice was female. It had to be their queen.

‘We are coming back. And where is Ebora now?’

Noon woke with a start, not on her narrow bunk but on the iron grill of the floor. She had fallen out in her sleep, and then lain there long enough to imprint deep red lines in her skin where she had been in contact with the metal. She sat up, shaking with fright. The dream felt like it was still all around her, thick in her throat like fog. In it, she had known true despair; first, when she had been trapped in the dark, knowing that they would all die down there, and then at the sound of the woman’s voice. There had been no speculation in the woman’s voice, only certainty: they would all die, and Sarn would be lost.

Groaning, she rubbed her hands over her face, feeling tiny grains of ash under her fingers. Akaris was supposed to stop the dreams. She hadn’t had such a vivid nightmare in years.

‘Noon? Are you unwell?’

Marian’s face was turned up to hers.

‘I’m fine. I had a bad dream.’

Even in the gloom of dawn she saw the look of surprise on the other woman’s face.

‘The akaris didn’t work. It was so real . . .’

Noon swallowed hard. Real was an understatement. Looking down at Marian she remembered how the beetles had scampered up her arms, eager to get inside and eat her away. Mostly, though, she remembered being trapped. All at once, being in the Winnowry was more than she could take, and the crushing terror of ten years caught like a spider under a pot rushed over her. She stood up, still shaking. It was difficult to breathe.

‘If the akaris isn’t working, you should tell one of the sisters.’ Marian’s voice floated up to her. It felt like it was coming from a great distance. ‘Perhaps they could give you more.’

They might well do that. At the Winnowry, everyone was encouraged to be calm at all times. ‘Unfortunate emotional states’, as they were referred to by the sisters, were greatly discouraged, and a series of bad dreams could lead to unpleasantness. Noon, who had suffered from terrible nightmares when she had arrived at the Winnowry, took the akaris every day without fail, and valued her dreamless sleep. She took a deep, shaky breath. Her emotional state, she felt, could definitely be classified as unfortunate.

‘Fell-Noon? What are you doing?’

Noon looked up to see one of the sisters peering in through her bars. Unusually, she held her silver mask between her gloved fingers, and she looked old; dark circles pulled at the bags below the woman’s eyes, and her thin lips looked chapped. From her voice she recognised her as Sister Renier.

‘Nothing. What does it look like I’m doing?’ She spat the words so that the sister wouldn’t hear how frightened she was. ‘What else can I do in here?’

She expected a harsh reply, but Sister Renier just shook her head at her, and after a moment pulled her mask back on. When she spoke again, her voice had taken on its odd metallic twang. ‘I don’t have the energy for this, Fell-Noon. Get ready for your meditations.’

Noon blinked. Meditation. She had completely forgotten. Another method for avoiding ‘unfortunate emotional states’, of course – once every four days each fell-witch was required to complete a sequence of meditations with one of the priests.

The tray with the scarf, gloves and ash was pushed through the slot, and she knelt to receive them. Concentrating on preparing herself reduced the shaking to a tremble in her fingers. When her hands were concealed and her face was covered with the fine grey powder, the door of her cell was rattled back and she stepped out. Sister Renier pulled the cuffs around Noon’s wrists and as she did so, her left-hand glove slipped down slightly on one side, exposing the skin of her forearm. Noon looked up, startled, but the old woman just yanked the sleeve back up and took hold of her arm to lead her towards the meditation chambers. The sleeve of the woman’s robe had a loop at the end that was supposed to hook around her thumb, and then the long gloves were pulled right up over the sleeve. Sister Renier must have forgotten to do it when she dressed that day, but such a slip was unthinkable.

The woman walked her beyond the cells, and into the tightly wound warren of tunnels and staircases that riddled the Winnowry. They found a set of spiral stairs and headed up; at the end, Noon knew, they would come to a set of rooms with relatively large windows – all sealed shut, of course – that looked away from the mainland and out to sea. There was very little to look at, just waves the colour of steel, some clouds perhaps, and the occasional distant bird. The view was supposed to be relaxing, so it was easier for them to empty their minds, but today just the thought of looking out at the vastness of the ocean filled Noon with a chilly terror. It was too easy to imagine the empty sky populated with the bulbous forms of the Behemoths, and she would be trapped in here while the Winnowry was pulled down around them – there was too much stone above them, too much stone on all sides, like a tomb.

Above her somewhere was one of the chirot towers, where the Winnowry kept its giant bats. Noon had never been there or even anywhere close to it, but you didn’t live in the same building for ten years without learning things about it. The idea popped into her head fully formed, and with an irresistible clarity. As Fell-Anya had said, what could they do to her? Kill her? Perhaps that would be a mercy.

‘Sister Renier, is that a mouse on the step?’

It was a cheap trick, but the woman was tired and distracted. As she craned her head up to see ahead of them, her face creased with apprehension, Noon sharply tugged the glove off her right hand.

‘What? I can’t see anything.’

‘You can’t?’

Noon twisted round and grabbed hold of the woman’s arm with both her hands – the bare one, she slipped under the end of Sister Renier’s glove and she felt her fingers slide over bare skin.

‘No!’

It was as easy as dipping her hand into water. Noon tore the old woman’s life energy from her; she did not hold herself back as she did in the furnace, but let her own need dictate what she took. Sister Renier staggered on the steps, almost going to her knees.

‘No . . .’

Surprised the old woman could talk at all, Noon glanced down the steps behind them, and then above, but no one was coming. Inside her, the swirling force of the woman’s living energy was beginning to build to dangerous levels. She had to let it out in some form.

Keeping one hand on the woman’s arm, Noon wrapped the other around the metal cuff that circled her wrist and, concentrating harder than she ever had in her life, focussed the winnowfire down to encompass the silver ring alone. There was a tense moment where Noon was half sure she was about to blow her own arm off, and then there was a blast of greenish light and the cuff shattered into pieces, throwing her and Renier back against the wall. The old woman moaned and pushed away from her.

‘I’m not staying here to die,’ said Noon. There was a roaring in her ears, a rising tide of panic. She let the woman go and she slumped bonelessly onto the steps. Noon bent down to speak directly into her ear. ‘I could have burned you,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t forget that.’

Lusk made his way down the central passage of the chirot chamber, walking silently from habit. To either side, the great bats of the Winnowry were hanging cosy in their alcoves. They were mostly hidden in the shadows, but here and there he could see a swatch of soft white or black fur, or the flap of a leathery wing. For the bats, this was the middle of their night, and they were all sound asleep – aside from the occasional squeak or huff, it was peaceful.

Tending the chirot tower was his favourite job. He would bring the bats their food – a strange mixture of fruit and dead mice – and he would clean up as best he could, scraping away guano and mopping the floors, tidying away snags of fur. Sometimes, if a bat came back from carrying a message while he was there, he would brush them down and scratch them behind the ears. The bats all knew him, and they also knew he was good for ear scratches and the occasional smuggled piece of red meat. Sometimes, very rarely, a patrol would return and he would nod to the fell-witches who dismounted with his eyes on the floor. These were the agents of the Winnowry – fell-witches who had proven themselves to be controlled enough to work for the Winnowry itself. They would fly across Sarn, seeking rumours of fell-witches out in the world, or they would take the akaris to the places where it was sold. Some of them, solo flyers, did jobs that were never spoken of openly. Lusk did not ask. It wasn’t as if anyone would tell him, anyway. And the chirot tower was quiet. It gave him time and space to think; to concentrate on his meditation and the teachings of Tomas.

He was sitting at the small table repairing a piece of leather harness when he heard footsteps on the stairs outside. He rose, sure it must be someone coming to send a message – he would need to prepare a message tube.

‘I will be right with you—’

The door flew open, and to his shock a fell-witch stumbled in. Her arms were bare, and her eyes were wild in her ashes-dusted face.

For a moment they simply gawped at each other, and then Lusk remembered himself and rushed for the pulley on the far wall. It was attached to a bell system that would alert the entire Winnowry.

‘Stop!’ The woman held her hand up and a glove of green flame popped into existence around it, flickering wildly. ‘Don’t move. Not a bit.’

Lusk stopped. The woman was breathing hard. ‘Fell-Noon?’

She came cautiously into the room, seeming to look all around her at once. She took in the bats sleeping peacefully in their alcoves and the wide strip of blue sky above them where they entered and exited the building.

‘I still have plenty left,’ she said, and as if to demonstrate this, the flames curling around her hand rose a few inches, eating up more of the air. ‘I will use it.’

Lusk lifted his hands, palms out. ‘Fell-Noon, you should be in your cell.’

‘Oh, do you think so?’ She glared at him, coming closer. Abruptly, she reached up and pulled the green scarf from her head and cast it onto the floor. Doing so seemed to give her a great deal of satisfaction. ‘I have to get out of here. Now.’ She swallowed. He got the impression that talking this much was hard. Without the scarf, her short black hair stuck up at all angles. ‘I’m not dying in this place.’

‘No one has to die. I can take you back downstairs.’ Lusk kept his voice soft, trying not to think about how terrible it would be to burn to death. He had seen this woman many times in the furnace rooms, and while there had always been a contained anger about her, she had never seemed especially unstable. Now her eyes were wild, and her posture was that of an animal about to flee. Or attack. ‘I’ll tell them you got lost, and I’m sure it’ll be fine. Just a misunderstanding.’

‘No.’ She came further into the room. The flames around her hand were starting to die down, and he knew that wherever she had stolen the living energy from, it would be running out now. Soon, he would be safe to try and overpower her, except that he was wearing only a loose work vest. If she got close, she could take his energy too – just as she did in the purging sessions. ‘Get one of them ready.’ She gestured to the bats.

‘You cannot mean to leave here! Fell-Noon, it’s not safe—’

‘Not safe? Not safe for who?’ She rubbed her forehead with her free hand, wiping away ashes to bare streaks of her own olive skin and the spidery lines of the bat-wing tattoo that marked all fell-witches. ‘This place isn’t bloody safe. Do it.’ She suddenly advanced on him, holding her hands out. The green flame died, but there was still that wild look in her eye. ‘Hurry up.’

He turned away from her and approached the nearest bat. It was a female with pearly white fur and a soft grey muzzle. He picked up the whistle at the base of her alcove and gave three short blasts. Each bat was trained to wake and obey on command. The bat shivered all over, and peeled back a wing to peer at him curiously. Eyes like pools of ink wrinkled at the edges.

‘Morning, Fulcor,’ he said softly. ‘Come on down for me.’ The bat scampered down, walking on her wing-feet until she stood in the middle of the chamber. She yawned hugely, revealing a bright pink mouth studded with alarming teeth. Lusk fetched the newly repaired harness and set about attaching the contraption. He could feel Fell-Noon watching him intently.

‘Do that properly,’ she said suddenly. ‘I will know if you haven’t. I used to ride horses.’ She stopped and took a breath. ‘When I was small, I had my own horse.’ She ran her hands through her hair, making it even messier. ‘I had a dream. I’m not supposed to have dreams in here, but I did. The worm people came and tore this place apart. You were there, but you were empty inside.’

Lusk felt his skin grow cold. Surely she was mad, then. Ten years in this place, brought here at the age of eleven, and the monotony and the quiet had broken her, as it sometimes did – she wouldn’t be the first fell-witch to have lost her mind. ‘The Jure’lia? They haven’t attacked for hundreds of years.’ He pulled another strap home and patted Fulcor’s furry forehead. ‘I’ve heard some say the Eighth Rain will be the last.’

Fell-Noon shook her head. ‘It was too real. It was dark, and everyone panicked, trying to get out of the doors. They suffocated. Fell-Marian had creatures inside her, eating her up.’ She came over to him, looking at the bat. ‘Is it ready? I have to get out of this place.’

But Lusk had stopped. Her words had unsettled something in his own mind. ‘People fell, and they couldn’t get up?’

‘Yes,’ she said irritably. ‘And then I was outside. Their creatures were in the sky, floating over Mushenska.’

‘And the dead littered the beach,’ Lusk replied faintly. He had completely forgotten it. A terrible dream he’d had days ago, bad enough to have woken him in his small bunk, but then, on waking, it had fallen away into pieces, too vague to recall. ‘There was a woman behind me, and she said they were coming back.’

‘Their queen,’ agreed Noon. She narrowed her eyes at him, her voice becoming softer. ‘You had it too?’

Lusk ran his fingers through Fulcor’s fur. He should jump for the pulley. He thought he could probably make it, now that she was distracted. But a terrible cold was keeping him in one place. ‘How did you know?’ he asked. ‘How did you know it was them?’

‘What else could they fucking be? And I’ve been looking at one my whole life, just like you have.’ She gestured angrily at the strip of sky above them, and he knew she was talking about the corpse moon. With a feeling like a cold finger down his back he remembered that it had been alive, in his dream.

‘What does it mean?’

‘What it means is, I’m bloody leaving this place. Before they get here. And destroy everything.’

Noon went around to the bat’s hindquarters, where the animal was crouched lowest to the floor. She climbed on cautiously, pulling herself across Fulcor’s muscled back to settle her legs into the saddle – riding a bat meant sitting with your legs bent at the knee and your own body thrown forward. Lusk still stood there unmoving, his chest filled with a weight of dread, until she gestured at him impatiently. He realised he was still holding the silver whistle, so he handed it over to her quickly. She was in contact with Fulcor now, and could choose to take the bat’s energy if she wished.

‘Her name is Fulcor,’ he said, not sure why he was speaking at all. ‘Three short blasts to wake her up, one long one to bring her to you, if she’s close enough, and four blasts to dismiss her. She will stay with you, as long as you have the whistle, and she knows all the basic commands. They’re trained that way. She’s – she’s a friendly sort, this one. Has a bit of an independent streak. Some of the agents, well, they prefer a more obedient bat, but . . .’ He trailed off, aware that he was babbling now.

‘What will you do?’ she asked. Her voice was tense, her eyes bright with an emotion he couldn’t read – they looked black, almost as black as Fulcor’s.

‘I will sound the alarm, of course. They will send agents after you, and I will be disciplined for letting this happen.’

For a moment she said nothing. She glanced up at the sky, biting her lip.

‘Give me some time,’ she said eventually. ‘Just a little while. To get away.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I haven’t killed anyone, not here. You could give me that much.’

They had both had the same dream. That had to mean something – Tomas had written a great deal about looking for signs, and this was the only sign Lusk’s life had ever seen fit to show him. Feeling as though perhaps he was trapped in another dream, Lusk met the woman’s eyes and nodded once.

‘Go. I’ll give you as long as I can.’

Fell-Noon took the reins and tugged them. Fulcor shifted round on her wing-feet and scampered up to the platform on the far side of the room. The sky was a blue and grey plate above them.

‘They will still come after you,’ he called. ‘The Winnowry doesn’t let anyone walk away. They will chase you.’

‘I’m sure they will. But I won’t be in this fucking hole, and that’s the main thing.’ Fell-Noon leaned low over the bat and spoke softly into its large, crinkled ear. ‘Fly!’
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Feeling as though she’d left her stomach behind in the chirot tower, Noon lifted her face to the sun as the giant bat propelled them up into the empty sky. The cold wind stung her skin and forced tears to gather at the corners of her eyes. She was outside, finally – ten years of bars and silence and hopelessness, and already the Winnowry was falling away behind her. She felt caught between laughing and crying. Below her the strip of sea that separated the Winnowry from the mainland was streaking past, the colour of beaten steel, and she thought she’d never seen anything more beautiful. Beneath her bare hands she could feel the living force that was Fulcor; hot blood, thrumming muscles, a thundering heart. Freedom.

Faster than she would have believed possible, Mushenska was looming close, its busy port bristling with ships, the taste of sea spray in her mouth. With a lurch, she realised she hadn’t thought about what she would do next at all. Her need to be outside of the Winnowry’s walls had driven everything else from her mind, and now she had decisions to make that would likely mean her life or death. Abruptly, she was certain that Novice Lusk had sounded the alarm the very second she had left the chirot tower, and she twisted around in the saddle, squinting her eyes against the wind to peer at the Winnowry. It was as ugly as ever, the twisted black scalpels of its towers ripping at the sky, but all was still. Nothing flew in pursuit of her as yet, but even so, she needed to get out of sight while she decided what to do next.

Fulcor was taking them over roofs now, a confusing collection of brown and grey and black shapes, obscured here and there with smoke. Hoping she was doing the right thing, Noon leaned forward and spoke a single word into the bat’s ear.

‘Down.’

Fulcor dropped, causing Noon to press her thighs desperately to either side of the animal’s back, and then, with a whirring of leathery wings, they were still. The bat had landed them on top of a surprisingly crowded flat roof – the place was littered with crates and there was a long, well-maintained garden. Noon unstrapped herself from the saddle, slipping off the bat while keeping her eyes on a small shed-like construction on the far side of the roof. It would lead, she guessed, to the interior of the building.

‘I’m fine, I’m fine.’

She wasn’t, though, and as she gained her feet her legs turned oddly boneless, tipping her into the dark dirt of the narrow garden. A smell so ancient she had half forgotten it, of deep rich earth and growing things, rose to engulf her. She made a choked noise, half a sob, and, as if in answer, Fulcor chirruped.

‘I’m fine,’ she said again, her whole body shaking. She reached out a hand to the plants growing in their neat rows and saw with wonder that she had slumped next to a tomato plant. There were tomatoes growing on it, tight in their skins and perfectly red. After a moment, she reached out a trembling hand and plucked one from its stem, jerking a little as she did so. She had entirely forgotten what it felt like to pick something from its branch, had entirely forgotten the smooth feeling of tomato skin under her fingers. There were no fresh fruit or vegetables in the Winnowry – too dangerous. Fell-witches only ate food that had been cooked and cooked into a hot grey paste.

Laughing quietly to herself, Noon raised the tomato to her lips and bit into it. Flesh and juices exploded onto her tongue and she jumped as though someone had pinched her. It tasted like . . . she had no words for how it tasted.

‘Like life,’ she murmured. ‘It tastes like life.’

Oblivious now to the curious bat watching her, or the possibility of pursuit, Noon picked a small handful of tomatoes and slowly ate them all. After a little while, she realised she was crying as she did so, hot tears turning the pale ash on her face to sticky grit. With a hand covered in tomato juice she pulled up the bottom of her shirt and rubbed her face with it.

Shivering slightly against the chilly breeze blown straight in from the sea, Noon looked around, forcing herself to pay attention. Mushenska spread out in all directions, the confusion of roofs and chimneys completely alien to her. There was a great deal of noise too; a soft roar, not unlike the ocean at night, only this was punctuated with the shouts and cries of people living their everyday lives. Somewhere below, a man was shouting about fresh bread, and a woman was remonstrating with another woman about the shoddy work her son had done on a fence. Out here, beyond the towers of the Winnowry, people were getting on with their lives, in a city that was just waking up for the day. It seemed impossible.

And then, as if she’d summoned it, the door to the outhouse clattered open and a stout red-headed woman with sun-weathered skin stepped out onto the roof. She had an empty basket on one arm, and it occurred to Noon that the woman had probably come up here to harvest the tomatoes. For her breakfast. The woman’s face jerked, first with surprise, and then with anger.

‘Oi! What do you think you’re bloody playing at?’

Noon fell back, her hands in the dirt, and, instinctively, she pulled the life energy from the plants behind her. The hot green flame kindled inside her for the briefest moment, and then it jumped from her hands in a bright blossom of fire. It passed harmlessly upwards, doing little more than adding an extra brightness to the morning, but the older woman let out a warbling shriek and fell back against the door, clutching at her considerable chest.

‘Shut up.’ Noon swallowed. It felt strange to be talking to someone who was neither a fell-witch nor a custodian of the Winnowry. The effort seemed to suck all command from her voice. ‘Shut up, don’t move. Just . . . stay there.’

The woman stood where she was. The fright on her face had rearranged itself back into anger. Slowly, Noon stood up, trying to act as though her legs didn’t feel like they were made of water. She was very aware of the black dirt under her fingernails, and her dirty face.

‘I own this place,’ the woman said, holding her chin up. ‘If you people want to come here and eat, you walk in the front door the same as everyone else. The Frog and Bluebell isn’t your larder, missus.’

Noon blinked. The woman thought she was here on official Winnowry business. She must have seen the Winnowry agents flying over the city on their own bats, and she had assumed that Noon was an agent with a sudden taste for tomatoes.

‘I am sorry.’ Would a Winnowry agent apologise? Noon doubted it. She attempted to scowl at the woman. ‘But I will take what I need, when on official Winnowry business. Is this place –’ For a moment the word danced out of her reach – the plains people did not have such things, after all – but she had listened to the other fell-witches talk about them – ‘a tavern?’

‘Aye, it’s a tavern.’ The barkeep looked less angry now, and her eyes moved over Noon’s face with more care, seeming to take special note of the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead. Noon resisted the temptation to cover it up with her hands.

‘I am travelling north,’ said Noon. Behind her, she could hear the snuffling of Fulcor. She suspected the bat was eating her own share of tomatoes now. ‘Can you tell me what is north of this city?’

The barkeep frowned, pushing her jowly cheeks into loops of wrinkles. ‘Nowt but Wild beyond Mushenska. Some small towns and settlements dotted here and there. Worm-touched in the head, the people who live out there, if you ask me. Give me good solid walls any day.’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘Surely you know that, witch?’

Noon lifted her chin slightly. ‘Can you give me some food to take with me? I mean, you will give me food. The Winnowry will give you coin for it.’

For some moments, the barkeep just stared at her. The city around them was growing louder all the time – the roar was not like the sea after all, Noon realised. It was like a great beast; a slowly waking beast they were all living on.

‘Wait here.’

With that, the barkeep disappeared back through the door. Noon stood rooted to the spot, feeling panic fill her like icy water flooding a well. The woman had gone to alert the Winnowry authorities, and she would lead them right here, where she would still be waiting, like an idiot, and then they would take her back – screaming, just as she had done when they had first captured her – but not to her cell. They would take her straight to the Drowned One, and she would face that pale, dripping horror and her tank, or perhaps they would burn her on the spot, not caring for the barkeep’s precious garden . . .

The door opened and the woman stepped back through. She had a small hessian bag in her arms, which she thrust at Noon.

‘Ale, some cheese. A nub of yesterday’s bread. Take it, girl, and get away from here.’

The woman was close enough to touch, her brawny freckled arms bare of sleeves. It seemed impossible that someone should be so careless, and for a moment Noon couldn’t breathe. I could kill you now, she thought. In seconds.

‘What are you waiting for, you daft creature?’ The woman scowled at her. ‘Go!’

Noon hurried back to Fulcor, tugging on the animal’s reins so that she left the remains of the plants alone, and swiftly strapped herself back into the saddle. She secured the sack the barkeep had given her behind her, and it really did seem to contain food and drink – she could hear the sloshing of the ale inside some sort of flask. It was only when they were back in the air, and heading to the outskirts of the city, that Noon realised that the barkeep hadn’t believed her story at all, and why would she? A lone Winnowry agent on her knees in the woman’s vegetable patch, scoffing tomatoes like she hadn’t eaten anything in weeks, her face streaked with muddy tears – she was hardly convincing as a feared and respected agent of the Winnowry.

Why the woman would give her supplies regardless, she couldn’t possibly guess.

Beyond the city of Mushenska the Wild spread out across the land like virulent mould. Even flying so far above it, Noon could see the difference between it and the normal patches of forest; the Wild was thicker, stranger. The shadows seemed deeper there, and she could see twisted sections of bare bark as trees curled around each other, fighting for space. It was late morning by then, and the sun was beating down on the top of her head, but something about the stretch of dark forest below made her feel cold. Her feet tingled, and she felt exposed. Even Fulcor seemed less comfortable, the small huffings and chirrups Noon had grown used to absent. Instead, the bat flew slightly faster, as though determined to get the Wild out from under them as swiftly as possible.

‘We have to stop somewhere.’ Noon’s words were snatched away by the wind, and she grimaced. The very idea of landing somewhere within those worm-touched trees made her skin crawl, but the longer they were in the air, the more chance that the inevitable patrols – Winnowry bats carrying real Winnowry agents – would spot her. Besides which, her entire body was chilled and aching, and her eyes were sore from watering in the constant wind, which, in turn, was giving her a headache. ‘I just need to sit for a while,’ she told Fulcor. ‘Eat this food, make a fire, and think what to do next.’

The bat gave no indication as to whether she thought this was a wise idea or not. Ahead of them, the landscape of twisted greenery gave away to a stretch of land so strange to Noon’s eyes that she sat up in Fulcor’s saddle, trying to see it more clearly. It looked to her almost like the surface of a pond crowded with lily pads, only the circular growths were huge, the size of the roofs they had passed over in Mushenska, and tall, on the same level as the tree canopy. Each circular mound was brown, or beige, or a pale cream with dark grey spots, and as they passed overhead and Noon caught a whiff of a deep, earthy and somehow lively scent, she realised that they were the caps of enormous fungi. It made no sense to her at all, but they were somehow less alarming than the clinging trees, so she leaned forward to speak into Fulcor’s great crinkled ear again and the bat took them spiralling down through a chink in the caps. Beneath the surface of this strange, fleshy forest were more of the enormous toadstools, their caps smaller and in some cases more colourful; Noon saw pale pink, deep ochre and some examples of a dusty blue. White and grey stalks feathered with fringes of creamy white flesh twisted up all around, and the shadowed spaces were shot through here and there with shards of weak sunlight, dancing with motes of dust. It was all eerily quiet.

Fulcor landed on a craggy hill of black dirt, lifting her feet off it one at a time and making discontented squeaks. Noon unstrapped herself and her new hessian bag and just about had time to step down onto the damp ground before Fulcor flapped her leathery wings and was away again. Noon watched as the bat flew agitatedly from one stalk to another, looking for all the world like a moth battering a lamp, and then she found a space amongst the caps and was gone.

‘Oh.’

Noon stood staring up at the place where the bat had vanished, trying not to feel the weight of shadows all around her. After a moment, she hesitantly blew on the silver whistle, feeling vaguely foolish, but the bat did not return.

‘Fuck.’

Slowly, Noon realised that the place was neither as quiet nor as still as she’d initially thought. The shadows contained tiny points of movement, creatures native to this dank underworld skittering away from her intrusion, while a dry ticking, like bone dice being lightly thrown together, seemed to come from all around. Trying not to imagine what might live in this strange offshoot of the Wild, Noon swiftly gathered an armful of bracken and sticks, sucked the remaining life energy out of them, and built a small haphazard fire on top of a dirt mound. The sticks were still too damp, but she blasted them with winnowfire until she had a small, smoky blaze, and she crouched next to it, shivering.

‘Here I am,’ she said. The dry ticking noise had grown quieter, and she guessed that whatever had been making it had moved away. ‘Here I am, then.’

It was strangely mild down under the fungi, and the air was thick, but the damp of the soil had quickly soaked through her Winnowry-issue slippers and a deeper kind of cold was seeping into her bones. Presently, she began to shake all over.

‘I don’t know where I am,’ she said to the lively shadows. ‘But I am free. I don’t have much food, and I have no idea where I am, but I have escaped the Winnowry.’ She picked up the hessian sack and clutched it to her chest, recalling the bustle and the noise of Mushenska. ‘Free to starve to death under a fucking mushroom.’
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Hestillion paused with her hand on the door, staring down the corridor at nothing. Nothing.

The slick wood was cold under her fingertips, but then, her fingertips these days were little beads of ice, a shivery reminder that everything was wrong. The end of the corridor was in shadow, with strained grey light falling across the threadbare carpet. It was an overcast day, and the windows were dirty. There was no one left to clean them – not unless Hestillion went and fetched a bucket from the cavernous servants’ quarters, and she couldn’t face that yet. Not yet.

There was nothing to look at down the corridor but, even so, Hestillion stared at it, letting herself fade into a kind of weary trance. Perhaps, if she stood here long enough, thinking very carefully about nothing, she could step outside of time. And then she would walk down this corridor and hear voices behind every door. The light would be the good, strong light of summer, and nobody would be dead at all. She would laugh with her brother, and this whole nightmare would seem so silly. Perhaps it was all a nightmare she had woven and made everyone dream for a time, and Tormalin would smile indulgently at her and suggest they toast her, a true master of dream-walking.

From inside the room came a high-pitched, wailing wheeze, snapping Hestillion out of her comfortable trance. Her fingers tightened around the clean linens she held in one hand as she listened for what came next. A wheeze, growing tighter and tighter as the lungs struggled to gather air, a few heartbeats of nothing – was it over? Was this the end? – and then the explosive rattle, a coarse tearing that made her wince. It was impossible to hear it without imagining soft tissues tearing deep inside, and the splatter of blood on sheets. Another whistling wheeze, another pause, and the thick avalanche that followed.

‘Hold on,’ she murmured, leaning on the door to open it. She wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or Moureni.

The room inside was dark save for the hazy rectangle of grey light that was the window. She could make out the great four-poster bed and a stormy sea of white sheets; the shape in the middle was a range of narrow mountains, twisted and treacherous. The air smelled of blood and dust, but then Hestillion was almost certain that Ebora had smelled of nothing else for the last hundred years.

‘Good morning, Lord Moureni,’ she said, gliding into the room and setting the linens on the corner of the bed, as if she were a maid and this were her job. ‘How are we feeling today?’

Moureni answered with another rattling cough, one so severe that he went rigid under the sheets, his body caught in the violence of the spasm. Hestillion went to the window and pulled the sashes back as far as they would go. It barely made a difference.

‘Girl,’ croaked the figure in the bed. ‘How do you think I am?’

‘Do not call me that. I am no child, and I have a name.’

Moureni went back to coughing. As she turned back to the bed, Hestillion saw a dark patch spreading on the sheet near the head of the bed. It was not the clear fluid that Eborans bled from a superficial wound, but the deep oily black blood they shed when death was near. By now, Lord Moureni would be leaking this black blood from cracks in his skin all over his body. It was near impossible to get out of white sheets.

‘Good thing I brought fresh linen for you, isn’t it?’

There was a candelabra on the small chest of drawers by the bed stuffed with fat white candles, half burned down to nothing, so she lit them quickly with the matches in her pocket. The warm yellow light that spread across the pillow was the brightest thing Hestillion had seen in months. Unfortunately, it also revealed the ravaged face of Lord Moureni, and that was less heartening.

He had once been a handsome man. The evidence of that was on the walls of this, his much-reduced suite in Ygseril’s palace; enormous oil paintings of a striking man with broad shoulders, tightly curled dark hair and shining bronze skin, his clothes always a military uniform of some sort, and the setting often the top of some windswept hill, looking off across some newly conquered territory. The skies in these paintings were almost always stormy, as though Ebora’s sprawling empire were itself an oncoming conflagration – or perhaps the artist had just liked painting clouds.

Now Lord Moureni was a wizened shell of a man; all that was wet and vital about him hollowed out and dry. His skin, once smooth and almost luminous, was now chalky and gritty to the touch, where it wasn’t split and weeping. He looked up at her with eyes of yellow and red, and she had to look away. His darkly curling hair, once his pride and joy, was now a collection of half-hearted wisps, most stuck to his broad forehead with sweat. There was black blood on his chin.

‘Here, I will change the sheets.’ Hestillion took the edges of the soiled linen in between her frozen fingertips and yanked the sheet away. Moureni cried out, pulling his legs up to his chest and twisting his ragged nightshirt, but Hestillion ignored him. ‘Stop whining.’

He opened his mouth to say something in reply, but instead he was coughing again, his whole body wracked with it. He pressed the backs of his wrists to his mouth but she still saw it: blood, thick and diseased, oozing through his teeth and the corners of his mouth.

I should just go, she thought. Turn around now, close the door and start walking. Walk until Ebora is far behind me, and let Lord Moureni cough himself to death. There was nothing she could do for him, nor for any of them, so she should just leave like her brother had and let it all fade into nothing – one endless corridor of shadows and memories and nothing else.

Instead, she threw the blood-stained sheet behind her, picked up the folded white linen and shook it out over the emaciated figure. The crimson flux was both merciless and slow. Those afflicted would feel tired at first, and then their muscles would feel sore. Next, they would start coughing, and that was the beginning of the true end. Skin became stiff and painful, flaking off in big pieces or splitting open to reveal raw flesh beneath, and the cough itself became a demon, a creature that attacked with razor claws and sharpened teeth. And they would live, in this half-life, for months, for years, some even for decades, until one day Hestillion would discover their husks – the last of their bodily fluids ejected out onto their clothes, their fingers twisted into tree roots with the final throes of death. That was the end that waited for most, if not all of them. That or a slow vanishing into decrepitude. This was what Tormalin had fled.

‘There’s no coming back from this.’ Moureni’s voice was a sour rasp. Hestillion was surprised he had a voice left at all. ‘This is how I will be, until I die.’

Hestillion waited. Sometimes they would ask her to end it for them, when the suffering became relentless. In the bed, Moureni clutched at the fresh sheet, pulling it up to his pointed chin, which now resembled a shrivelled root vegetable.

‘I remember Ygseril,’ continued Moureni. ‘You probably don’t, young creature like you, but I remember when the leaves were thick on the branch, and the sap ran. We were like children then. We had no idea of what fate was capable of. What a terrible lesson we have learned.’ The old man – not old for an Eboran, not truly, but ancient now – wheezed and gasped in some parody of laughter. ‘The Eighth Rain will be the last we’ll see, and we, we will be dust and bones, just like everyone beyond the Wall. Just like the humans. Because we drank their blood.’ Moureni stiffened as though he meant to sit up, but he didn’t have the strength. Instead, he rolled over onto his side. ‘This is their filthy disease! We’ve caught it from their dirty blood. That will be my last act. I will take my swords, my shining blades, and—’

To Hestillion’s relief, coughing took him for a while then. It was a terrible, pained session, and for a few long moments Hestillion thought that he had lost all his breath, that he would simply choke to death in the middle of a rant, but although all the cracks in his powdery skin opened up and wept their oily fluid, he was still alive at the end of it. His eyes, like wet pebbles adrift on bone-white sand, stared up at the canopy of the bed.

‘I must die killing them,’ he whispered at last. ‘The only way . . . the only way to cleanse this blood disease.’

‘I went walking out across the city yesterday afternoon,’ said Hestillion. She stood slowly and moved over to the dark wood cabinet. Behind the glass were various medals and trophies from Lord Moureni’s glorious past. ‘The doors to the old library were open, so I went inside. Hundreds of scrolls had been pulled out and torn to pieces, and in other places, an animal had made a nest of some sort. There were droppings.’ She paused, and took a heavy brass bowl from inside the cabinet. Gold coins rested in the bottom of it. ‘I walked on from there, and was followed for a time by a pair of wolves. They were skinny things, and they must have been hungry, but they only watched me walk. I think even the wolves know what a diseased place this is now. They know better than to eat rotten meat.’ She took the coins from the bowl and slipped them into her own pocket. ‘If you left the sanctuary of Ygseril’s palace, my Lord Moureni, you would perhaps have the energy to make it to the first flight of stairs. I promise you there are no nasty diseased humans waiting out there for you to kill, even if you had the strength to lift your sword.’

Moureni fell silent, and she returned to his bedside to pour a glass of water from the carafe on the side. The water swirled with motes of dust, but it hardly mattered. He would use it only to wash the taste of blood from his mouth – which struck her as ironic.

‘There is water here for you. Can I get you anything else?’

Rather than answering, the emaciated figure in the bed turned his face away from her, staring into the shadows in the corner of the room. For a moment she looked where he was looking, wondering if he too found himself in a trance, looking for a past that wasn’t there any more. Nothing left for Ebora but shadows and dust.

The man gurgled, preparing for another coughing fit, and Hestillion shook herself out of her funk. She snatched up the blood-stained sheets and closed the door quietly, before walking smartly down the corridor. On her right she came to a door that was half open, and without looking into its dark interior, she threw the dirty sheets inside.

There were no servants left to wash the linen, or indeed the windows or the crockery, but there were rooms and rooms full of things that had been made for people now dead: thousands of folded sheets, elegant glasses, delicate plates trimmed with gold, dresses and gowns unending. Much of it had been made or imported before the crimson flux began to make a serious dent on their population, and now Hestillion doubted she could possibly make use of all of it before it succumbed to mould, or rot, or simply crumbled away to nothing.

‘Dust, dust, dust,’ she murmured under her breath. She wiped her hands absently down her front, knowing that the feeling of grime would never quite go away. She wore a padded silk gown, a deep ochre embroidered with pale blue-and-white birds, and slippers with blue silk feathers, and these, at least, she did take care of. At the end of every day she would go to her own suite of rooms and brush the gown with the special brushes she had for the task – they were coated with a sort of powder that freshened the silk – and carefully put the gown back into her wardrobe with all the others. They were works of art, made years ago by Eboran men and women who had spent decades learning their craft, and she couldn’t quite let them go to ruin along with everything else.

Following the corridors without needing to think about it, Hestillion made her way gradually to the centre of the complex. The palace was a warren, sprawling out from its heart like a knot of tangled roots – it had grown organically over the centuries, like the great god that sat in the midst of it. Halls intersected each other apparently at random; enormous rooms appeared suddenly with no warning, small chambers sprouted at corners, tiny courtyards appeared here and there, jewels in the midst of the confusion. Back when Ebora had been alive, there had never been any question of people becoming lost in this labyrinth – live anywhere for a hundred years and you will know its every nook and cranny.

There were other Eborans here, dotted throughout the palace, or out in the wider city. Little more than a handful now, and almost all of them were dying from the crimson flux, but they kept themselves to themselves, as though they had all made a joint decision that to watch each other die was too painful. Hestillion would see them sometimes; a hunched figure walking down an empty street, or a gaunt face at a window. A few of them, she knew, paid humans to come into the city and give them their blood. It made her cold to think of it. The sheer desperation of knowing that drinking human blood would only give the disease more strength, and then doing it anyway, because it made you feel better for a time. She thought of the humans, the disgust and the triumph that must move across their faces to see their old enemy so fallen, even as coins were pressed into their palms for their services.

She passed a room where a young man sat at a dining table. Spread in front of him were hundreds of paper cards, each about the size of the palm of his hand, each illustrated in bright inks. They were tarla cards. There was the Broken Moon, its yellow surface split like an egg; there the Just Warrior, depicted as a woman in shining silver armour; next to it was the Wise Woman, a smiling crone, her face half hidden within her hood. Tarla cards could be used for simple games of skill and chance, or they could be used to divine the future. Or so it was said; Hestillion had had a great aunt who had devoted decades of her life to studying the tarla, and she had foreseen nothing about Ebora’s doom.

‘Aldasair? What are you doing?’

The young man looked up, his eyes wide. His brown hair hung shaggy and unkempt over his shoulders, and his ruffled silk shirt had seen better days, but his deep-blue waistcoat still had its bright golden chain-watch at its pocket. It was etched with the image of a griffin.

‘Hest. I’m reading the tarla, Hest.’

‘Well, you have too many cards, then.’ She came into the room. A good handful of the cards were scattered on the floor. ‘How many decks do you have here? Three? You only need a dozen cards to read the tarla, cousin.’

Aldasair looked back at the cards spread before him, his brow creasing. ‘No, I’m trying to read the whole future, Hest. I need to see all of it.’

Hestillion cleared her throat. ‘So what have you seen?’

Aldasair sighed. ‘Cards, mostly.’ He had avoided the crimson flux so far – he was of an age with her, and had been too young to participate in the Carrion Wars – but that wasn’t to say that he was well. ‘Will I see Tormalin at dinner?’

There was a dead spider in the middle of the table, its legs curled up around itself. It looked quite dry. Hestillion wondered how long Aldasair had been sitting in here, trawling through his cards. Did she walk past this room yesterday? The day before? She couldn’t remember.

‘We’ve talked about this, Aldasair. Tormalin left years ago. Decades ago. He packed up all his things, and his fancy sword,’ Hestillion reached across and flicked the dead spider off the table, ‘and he took himself off beyond the Wall, and beyond the mountains. And now, no doubt, he spends his time getting drunk and keeping his bed warm. He was always very good at those things.’

Aldasair was nodding slowly, as though he didn’t quite believe her but was trying to convince himself. ‘Tormalin took the sword with him?’

‘Why not? We hardly need it here any more, do we? The Ninth Rain will never happen, because Ygseril is dead.’ She brushed her fingers over the cards, making them whisper across each other. ‘I will be having dinner in the blue room tonight, if you want to join me, Aldasair.’

The young man nodded, but he was looking down at the cards again. ‘Last night, I woke up in here, in the dark. I could hear wolves howling outside. Do you ever hear the wolves, Hest?’

‘Oh yes, I hear them all the time.’

‘In the dark I took cards from the pile. Four cards. And when it was light enough I looked at them. The Poisoned Chalice – a bad decision. The Falling Star – something approaches that bears us ill. And the Bower Couple – a new path is uncovered.’

She had thought her lips too cold to smile, but she did anyway. ‘Bad decisions and ill will. The tarla has never been so accurate.’

‘And the fourth I was to give to you.’ Aldasair held out a dusty card. On it, twisted green shapes like wizened fingers fumbled in the dark. The Roots. ‘It was important you have it.’

Hestillion looked up at him sharply. ‘Who told you that? Who told you to give this card to me?’

But Aldasair had gone back to the cards, spreading them out under his fingertips as though he were looking for something underneath.

‘The blue room,’ she reminded him, ‘if you’re hungry.’

Hestillion slid the dusty and creased card into the neck of her padded gown and left him to his confusion.
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‘Please come in, Agent Lin.’

Lin paused at the doorway to adjust her gloves. They were fine, calf-skin leather, soft and flexible, and they annoyed her. Outside of the Winnowry she didn’t wear gloves at all, but these clucking hens would go spare if she didn’t. At least, if she must wear gloves, they could be fine ones.

She looked up into the flat metallic face of the sister who had been sent to usher her in. Her tone was polite, but it was clear she was also trying to keep out of arm’s reach. The trust between agents and the Winnowry was sometimes a very fragile thing.

‘This way please.’

The heart of the Winnowry was located near the furnaces rather than the prison; Lin could never decide whether it was because the acolytes of Tomas wanted to be near the warmth on this chilly, damp island, or because they wanted walls between them and the women they imprisoned. Likely it was both. When she had been a prisoner, Lin had enjoyed her brief visits to the furnace simply to warm up, but the central receiving room was not especially welcoming; the floor of cold, grey flagstones radiated the chill up through her boots, and the large square windows were full of bright, cheerless daylight. The long, curved table the acolytes sat behind was made from stone too, and the single seat in front of it, for want of a better word, was a simple, polished boulder. There was a small padded matt on top of it. Lin stood next to it, her back straight and her eyes on the far window.

‘Agent Lin,’ began Father Stanz. He leaned forward on the stone table, linking his fingers together. ‘I take it your last mission was successful?’

‘The targets were eliminated,’ said a short, stout woman to his left: Sister Resn. She looked furious for some reason, and her long blue gloves and silver mask lay on the table in front of her, as though she couldn’t bear to be parted from them.

‘Eliminated into some smears of soot and an unpleasant smell, as Sister Resn confirms,’ said Lin. ‘I had hoped for a rest before the next incident.’

‘No chance of that, Fell-Lin.’ This was Father Eranis, who always referred to Lin by her old title. She let her gaze fall on him, her face carefully blank. ‘We’ve had a girl get loose.’

Lin raised an eyebrow. ‘Loose?’

‘Took one of the bats from the chirot tower,’ continued Father Stanz. ‘We’re still looking into how she got that far in the first place, but as you can imagine, she needs to be brought back here as soon as possible. It is not safe for her to be outside of the Winnowry.’

‘A novice may have helped her,’ said Sister Resn. Her jowly cheeks were pink and trembled slightly with suppressed outrage. ‘We think she . . . seduced him. And she drained Sister Renier almost to the point of death.’

Father Stanz cleared his throat. ‘It is difficult to know exactly what happened, of course, but the alarms weren’t raised for some time.’

‘Who is the witch?’

‘Fell-Noon, of the plains people. You remember . . .?’

Lin raised her other eyebrow. ‘I do. I always said you should keep a special eye on that one. A great potential for . . . difficulties.’ She let the sentence hang in mid-air, inviting them to fill in the rest for themselves.

‘Not a problem for you, though, is it, Fell-Lin?’ Eranis leaned forward slightly. He probably thought he was being intimidating. ‘In fact, this particular case seems made for you. I’m sure a witch of – uh – your skills will have her back in no time. Crying and weeping and asking to be put back in her cell, no doubt.’

Lin ignored him. ‘Is there anything else you can tell me?’

‘You know her history. A murderer. And a liar too – her version of events never did add up.’ Stanz looked down at a sheaf of paper in front of him. ‘Mushenska is close enough to be a tempting hideout, of course.’

‘How likely was it that she and this novice were in a relationship? Do you allow more fraternisation now between novices and fell-witches?’

‘Of course not!’ Sister Resn’s cheeks turned even pinker. ‘But the temptation could fester. The witches are the cracks through which sin seeps into the world, and even the most innocent can be corrupted. A boy like that could have had his head turned. It has happened in the past, as well you know.’ She glared openly at Lin, almost as though daring her to say more.

‘Any family or connections she could be returning to?’

Eranis chuckled quietly. ‘The girl destroyed those herself a long time ago. I assume there will be no problems, Fell-Lin?’ There was an edge to his tone.

‘Of course not.’ Lin kept half an eye on Sister Resn’s outraged face, wondering if the woman would dare to say anything to her. When Lin had been a prisoner of the Winnowry, Sister Resn had patrolled the cells regularly, and Lin had frequently fantasised about boiling the skin off the woman, or simply ripping all of her life force from her in a brief, glorious second. She kept her face calm as she considered it. She was only allowed to operate as a free agent in the name of the Winnowry because they believed her to be utterly under control. And she was. Control was everything. It was a simple choice, really – live as a prisoner for the rest of her life, or take the freedom she was offered. The consequences of rebellion were . . . unthinkable. ‘I will find your runaway witch for you. If I should need to, do I have permission to remove the problem permanently?’

Father Stanz nodded solemnly. ‘We would prefer otherwise, of course, but it’s entirely possible she will be very dangerous to restrain. The Winnowry trusts your judgment.’

‘As you should. You’ll hear from me shortly.’

‘One more thing, Fell-Lin.’ Eranis was looking at the paperwork on the desk again, but couldn’t quite hide the smirk. ‘Mother Cressin wishes to have a word with you before you leave.’

Agent Lin held herself very still. Control. Always control. And then she nodded. ‘I will go there now.’

Mother Cressin kept her rooms in the highest tower of the prison side of the Winnowry, meaning that anyone called upon to visit her had to walk up a near-endless spiral staircase. There were narrow windows on the way up, but Lin didn’t bother to look through them. They only showed the featureless gloom of the sea, or the view across the bay to Mushenska, which was hidden within its own veil of fog.

The Drowned One.

That was what the fell-witches whispered to one another. Mother Cressin, rarely seen in the prison itself, would occasionally appear at purging sessions, her face hidden within a hood, or, if you were very unlucky and considered in need of further instruction in the ways of Tomas, you would be taken to her rooms.

At the top of the stairs was a driftwood door standing half open. Inside, the circular room was gloomy, the thick swathes of old netting covering the windows doing a good job of keeping the light out and the cold in. There was one small, half-hearted fire in the grate and no rugs over the icy flagstones. To Agent Lin’s right stood a tall figure, broad shoulders emphasised rather than hidden under a dark cloak, her hair pulled back from a face like a slab of beaten meat. Agent Lin nodded to the woman.

‘I am here to see Mother Cressin.’

The guard nodded to the back of the room, where the shadows were thickest. Fell-Mary, Mother Cressin’s assistant and bodyguard, had never spoken more than a handful of words in Agent Lin’s presence, which was something of a relief. Lin suspected that if Fell-Mary had a lot to say to you, you would be in serious trouble.

At the back of the room was an enormous, ornate tank. Sitting within a wrought-iron frame decorated with twisted metal shaped like seaweed, it was filled with what Lin knew to be seawater, and in the gloom she could just about make out a figure, sitting on its floor. Arms crossed, legs folded under her, Mother Cressin’s head was bowed, her face hidden. Lin could make out the pale fronds of her white hair, moving in a ghostly fashion around her head. Every now and then, a silvery bubble of air would escape from her mouth or nose and make its wobbly way to the surface. The water was very still.

Agent Lin took a breath, and held it for a few seconds, before turning back to look at Fell-Mary. The big woman didn’t move.

‘I am to wait here until Mother Cressin is ready to receive me?’

No reply. Agent Lin cleared her throat. She didn’t want to look at the woman in the tank, but her eyes were drawn back there all the same. She could hear the wind howling around the tower, and the sea-salt smell from the tank was thick in her nose. Slowly, slowly the cold was getting into her bones, and all the while she was too aware of her own breathing, strangely loud in the dismal room. It was always the same when you were summoned here; Mother Cressin’s strange ritual never failed to be deeply unnerving, and Agent Lin found herself taking deeper and deeper breaths, as though fighting against the pressure of the water herself. Meanwhile, the figure in the tank was utterly still, her face hidden. Lin didn’t want to think about how cold the water must be.

The Drowned One has the sea in her blood, the fell-witches whispered to each other, when the lights were out. Whatever Tomas and his disciples brought back from their own drowning, Mother Cressin had it still – some dark knowledge sifted from the lightless sands at the bottom of the ocean.

When she had been standing long enough to wonder if perhaps the old woman had finally died, peacefully expelling her last breath into the water, Mother Cressin unfolded her arms. The water swirled around her, a confusion of shadows and dust, and abruptly she pushed off the bottom and kicked to the top with precise, practised movements. Lin heard her break the water but thanks to the shadows saw only a glistening shape in the gloom. The old woman climbed down an unseen ladder and disappeared behind a screen. Fell-Mary crossed the room and retrieved an armful of dry clothes from a trunk, passing them swiftly behind the partition. From the small glance she got, Lin got the impression of black, salt-stained rags. She expected to wait until the Drowned One was dressed, but instead her voice floated up from behind the screen. It was quiet, the voice of someone who knew that those around her would rather strain their hearing than ask her to speak up.

‘They’ve told you of our missing charge?’

‘I have been briefed, Mother Cressin. I’ll have the girl back with us in no time.’

There was a strangled noise, of someone expelling air in disgust, or disbelief perhaps. ‘Not a girl. An abomination. Do not forget what you are, Fell-Lin, just because we let you walk free in the world.’

Lin stared steadily at the screen. It would be very fine, she thought, to pick the scrap of a woman up and tip her back in her bloody tank. See how long she could really hold her breath for. Or throw her out the window of her own damn tower.

Control. Control at all times.

‘I will not forget, Mother Cressin.’

‘The creature Noon is the fracture through which evil enters our world, just as you are. She taints it, poisons it. She must be controlled.’

‘Yes, Mother Cressin.’ Lin’s eyes shifted to Fell-Mary, but the woman was back to impassively staring at nothing. ‘Control is everything.’

‘Do you remember, Fell-Lin, when you were less than controlled?’ The Drowned One emerged from behind the screen, wrapped from head to ankle in hessian, dyed black. A deep hood hid her face, and her feet, as white as the underbelly of a fish, were bare against the freezing flagstones. ‘Do you remember the consequences of that?’

‘I was very young,’ said Lin. ‘And the blame doesn’t rest solely with me.’

Mother Cressin looked up sharply, and Lin caught a brief glimpse of a pale, round chin.

‘You dare? You dare lay the blame at the feet of our priests? You?’

Agent Lin kept her eyes on the tank. It was important to remember that as useful as she was to the Winnowry, there were always plenty of women waiting to take her place.

‘I am sorry, Mother Cressin. Truly, in Tomas’s name. I only meant that the consequence that you spoke of, is as much priest as fell-witch, and I would hope that is remembered, when the future – when future decisions are made.’

Mother Cressin turned away, apparently too disgusted to look at her. ‘It sits ill with me, Fell-Lin, that we must use your type at all. I would rest easier if every fell-witch were locked in a cell, or quietly taken from this world at birth. If there were a way to tell . . .’ She paused by the tank and extended one pale hand to touch the glass. The ends of all her fingertips were deeply wrinkled. ‘That way, we may start to truly cleanse Sarn.’ She turned back. ‘Until then, I am told I must suffer your continued existence. I want this cleared up quietly, the creature brought back. She will spend some time in the lower cells, and then she will begin a cycle of repeated purging.’

Agent Lin nodded. Repeated purging had been known to kill women before. It had the advantage of exhausting them beyond the capacity for thought, and providing a significant crop of the drug akaris.

‘It will not be difficult, Mother Cressin. The . . . creature is young and alone, with no family left to run to.’

Cressin nodded and turned away. She gestured towards the door. ‘Go. The sea calls me back.’

Agent Lin stood and watched the young man, letting the silence draw out between them. The Winnowry had stashed him away in a tiny cell somewhere in the bowels of the furnace, the only light from a pair of small oil lamps, high in the stone walls. He sat in its furthest corner, his head down. This was a punishment, of course, but also, she suspected, a neat way of preventing word of Fell-Noon’s escape from travelling around the prison. She had to smile at that. As if anything were ever kept quiet in a prison. He was young, his body smoothly muscled, and his white-blond hair was plastered to his head with sweat. He was bigger than her, no doubt stronger too, but he made no move to overpower her. The boy knew better than that.

He cleared his throat, and dared himself to look up at her. He clearly couldn’t bear the silence any longer. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

In answer, she held her arms out to him, free of sleeves and gloves. He crossed his arms over his bare chest, a protective gesture. ‘Novice Lusk, I am the woman who is going to ask you questions. Do you know what I am?’

‘I’ve already told them.’ He met her eyes then, trying to put a brave face on it. How delicious. ‘The sisters have asked me over and over, and I told them exactly what happened.’

Lin nodded slightly, and began to rub her forearms together slowly. The soft rasp of skin against skin sounded loud in the tiny cell, and she saw his eyes flicker down to follow the movement. ‘The sisters told me. You said that Fell-Noon appeared unexpectedly in the chirot tower while you were performing your duties. She took you unawares, and threatened to kill you and the bats if you raised the alarm, but she didn’t actually drain you. Novice Lusk, you then saddled the bat for her yourself, and then stood by and watched as she made her merry way out into the wider world. Does that sound right to you? Does that sound like a thing that happened?’

‘That was what happened!’

She took a few slow steps towards him, and he cringed back against the wall.

‘What we’re thinking, Novice Lusk, is that perhaps you’d had some sort of dalliance with the girl. That you were fucking her, in short.’ She grinned at his shocked expression. ‘Oh, it happens, even in this miserable place. You don’t need very long really, and there were times when you were alone with Fell-Noon, unsupervised. Am I right?’ She came over until she was standing over him. ‘When I was still locked up in here, Lusk, you wouldn’t believe the number of priests who were fucking the women. It’s not natural, all of these people together in celibacy. I’ve always said so.’

Abruptly, she knelt and slid her arms around him, as if she meant to kiss him, but instead, at the warm contact of his skin she took, ripping his life energy from him savagely. He cried out, falling against her, and she felt him attempting to marshal himself, to draw back from her – the priests were trained, after all, to take this sort of punishment. She snaked one hand up and took hold of his jaw, turning his frightened eyes to meet hers. ‘You have so much to give, Novice Lusk. I can see why Fell-Noon was taken with you. Did you fuck her again before she left? Was that the price of her freedom?’

‘No.’ He forced the word out through lips that were rapidly losing their colour. ‘We never . . .’

‘How long can you hold out, do you think?’ She was genuinely curious. The boy was remarkably strong, and his energy had a purity she had not tasted for a long time. After a while, you started to sense things about the people whose energy you took; she was beginning to believe that the boy didn’t have a single lie in his head. It was remarkable. Meanwhile, his energy was gathering inside her, a storm with nowhere to go. Holding it steady within her – control, always control – Agent Lin pulled away just as the boy began to shake. Free of her, he slumped to the ground, shivering as though he were caught in a blizzard. That lovely warm skin of his would be cold now, she knew.

‘One of the strongest I’ve tasted, if I’m honest,’ she said to the room at large. She walked back towards the door and turned to face Novice Lusk, nursing the tide of stolen life energy within her. It would have to come out, and soon. Even the most skilled Fell-Witch couldn’t hold on to it indefinitely. ‘Did she tell you anything about where she intended to go, Novice Lusk?’

He lifted his head a touch, still shaking. His eyes were glazed, and the tips of his fingers had turned grey. She hadn’t depleted him completely, but Lin thought he might die anyway – it was careless of her.

‘Nothing,’ he croaked. ‘She said . . . nothing . . . to me.’

‘Not even when you were fucking her, Lusk?’

He glanced up at that, his eyes widening, and she chose that moment to release the fire. Arms up, palms open, fingers spread; a blossom of winnowfire as green as fresh, new grass bloomed in the tiny cell, curling towards the shivering man on the floor. Agent Lin heard his abrupt, ragged scream and smiled to herself – with a gesture she increased the temperature of the flames, and his screams took on a panicked tone. The fire would be close – not close enough to kill him, not yet, but close enough to scorch. She closed her hands and folded her arms into her chest – enough – and the roar of green fire died instantly.

‘Any more thoughts on that, Lusk?’

The boy was curled like a baby on the floor, his hands over his face. As she watched, he patted rapidly at the hair on his head, which was singed. It crisped away under his fingers. His knees and shins and the tops of his shoulders were a bright, shiny red, and his face looked a little like he’d been out under the hot sun all day.

‘Please,’ he gasped between blistered lips. ‘Please.’

She chuckled to herself. ‘Well, I can hardly resist.’

This time she turned her hands to face each other and funnelled a line of fire to the space next to the novice’s feet. He shrieked, pulled his feet up and away, scrambling to push himself into the far corner, but she followed, sweeping the line of winnowfire up so that it brushed the delicate soles of his feet. The cell rang with the sound of screaming as the sweet scent of burned flesh filled the air. Agent Lin took a long, slow breath inwards, savouring it, before pulling her arms back to her chest and quieting the fire. The energy he had given her was nearly gone now, but she didn’t think she would need more. The boy was crying, clutching at his ruined feet.

‘The city,’ he gibbered, tears streaming down his scorched face. ‘When she took Fulcor, they flew towards the city. I watched them, I watched them fly, and it looked as though she landed there.’

‘Of course,’ said Agent Lin, cheerfully enough. She went to the door. ‘Thank you, Novice Lusk. I’ll tell them you weren’t in collusion with the witch, of course. For what it’s worth.’

The chirot tower was empty save for the bats. It was mid-afternoon, and the animals were all nestled snugly in their alcoves, soft rumbles and keenings in place of snores – all save for one. Lin walked over to the empty space and stood looking at it for a while. The white bat taken by Fell-Noon had not returned, suggesting that she still had it. This was good news for Lin, as a giant bat was hard to miss, particularly in the skies to the south of the mountains – however, it also meant that they could be almost anywhere. The Winnowry’s giant bats were bred to be resilient and tough, and could fly continuously for almost an entire night.

Turning from the alcove, Lin walked to the roofless section of the tower, where the bat mount she had been assigned waited for her, ready to leave. The creature’s leathery face was latticed with scars, and its black fur was streaked with grey behind its large crinkled ears, but its eyes watched her with bright intelligence. Smiling faintly, Lin sank her bare hands into the animal’s fur.

‘Ugly creature.’ She took a touch of its life-force, just a touch – enough to warm her against the endless bloody damp of the Winnowry. The bat gave a high-pitched whine and shuddered under her fingers, while she felt the latent power curl inside her. She would be glad to be away from this cold, dead place and back in the land of the living. There was so much life to be taken, after all. ‘Little Fell-Noon won’t be lost for long.’
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Well, yes, I did ask him about the blood, Marin, but just like Ebora itself and any family he might have there, it is a subject he is very reluctant to discuss. I know that he partakes of it in small doses, and carries small vials around with him in case it is required. When is it required, I hear you ask? Well.

From what I have observed, small amounts of blood act like a kind of pick-me-up. You remember that thick black drink from Reidn you were briefly obsessed with, the one that smelled like burning dog hair and made it impossible for you to sleep? I believe that very minor doses act almost like that on the Eboran system. Over time, the doses stop them aging like we do, and I have seen it written that large amounts can start to heal an injury, although, thankfully, I have not had to witness such. Tormalin is no creature of blood-thirst, ripping open throats and drinking his fill as the Eborans did in those woodcuts from that ancient book in the library – but he takes his doses steadily enough. More often than it is ‘required’, no doubt.

Will he catch the crimson flux? I do not know, my dear. From everything I’ve read, and everything I’ve gleaned from Tor’s tiny hints, I believe the onset of the disease is unpredictable – Eborans who sipped the occasional cup came down with it swiftly and died swifter, and those who drank lakes of the stuff are still living out their days in the city beyond the Bloodless Mountains, waiting for it to catch up with them. Only the handful who never touched a drop seem guaranteed to survive it, but they instead are taken by old age, and more prosaic illnesses. But for my sake, let’s hope he has escaped it – having an Eboran bodyguard has done wonders for my reputation.

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Vintage peered at the fibrous stalk. She had thought that it was just the shadows in this strange place, but no, it was there – a smear of something thick and glutinous and largely transparent ran across the length of the stalk and then the next one too, as though each of the towering toadstools had been brushed by something as it passed. Small white nodules, like blisters, clustered where the substance was thickest. She took her smallest scalpel and very carefully scraped away some of the affected tissue, pushing the flakes into the glass pot she had waiting. When she attempted to capture one of the nodules, it cracked open and a thin, pinkish fluid ran from it, smelling of old cheese. She wrinkled her nose.

‘How charming,’ said Tormalin. He was standing to one side, leaning against the towering stalk and watching her progress with a beautifully bored expression. ‘I, for one, am more than glad to spend my time watching you root around in the mud.’

‘Darling, will you kindly get out of what little light I have? Take your lanky arse off somewhere else please.’

Tor sighed noisily and moved back to where they had dumped their packs. A few moments later, she heard the unmistakeable noise of him liberating a bottle from her bag.

‘I do not have an inexhaustible supply with me, Tormalin, my dear. You may want to go easy on that for now.’ This time, she managed to lever off a piece of tissue big enough, leaving the nodule intact. She nodded with satisfaction. It was a small thing, but small things could be big clues.

‘When I agreed to work with you, Vintage, you promised me “as much wine as I could drink”. Good wine, too.’

‘Yes, I did say that, didn’t I?’ Vintage stood up, wincing slightly at the ache in her back. Since the double attack on the village, they had been moving constantly, trying to follow the trail before it went cold. In truth, the trail hadn’t been much more than a hunch and a hope for better luck, but here, finally, they had something solid. She had seen matter like this in her own vine forest, and now that she looked, it was clear that this patch of the Wild, with its monstrous fungi, had seen parasite activity. Aside from the glutinous smears and the blisters, the place just didn’t feel right. It felt haunted.

‘There’s definitely something here.’ She returned to the packs, where Tor was now examining packages wrapped in greased paper. ‘We need to head deeper in.’

‘I’m hungry. But the smell of this place makes everything unappetising.’ He put the packages back, frowning slightly. ‘If there’s Behemoth wreckage around here somewhere, then why hasn’t anyone found it before?’

Vintage shrugged and put the specimen jar back into one of the bags. ‘Would you want to spend very long in this place? It’s damp. It smells, as you say, appalling, and unless you have a deep and abiding hankering for mushrooms . . . It could be that the pieces of the Behemoth are very small, wreckage left over from one of the earliest rains, perhaps.’ She smiled to herself. ‘If that is the case, my dear, then this could be one of our best finds. A Behemoth site as yet undiscovered, and with pieces small enough to be studied properly. It might not even be that dangerous.’

Tor snorted. ‘I love it when you say things like that, Vintage. It just makes it more delicious when you’re wrong.’ He paused, and put down the bag he was holding. In one smooth movement he pulled his sword free of its scabbard.

‘What is it?’ Vintage moved closer to the Eboran, one hand settling lightly on the crossbow at her hip.

‘There’s something beyond those stalks. Something moving.’

‘A parasite?’

He waved at her to be quiet and moved off to where the shadows were at their thickest. Vintage ghosted along behind him, keeping her tread light. Now that they were closer, she could see it too – something pale moving between the giant stalks; flashes of black and grey.

‘Not a parasite,’ she whispered to Tor. ‘There are no lights.’

‘Could be someone trying to snatch the find out from under our noses,’ he replied. ‘Shall we have a look?’

Still moving silently, they slid themselves up between the stalks and looked down onto a stretch of black soil punctuated here and there with short, fat mushroom caps dotted and spattered with lurid colours, each big enough to sit on. After years of patrolling the vine forest, Vintage was reasonably good at moving quietly through foliage, but she felt their efforts were wasted on the young woman pacing in the clearing below them. She had her arms crossed tightly over her chest, and her short black hair stuck up at all angles. Her head was down, her narrow eyes glaring at the ground as though it had personally insulted her, and she wore thin grey leggings and a ragged long-sleeved top, more akin to nightwear than travel clothes. As Vintage watched, the woman raised her hands to her face and rubbed them across her cheeks, dislodging the remains of what looked like a pale powder. With a jolt, Vintage’s eyes skipped to the woman’s forehead – yes! There was the sigil of a bat’s wing, tattooed onto her smooth olive skin and half hidden by her unruly hair. A fell-witch! What, by the bones of Sarn, was a fell-witch doing in the middle of a parasite-haunted stretch of Wild?

‘What do we have here?’

Before she could snatch him back, Tor was stepping down onto the mud, skirting the thicker toadstools and sliding his sword away. The effect on the young woman was immediate. She scrambled backwards, reaching out for the twisted fungus behind her. Vintage opened her mouth to shout a proper greeting, thinking that the woman was trying to flee, when, abruptly, the space between her and the girl was filled with an enormous emerald fireball.

Vintage flew backwards, rolling awkwardly down a short incline of mud and coming to an abrupt halt at the foot of one of the giant toadstools. She lay there for a few moments, stunned and blinking away the bright after-image the light had left on her vision, while the quiet was shattered by Tormalin and this strange woman shouting at each other. She could smell singed hair. Gingerly, Vintage patted her head. Her hat was missing, but her own thicket of curly hair seemed intact. Groaning slightly, she climbed to her feet and brushed clods of wet mud from her trousers.

‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t cut your throat!’

‘Who are you? Why were you sneaking up on me?’

‘Hold on, hold on,’ Vintage hurried back to the clearing, holding her hands out in front of her. The young woman had her fist raised, a halo of bright green winnowfire dancing around it. The toadstool directly behind her had withered drastically, the pale column of its stalk now so twisted and dark that the fleshy cap had turned to one side as though avoiding a blow. Vintage tore her eyes away from that wonder to see that Tor had his sword out again. ‘Calm down now, my dears. Come along.’

The young woman dragged her eyes from Tor to stare at Vintage instead. She looked like one of the plains folk – Vintage had travelled back and forth over that region in the last few years – but, of course, all sense of identity was supposedly removed at the Winnowry. Vintage forced a bright smile onto her face. ‘There’s no need for fire here, fell-witch. We’re just strangers stumbled onto the same path, isn’t that right?’ She paused to pull an errant twig from her hair. ‘Let’s exchange a few words before anyone kills anyone else.’

‘You are with the Eboran?’ The fell-witch lowered her burning hand a touch, although Vintage suspected it was from confusion rather than trust.

‘Well, he is my employee, yes. Tormalin, my dearest, please put the sword away.’

Tor glared at her. ‘This mad woman tried to blow you up!’

‘I tried to blow both of you up.’

‘Just a misunderstanding, I’m sure. Tor, please fetch our packs. This young woman looks like she could do with a glass of wine.’

‘A . . . glass of wine?’ The girl looked faintly stunned.

‘Of course, darling. Meeting new people is always improved with a glass of wine, in my experience. Tor!’

Pausing to shoot one more poisonous look at the fell-witch, Tormalin moved back through the stalks to retrieve their packs. Vintage bustled over to the embers of the woman’s fire, and made a cursory examination. No blankets to sleep on, a single bag of supplies, and now that she looked closer she could see that the young woman was wearing what appeared to be slippers, wet and stained with mud. Stranger and stranger.

‘Now then. I am Lady Vincenza de Grazon, but you can call me Vintage. Tormalin the Oathless there, is, for want of a better phrase, my hired muscle.’ She stopped and looked at the girl, smiling in what she hoped was an encouraging manner. Behind her she could hear Tormalin dragging their packs down to the small camp fire, clearly making more of a hash of it than was necessary. The fell-witch cleared her throat.

‘I am Fell-Noon, an agent of the Winnowry.’ The green flames had winked out of existence, but from the woman’s stance it was clear they could come back at any moment. Vintage sensed that hinged on whether she was prepared to believe such an obviously gigantic lie. ‘I am on a . . . confidential mission.’

‘In the middle of the stinking Wild?’ Tor was now standing by their bags with his arms crossed over his chest. ‘What possible mission could you have out here? Whatever it is, you are woefully underprepared for it.’

‘I could ask what a blood-sucking Eboran is doing outside of your cursed city.’ The girl lifted her chin, on the defensive again, and Vintage silently cursed Tor for it. ‘I didn’t expect to see your kind of monster in this place.’

Tor bared his teeth, clearly preparing to spit another insult, so Vintage stepped neatly in front of him. ‘I do believe I promised you wine, yes? Here we are, look. Not my best, but not the worst we’ve produced either. Come on, I have some tin cups in here somewhere, I know it’s not the same as proper crystal but I think we can make do. My dear Fell-Noon, would you mind perhaps building up the fire a touch? It’s such a lovely trick and, well, you do look like you could do with some warming up.’

She bustled them into sitting around the fire, passing out cups and eventually a bottle of red, along with a broken piece of bread each and some cheese that had been squashed at the bottom of the pack. Fell-Noon still wore a guarded expression, although her obvious hunger had pushed that concern aside for one moment. Tormalin, as ever, looked as outraged as an insulted cat.

‘How long have you been out here, my dear?’

Fell-Noon looked up from her piece of bread, which she was holding firmly in both hands. She had been nibbling the edges of it, as though savouring the texture.

‘A day and a night.’

‘Well. What a place to spend the night! I’m sure I don’t know what the Winnowry’s business could be out here, but there are aspects of Sarn’s history that affect us all, no doubt.’

Fell-Noon kept her eyes on her bread, although Tor was giving Vintage a particularly sardonic look. She cleared her throat.

‘That is to say, that perhaps there is much to learn from recent history, and perhaps this is one of the places where those lessons may be, uh, learned.’

Tor rolled his eyes at Vintage, and waved his cup of wine at the pair of them. ‘What my employer is trying to ask you is, are you out here after the Behemoth remains too?’

‘What?’ The young woman half sat up, her black eyes suddenly full of alarm. ‘A Behemoth, around here? Are we safe?’

‘Well, yes and no.’ Vintage stood up, sighing as the bones in her knees popped. ‘We have reason to believe there are the remains of a Behemoth in the Shroom Flats somewhere – long dead, of course, likely the result of the Eighth Rain or perhaps an even earlier incursion, and therefore hundreds of years old – but thanks to the effects of such remains, no, we are not safe. We have encountered two parasite spirits on our way here, and we expect to encounter more before we find what we need. Here, look, the signs are all around us.’ She walked around the fire to the ring of stalks immediately behind them. There were smears of the translucent substance on the trunks, complete with the clusters of white nodules. ‘Do you see this? Parasite spirits can leave these markings behind when they brush against vegetation. They leave behind so little physical evidence, and we know so little about them.’ Her lips turned down at the corners, recalling the devastation that crouched at the heart of the vine forest. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard the stories, my darling. Parasite spirits are very dangerous indeed, and they are found in the vicinity of Behemoth remains.’

Fell-Noon looked haunted. ‘Behemoths are dangerous. Why are you out here?’

‘Everything worm-touched is a threat.’ Vintage reached down and plucked up her tin cup. ‘So much of Sarn is poisoned, twisted and strange, thanks to the influence of the Jure’lia. I want to find out why, Fell-Noon, and to stop it, if I can. How can we stop the Wild growing? What are the parasite spirits, and how can we live with them? The Wild, the worm people, the spirits – they’re all linked, somehow, we just can’t see the details. So I must learn as much about them as possible, which is why I spend my time, as Tor so expertly puts it, rooting around in the mud in dangerous places. Where I am from, Fell-Noon, we make wine from grapes that are worm-touched, and part of our land is slowly being consumed by the Wild. People have lost their lives trying to find out the truth.’ She paused, remembering the first Eboran she had ever met: Nanthema with her useless spectacles and her quick mind. ‘It’s . . . a cause that’s very dear to my heart.’

‘And why is the bloodsucker here?’

‘Charming,’ muttered Tor.

‘Your people slaughtered mine, for generations,’ said Noon, her voice flat. Her eyes were bright with an unreadable emotion. ‘What happened to you? Do you all still live in Ebora? Or did the crimson flux wipe you out?’

Tor sat very still. ‘The fate of my people is of no concern to a witch.’

‘Please, there’s no need for us to argue,’ said Vintage smoothly. ‘It gets dark quickly in this place, and really, my dear, you shouldn’t be out here by yourself. We are safer together. Tor, do you think there could be any game around here? Hot food would cheer us up, don’t you think?’

Sighing heavily, Tor headed off into the shadows, his sword at the ready, while Vintage poured them some more wine.

‘This doesn’t look like the sort of place where you can chase down a couple of plump rabbits,’ said Fell-Noon. She sat close to the fire, her arms wrapped around herself, not quite looking at Vintage.

‘Oh, you’d be surprised. All sorts make their home in the Wild. Tor might appear to be little more than a pretty pain in my rear end, but he’s unnaturally fast with that sword, and he sees very well in the dark. Now,’ Vintage swallowed more wine, savouring the warmth it brought to her belly. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s really going on?’

For a long moment the girl did not move. She was so still that Vintage began to think she hadn’t heard the question, but, eventually, she shook herself and touched her fingers, briefly, to the tattoo on her forehead.

‘You shouldn’t ask me questions,’ she said, her voice so quiet it was almost lost under the crackle of the fire. ‘You shouldn’t talk to me at all.’

‘What if I want to help you?’

The girl glanced up. The fire was reflected in her dark eyes, and her mouth was pressed into a thin line. ‘I’m an agent of the Winnowry. Why would I need your help?’

‘How did you get here? You can’t have walked all the way from the Winnowry.’

Fell-Noon reached inside her sleeve and produced a long silver tube, which she held up to Vintage as though this answered the question. ‘I flew here on a bat. That’s how Winnowry agents travel.’ She placed the tube, which was flattened at one end, into her mouth and mimed blowing on it. Then she put the whistle back into her sleeve, not quite meeting Vintage’s eyes. ‘Anyway. It’s hunting at the moment. The bat. I sent it away.’

‘Well.’ Vintage stood up. ‘One thing I do know – you will become ill, if you spend another night in this festering hole dressed as you are. Here.’ Vintage went to Tor’s pack and began pulling things out, holding them up to the firelight for a better look. The daylight, already weak under the canopy of mushroom caps, had turned to a velvet darkness. ‘They will all be too big for you, of course, but you can roll the sleeves up. And I have a spare pair of boots.’

Fell-Noon’s eyebrows shot up, creasing her tattoo.

‘I can’t take his stuff. Not his stuff. What if he—’

‘Nonsense, dear, you’ll freeze to death otherwise. Besides, Tor has an obscene number of shirts in here, I don’t know why he feels the need to carry them around with him everywhere. Here, look, put that on, and this over the top. I know it looks thin, but Eboran silk is remarkably warming.’ She thrust the shirt into the girl’s arms and followed it with a jacket of stiff, black material with a high embroidered collar. While Fell-Noon sat looking at them in confusion, Vintage went to her own pack and yanked out a pair of battered leather boots with laces that went from the ankle right down to the toe. ‘Here, put those on too. I don’t for a moment think your little feet are the same size as mine, my dear, but you can pull the laces tight and here, stuff them with these socks.’

Noon looked at her for a long moment. She reminded Vintage of a half-feral cat that had hung around the House some years ago. Never quite tame enough to come into the kitchens, it would loiter on the broad stone steps outside. The animal would sun itself there, and if you left fish scraps on a plate, it would eat them, but if you tried to edge closer, it would watch you with careful eyes. Too close and it would run, every time.

‘Thank you,’ the young woman said, a little stiffly. She peeled off her sodden slippers and threw them behind her – with more than a touch of satisfaction, Vintage thought – and pulled on Vintage’s big woollen socks.

‘Makes my pack a bit lighter, dear.’

Fell-Noon pulled on the shirt and the jacket, before lacing up the boots.

Vintage sat herself down a couple of feet away from the girl – close, but not too close. She was still thinking of the cat. ‘I haven’t seen many fell-witches in my time, it’s true.’ She kept her voice casual. ‘All those that I have seen wore scarves or hats, and their faces were all heavily powdered.’

She let the unasked question hang in the air. The fell-witch pulled a hand through her hair, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘Customs change.’

‘Well, if you should need a brush, my dear, just let me know.’

Tor appeared at the edge of their fire, moving in the unnervingly silent way that he had. There was something fat and wriggling on the end of his sword, which he tipped onto the dirt by Vintage’s feet.

‘It doesn’t look like much, but it’s actually pretty tasty, if you cook it for long enough. And douse it in wine. And drink lots of wine while you’re eating it. And drink lots of wine afterwards, so you forget what you were just eating.’

Vintage kept her face as still as possible, but she couldn’t help noticing Fell-Noon’s horrified expression. Tor’s catch appeared to be a huge woodlouse, some worm-touched creature that had grown fat and bloated in the crevices of the Shroom Flats. It was pale cream in colour, with an alarming multitude of stiff, grey legs.

‘Is that what Eborans like to eat?’ asked Noon. Her tone was suspiciously innocent, and Vintage opened her mouth to reply, but Tor was already stomping around the fire, his face like thunder.

‘That’s all there is to eat, but of course you are welcome to go hungry.’ He stopped then and turned to Vintage, outrage quivering on every inch of his face. ‘Vintage, I must be imagining things – perhaps my sight was damaged by the fireball this lunatic threw at us earlier – but it looks as though this witch is wearing my clothes. How, by Ygseril’s deepest roots, can that have happened?’

‘Oh, do be quiet and help me spit this monstrosity you’ve brought back. Fell-Noon, I have eaten something like this myself, back when I was travelling across the Reidn delta, it’s really not as bad as it looks—’

From above them came a scrabbling, shifting noise, and a pale shape dropped towards them from the canopy of mushroom caps. Vintage scrambled to her feet, her heart in her mouth, but the shape resolved itself into a pair of leathery wings and a blocky furred head. The bat swooped over their small camp, dropping something from its feet before flying up and away again, scrambling back up through the dark spaces between caps.

‘Fulcor! That was Fulcor.’ Noon was on her feet, and for the first time she was smiling. ‘See? The bat I flew here on. Because I’m a Winnowry agent. And look.’ She stepped around the fire and knelt by what the bat had dropped. It was a small goat-like creature, of the sort Vintage knew roamed in small herds through patches of the southern forests. ‘Here is the dinner I told it to fetch for me.’ The fell-witch stood up, a wild look in her eye. ‘Agents of the Winnowry do not eat giant bugs.’
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Of course, Marin, as I’m sure you will have heard from your dear mother over the years, and even Ezion, Tormalin the Oathless was not the first Eboran I ever knew. One, in fact, walked the halls of the House and even slept for a time in the room that would eventually belong to you. I hope that is thrilling for you in some way.

It was early summer and I was about to turn twenty. Your grandmother and grandfather were both still alive then, of course, and I had very few responsibilities save for not wandering off and getting killed in the vine forest if I could help it. One day, a delegation of merchants arrived to talk to us about potentially setting up a trade route with Ebora itself – it had, they explained, been years since any such thing existed, due to some sort of scandal that had occurred some time after the Carrion Wars had ended – and with them was an Eboran woman. Initially, I thought that she was there as a representative of her home, perhaps to ensure that their interests were properly taken care of and, nominally, she was, but as the weeks went by it became increasingly obvious that she was more interested in the forest, and the terrible secret that it held.

Eborans, Marin, are of course known for their ethereal beauty, and this woman was no exception. She was tall and solidly built, with skin like warm marble and hair blacker than night. She wore, I remember, these strange pleated trousers that puffed out over the tops of her leather boots, and a crimson velvet jacket that always seemed to be covered in a layer of dust, and she owned a delicate pair of spectacles that I am fairly sure she did not need at all. More than that, despite her cold beauty, she was funny and kind. She would wander off from the long discussions after dinner, where your grandfather was trying so hard to be impressive, and one could find her in the kitchens, eating pudding with the servants, asking them endless questions. She asked so many questions, and really listened to the answers; as you get older, Marin, you will begin to see how rare this truly is.

Her name was Nanthema, and she was beautiful.

What you will have heard from your mother, I am unsure, and what Ezion will have told you, I dread to think, but I— [the remainder of this page is torn away, leaving a ragged line]

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Morning in the Shroom Flats was unsettling. The place was still gloomy, and filled with the alarming funk of dirt and fungus, but the light that filtered down from between the caps was pale gold in colour, dancing with flecks of plant matter. Vintage sat on top of her pack and watched it, when she wasn’t watching the sleeping girl. Noon was curled up by the extinguished fire, her knees pressed tightly to her chest, her hands covering her head. The girl was frightened, right down to her bones – when fear followed you that far into sleep, then you were in some serious trouble.

Vintage stood up, thinking to boil water for more tea, when the fell-witch jerked awake. For a few seconds, Vintage thought the girl might just stand up and run away, so alarmed did she look at her surroundings, but eventually she seemed to settle.

‘Where is the other one?’

‘Tor? I’ve sent him off to have a look around. I think we might be very close to what I’m looking for.’

‘Pieces of a dead Behemoth.’ Fell-Noon rubbed her hands over her face.

‘Better than pieces of a live Behemoth, my darling.’

‘I don’t understand you. You travel with an Eboran, and you explore the Wild, and you’re looking for things that might kill you. None of it makes sense.’ Fell-Noon looked up, and Vintage noted the dark circles around her eyes. ‘Explain the Eboran to me. You know what his people did? What they are?’

‘I do, my dear. Do you?’ Catching her look, Vintage sighed. ‘Tormalin is very young for an Eboran, which means, of course, that he’s nearly four hundred years old. He was too young to have had an active role in the Carrion Wars, but old enough to watch most of his people die from the crimson flux which followed. The dreadful stories that you have heard took place in a time when young Tormalin had yet to break his voice.’

‘Does he drink human blood?’ Vintage blinked. The girl was blunt enough. ‘I think that’s really his business.’

‘His business?’

Tormalin chose that moment to come stamping back into their camp, treading so heavily that Vintage was sure he must have heard their conversation.

‘We’re at the top of a small hill.’ He didn’t look at either of them, but came over to the remains of the fire and began picking at the carcass of the previous evening’s dinner. ‘I found the edge of it, and below us there’s a great deal of exposed earth.’

Vintage stood up. ‘A landslide?’

Tor shrugged. ‘Could be. Something has moved the ground around in a big way. A flood, perhaps.’

‘Let’s go and have a look, Tor,’ said Vintage. ‘That could be exactly what we’re after.’

‘I want to come,’ said Noon. She stood up, wrapping the black jacket tighter around her waist. ‘I want to see what it is you’re so interested in out here.’

Vintage exchanged a look with Tor, but the Eboran turned away, leaving the decision up to her. She smiled at the witch.

‘Of course, my dear.’

Leaving the remains of their makeshift camp, they followed Tor through the towering stalks of fungus. Vintage fell into step next to the girl, her eyes on the bulbous shapes that clustered to every side. ‘Have you seen a parasite spirit before, my dear?’

For a long moment the young woman didn’t answer. When she did, her voice was tight, as though she were recalling something she’d rather not. ‘Once. When I was very small, and I only saw it from very far away. I used to live on the plains, and my people were moving for the spring. All of the carts and the tents and the caravans . . .’ Her voice trailed off, and for a moment the strangest expression came over the young woman’s face. Her eyes grew wide and glassy, and her mouth turned down at the corners, as though she were a child left suddenly alone in the dark.

‘Are you quite well?’ Vintage touched Noon’s arm, and the fell-witch flinched as though something had scorched her.

‘Fine. I just . . . we were travelling across the grasslands at dusk, and I saw something on the horizon. Lots of lights, dancing. I thought it was pretty, but Mother Fast came by on her own mount and she told everyone not to look at it. That if we looked at it, we’d be cursed.’ She continued in a quieter voice. ‘Maybe she was right.’

‘A sighting on the plains.’ Vintage frowned. ‘The Behemoth remains discovered there were packed up and distributed eight or nine years ago. They were incredibly ancient, from the Third or Fourth Rain, we think.’

‘You really study these things?’ In the dim light the witch’s face looked dirty, with its traces of ash. ‘What for? I mean, really what for?’

‘For the joy of knowing, of course!’ She patted the girl’s arm. ‘It helps to understand things, don’t you think? It makes them less alarming.’

Noon looked unconvinced. ‘Things are less alarming when you put a lot of space between you and them. Hiding is easier.’

Vintage opened her mouth to reply, but ahead of them Tor had stopped. They had reached the place where the ground dropped away. Below, the dirt was black and exposed, riddled with pale roots grasping at the air like skeletal fingers. Looking at it, Vintage suspected an earth tremor rather than a flood; they weren’t completely unheard of in this part of the world. Here, the shadows lay thick on the ground, gathering in pools where the earth was broken, but she thought she could make out something shiny catching the light within the crevice. Her heart skipped and thudded in her chest, and she took a slow breath to try and get it under control.

‘Carefully now,’ she said to them both. ‘Let’s go slowly.’

They half walked, half stumbled down the slope that circled the broken earth, until they were down in the mud and dirt. Vintage was glad of her tough boots. From this level, it was clear that there was a great rent in the ground; a meandering crack split the earth, and three large fungi had fallen back, exposing their strange roots to the air like a drunken woman’s lacy skirts.

‘There’s something down here.’ Tor, just ahead, had reached the crack and was peering down into the dark. ‘It looks like metal.’

Vintage hurried over. Far above them, pieces of blue sky like a shattered plate let in shards of light, and it was difficult to make out anything clear, but even so. The sheen of moon-metal was hard to mistake for anything else – not when you’d spent so many years hunting it.

‘Move your lanky legs out of the way. That’s it.’ Vintage crouched by the edge. There was something down there; the last light of the day shone off a smooth, rounded surface, greenish gold in colour. Vintage bit her lip. The object was lodged in the ground some five feet below them, partially covered in loose dirt and twisted roots, but next to it the crack itself was much deeper – the darkness hid the hole’s true depth.

‘I think I might be able to reach it.’ Vintage sat down on the cold damp earth, wincing as a root poked her in the backside, and dangled her legs down into the hole. ‘Tormalin, my dear, would you mind holding on to me? Just in case the edge is more fragile than it looks.’

Tormalin sighed. ‘To excavate this safely, we need to get the ropes, even some ladders . . .’ When she glared at him, he raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m only repeating the various lectures you’ve given me over the years.’

‘Nonsense. Come on, quickly now. It will be easy enough to grab, if I can just get in range.’

The Eboran came and knelt behind her and took hold of her elbow. Noon stood to the side of them, her arms crossed over her chest.

‘There are other pieces,’ she said. ‘I can see more bits of shiny metal, all along this crack. Broken on impact with the ground, or just rotted away to fragments.’ Awkwardly, Vintage leaned forward, reaching out with one hand. Tormalin’s grip on her shirt increased. ‘This one must be . . . very ancient . . . indeed . . . to have only come to light now.’

Her fingers brushed it, and she felt a tingle move up her arm. Definitely a Behemoth artefact. She grinned into the hole. ‘Nearly there. Lower me down, just a little further, Tormalin, my dear, that’s it—’

Behind them, Noon made a strangled sound, and several things happened at once. The dim patch of broken earth lit up with shifting pink lights, turning everything nightmarish; an undulating cry filled the air while Tormalin twisted round slightly, muttering under his breath; and the damp earth Vintage was sitting on fell away, dropping her into the darkness.

‘Vintage!’

She fell, legs swinging through nothing, and then Tormalin had her arm. His white face hung above her, his mouth hanging open with shock. The little ledge containing the half-buried artefact was to her left, just out of reach. She swung her free arm at it, missing it by inches.

‘Buggeration!’

Above her, a shimmering light-filled shape appeared behind Tormalin. It was an amorphous thing, shifting and melting while pink and white lights moved to cluster at what almost could have been a head.

‘Tormalin, look out!’

The Eboran was already reaching awkwardly for the sword slung across his back, but Vintage’s weight and the precariousness of his own footing made it impossible. He snorted with frustration and gave her a furious yank, intending to pull her up out of the hole, but the ground underneath him partially gave way, and he had to scramble back to avoid following her into the crevice.

The parasite spirit now seemed to fill the canopy above them. It spread to either side, fronds growing at its edges and curling in towards Tormalin, who could not reach his sword and was now in danger of falling into the crack with Vintage. Well, she thought, how swiftly life shits in my face.

‘Let me drop!’ she shouted at Tormalin. ‘I’ll climb back out!’

‘Are you out of your mind?’

From her limited vantage point, Vintage saw Fell-Noon step into view. The young woman was staring up at the parasite spirit, apparently entranced. Her movements stiff and unnatural, the fell-witch took a step backwards, and, still with her eyes on the spirit, placed her hand on Tormalin’s bare neck. Vintage saw the Eboran jerk as though he’d been touched with a hot poker, and he cried out – whether in pain or surprise she couldn’t tell. For a moment, his eyes glazed over, and she wondered if perhaps he were about to pass out. That would end badly for both of them.

Instead, Noon lifted her other hand, almost dreamily, and from it erupted an enormous blossom of green fire. It floated up and exploded against the parasite spirit.

All was chaos. There was a flash of light so bright that, for a few moments, Vintage didn’t know where she was, and then Tormalin was swinging her to the left. The warm presence of his hand on her arm vanished, and she crashed onto the muddy ledge, something hard striking her in the stomach. Vintage looked up to see a boiling nightmare made of flames staggering away from them, the silhouette of Noon caught against it like a tiny scrap of shadow.

‘What . . .?’

It was the parasite spirit, consumed with winnowfire. Tormalin was staggering to his feet, one hand to his neck as though he were injured and the other brandishing his sword, but as they watched, the creature collapsed, falling to the ground and rolling in a very human gesture of desperation. Belatedly, Vintage realised that she had been hearing a high-pitched screaming since the explosion, which then stuttered and became a guttural howling. Despite everything she’d seen of the parasite spirits and the deaths she had witnessed, she felt a stab of pure horror at it.

Vintage stuck her boot on top of the metal artefact and used it to lever herself out of the hole. She scrambled out the rest of the way, her eyes riveted to the dying flames – they were turning a muddy yellow now, and a peculiar stench was filling the air.

‘Roots curse you, what have you done to me?’ Tormalin was gesturing at Noon’s back with his sword, but the young woman was paying no attention. She was staring raptly at the burning form of the parasite spirit, which was shuddering on the ground now, still emitting terrible squawks of pain. After a moment, she raised her hands and placed them over her ears, and then she fell to her knees. The young fell-witch was shaking all over.

‘I don’t care what you’re raving about, Vintage. This creature assaulted me!’

By the time they had beaten out the last of the fires the stench from the burned parasite spirit had been overwhelming, and they had retreated to their makeshift camp. Vintage had built up the fire again – she did not ask Noon for assistance this time – and now they were huddled round it. The fell-witch sat facing away from the flames, with her arms wrapped around herself. She appeared to be staring off into the spaces between the trees, although Vintage doubted she was seeing them at all. Tormalin had liberated a bottle of wine from the pack and was making short work of it, in between complaining. Every now and again his hand would sneak up to his neck and rub the skin there, as though it ached.

‘That’s right. You appear to have lost a couple of limbs, in fact. Whole pints of blood, no doubt.’ Vintage rooted through her bags for her notebooks, trying to ignore how her fingers were trembling. A weapon. Finally, they had a formidable weapon. ‘Oh no, what’s that? You’re absolutely fine? My darling, what a relief.’

Tor nearly spat his wine back into the cup. ‘You don’t know what she did! She tore the strength from me! She just . . . took it. Like a thief.’

‘I am not a thief.’ Noon’s voice was soft. ‘I just took what I needed. You’d both be dead now, otherwise.’

‘We would have been fine!’ Tor stiffened where he sat. ‘Vintage and I have faced these monsters many times and have survived without your assistance.’

‘What was that thing that . . . burned? What was it really?’ Noon had turned back to the fire, her eyes on Vintage now. ‘I know we call them spirits, but what is it?’

‘No one really knows, my dear, and that’s the problem. The information we have on these “parasite spirits” is so incredibly sparse. We know they’ve been around since the Eighth Rain, that there are no records of them appearing before that. We know that they haunt the remains of the old invader’s ships. We know that they can attack and kill living beings – indeed, the touch of their flesh is extremely damaging – but they do not actually seem to seek out conflict. Living things get in their way, and so they are torn apart.’ Vintage squeezed her notebook between her fingers, feeling the burn of a frustration that was decades old. ‘We know nearly nothing about them or the invaders.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Which is why I would like to engage your services, Fell-Noon.’

Tormalin gave a short bark of laughter, while Noon seemed to break out of her fugue.

‘What?’

‘Of course, I understand that you’re currently engaged in a very important and secret mission for the Winnowry,’ Vintage paused to cough into her hand, ‘but if you were able to put that to one side for a moment, I would be glad to pay you a wage to accompany us indefinitely. If anyone should have any queries as to your whereabouts, my dear, I would of course handle them personally.’

The girl looked startled now, and Vintage suppressed a smile. To be that young and so sure that your lies were subtle things.

‘Listen to me. As far as we knew, winnowfire itself has little effect on parasite spirits. Winnow-forged steel, yes, but not the pure flames. Except yours did.’ Vintage pursed her lips. She knew what she was about to say would not be received well, and yet she also felt instinctively that it was true. ‘I think that was due to the energy you took. Eboran life energy. Together you have made something else. Something lethal to the spirits.’

‘Vintage, did you suffer a blow to the head?’ Tormalin was smiling faintly, but there was a stony look in his eyes. ‘That little fireworks display back there nearly killed all of us, without even going into what this little thief did to me. And you are asking her to do it again?’

Vintage ignored him. ‘Well, perhaps you could sleep on it, Fell-Noon. That’s all I ask. I would like to return to the crevice in the morning, when, hopefully, the night’s air will have dissipated the stench, and then we’ll get you out of this gloomy worm-touched place. Plenty of time for you to consider my offer.’

Noon lay with her back to the fire. She was glad of the warmth, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to look at it.

She felt exhausted to her very bones, but sleep was a distant prospect – her mind felt like a bird caught in a tent, bouncing from wall to wall in a panic, no way out. At the forefront of her mind was the fact that the woman knew. She knew she was no agent, that her story stank worse than horse dung. She had been kind, and polite, and hadn’t come out and said directly that she knew Noon was lying, but it had been there in the hard glitter of her eyes when she had offered Noon the job. Noon had never met anyone like Vintage. Her cleverness was evident in her every word, in her assessing gaze. That could simply be because she was older than Noon, although it was difficult to guess her age; her warm brown skin was largely unlined, save for a handful of creases at the corners of her eyes, and a pair of laughter lines by her mouth. She had full hips and a thicket of dark curled hair, shot through here and there with a few touches of grey. Her eyes were kind, and to Noon she was beautiful. It made her more difficult to trust, somehow.

Noon pulled the collar of the jacket up to her chin. She needed to think, but whenever she closed her eyes she saw it all again, as if the image were still seared onto the inside of her eyelids: the strange creature made of lights, the soft way it had flowed around them, like a deadly flood. And then she had summoned her fire and it had lit up the night, an impossible torch, and she had been frozen with terror and exultation. The parasite spirit had burned, so wildly and so fast, and the noises it had made . . . She knew from the expressions on the faces of Vintage and the Eboran that they had never expected it to make such noises, but then they had never heard a living thing burn before. She was certain of it.

In the dark, Noon curled up as tightly as she could. Somewhere, deep inside her head, that noise went on forever.

Behind her, she could hear the small sounds of the others. Vintage was asleep, her hat – which she had insisted they retrieve – placed delicately over her face. The rhythmic fluting noise was her snoring. The Eboran was still awake, watching over them in the dark – she could hear him shifting every now and then, the occasional small sigh as he stood up to work the stiffness from his legs, the creak of his leather coat.

How strange to be here in the dark with such company. Ten years of nothing but the Winnowry and the witches, and now she made camp with an Eboran. It was like sleeping next to the bogey man, next to a monster out of one of Mother Fast’s tales. He was everything she had said the Eborans were – beautiful, graceful, quick. His eyes were red and cruel, just as they were in all of Mother Fast’s stories, and it was easy to imagine him on the battlefields of the Carrion Wars, tearing out the throats of men and women and drinking their blood while it was still hot.

And there was something else. In her fear and her panic, she had taken energy from him to fuel her winnowfire. Just a touch, and it had filled her in moments, something dark and old and unknowable – she had felt no other energy like it, and just like the winnowfire, it was frightening and glorious. She wanted to be far from here, to be alone so that she could never feel it again. She wanted to go to him now and place her hand against the smooth skin of his neck and taste it again. Take all of it, perhaps, and become someone else entirely.

Noon squeezed her eyes shut. Perhaps the Winnowry was right after all. She was too dangerous to be out in the world.
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The story of Tomas the Drowned is an interesting, if ultimately tragic, one – tragic, mainly for the hundreds of women who have been imprisoned as a result of his unusual life.

Tomas was a fisherman, or so the tale tells us, and one night he was out alone in his fishing boat when a great storm came upon the reef. His boat was smashed into pieces and Tomas sank beneath the waves, supposedly lost forever.

(Interestingly, shards of his boat have been sold as holy relics for the last hundred years or so, collected by the faithful as they were washed up on the beach. How the faithful knew to collect those pieces when, as far as they knew, Tomas was just another drowned fisherman, I do not know, but it does not do to dwell too closely on the origins of ‘holy’ relics, I suspect.)

A hundred days later, Tomas walked out of the sea, followed by four men and three women. It must have been quite a sight, these bedraggled, soaking figures striding out of the waves and up the beach. Tomas claimed that he had been trapped beneath the sea within a vision of great evil; a terrible world, he said, existed elbow to elbow with our own. We were all in danger. There was a woman there, he said, a ‘glowing woman’, who ‘burned with an eerie fire’, and she was the ‘heart and soul’ of that evil place. The men and women who were with him corroborated his story, although, from what I gather, they were also quite confused by their time under the sea. (It is worth noting, however, that each one of them was traced as a person lost at sea; one had been lost nine years ago, yet he had aged not a day, and two others were from the same shipwreck.)

Tomas took himself to a remote part of the coast – for the rest of his life, he could never quite leave the sea behind – and along with his seven disciples, began to feverishly produce paintings and writings about his terrible experience, warning us of the burning woman who was the key to this evil landscape. (There is, it seems to me, a certain type of man who is terrified of the idea of a woman wielding power, of any sort; the type of man who is willing to dress up his terror in any sort of trappings to legitimise it.)

Word spread. People, the desperate, perhaps, or the rudderless, joined him at his lonely outpost, and eventually a woman called Milandra Parcs came to him. She had very good reasons to hate fell-witches, and she saw in Tomas’s words and paintings a truth she already knew in her heart: the ‘burning women’– to her mind, the fell-witches – were evil. Tomas died, finally, his body left in a high place to be eaten by birds and animals (only in death, it seemed, could he escape the sea) and Milandra created the Winnowry. It was sold as a refuge for these women at first – these were individuals, after all, who were often very frightened of their own extraordinary powers – but as the word spread of the fell-witches’ ‘corruption’ (put about by the delightful Madam Parcs, no doubt), the Winnowry became a prison. Now the Winnowry come for any woman or girl who shows the ‘corruption’, and they live out their days in that pitiless place.

What interests me is what actually happened to Tomas and the seven he led from the sea. Where were they during their missing days and months and years? Was Tomas simply mad, or had he seen part of a great revelation?

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

The next morning the sky was overcast, and an alien stench still lingered in the Shroom Flats. Tor opened his mouth to complain about it to Vintage, before remembering what had caused it – the incinerated body of the parasite spirit. Vintage was already up and about, noisily packing bags and retrieving notebooks, while the fell-witch was curled up by the fire, still asleep. In the night she had turned over to face the flames, sleeping close enough that a stray spark could have set her on fire too. Nothing less than she would deserve, he thought, glaring down at her still form. The wave of weakness that had swept through him the moment her fingers touched his skin was all too easy to recall – he’d never felt anything like it, and he didn’t care to ever feel it again. It had made him think of the crimson flux; your body an enemy, no longer obeying your commands.

‘Wake up our friend there, would you, Tor?’ Vintage was rooting around in bags and randomly pulling out glass jars, peering at them, and putting them back. ‘If she’s going to be helping us, she’ll want to see this.’

‘First, wake her up yourself. Second, are you truly persisting with this nonsense? She is clearly an escaped criminal of some sort.’

Vintage lowered her voice. ‘An escaped criminal able to incapacitate a parasite spirit in seconds. Think how useful that could be to us. Do stop whining, Tormalin, my love, it doesn’t suit you half as much as you think it does.’

‘By incapacitate, do you mean set everything on fire?’ However, he went over to the sleeping figure and rested his boot on her leg, giving her an experimental push. The girl gasped and scrambled backwards, the colour draining from her face. Tor frowned.

‘There’s no need to take on like that. Come on, we’re going to look at the thing you destroyed last night, if there’s anything left of it.’

The fell-witch was looking around at the towering mushrooms as if she were trying to figure out where she was. Tor crouched down and spoke to her quietly.

‘Not used to the outside world, are we?’

She narrowed her eyes at him and scrambled to her feet, pulling the black jacket more tightly around her shoulders. His black jacket. ‘Not used to waking up with a monster from a story standing over me.’

Vintage led them back to the crevice. Tormalin pulled the Ninth Rain free of its scabbard – there might have only been one parasite spirit, but it didn’t hurt to be wary.

‘Here, look,’ Vintage marched down, pointing at the shattered ground, ‘tiny pieces of the Behemoth’s moon-metal scattered everywhere. This thing must have crashed in the Third or Fourth Rain, perhaps even the Second, and the Wild has grown over its ancient bones. And then an earth tremor, and it all gets shoved back up to the surface.’

‘There’s the remains of our parasite spirit,’ said Tormalin, pointing with his sword. ‘Worth scraping into a jar?’

It looked like a broken sheet of partially clouded jelly, marked here and there with dark craters. Tormalin reached down to poke it with the end of the Ninth Rain, but Vintage appeared at his side, elbowing him out of the way none too gently. ‘Don’t touch it with winnow-forged steel! You’ll only damage it more.’

She pulled a long-handled spoon from a pocket and carefully began to spoon the wobbly muck into a spare jar. As she touched it, the substance seemed to break up, falling apart into oddly fibrous lumps. Tormalin took a step back from the remains. Looking at those strange shapes made him feel uneasy.

‘We’ve never recovered so much material!’ Vintage was beaming with delight. ‘I will need to purchase a whole new set of lenses to look at this. Now, I want to examine this hole again – don’t give me that look, Tor, I will be more careful this time.’

The broken earth had partially covered up the artefact that Vintage had attempted to retrieve the previous evening, but it was still possible to see sections of it; greenish gold metal that looked oily in the daylight.

‘I’ll get it.’ Tor stepped in front of Vintage, waving her back. ‘Look, it’s possible to see the edges of this thing now. I can climb down there.’ After the violence of the previous day’s attack the earth had settled again, revealing a rough path on the far side of the hole. Sheathing his sword, Tor lowered himself down and began to climb slowly towards the metal object.

‘Be careful, my dear! We don’t want to lose that sword of yours.’ Tor glanced up to see Vintage smiling down at him. Noon stood at her back, her arms crossed over her chest and an uncertain look on her face.

‘I’m touched by your concern, Vintage, as ever.’

When he laid his hands on the artefact he was surprised to find that it felt more like a piece of ceramic under his fingers – cool, but not cold as metal might be. He brushed the dirt and mud away to reveal its full shape; it was egg-like, with dimpled impressions in the wider half, but the top had been shattered. There was a thick substance leaking from inside. It was a deep gold in colour, but shimmering with a rainbow of other hues.

‘What is it?’ snapped Vintage. ‘What can you see?’

‘Hold on.’

He pulled the artefact away from the mud carefully, but, as he did so, more of it fell away to reveal an empty space where the oil from the artefact had obviously spilled – he could see the golden slick even against the dark mud – and in this tiny space was a riot of vegetation. A number of small plants had burst into life here, apparently underground and out of sight of the sun. There were thick branches with crowds of leaves, even flowers and the beginnings of fruit. He blinked at it in confusion.

‘Tor, what is it?’

‘Here, look for yourself.’ Holding the artefact under one arm, Tor cleared away the rest of the mud and stepped back, revealing the vibrant and unexpected garden. It was an odd patch of colour amongst the black earth and pale roots. Above him, he heard Vintage catch her breath.

‘The egg thing is broken at the top, and leaking some sort of golden fluid. And it appears to have led to this.’ He gestured at the small riot of vegetation.

Vintage looked thunderstruck. ‘Broken? It wasn’t broken yesterday. Did we break it?’

‘How can it have caused those plants?’ asked Noon. ‘That makes no sense.’

‘Some sort of Jure’lia magic, my dear,’ said Vintage. She had not taken her eyes from the unlikely garden. ‘I will want samples of everything, Tor, and the whole object removed and taken back with us to Mushenska. I’ll pass the jars down to you. And a pair of gloves. Can you get a sample of the fluid?’

It took Tor much of the rest of the morning to pack everything up as Vintage required. The egg-like artefact was put into a collapsible box Vintage had brought with her, packed with sheep’s wool, and many jars were filled with samples of the strange plants that had grown overnight in the dark. Of the golden fluid, he managed only to collect one vial’s worth, being extremely careful not to get any on his hands. When, finally, he climbed out of the hole he felt dirty and tired, and he was certain part of that was down to what the fell-witch had done to him the night before. He wanted blood, and could feel the weight of the small glass vials in his own pack, but felt reluctant to get them out in front of the witch, with her watchful, dark eyes. It’s not even fresh, he told himself. What Sareena had given him was days old now, and its effects would be greatly reduced.

‘So this was part of a Behemoth? Like the corpse moon?’

The girl was crouched on a clump of exposed roots, her arms wrapped around herself again. To Tor she looked like a small dishevelled bird, ready to take flight at any moment. In the half-light of the morning the tattoo on her forehead was a dark smudge. Vintage was logging what they had found in one of her many notebooks, but she looked up with a smile at the girl’s question.

‘This thing was inside one once, yes. But my guess is that the Behemoth broke up in the skies over this forest, oh, a thousand years ago, and some of the wreckage landed here, only to be lost under the encroaching Wild. Even small pieces of a Behemoth are enough to attract a parasite spirit, it seems.’

‘But there are whole ones. In places.’

Vintage nodded up at the sky. ‘Our ever-present friend the corpse moon is one, my dear, trapped somehow on its way back out of our sky. And yes, there are others. Famous sites where Behemoths crashed. Three are no longer there, as they have been picked apart by scavengers or eroded away by time. One, on the coast of Kerakus, has been partly swallowed by the sea.’ Vintage paused, a brief shadow passing over her face, and then she seemed to shake it off. ‘Two others are now in pieces, on their way to being lost entirely themselves.’ Vintage stood up, briskly rubbing her hands together. There was a damp chill between the toadstools, a mist that was lingering around the stalks. ‘And three others. One somewhere in the vast tract of desert known as the Singing Eye. One on the heights of the Elru mountain, although it was said that last year it broke apart, the largest half falling into a chasm. And the last is on a piece of land owned by one Esiah Godwort. His family built walls all around it, and you can only enter the compound with his permission. He hoards it to himself like a dragon with gold, which is why I believe it to be the most intact example.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Which is why I believe we should refresh ourselves, gather our wits, and go there next.’

Tor laughed, ignoring the perplexed look Noon shot him. ‘What makes you think Godwort will let you in this time? As opposed to the five other times you have asked? You know it’s not about coin with that roots-addled fool.’

‘It’s not to do with coin, no, you are quite right, Tormalin, my dear. But now we have something quite different to barter with.’

For the briefest second Vintage’s crafty gaze shifted to the fell-witch, but the girl was oblivious. Tor sighed; it seemed that Vintage really was intent on keeping the creature.

‘Right. Fine. Can we get back to Mushenska now please?’ He picked up the biggest pack, weighted now with various glass jars filled with dirt as well as the broken artefact, and settled it easily on his back. ‘I’m thirsty.’
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What do we know of the Jure’lia, then? Astonishingly little, given how long they have been haunting our history.

First, Jure’lia comes from the Kesenstan word for ‘worm’, or, more accurately, ‘worm people’. As far as we can tell, Kesenstan would have been one of the first places to experience an invasion; artefacts dating back thousands of years have been found during mining operations in the country. We do not know what the Jure’lia call themselves.

Second, the Jure’lia are not from Sarn. Or, at least, not from any part of it we know about – not from the surface of Sarn . . . do you begin to see the problem? Every few centuries or so, they appear in our skies apparently from nowhere, and begin the relentless destruction of our lands, our cities, our people. I say ‘our’ here in the broadest sense – the Jure’lia focus their attacks on no particular country or nation, and send forth no diplomat to negotiate terms. Efforts have been made to communicate in the past, but it has always ended badly for our delegates.

We call the ships they arrive in Behemoths, and for good reason. Bigger than anything seen on Sarn, these flying contraptions are great, bulbous things, resembling, if anything, the humble woodlouse (for reference: Rolda de Grazon made a number of extraordinary sketches during the Eighth Rain, which are kept in the Grazon family archive, and these I have compared to other contemporary reports. Dear distant Cousin Rolda had a good eye). Within these Behemoths travel the seeds of their entire force. Behemoths that have been brought down and crashed into the surface of Sarn have proved difficult to explore, with most accounts of the interiors making little sense – the general assumption is that something within the broken ships causes humans to lose their sanity. It’s not a comforting thought. In recent times, pieces of broken-up Behemoth, shards of their strange green or black ‘moon-metal’,1 are known to generate or attract the beings known as ‘parasite spirits’ – no one knows why this is, whether they are from Sarn itself, or a direct fallout of this alien technology. The parasite spirits only started appearing after the Eighth Rain, for reasons we may never know. One theory I believe has merit is that they are some sort of ‘sleeping weapon’, left behind by the Jure’lia as a way of further poisoning our land while they themselves recuperate. It’s a fascinating idea.

Within each Behemoth will be several hundred ‘mothers’. As ever, with the Jure’lia, we are uncertain whether or not these creatures are entirely organic, or manufactured in some way. With six mobile legs coming together in a central ‘cup’, they mostly look like especially tall spiders, although without eyes or mandibles or even an abdomen. Instead, the cup holds a sac, pearlescent in colour, which generates, or gives birth to, thousands of ‘burrowers’, also referred to as ‘bugs’. These creatures look a little like beetles with soft body casings. They are narrow, with multiple legs, and, unfortunately, that’s about all I know as no organic material has ever survived from them. Infamously, burrowers are the true horror of the Jure’lia, and the method via which they threaten to conquer Sarn – burrowers will hide inside a human victim and ‘eat’ away their insides, leaving a hollow interior coated in a strange, black, viscous substance. Whatever this substance is, it is more than simple waste material, as it leaves the victim conscious and able to communicate to some extent – although, of course, all trace of their previous personality has been replaced with the Jure’lia hive. Such unfortunate souls are effectively dead – at least, to their families and friends.

When the burrowers have done their work, what we’re left with are drones. They make up the vast majority of the Jure’lia force, and represent a terrible psychological toll on the survivors. Fight against the Jure’lia and you will be killing enemies with the faces of your neighbours, your friends, your family, your lover. We know from accounts of previous invasions that armies have suffered significant losses of morale, which in turn has been devastating.

Also contained within the Behemoths are ‘maggots’ (also referred to, rather colourfully, as the ‘shitters’, but I will stick to maggots for my purposes). Maggots are enormous living creatures, around sixty feet long and twenty feet wide. They move slowly, and seem to largely consist of a mouth at one end and an anus at the other, with a fat segmented middle section (for reference, again dear Cousin Rolda has done a series of drawings, from several angles. I must assume that because these things take a while to travel any distance, he was able to spend some time studying them). These creatures appear to have been entirely organic, with no interior skeleton and, consequently, no physical sign of them remains. These creatures made their slow way across Sarn, guarded by mothers and by drones, and consumed all the organic material in their paths. Trees, grass, plants, crops, animals, anything slower than them – and then excreted a vast amount of a thick, viscous slime, dark green in colour. This substance would then set, becoming harder than steel and smothering anything that came into contact with it.

It is possible to see evidence of this ‘suffocation’ at several locations around Sarn, most notably at the so-called ‘abyssal fields’ on the Wintertree plains – here you can experience a landscape so bleak and horrifying that I wouldn’t recommend more than an hour’s visit. It is possible, through the thick layer of vaguely translucent green varnish, to see the lost earth beneath, with strands of lost grass frozen in time. And a fair few bodies too – some are almost certainly drones who did not get out of the maggots’ way in time, and others were humans fleeing the invasion. It is a sad sight indeed, and deeply eerie – these men and women died hundreds of years ago, yet the maggot fluid has preserved them so well it looks like they have simply ducked their heads below the waters of a pond for a few brief moments.

There are similar sights at the Fon-sein Temple of the Lost, to the east of Brindlebrook in Reilans, the Iron Market Memorial in Mushenska, and in the Thousand Tooth Valley, although that particular stretch of ‘varnish’, as it has become known, has been built on top of and has become something of an attraction for travellers. The varnish has proved near impossible to move, which rather raises the question: will the Jure’lia eventually win by simply covering us over, piece by piece, however long it takes? An alarming thought.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

As the dismal summer faded and autumn fell over Ebora, Hestillion kept largely to the sprawling confines of Ygseril’s palace. What she had told Lord Moureni about the wolves was true; they were normal wolves, not worm-touched creatures half mad with the taint of the Wild, and they didn’t seem interested in her bony flesh, but that could well change as the colder months drew in. Whoever was left outside the palace would have to deal with that as they saw fit.

It was a cold, grey morning, chilly enough for her to see her breath before her even as she walked the corridors of the palace. It was just a cold snap – the true brutality of winter was a way off yet – but it was a reminder that she would need to start stockpiling firewood, and bring the warmer gowns out of storage. This morning, though, she had set aside for other concerns. She paused outside the Hall of Roots, needlessly glancing over her shoulder in case there was anyone there to observe her. The doors were as stiff and heavy as they had ever been, and she had to lean her entire body weight on them to squeeze her narrow frame through the gap. Inside, the echoing hall was a forest of shadowed shapes, ghostly in the muted light from the glass roof. A hundred years ago, when he was still alive, Hestillion’s uncle, Nourem, had become convinced that the plains people on the other side of the mountain were planning to band together to sack Ebora. He had been a sharp man in his day, but years of watching his people die and the early stages of the crimson flux had pushed him towards some teetering, paranoid edge. He had ordered all their valuables to be stored in the Hall of Roots, reasoning that it was the most defensible space in the entire city. Their artworks, their paintings, their sculptures and finest furniture had been brought into the hall and covered with sheets, and then allowed to moulder here in silence. Hestillion remembered watching the room fill up with their ancient treasures, and how the men and women moving the objects did not look at Ygseril, not even once. To them, the god was no longer there. It was just another piece of their lost history, gathering dust under the sky.

Hestillion wove her way between the shrouded statues of Eboran war-beasts and the towering blood-vial cabinets, heading towards the giant ghost in the centre of the room. Ygseril was a looming grey presence, his branches spread over her head like a cloud. Just as she had when she was a child, she climbed out onto the thick roots, feeling the solid cold press of their rippled bark through her slippers. It was so hard to get warm in this place. She promised herself a roaring fire when she was back in her suite.

‘Hello, old man.’ She sat down where the trunk met the roots, resting her back against the chilly bark. From here, Ygseril filled the whole world. ‘Another quiet day.’

Silence hung in the Hall of Roots, an invisible shroud that Hestillion could almost imagine brushing against her skin – clammy and clinging, like death. Music was something else they had lost in the gradual collapse of Ebora. When was the last time she had listened to a song sung by someone else, or the playing of instruments? Ebora had once been full of men and women who were exceptionally skilled musicians and composers, having dedicated centuries of their lives to learning their craft. Once, Ygseril’s palace had echoed continually with music. Her brother had dedicated most of his years to swordplay and then to the more secretive disciplines practised in the House of the Long Night. He was very good at it, he never tired of telling her, and by all reports, he was right. Hestillion herself had never been drawn to music, instead studying painting and embroidery, but her greatest passion had been for dream-walking. Tormalin had always said that she was the finest dream-walker Ebora had produced, that she could hide herself within a dream as well as a grasshopper within a glade. Hestillion smiled bitterly to herself. Perhaps he had been right; it hardly mattered now.

Thinking of the dream-walking, she ran her hands over the cold bark underneath her. Once again, she looked around to make sure she was alone. Aldasair had not been in here in years, but that didn’t mean he might not suddenly decide to make the trip – his mind was slowly spooling into chaos, after all.

Bowing her head, Hestillion closed her eyes, feeling her mind sink into the shadowy netherdarkness. It closed around her, as comforting to Hestillion as being held by a dear parent. She looked around. Darkness, almost entirely. There was a faint light that pulsed softly, which she knew to be Lord Moureni. Sleeping now, edging closer and closer to the point where he simply wouldn’t wake up. She felt a brief stab of curiosity about the old Lord’s dreams, wondering if he would be reliving past glories on the battlefield, but the possibility that he dreamed of misery, illness and a slow death was too great. She had no wish to share that with him. Another dreaming mind nearby was brighter. She was half surprised that Aldasair was still asleep when the sun had been up for hours, but then what else was there to do in this place now, but sleep? His dreaming mind was bright, a torch in the darkness. Allowing herself to feel briefly reassured by its presence, she turned her own mind away. In the netherdarkness, Ygseril was a great grey blot, a shadow in the dreamspace.

‘Ygseril. Are you there?’

There was no change in the grey shadow, no light to indicate a dreaming mind, not even a flicker. Just as it had been for hundreds of years.

‘I still believe you are there, somehow. You sleep more deeply than any of us, that is all.’

Moving towards the shadow until it was all around her, Hestillion pushed her consciousness deep into the surrounding gloom, feeling for the resistance that would normally come before she entered a dream. It was like walking in the thickest fog. Once, when she and Tormalin had been small, they had gone exploring the ornamental forest that curled around the northern wall of the palace. It was an exquisitely beautiful place; every tree, every small hill, every plant and streamlet had been placed according to a design by Ebora’s foremost gardener. In the summer months it was an island of greenery, thick with blossom and the scent of flowers, but they had gone walking in midwinter, and a swirling fog had grown up between the tree trunks. The white mist had made her think of forgetfulness, and as the trees and the plants vanished behind it, she had been filled with a terrible sense of loss. She had looked at her brother, and had seen the same misery on his face. Once, she and Tormalin had often shared the same feelings. That was a long time ago.

This was fog on a much grander scale. The shadow that was Ygseril was all around her, and although she searched with every fibre of her dreamself, there was nothing.

‘Come back to us, Ygseril. Come back.’

Nothing. Hestillion swallowed hard, feeling an echo of that same loss and despair she had felt in the garden with Tormalin, so long ago. In desperation, she cast her awareness downwards, feeling along the complex labyrinth that was Ygseril’s roots. Down and down, into a darkness that rivalled the netherdarkness itself, until she felt lost, disconnected from herself. It was tempting to keep going, to keep pushing until whatever held her to her own body snapped, to sever that connection and stay lost in the fog forever. Better that than a slow death watching Ebora collapse into a horror of blood and empty corridors. But the truth was, she was too good at this. She had travelled further in the netherdark before, and survived, more than once.

Her heart stuttered. The tiniest blink of light had flickered on the edge of her awareness, just for a second. It had been there and gone so fast that she wasn’t certain she hadn’t imagined it, or if it had been an anomaly of her own vision – her brain trying to create light and colour when she had been in the darkness for so long. Without pausing to think further, Hestillion dived after it, seeking the space where it had been. The darkness pressed in around her, claustrophobic now, and she could almost feel the roots surrounding her, half unseen. Was it her imagination, or was the greyness lighter here? For a fleeting moment, it was almost as though she were standing in a dark room with someone beside her. If she reached out, without looking, she could touch them . . .

A hand curled around the top of her arm, and she was back in the Hall of Roots, her eyes wide open.

‘Aldasair! What are you doing?’

The young man was crouched on the roots next to her, his tousled hair half falling over his face. He was still wearing his night robe, and his eyes were heavy with sleep. How long had she been in the netherdark, searching?

‘You were asleep,’ he said, a shade defensively. ‘I wanted you to come and eat with me. And there’s someone here.’

‘You idiot.’ Hestillion shook his hand away. Had she simply been sensing Aldasair’s presence in the hall, or was it something else? ‘What do you mean, there’s someone here?’

‘I wanted to have rala root with my lunch, so I went outside to see if it’s still growing wild in the Red Singing Garden.’ Hestillion raised her eyebrows. This was as lucid as she’d seen Aldasair in months. ‘And I saw them, walking down the Great Street towards the palace. They were coming along very slowly, looking around at everything. They’ll get eaten by wolves if they don’t hurry up.’

Hestillion stood up, swaying slightly – she had been very deep in the netherdark when Aldasair had pulled her out of it, and the speed with which she had been drawn back was disorientating. She glanced up at the trunk of Ygseril, wondering if she’d imagined the light, but there was no time to think about it now. ‘Aldasair, do you mean there are humans in Ebora?’

Aldasair brushed his hands down the front of his night gown. It was slightly dusty. ‘That’s precisely what I mean. All the rala root is dead, by the way.’

Hestillion hurried to the front gates, smoothing her hair back behind her ears while Aldasair followed her reluctantly. She had at least put on one of her finer padded gowns this morning – deep emerald green with a turquoise pattern of spiral serpents – and although she wore no jewellery her boots were studded with lesser gems. It would do, for meeting with surprise guests. She could see them already beyond the golden gates, a ragtag group of men and women standing very close together. From the shapes of their faces and the elaborate travelling tents they carried with them they were plains people, which was in itself a surprise. Since the Carrion Wars plains people had rarely come to Ebora voluntarily. Hestillion consciously smoothed her brow and put on her most welcoming smile before slipping out through the gates; they were always left open these days.

‘Greetings!’ she called. ‘I cannot tell you how good it is to see visitors here. You must have come a long way.’

The small group were watching her with dark eyes. They wore soft deerskin leggings and heavy woollen garments that swept their shoulders with bright colours – reds, yellows, purples and greens – and hoods of horsehair circled their faces. As she watched, the men and women shuffled aside to reveal a sturdy wooden litter with a heavily padded seat at the centre. In it was a tiny, ancient woman, mostly concealed by blankets and her own horsehair hood. One long-fingered hand, leathery with exposure to weather, gripped the arm of the seat.

‘You are in charge here, girl?’ The woman’s voice was cracked with age, but firm.

Hestillion came forward, her own hands folded into her sleeves against the cold. ‘I suppose you could say that I am. Please, let me take you all inside. Whatever hospitality we have left will be yours.’

The figure in the litter raised her hand, beckoning.

‘Let me have a look at you first. Been years since I’ve seen a real, live Eboran.’

Hestillion came forward slowly. She did not look at the men and women who stood with the litter, but she could feel the distrust radiating from them. As she drew closer, the old woman leaned forward, pushing her horsehair hood back. Hestillion’s first instinct was to gasp, to look away, but she swallowed it down.

The woman must have been nearly a hundred years old, unspeakably ancient for a human. Her skin was as thin as a dried leaf and looked just as fragile, peppered all over with dark brownish age spots. This was not what had alarmed Hestillion though; at some point in the past, the old woman had been very badly burned. The skin on her face and neck was a raw, shiny pink, the flesh melted and twisted beyond all recognition. Her right eye was gone, a slippery pucker of scar tissue in its place, and her hair was reduced to a few scanty white braids on the left side of her head. Her mouth was little more than a slit, and the eye that was left was a deep dark brown. It fixed Hestillion with a piercing gaze.

‘I am Mother Fast, girl. I had a dream, and I’ve come to lend my aid to Ebora.’
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There is one final figure in the Jure’lia force worth elaborating on: the Jure’lia queen. This appears to be a single entity who thinks independently for the hive; who appears to make decisions and issue commands. There can be little doubt that she is the heart of the Jure’lia invasion. And yet, very little is known about her and she remains, quite literally, a shadowy figure. She appears to be humanoid at least, with a head, two arms and two legs, and may even wear armour of a sort. But many questions remain. Is it the same figure each time or a new queen? What does she want? Why is she the only humanoid? Is she, in fact, a drone they have picked up previously elsewhere?

Rolda de Grazon appears to have only ever seen the queen from a great distance, and hence made some very rough sketches of something that appears to be a tall woman, standing just beyond a line of maggots and mothers. His hand, it is worth noting, is not as accurate as it has been in previous drawings, and indeed, all the pictures he brought back of the Jure’lia leader seem soaked in dread. I find them difficult to look at myself – the shadowy figure seems to shake and melt in front of my eyes, as though she cannot be pinned to paper – and so I put it away quickly, in a separate folio to the rest. Staring at it doesn’t help, after all.

(I think of my brave and distant cousin often as I work my way through our precious archive. He returned from the Eighth Rain alive, something very few could say, and his diaries are full of praise for the brave Eboran warriors and their war-beasts who fought so valiantly against the invaders – I wonder privately if he had an affair of some sort during the war. There is a pair of silk gloves among his effects, with fine Eboran stitching. But he was a broken man, all the same. From his notes I know that he planned to write a book on the Eighth Rain on his return, but he appears to have made no progress on it in his later years, and eventually walked out into the vine forest one day and never came back. I imagine that he died out there somewhere, that his lonely bones rest under one of the giant trees. Poor old sod. His notes, and most importantly, his fine drawings, are the sturdy backbone of my own research.)

The final thing we know about the Jure’lia is, of course, that the Eborans were the only ones who could ever drive them off. The tall and graceful and lethal Eborans – with the curious magic of the strange beasts birthed to them by Ygseril, the tree-god. Time and again, the Jure’lia have come, and each time Ygseril has shed its extraordinary fruits, each silvery pod revealing an Eboran war-beast. They are, perhaps, an even greater mystery than the Jure’lia, and there is no doubt that Sarn would have been lost centuries ago without them.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘What are we doing here? Vintage, would it not make more sense to return to your apartments? We’ve been travelling for days.’

Noon glanced at the Eboran, who was glaring around at the streets of Mushenska as if the city had done him a personal wrong. It was difficult to concentrate on his voice – there were so many, threatening to drown him out. She could barely think. Resisting the urge to place her hands over her ears, Noon took a slow breath. The city was overwhelming.

‘I want to show you something.’ Since the incident in the forest, Vintage had been full of energy, whisking them back to Mushenska with a fixed smile on her face and a steely glint in her eye. On some level, Noon felt it would be unwise to trust the scholar, but her options were limited. Once back on the road they had caught a postal carriage back, a heavily armoured vehicle pulled by sturdy horses, and in the crowded compartment Vintage had produced a small package and passed it to Noon. ‘Just a gift,’ she had said. ‘I picked it up for my niece when I travelled through Jarlsbad last and have repeatedly failed to post it to her, and, well, I believe the style is very fashionable in the big cities currently.’ Noon had opened the package to find a soft black felt hat, with a lilac silk band that slipped down over her forehead. She opened her mouth to point out that the very first thing a runaway fell-witch would do would be to cover up the tattoo on her forehead, and that it would hardly hide her from Winnowry patrols in that case – but to say so would be to admit what she was. She closed her mouth and nodded her thanks awkwardly. Vintage knew what she was, and she was trying to help. Why? And now they were in Mushenska, a city Noon had only ever seen briefly from its rooftops. She tugged at the silk band on her hat, wondering at the noise and life around her.

‘I think it would be instructional,’ Vintage continued. She was leading them deeper into the city on a bright, hot day. Men and women and children pressed in all around them, their heads and arms bare; so much skin, so many different colours – pale as cream and dotted with freckles, deep warm brown like polished wood, or a rich olive, like her own. The last time she had been around so many people, so close and so uncovered, was on the plains, with her mother and her people. It wasn’t a comforting thought.

‘What would be instructional, would be a good hot bath with a decent bottle of wine near to hand,’ said Tormalin.

‘We’re going to the Iron Market Memorial,’ Vintage carried on as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘Have you ever been, girl?’

‘Me? No. No, of course not.’

Vintage nodded. She was as serious as Noon had seen her so far. ‘I think it’s something everyone should see, if they can.’

They wound deeper into the city, until they came to a set of tall walls of featureless black stone that stretched out to either side. Already the city was quieter here, and Noon felt a coil of dread unfurl in her stomach. She had heard of the Iron Market Memorial, she was sure of it, but couldn’t say for certain what it was. She glanced at the hot blue sky above them, half fearing and half hoping to see Fulcor circling above them. The bat had been spotted twice, flying above them as they made their way back to Mushenska, and then it had disappeared again, apparently attending to bat business of its own; certainly it did not seem to feel that it had to obey her or the whistle. Even the bat knows I’m not really a Winnowry agent, thought Noon. She rolled her hands into fists. The urge to flee was still strong.

Vintage led them alongside the wall until they came to a simple, square archway. Here there was an inscription, in a language Noon could not read.

‘What does it say?’

‘The Sixth Rain. Let us not forget the lost, who can never leave this place.’ Tor’s voice was smooth and faintly amused, as though he found it funny that she couldn’t read the inscription.

‘How right they are,’ murmured Vintage. ‘Come on.’

Inside the walls, which Noon saw formed a simple square, was an odd, desolate oasis of calm. The grey cobbles of Mushenska ended, became brown dirt, which was then covered in a dark green substance, thick and hard like glass, shining under the hot sun. The slick substance covered the ground from wall to wall, and here and there it formed strange twisting shapes. These Noon found she had to look away from; there was something about the way they caught at your eyes that was unnerving. The place was empty of people.

‘What is it? What is this stuff?’

Vintage led them out onto the slick ground. Under Noon’s borrowed boots it felt slippery.

‘How much do you know about the Jure’lia, my dear? About the worm people?’

‘What everyone knows.’ She frowned, thinking about her dream. The sense that it was real in a way other dreams were not hadn’t left her. ‘They’re invaders that have tried to take Sarn. Each time, they’ve been stopped.’

‘By my people,’ put in Tormalin. ‘Forced back by brave Eboran warriors and their war-beasts.’

‘Well, what you’re looking at here, my dear, is one part of how the Jure’lia have tried to make Sarn their own. We call it varnish, although that hardly does it justice.’ She tapped her boot against it. Here, the roar of the city was a distant murmur. ‘The Jure’lia, they bring their giant beasts, and they secrete this,’ she gestured around at the memorial as a whole. ‘They covered over great swathes of land with it, suffocating anything that might have been underneath, anything slow enough to be caught. Here, follow me.’

She led them out towards the centre of the square, still talking. ‘There was indeed a market here once, before Mushenska was Mushenska. In the time before the Sixth Rain, the Iron Market was the place you came to for your weapons and your armour.’ Absently, Vintage patted the crossbow at her side. ‘It was still quite a provincial place then, you must understand, a gathering of skilled blacksmiths and leather workers in the centre of a village. The village was called Fourtrees, for not especially imaginative reasons. And then the Jure’lia came. They landed a Behemoth to the east of what are now the outskirts of Mushenska, and they released one of their great maggots. The enormous worm creature and its helpers quickly consumed everything there was to Fourtrees, and then spread this glassy muck over what was left. Here. Look.’

Vintage pointed down at her feet. The translucent glassy substance was like looking down into a murky lake. The ground that had once been there had fallen away, leaving a hole, and in its greenish depths, objects were suspended, caught forever in the ‘varnish’. Noon narrowed her eyes, trying to make out what they were.

‘Really, Vintage?’ Tor sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘This is what you delay my bath for?’

‘There are swords down there,’ said Noon. ‘Just hanging there, in this stuff. They look as though they were made yesterday. And . . .’ She stopped. What initially she had taken to be a bundle of clothes had, on closer inspection, revealed a round, pale shape at its centre. A woman’s face, turned up to the light, her eyes open very wide, her mouth pressed shut as though she had tried to hold her breath. Her skin was clear and unblemished, and her hair, the colour of seaweed under the green, flared out around her like a woman caught mid-swim. Her hands, white exclamations in the dark, were reaching up to the surface. ‘There are people in there.’ Noon felt bile pushing at the back of her throat.

‘Oh yes,’ said Vintage. ‘Men and women and children who were not caught by the initial hunger of the worms were often caught by the varnish. Or fed to it by drones.’

‘Drones?’

‘Those that were taken by Jure’lia. You know what I speak of, my dear?’

Noon nodded slowly. In her dream, hundreds of black beetles had swarmed over Fell-Marian, rushing to fill her mouth and nose and eat her from the inside out.

There was a noise behind them, and a group of around ten children trooped diligently into the memorial. They wore expressions of barely checked fidgety boredom, and with them was a tall man with a fringe of white beard and dark eyebrows. He glanced over at the three of them as though surprised to see anyone else there, and then appeared to pick up a lecture he’d been giving outside.

‘And here we have the Iron Market Memorial. The Iron Market was lost during the Sixth Rain, children, although much of this area was saved by the sudden intervention of the Eboran Empire.’

‘Bloodsuckers,’ one child whispered to another in an overly dramatic fashion. Next to her, Noon sensed Tormalin stiffen. ‘They was monsters too, is what Mam said.’

‘I’ll show them how monstrous we are right now, if they would like,’ muttered Tormalin.

‘Tormalin, please try not to throw a tantrum over the comments of a child, there’s a dear.’

‘What are these weird things, sir?’ asked another of the children. She was standing next to one of the strange spikey shapes formed by the varnish, leaning away from it slightly as if it smelled bad.

‘No one knows. The Jure’lia were mindless monsters, who thought only of consumption and destruction. It is likely they mean nothing at all.’

Vintage narrowed her eyes at that.

‘Luckily, the Jure’lia threat was ended . . . can anyone tell me?’

‘At the Eighth Rain,’ chorused a handful of the children.

‘That’s right. The Jure’lia queen was finally defeated at the great central city of Ebora itself, and all their creatures and all their ships died as one. The Eighth Rain was the last, the final invasion by Sarn’s ancient enemy.’ The tall man pointed up into the brilliant sky, where the corpse moon was a smear of greenish light. ‘Their greatest ship tried to escape, but died before it could leave our atmosphere.’

One of the children began to jump up and down on the varnish, clearly meaning to attempt to break it, and a handful of his friends got the same idea. Noon watched their teacher take a deep breath – he, too, looked bored by the memorial – before ushering them back out through the simple archway.

‘Look at that, would you?’ muttered Vintage. ‘One of the greatest and most terrible artefacts in Sarn history, and they were barely here a handful of moments.’ She rounded on Noon, wagging a finger as though she were a reluctant student. ‘And thinking of the Jure’lia as mindless monsters? Nonsense. Clearly, they were here for something, we just don’t know what it was. Why won’t people just think?’

‘Was it the last invasion?’ asked Noon, curious despite herself. She was thinking of the soft female voice in her dream, that presence unseen behind her. ‘Was the Jure’lia queen really beaten in Ebora?’

To her surprise, Vintage turned to Tormalin. After a moment, he shrugged.

‘No one truly knows what happened at the end of the Eighth Rain,’ he said eventually, his voice dripping with reluctance. ‘Even my people cannot be sure, because so many died at that battle. The Jure’lia queen was certainly there, and the lands beyond the Wall had swathes of this substance you call varnish.’ He curled his lip as though tasting something sour. ‘We built over it, preferring not to dwell on ugly things. We were fighting a battle on many fronts that day, our army spread across Sarn, but the queen was in Ebora. Warriors were dying, our war-beasts overwhelmed by drones. It looked like the end of all things. And then, suddenly,’ he held his hands up and dropped them. ‘The queen was there no longer, and all of her little toys stopped working. Just dropped dead in the middle of the fight. And when we had cleaned up the mess and finished congratulating each other, we found Ygseril cold and dead, his bark turned grey as ash.’

‘Do you think . . .?’

‘That the queen killed him before she was killed herself?’ Tormalin’s face was very still, very controlled, his maroon eyes dry. ‘I, for one, do not care. It all comes to the same end either way.’

‘Yes, well.’ Vintage thinned her lips. For the first time since Noon had met her, she looked tired. ‘We should not just forget. People were killed in their thousands, their insides eaten by the Jure’lia’s pestilence – lives were destroyed. The effects of it are still being felt now.’ She gestured down at the varnish again. Noon could make out more humanoid shapes down there. ‘Look at those poor bastards. No graves for them, no way to retrieve their bodies without destroying them utterly, so they wait here forever, a frozen piece of history, while bored school children stomp around on their resting place. It shouldn’t be forgotten. We can’t just brush over it.’ She shook her head. ‘I need to know why these people died. We should want to solve this mystery, the mystery of the worm people. Not just pretend as though it never happened.’

There were a few moments’ silence. Noon found herself glancing up at Tormalin, who gave the tiniest shrug.

‘Come on, Vintage,’ he said eventually. ‘Let’s get back to your rooms so you can find me some wine.’
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One of the most well-documented facts about the Eborans is how remarkably long-lived they are. In the days when their tree-god Ygseril was mighty and running with sap, they were popularly thought to be immortal, although that was never quite the case. In their heyday, Eborans could expect to see more than 1,000 years of life, with the oldest recorded Eboran woman eventually shuffling off – no doubt exhausted – at the grand old age of 1,002. These days, with great Ygseril a sad husk of what it once was, Eborans often live for around 500 years, assuming the crimson flux doesn’t strike them down first. For the rest of us, of course, such a lifetime seems unimaginable, and often I sense that this gulf is the true reason behind all the strife between our peoples – we just cannot understand each other.

With such centuries to fill, Eborans often chose to dedicate entire decades of their lives to mastering certain skills, meaning that the land beyond the Wall has produced many of Sarn’s most extraordinary artists and composers. Great works of art, sculpture, music, dance and even cooking have all owed their genesis to Eboran men and women looking to fill in some time from one century to the next. One of the most notorious disciplines (one responsible for many of the most scandalous rumours about Eborans) is taught at the House of the Long Night – I talk about sex, of course.

It is treated as a priesthood of sorts. Men and women come to the House of the Long Night and swear to devote themselves to its teachings for no less than ten years. During this time, they learn as much as you can possibly imagine; they study the philosophy, the science, and the technique of pleasure. They learn which oils and which wines, which silks and which leathers, the dance of fingertips and tongues, the arts of abstinence and satiation. Sex is treated with the utmost respect in the House of the Long Night; it is regarded as the finest and most precious bond between people, even when that bond is for a single night, and the graduates of this academy regard the practice of their arts as a kind of worship.

As you can imagine, this has rather led to the assumption that all Eborans are ridiculously talented in bed, which is exactly the sort of assumption people make when they don’t read enough books, or don’t actually take time to talk to the people in question. Those few Eborans who ventured beyond the Wall before the crimson flux struck them down often did take human lovers, although from what I understand, the undertaking was never a frivolous one, given that sex was a form of worship for them – even when multiple partners were involved, the first teachings of the Long Night insist that everyone knows upfront what they are getting into. No doubt hearts have still been broken along the way, but it always struck me as an oddly respectful discipline.

My dear colleague Tormalin the Oathless himself entered into several such ‘understandings’ and despite being of dubious morality in many areas, always behaved impeccably in this. He also claimed, of course, that a decade’s study was not enough, and that he had dedicated half a century to his own ‘pursuit of knowledge’. He was always, as he said, learning.

As a side note, very little is known about Eboran family names. Indeed, from what I gather it is considered ‘illbred’ to speak of them outside of Ebora, and it is an act of great trust to share a family name with someone who is not Eboran. I can hardly imagine my brother Ezion being so discreet – I’m sure he must drop the de Grazon name at the slightest provocation. (I have brought the matter up with Tormalin several times, and he simply changes the subject, the swine.)

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

One of Tor’s favourite things about working for Vintage was the free accommodation. The scholar had, for the last three years, taken over the top floor of the Sea-Heart Inn, a great sprawling building that nestled in the southern-most streets of Mushenska, on top of a small hill overlooking the coast. As sea views went, it wasn’t the most attractive – the band of water they could see from their windows was steely grey much of the time, and far to the right was the distant spiky eyesore that was the Winnowry, sitting alone on its desolate island – but the service was exceptional, the food was decent, and the rooms were warm.

As they arrived at the rambling, wood-framed building, Vintage was already chattering about where she intended them to go next. Men and women peeled out of the back doors to take their bags, summoned by the familiar sound of Vintage ranting on about nonsense, while the owner of the inn, a Master Lucian, appeared at the door with his apron on – he supervised all of the cooking himself. He took one look at Vintage handing over bags and papers, and met Tormalin’s gaze with a pair of raised eyebrows.

‘Dinner will be required, m’lord Tormalin?’

‘A light snack for me, Lucian, if you please.’ He had asked the man not to refer to him in such grand terms, but it had never quite stuck. ‘Your glazed-apple pudding with a round of your best cheese. Bring it straight to my room, please.’ Tor glanced around and saw Noon, standing in the middle of the chaos like a stunned pigeon. She was gnawing on the skin of her thumb. ‘Your best hot food for Lady Vintage and her new companion here though. Do you still have any of that . . . pigeon pie?’

Lucian dipped his head once. ‘With the red-wine gravy, m’lord. Lady Vintage was kind enough to grace us with a new case.’

‘That will be excellent. Enough for two, plenty of your creamed potatoes, hot vegetables, that sort of thing. We’ve had a tiring journey.’

Divested of her bags and trunks, Vintage was now making her way up the back stairs as the staff whisked her belongings to an interior lift operated by a pulley system. Noon had moved back to stand against the wall, her eyes trying to take everything in at once. Tor felt a brief stab of irritation at them both: at the girl for being so lost, and at Vintage for picking up a stray and then promptly forgetting about her. He went over to the girl.

‘Come on, you’ll get used to the chaos eventually, I promise. If we just go up after her—’

He touched her elbow lightly to turn her towards the stairs, and she jumped as though he had bitten her. She looked up at him, the expression in her dark eyes unreadable. Tor frowned.

‘I’m not used to being touched,’ she said. He watched her shoulders rise and fall as she took a breath, and when she spoke again her voice was softer. ‘I’m not used to other people being . . . so close.’

He remembered the cool touch of her hand on his neck, and then the alarming dimming of his own strength as it was drained out of him. He was still feeling the effects of that, days later, and when he thought of it, it was the touch of her hand he remembered most clearly. Carefully, he put his hands behind his back and nodded brusquely to her.

‘I expect Vintage intends for you to have the southerly bedroom. Follow me.’

He led her up the winding wooden stairs. The sounds of a busy inn echoed around them, and as they passed the first-floor corridor, he glimpsed a young couple dallying by a door, stealing a last kiss. On the second floor, a waft of strong liquor was followed by a barrage of cheers – someone was having a celebration – and then they reached the third floor, which belonged solely to Vintage. Tor did not know how much it cost to rent out the entire floor of the Sea-Heart Inn for a week, let alone for several years, but Vintage had never seemed to think it a ridiculous expense. Whoever sent her money did it regularly enough, and with no complaints. The thought of it stung a little, even now; as one of the last families of Ebora he was spectacularly wealthy, but claiming that wealth would mean opening communications with his sister. If she was even still alive. He shook his head briefly – dwelling on it didn’t help.

‘Down the end of the corridor Vintage has her bedroom, her study and a separate bathing room. My own bedchamber is here, alongside the shared dining room,’ he nodded to an ornate door opposite, ‘and your room will be this one, just across the way. We’ll be sharing the same bathing chamber, I’m afraid.’

‘And I will sleep here.’ It was almost a question. The fell-witch was staring up the corridor, where a stream of staff were depositing bags under the shouted supervision of Vintage. ‘In this place – is it safe?’

‘Safe?’ Tor watched her face carefully. ‘What do you have to fear? You are an agent of the Winnowry, on Winnowry business. Who would dare to challenge you?’

Her eyes snapped back to him, shining with sudden anger. She pursed her lips as though holding back some further comment, and then, without another word, opened the door to her room and slammed it behind her.

‘And a goodnight to you too!’

Smiling to himself, Tor stepped into his own spacious room, finding it much tidier than he remembered. Lucian had had the place aired, so that it smelled of clean, sea air, and the empty wine bottles and dirty plates had been cleared away. He had just dropped his own bags and removed his sword belt when a soft knock at the door announced the repast he’d ordered. Nodding to the serving man, he took the plates to the table and sat, breaking the sugary crust on the pudding with his spoon, savouring the delicious smell of apples and spices.

And then he sat and looked at it.

When the witch had touched him, he’d never felt anything like it. To have so much of your strength snatched away in an instant, to be suddenly helpless. All at once he had felt the chill evening air against his skin, and every year of his long life had seemed to lie heavy on his bones. He wondered if that was what it felt like, when the crimson flux came. A sudden hollowing, an abrupt aging.

Tor stood up and crossed the room, where he pulled the bell to fetch hot water. He would wash the dust and grime from his skin, and then he would go out for the night. He was ravenous, but not for food.

The bed was enormous. Noon stared at it, not quite able to take it in. There were no less than three thick downy blankets thrown across it, and an odd collection of pillows that did not match. She thought of the narrow bunk in her cell at the Winnowry, with its thin mattress of dried straw. Around the bed were piles of boxes, and more books than she had ever seen, randomly stacked as though they’d been put down for a moment and then forgotten. She suspected that Vintage had been using this as an extra storage room; there were dusty maps pinned to the walls, too, and papers strewn across a long table. Soft lamps had been lit in the corners, and there was a faint scent of angelwort in the room – her mother had used dried angelwort in small cloth bags to keep the tent smelling fresh.

The room began to spin. She sat heavily on the bed, placing her hands on either side of her head.

‘They’ll come for me,’ she whispered to the room. From the street outside she could hear voices raised in cheery, everyday conversation. ‘No one escapes the Winnowry and lives. I pretty much told them to go fuck themselves.’

It was the worst thing she could have done. By escaping, she had spat in the face of their precious Tomas, and in return she wouldn’t just be killed. They would make her suffer.

Her hands turned into fists, pressing against the silky blankets.

‘Let them fucking try.’

There was a clatter in the corridor and the door swung open to reveal Vintage, her arms covered in steaming plates.

‘There you are, my darling, would you mind giving me a hand with these? I thought I’d bring dinner to you. The dining room is very pleasant but I’ve always thought this room was very cosy, and Tormalin has already flounced off somewhere. And I’ll be honest with you, there’s a pile of books on the dining-room table that I can’t be bothered to find a home for right at this moment.’

Noon jumped up and together they wrestled the plates onto the long table. There were thick slices of some sort of gamey-smelling pie, covered in hot gravy and roasted root vegetables, and a huge bowl of fluffy potato. Vintage had also managed to carry in a bottle of wine wedged under one arm and a handful of cutlery in her pocket. Noon stood back and watched as she set the table with practised ease, pouring them each a glass of wine in slightly dusty goblets. She then sat down and began to attack the pie with every sign of enjoyment.

‘Ah, pigeon. Not my favourite, but it’ll do. Well, my dear? Don’t let it get cold.’

Noon sat down. The food was rich and hot, better than anything she’d eaten in years, and she had never tasted anything like the wine – it was a deep, dark purple, and she felt an overwhelming tiredness sweep over her after the first few mouthfuls. She resolved to keep an eye on how much she drank.

‘You have been quiet, Fell-Noon, on our way back from the Shroom Flats. Quiet since we met you, really. Have you thought any more about my offer?’

Noon looked up. Vintage was watching her closely, her eyes bright with interest. She didn’t look tired from their journey, or mollified by the wine. She looked alert.

‘I’m used to being quiet. It’s best to be quiet in the Winnowry.’

‘You’re safe here, you know. No one comes onto this floor but the staff I permit. I pay Lucian a significant amount of coin for that. You could try to relax.’

Noon put her fork down. ‘If I am an agent of the Winnowry pursuing a secret mission, what reason do I have to worry about being safe?’

The corner of Vintage’s mouth creased into a faint smile.

‘Well, quite, my dear. Are you ready yet to talk about the truth?’

The sounds of a busy inn drifted up from below in the silence. ‘I don’t know you,’ Noon said.

‘This is true. We can continue, if you like, to pretend that you are not alone, that you have not escaped the clutches of the Winnowry and are in desperate need of help. We can pretend that you are, in fact, what you claim to be – an exceptionally young fell-witch agent who is allowed to come and go as she pleases, with a mission so secret it required you sleep alone in a forest with no supplies and no decent shoes. Or, you can tell me, Noon, exactly what happened and I will do all I can to help you out of this mess.’

The woman’s face was kindly but stern. Noon took another sip of the wine, playing for time.

‘Why?’ she said eventually. ‘Why help me at all?’

‘Well, there’s a good question.’ Vintage stood up, a glass of wine in one hand, and walked down the table towards her. ‘For a start, my dear, I have been looking askance at the Winnowry for some years now – any institution that claims to keep women locked up for their own good should be watched very closely, in my opinion, but there is no one to do that. They are too powerful, too rich, and too feared. If helping you remain free causes them grief in any way, well, that’s fine with me. Second, my interests are very singular, Noon, my dear. As you have already seen, I wish to solve the mystery of the Jure’lia – who they are, what they want, how they are poisoning our world – and I am willing to try anything to do so. Whether that’s rooting around in the mud, hiring an Eboran layabout or assisting an escaped convict. Because that’s what you are, isn’t it?’

Noon looked up at the scholar steadily. ‘What makes you think I can help you?’

Vintage’s face broke into a true smile. ‘Winnowfire, my darling. Your winnowfire, taken from Tor’s energy. It could be a very unique weapon. No one has had this advantage before – think of the progress we could make!’

Noon looked away. ‘You are being kind. It’s a mistake. You don’t know what I am, not really.’

‘Kind, maybe. But self-serving? Always. I’ve spent my whole life being responsible for others, Fell-Noon, and now I would like to do whatever I buggering well like. It suits me. I think it’ll suit you, too. Join me, and I’ll keep the Winnowry from your back as long as I’m able, and believe me, my darling, I’m a wily old sod.’ When Noon, didn’t reply, she continued. ‘What is it you need? A statement of trust? Very well. In my room, which is unlocked, there is a narrow chest shoved under the bed. In it are three cases of gold coins, in five different denominations, as well as bankers’ marks for banks in Mushenska, Reidn, and Jarlsbad. With that little lot I think you’d have a decent chance of getting part the way across Sarn before the Winnowry caught up with you.’ She held out her bare hand to Noon, as if she wanted to help her up from the table. ‘Drain me. Leave me unconscious and take the lot. I can always get more. What else are you going to do?’

Vintage’s hand was steady, the skin on her palm pale. There was a faint scar that swirled around her index finger. Noon stared at it.

‘You don’t know who I am,’ she said again. ‘You don’t know what I’ve done.’

‘Then tell me,’ said Vintage, still holding out her hand. ‘Take the money, or work for me. Let me be a friend to you, Fell-Noon.’

‘Please, don’t.’ Unbidden, Noon remembered Mother Fast, her hands moving deftly with their needles, or the strings of her puppets. Her hands had been strong, too, and it hadn’t saved her. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. Kindness won’t—’ She stopped, and looked up. ‘I’ll work for you, then, Lady Vintage. But I still might not say very much.’

Vintage grinned. ‘That’s fine with me, dear. Tormalin’s endless complaining keeps me well enough entertained as it is.’

When Vintage left, Noon picked up the wine bottle and poured the last of it into her glass. It was getting on for the evening now, and the cluttered room was busy with shadows. There was a balcony beyond a pair of glass doors, so she stepped out into a still night. The thin band of the sea, a dark strip of grey-blue in the dying light, was a reminder that she wasn’t so far from where she had started, and far to the west the Winnowry itself loomed – it crouched on the horizon like something jagged and broken. She could just make out tiny pinpricks of light there as the lamps were lit, and looking at it made her feel terribly exposed, as though the sisters who, no doubt, were now searching for her could look out and see her across the sea, homing in on her guilt like a beacon. Absently, her hand reached up to touch her hat.

‘I’m free, until they catch me,’ she said aloud. ‘Until they kill me. I can’t waste time being afraid of the landscape.’

Keeping her eyes on the distant prison, she lifted the glass to her lips and drank the rest of the wine, savouring the soft burn on the back of her throat and the spreading warmth in her stomach. When she had been a child, the plains people she had been born among had had a drink called stonefeet, which was made from fermented mare’s milk. She had been too young to drink it, but had seen the effect it had had on their young men and women on festival days. They would be loud and boisterous, jumping from their horses or challenging each other to fights. Drunk as spring pigs, Mother Fast used to say. The effect of this wine was different, she thought. Like slowly sinking into hot water.

She wondered where Tormalin the Eboran had gone for the evening – perhaps even now he was reporting her presence to the Winnowry office in the city, hoping for a reward of some sort. Reluctantly, she recalled him standing next to her in the corridor, close enough for her to be able to smell the leather he wore. Up close, an Eboran did not look so different from her own people – the same narrow eyes, the same upward sweep of cheekbones – but his skin was like luminous stone, his eyes clear and blood-red. Mother Fast had owned puppets with the most delicate faces, carved from soft wood and then painted with fine brushes. There was a set of three that Noon remembered especially clearly; they depicted the three gods of Rain, Storm and Cloud. Their faces were beautiful, their lips painted into smiles, but their eyes were cruel. Tormalin, filling the corridor with his poise and calm confidence, had made her think of those puppets.

A piece of tile fell from the roof above and shattered on the balcony next to her, making her jump suddenly sideways. Reaching out blindly for any living thing near to hand with which to arm herself, she looked up to see a ghostly white shape peering down at her from the roof, huge liquid eyes shining in the last of the light.

‘Fulcor!’ she hissed, coming forward. ‘What are you doing on the bloody roof?’

The bat tipped her head to one side, and scampered vertically down the wall towards Noon, thick leathery wings held out to either side.

‘No, stop, stay where you are.’ The bat paused, and then dropped something from her mouth. It was a dead rabbit. ‘Fulcor, you don’t have to. Well, I suppose the kitchens can use it.’

She reached up and stroked the velvety place between the bat’s ears, watching as the animal’s eyes crinkled shut. ‘Why have you come back to me, you big daft thing? I thought you had abandoned me.’ Noon pulled her fingers through the fur, considering. Perhaps this bat didn’t like the Winnowry either. Perhaps she knew they had been running away. The giant bats were said to be intelligent. ‘You have to listen to me, Fulcor. You can’t just follow me around. They’ll be looking for me, and you could lead them right here.’ She glanced out across the roofs below. None of them had a giant bat roosting for the night. ‘You’re pretty noticeable.’

Fulcor made a chirruping noise, the warmth of her blood and the faint patter of her heartbeat comforting against Noon’s palm. What could the bat do? Go back to the Winnowry? Once there they might convince her to fly back to where she had last seen Noon. Or she could go to where her kind lived wild, but where was that? And how could she know? She had likely been raised at the Winnowry from birth.

‘It’s your hunting time,’ Noon said, gesturing out at the darkening night. The clouds had broken, and a sliver of moon poked through like a peeking eye. ‘Go get yourself something.’

Fulcor scrambled back up to the top of the roof and with an abrupt crack of wings, was a grey shape against the sky. Noon watched her go for a moment, before taking her empty wine glass and her dead rabbit back inside.
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The ‘plains people’ is a highly inaccurate term for the great variety of communities living in the enormous stretch of land that meanders its way from the eastern steppes of Yuron-Kai to Jarlsbad in the far west, the Eboran mountains looming to the north. This grassland is home to numerous nomadic tribes as well as several more established settlements, and while most seem to share an ethnic root, the sheer breadth of difference in language, culture, religion, hunting practices, mythology, storytelling and farming techniques is extraordinary, and, in my opinion, long overdue a more exacting study.

Of the mobile tribes, most seem to move according to the seasons or the migratory habits of the fleeten, a species of goat hunted for their meat, skins and horns. Some, however, have more mysterious methods; the Long-down people, for example, seem to be following a gentle spiral, inwards and then out again, through the generations, while the Star Worm people – with whom I was lucky enough to spend a few days – have a remarkable collection of telescopes, more advanced than anything I’ve seen in Mushenska or Reidn, and they use these to plot their own travels.

While travelling with the Star Worm tribe, we spent one day at the Broken Rock sanctuary, a place that apparently acts as a neutral space for the various groups, and as a sort of ongoing seasonal market. If one group has a dispute with another, their representatives gather at Broken Rock and oaths are sworn that weapons won’t be used. Often, I gather, large quantities of a liquor known as stonefeet are involved in negotiations. Otherwise, they bring their trade goods and their young people, and so the various tribes keep in touch, even forming closer alliances through marriage (meeting places with an abundance of available alcohol have the same consequences all over Sarn, after all).

A recent development will bear closer scrutiny, I feel. The newly constructed winnowline crosses the southern-most section of the plains, with two stations situated directly in what is, for want of a better term, plains-people territory. As mentioned previously, the tribes are by no means a single group and the fallout from this will vary greatly, I suspect, but, so far, I have witnessed a great deal of tentative curiosity regarding the line and its potential. Like most of Sarn’s people, the tribes nurture many of their own superstitions about the so-called fell-witches, but I suspect the real test will come when the migratory groups need to cross the line. I would suggest that if the Winnowry feel like throwing their weight around in this regard, they may regret it. Or, at least, I hope they do.

Of course, it is difficult to talk about the region and the people who make their homes there without referencing the Carrion Wars, a dark period of history by anyone’s reckoning. Still, my lamp is burning low and my fingers ache, so another time.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Ainsel lived in the part of Mushenska known as the Downs, a shady and disreputable gang of streets that always looked like they were on the verge of either a civil war or falling down altogether. Unlike Sareena, she was not independently wealthy, and the cramped room at the top of the old house reflected that, but she was adept at making it cosy; whenever Tormalin visited, he found a room artfully lit with shaded lamps and full of the good, wholesome smell of bread and freshly washed skin.

‘I did not hope to see you so soon!’

The frank pleasure on the woman’s broad, honest face was a boon to Tor. He stepped through the doorway and placed the bottle of dark liquor on the simple table. Not wine, but a fiery drink called Gouron from Reidn – Ainsel made her living as a mercenary, and had a mercenary’s tastes.

‘My plans have changed, and I might be away from Mushenska for a little while. I thought you might be amenable to an unexpected visit?’

Ainsel grinned at him and picked up the bottle to examine the label. She was a tall woman, as thick with scars as she was with muscles, and her blond hair was tied back in a short braid. Ainsel nodded appreciatively at the Gouron; it was an expensive bottle.

‘I’m always glad to see you, Tor, especially when you bring me such gifts. You’re lucky to catch me, actually. Roland the Liar ships out with his Exacting Blades tomorrow, and I am to be aboard.’

‘You’re off to be one of his Blades?’

‘For as long as the money lasts, at least.’ Ainsel put the bottle down. She had brown eyes, which Tor had always found striking against her fair hair. ‘Is it to be as it usually is?’ Her voice turned ragged on the words. It had been a little while.

Tor nodded, feeling a wave of hunger blow through him again. ‘The usual agreement.’

Ainsel came to him then and kissed him, and Tormalin slid his fingers, still chilled from the evening air, through the soft hair on the back of her neck. The First Step: The Rising Chorus.

Some hours later and they were a sweaty tangle of limbs on Ainsel’s narrow but comfortable bed, most of the blankets long since thrown on the floor. They had both reached satiation twice now, and Tor sensed this would be their last climax. He shifted his body minutely, relishing the gasp of pleasure the small movement elicited from Ainsel; all was rhythm now – The Crashing Wave. With Ainsel’s knee looped over his shoulder, he gently reached over and nipped her skin with his teeth.

‘Yes,’ gasped Ainsel. ‘Take it now. Please, do it.’

On the bare mattress next to them was a long, slim bone-handled knife. Tor snatched it up and quickly, without losing his own momentum, cut a shallow wound in the skin just above Ainsel’s knee. Immediately, he pressed his mouth to it, although this required lessening the pressure he was applying to other parts of her body for a few moments. Ainsel moaned, begging for final release, but Tor slid his hand up her thigh: the same message as always – soon, my love.

Blood. It filled his mouth with its salt and copper tang, and the feeling was indistinguishable from the knot of pleasure at the centre of his being. Ainsel was there in that taste, just as she was pressed beneath his skin now, vulnerable and so alive. The scent of sex in his nostrils and the taste of blood in his mouth, Tor let his tongue move across the torn skin, taking up the last of it, and then in one, smooth movement quickened his own pace. Water Across Sand: The Final Step. Beneath him, Ainsel caught her breath, gripping Tor’s shoulder fiercely. A moment later, and Tor let go of his own control, carried on a tide of blood and memory and lust.

They lay together afterwards, the two of them almost falling out of the narrow bed. Tormalin stared up at the damp-stained ceiling, thinking, as he always did, that he should give Ainsel the money to buy a larger bed. She was already asleep, one arm stretched out for Tor to lean his head on, but Tor had never felt so far from sleep. It was the blood, so fresh it had been hot on his tongue, and now its heat was curling around his bones, making him stronger, healing all hurts. It was beautiful and intoxicating, so much so that it was almost possible to forget that it could eventually kill him.

Ainsel shifted slightly in her sleep, sighing heavily. Tor held himself still for a moment, sensing that she was close to waking, but she turned her face away, the sigh turning into a soft snore.

From somewhere down the street the sounds of an altercation drifted up to Ainsel’s small window. The shutter was wedged half open, letting in the cool evening air that smelled of stale beer, smoke and the thick scent of the fat vats across the way. Tor stared at the window for a moment, wondering if people passing below had been able to hear them. Likely the whole street had. It never seemed to worry Ainsel.

The blood was still thick in Tor’s throat. He should have a glass of the Gouron he’d brought to clear it out, but he was warm and comfortable and reluctant to move, and besides which, he savoured the taste of the blood. The rush of strength it brought him, the sense of power and rightness – and on the back of that, the taste of his own death. Did he enjoy that too? The danger of it, the inevitability. The blood, the sex, the strength, the dying. They were all tied up in each other.

Next to him, Ainsel moaned, her brow furrowing even as she slept.

Tor remembered clear, quiet nights in Ebora. When they were young, and long before the crimson flux swept their parents from their lives in a dark tide of misery and pain, sometimes their mother would extinguish all the lights and light the big lamp in the centre of the living room – it was longer than Tor’s arm and shaped like an ear of corn – and then open the doors that led out onto the courtyard. He and Hest would wait, shifting and giggling, until tiny points of green light would begin to slip in through the open doors. They were moonflies, their rear ends filled with an emerald glow, and they loved the light of the lamp. They would swirl around the room in a great, excitable spiral. Tor and Hest would laugh and chase them, crashing into the furniture until Mother put out the lamp or Father would arrive and make them stop. Then the moonflies would leave in a stately procession, until all the light left the room. He thought of Ebora like that: a place where all the light had left, and all laughter had fallen silent. All save for his sister – the last, desperate moonfly.

Next to him, Ainsel gave a sharp gasp and Tor half sat up, thinking that something in the room had alarmed her, but all was still. Ainsel whipped her head from one side to the other, her eyes tightly closed, and Tor realised what it was: she was having a nightmare.

Tor propped himself up on one elbow, frowning down at the woman. Watching someone else have a nightmare was a uniquely unnerving experience. He watched his lover’s face contract with fear, her eyelids twitching as her eyes rolled to watch something Tor couldn’t see. The muscles across Ainsel’s broad shoulders were tense. The blood tasted sour now. Lightly, Tor placed his fingertips on Ainsel’s collarbone.

‘Hey, Ainsel. You’re having a bad dream. Wake up.’

Ainsel did not wake up. Instead, she drew her arm down to her chest sharply, nearly clouting Tor as she did so. Tor huffed with annoyance.

‘Really, Ainsel, you’d have thought our evening would have brought you sweeter dreams.’

Ainsel went rigid, the cords on her thick neck bulging from her skin. She began to shake, making tiny noises in the back of her throat.

‘Shit. Shit. Ainsel? Ainsel, wake up!’

Nothing. Reluctantly, Tor sat up fully and knelt next to her. It was possible she was having a fit of some sort, he supposed, although she’d never mentioned suffering from such. Tor sighed and placed the palm of his hand against Ainsel’s forehead. It was damp with a cold sweat – not, he thought, the result of their earlier exertions.

‘It’s been years,’ he muttered. ‘I’m not sure I even remember how.’

Even so, Tor closed his eyes and took a series of slow breaths. When Hestillion dream-walked, she described it as like being in a great shadowy realm, with distant lights all around. The dreaming minds were the lights, and you just had to find the right one. When the light shone on you too, she used to say, that was when you slipped into their dream. Tor pursed his lips and concentrated. It came back to him more easily than expected. In the darkness around him he could sense men and women sleeping – to him they felt like knots of warmth in a cold night – their minds either lost to the blankness of pure sleep, or caught in the intricate whirl of dream-sleep. There was a man somewhere on the floor below whose sleep carried the thick, pungent aroma of a day of drinking heavily, while a woman somewhere to the right of Ainsel’s small room was lost in a dream that was repeating, over and over. If he wanted to, Tor could press closer to those minds, push through the soft barrier and step within, but he did not have time for sight-seeing.

Here was Ainsel’s dreaming mind, the warmest of the lights surrounding him. Tor paused. What he was doing was, at best, impolite; at worst, a breach of trust. He knew from his own experience, and Hest’s, that people generally did not want anyone poking around inside their sleeping heads without permission. Dreams were irrational, after all, and could suggest things about the dreamer that could shame them, no matter how untrue they were. More to the point, humans simply were not used to the art of dream-walking; in Ebora it might be a mildly diverting recreation with your closest friends, but to humans it was unfathomable.

Beneath him, Ainsel cried out, and Tor could feel the waves of fear emanating from her like a fever.

‘Oh, damn it all. I will go quietly, at least.’

Gently, Tor reached for Ainsel’s dreaming mind. He felt that odd mixture of light and warmth that was actually neither, and pushed through the faintly resisting barrier. For a few more seconds he was aware of himself kneeling on the bed, the breeze from the window chilling his uncovered skin, and then he was somewhere else. He opened his dreaming eyes.

He was standing on a beach. It was night-time, and somewhere off to his left there was the booming roar and hiss of the sea caressing the shoreline. Just ahead of him was a large camp fire, and a group of men and women sat around it in a circle. They were laughing and talking, and bottles and plates of meat were being passed around. Ainsel was there – she was difficult to miss, being nearly a head taller than everyone else at the fire. The flickering light danced off her blond hair, and she was smiling and nodding to a woman who was sitting next to her. She had auburn hair tied into many braids, and an eyepatch over one eye. Tor reminded himself that time was strange in a dreaming mind; dreams did not need to follow a linear pattern; they could skip back and forth over themselves. It was likely that Ainsel had already experienced this part of the dream, and he was still catching up. Tor frowned. Hestillion had always been so much better at this than him.

‘To Lucky Ainsel!’ A man at the fire raised his bottle, and those next to him clinked their cups to his. ‘Without her we’d all be at the bottom of the fucking sea.’

There was a ragged but enthusiastic cheer. Tor moved closer to the fire, taking care to stay out of the circle of its light.

‘You should listen to me more often,’ Ainsel was saying, grinning round at them all. ‘Perhaps I should be your leader – we’d all be richer!’

There was another, slightly rowdier burst of laughter, and the auburn-haired woman next to Ainsel punched her on the arm, none too lightly.

‘Less of your cheek, Lucky Ainsel, or I’ll have you keel-hauled next time we take to the sea.’

Tor realised he had heard about this. When Ainsel had been working for the Broken Cage, a group of mercenaries operating out of Reidn, she had had a bad feeling about the ship they had been due to board for passage to Mushenska. Despite being ridiculed up and down by the rest of the crew, she had told Jessica Stormbones, their leader, about her misgivings – ‘Don’t get on that ship,’ she’d told them. ‘I get a cold feeling just looking at it.’ As it happened, a bigger and better job had come up in the city state itself and so they had let the ship sail without them. A week later, news came back that it had been caught in a terrible storm in the midst of the Mariano Strait; all hands lost. After that, the Broken Cage mercenaries had taken to calling her Lucky Ainsel. So this was a good memory. What was it about this dream that had caused such a reaction in Ainsel?

‘I’ll be your lucky mascot, then,’ Ainsel was saying now, grinning still. ‘And I think the best way to keep that luck going would be to keep me in beer from now on. A small price to pay for your sorry lives.’

A solidly built man with a neat ginger beard laughed, slapping Ainsel on her meaty arm, and then his mouth seemed to droop open, as though his face were made of wet dough instead of skin and bone. He poked at his lower mouth in confusion, and his fingers sank into the doughy flesh. He tried to speak and, instead of words, a flurry of small black beetle-like creatures spewed from his mouth, running down his hairy chest. Next to him, Ainsel half scrambled away, an expression of dismay on her face.

Ah, thought Tor. Here it is.

‘What’s wrong with Bill?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with him,’ said Jessica Stormbones. She looked at Ainsel and lifted her eyepatch to reveal a gaping hole. A handful of scuttling beetle creatures escaped it to run across her face. ‘Just relax, Lucky Ainsel, and it’ll be over soon.’

There was a hissing noise from all around, and Tor looked down to see a tide of thousands of the black-beetle creatures covering the sand. They ran over his boots, and he grimaced with displeasure. Ahead of him, Ainsel was on her feet, brushing away the beetle creatures from her shirt, her face pale.

Tor leaned down and, concentrating on the reality of the dream, concentrating on him being a part of it, picked up one of the creatures and held it up to the poor light. Its back flexed and twisted under his fingers, needle-like legs waved in the air.

‘I think I know what this is. What an odd thing for you to dream about, Ainsel.’

Abruptly, the small beach was filled with a shifting, headache-inducing light. Wincing, Tor looked up to see a monster hanging in the sky above them, and despite himself, his heart skipped a beat in his chest.

It was a Behemoth. The harbinger of the ancient enemy of his people – a number of dim childhood memories surged to the surface, stories of war and monsters, half forgotten. It hung in the sky like a great segmented larva, the bulging plates of its body shiny with an oily brilliance. The bulbous lamps that hung from its lower section were pointed directly at the small group on the beach, while wet openings all along its side were peeling back to reveal creatures with six long, spindly legs. Tor felt a wave of dismay move through him. No wonder Ainsel was so afraid – very few humans had ever seen such a sight and lived. Disregarding all thought of being hidden, Tor marched over to the fire, determined now to bring Ainsel out of this dream before she saw any more, but as he looked up he saw that there were more of the spider-like creatures further up the beach, and among them were shambling humans, their eyes empty and their mouths twisted into vacant smiles. Drones.

‘By the roots. This is an impressive nightmare you’ve concocted, Ainsel.’

He reached for her, meaning to drag her out, but the scene around him shifted and all at once the beach and the mercenaries were gone and they stood on the streets of a city, doused in daylight. It was not Mushenska – the buildings were of pale sandstone, with ornate conical roofs pointing towards the sky, and there were clusters of fruit trees lining the street – Jarlsbad perhaps?

‘It’s time to wake up, Ainsel.’

Ainsel took no notice of him. She was dressed now in loose white trousers with a billowing white smock covering her shoulders, and she was watching the building immediately in front of them. There was a tremor Tor felt through the soles of his feet, and an enormous writhing creature pushed its way through the building, smashing it to pieces as though it were made of dust. It looked like little more than a giant maggot, its blunt head a dark pearlescent grey against the creamy segmented flesh behind it. As Tor watched, the creature bent its head to the trees and, opening a wet, sticky mouth, it tore them up from the ground and ate them earth and all. Behind it, more of the long-legged creatures were coming, limbs skittering like spiders. Mothers, Tor remembered. That’s what they were called in Vintage’s extensive notebooks. Now there were men and women fleeing, their faces oddly unfinished – another strange aspect of dreams – but as they ran, they were being snatched up by the spindly arms of the mothers and fed directly into the maggot’s pulsating maw.

‘Roots be cursed. Did you eat something strange for dinner, Ainsel?’

The maggot pulsed, its fat body heaving itself towards them, and even though Tor knew this was a dream, he took a few hurried steps backwards. More mothers were coming, their grotesque shapes almost an insult against the delicate architecture of the city. The maggot pulsed again, and a thick tide of greenish fluid began to surge through the debris. Some of the men and women were caught in it, and they fell, faces filled with dismay as they found they couldn’t escape it. Varnish.

‘Ainsel, we must—’

An alien shape loomed up next to them; Tor had time to see the mother’s spindly black arms loop around Ainsel’s shoulders and they were somewhere else again, travelling in that dizzying instant that is the speciality of dreams. They were on the shores of a still lake, dark trees a thick line on the far side, the sky above grey. There was a presence behind them, and Tor felt himself caught in the sticky tendrils of Ainsel’s dream terror – he could not turn to look at what was behind them; he was held as tightly frozen as Ainsel was. Inwardly, he cursed. Hestillion would never have been caught so.

The figure behind them approached. He could hear soft footfalls, the distant call of birds. What an idiot he had been. Not only had he failed to draw Ainsel from this nightmare, but it also seemed that he would be stuck to see it through to the end himself. Tor scowled at himself, and then he felt a breath on the back of his neck. He thought of Noon touching him there, then pushed the memory away.

‘We’re coming back, and finally Sarn will be ours.’ The voice was soft, female, faintly amused. ‘There is no one to stand against us.’

Using all his willpower, Tor commanded his dream self to turn and look at the owner of the voice, but he could not move an inch. A genuine shiver of terror curled up his spine.

‘We’re coming back,’ continued the voice. ‘And where is Ebora now?’

Tor felt his mouth drop open, whether in surprise or in protest he wasn’t sure, and then he was awake, back in Ainsel’s cramped room. He was still kneeling by her on the bed, his legs numb from sitting in an awkward position for so long and his flesh chilled to the bone. Ainsel was also awake, looking up at him with wide brown eyes; Tor thought he had never seen the mercenary look so young. Without speaking, Tor drew the blanket over them both and they lay together in silence, the first light of dawn seeping in through the shutters.
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Perhaps the most extraordinary of the myriad legends and myths of Ebora are the war-beasts. It has been so long now since the Eighth Rain that the only living eyes to have seen them are Eboran, but to us they exist in art and sculpture, story and song. Perhaps this is why they seem so impossible to recent generations of humans – they are more story than truth now. Yet we know they did live and breathe, and indeed, without them, Sarn itself would have fallen to the Jure’lia centuries back. Given that it appears we will never see their like again, this isn’t the comforting thought it once was.

The war-beasts are inextricably linked to Ygseril, the Eborans’ tree-god. At times of great peril to the Eboran empire, Ygseril would grow great silvery fruit, high up in its labyrinthine branches (the length of this process has never been agreed on – I have found writings that insist they sprouted from the buds of previous fruits, and spent centuries maturing, others say that the process was nearly instantaneous. Ebora, as ever, remains tight-lipped). When it was ripe, the fruit would fall, a miraculous ‘rain’, and the broken fruit revealed the most extraordinary menagerie of creatures, each ready to fight and die in defence of Ebora.

The date of the First Rain is not recorded, but the second we know took place at the time of the reign of Queen Erin of Triskenteth, when the city state of Reidn was in the grip of the Third Great Republic. There is a mural carved into the remains of the Triskenteth wall which dates from the period – it shows Ygseril, branches spread wide, and the silver fruit falling, the Eboran war-beasts leaping, fully formed, into the air. Further along, we see the war-beasts joining the Eboran knights and riding into battle together, while the Jure’lia are represented as great looming clouds, a host of the dead following on behind. See enclosed: rubbings taken directly from the remains of this incredible mural, which clearly show, I believe, that there was a significant connection between the war-beasts and their Eboran knight masters – each beast and knight wear similar insignia, and in some cases have been carved to resemble each other. The mural at Triskenteth was maintained beautifully for many, many centuries, but, sadly, the recent war with their Orleian neighbours has meant that it has disintegrated terribly, entirely blasted away in places by fell-mercenaries. I took what rubbings I could, and received many a dark look for my efforts. Triskenteth sees war everywhere these days.

And of the beasts themselves – they truly appear to have been creatures straight out of myth. The fruit of Ygseril produced not a single creature, like brown kittens born to a brown cat, but a wild collection of what, for want of a better word, I will call monsters. It’s certain that some of those depicted in the paintings, sculptures and songs are fanciful creations, but I have seen repeated images of several types, and these I think we can safely say were true forms of the Eboran war-beasts: dragons of all shapes and varieties, griffins with their snowy feathers flecked with black, giant birds and bat-like creatures with four legs, enormous armoured foxes, giant winged-wolves and cats.

Of course, the other thing that we know for certain about the Eboran war-beasts is also, in its way, the most significant: the Jure’lia always fell before them, eventually.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Vintage pushed the heavy books as close to the edge of the table as she could without their falling off, and wiped down the section of table she’d been able to clear with a damp cloth. It was hardly the strictest of scientific methods, but needs must. On the far end of the table the breakfast the staff had brought up for them steamed away, untouched. Let the others have it. She couldn’t wait any longer.

In the space she’d cleared she set up her vials and glasswear, her notebooks and inks, and then, finally, she unpacked the samples they’d taken from the forest. In one narrow glass tube she had the remains of the strange fluid that had seeped from the broken artefact she had found in the Shroom Flats – the fluid that had apparently grown a tiny garden overnight. She held it up to the light, turning it back and forth in front of her eyes; it had settled somewhat, leaving a yellowish liquid with a small storm of golden flecks. The Jure’lia had left many strange things behind them, all wondrous and strange, but few of them could be said to be beautiful. The liquid in this little vial appeared to be the exception.

She paused to make further notes – on the colour and viscosity, and, after uncorking it, on the smell. Using a pipette, she deposited the smallest amount on a glass slide, and slid this into the lens contraption her nephew Marin had sent her last year. The extraordinary thing magnified objects through a series of lenses, and must have cost the boy a fortune, but then he had always had good taste. Unfortunately, the lenses revealed very little, save for the oddly uniform shape of the golden flecks. Even so, Vintage paused to make a number of sketches, using a small box of watery paints to capture the colour as best she could.

‘Hundreds of years old, and it hasn’t dried up or turned to muck. Extraordinary.’

She looked back at the breakfast things. There was a bowl of fruit, with a bunch of tiny grapes. Vintage reached over and plucked them from the bowl; she was always faintly amused by the regular variety of grapes, so small and perfect. She set the bunch down on a porcelain plate, and then took from her own pocket a crumpled, dead leaf, picked up from the street that morning. She placed it next to the grapes and, using the pipette, placed the tiniest sample of the golden liquid on the cluster of tiny branches that the grapes sprouted from, as well as a single drop on the leaf. She was holding her breath and waiting for something to happen when Noon walked through the dining-room door.

‘Oh, Noon, my dear, there you are.’ Vintage didn’t take her eyes from the grapes. ‘There’s breakfast, if you’d like it. Eat as much as you like. I’m not hungry and it seems Tor has yet to return from last night’s escapades.’

Noon nodded and skirted the edge of the room like a wary cat, putting the table between them. The young witch stood for a moment, staring at the various foods, before cautiously taking a seat.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Having a proper look at what we’ve gathered. I’ve never seen anything like it, and certainly seen nothing that references it in all the studies I’ve read. Extraordinary.’ She stared at it a little harder, willing something to happen. ‘Extraordinary.’

‘Why are you doing this? Really? There’s a bigger reason.’

Vintage looked up. She blinked rapidly. ‘I’m sorry, my dear?’

‘A bigger reason for your interest in all this stuff.’ The fell-witch tipped her head to one side. She had washed her hair and let it dry as it would, sticking up in black spikes, and she carried her new hat in her hands. ‘You’re not just curious. You’re angry about it. All under the surface.’

Vintage straightened up. The girl was perceptive. She would do well to remember that. ‘There are the remains of a Behemoth on land I own,’ she said carefully. ‘Land that has been in my family for generations. The vine forest there is the source of my family’s wealth, but it is also incredibly dangerous, thanks to the presence of parasite spirits and the taint of the Wild. We monitor it, and we cordon off that section of the forest as best we can, but it is . . . a strain. I wish to know more about it, so we may neutralise it somehow.’

Noon was watching her closely even as she buttered her toast. ‘And?’

Vintage felt her mouth twitch into a brief smile. Truly, this girl was worth watching.

‘You said we should trust each other,’ said Noon. She took a bite of toast, and her next words were muffled. ‘If I’m helping you, I want to know why.’

‘Pour me a cup of that tea.’

Noon did so, and Vintage took a sip, marshalling her thoughts.

‘Do you find Tor charming?’ she asked, and was amused to see the girl frown with annoyance. ‘In his own strange way?’

‘I find him . . . annoying. His people murdered my people. It’s not easy to brush that aside because he . . .’ the girl scowled at her toast – ‘looks more like a sculpture than a real person.’

Vintage nodded. ‘I was once charmed by an Eboran, long before I met Tormalin the Oathless. I couldn’t have been much younger than you, I suppose, and she was beautiful and clever. She came to my home to negotiate a trade agreement with a group of merchants, but really she was there to study the Behemoth remains on our land. A very dangerous pursuit, but she was full of curiosity and nothing would hold her back, certainly not the direst warnings of my father. She was full of fire, a need to know everything. I looked at her and an entire landscape opened up for me.’

Vintage shrugged.

‘I went with her into the forest, against my father’s wishes. When she talked about the Jure’lia and the parasite spirits, I realised how little we knew about them, and they became a source of wonder instead of terror. Through her eyes, I saw how much I had to learn and it was wonderful. She was generous, and kind, and— by all the bloody buggerations, would you look at that?’

Vintage put her teacup down on the table with a clatter and moved back to the grapes. The bunch was three times as big as it had been, and the new grapes were full and ripe to bursting. The leaf, previously brown and black and half crumbled to pieces, was now green and shining with health.

‘Oh damn it all, I missed it!’

Noon appeared at her shoulder. ‘What happened?’

‘The substance we collected from the artefact, it has made the grapes grow in a matter of minutes and I’ve never seen anything like it. Damn and buggeration. Pass me that pencil, will you? I will need to get drawings of this. How do you feel about eating these grapes? I will need to know if they taste unusual.’

Tor chose this moment to arrive home. The tall Eboran looked strangely bedraggled, with dark circles under his eyes and his hair lying limp across his shoulders. It was a sight unusual enough to distract Vintage from the grapes; she had never seen him looking so unwell, even after a night consuming several bottles of her cheapest wine.

‘Tor! What has happened to you?’

He went to the far end of the table and sat heavily in the chair nearest the food. ‘Is there tea in this pot?’

‘There is,’ said Noon. He poured himself a cup, daubed a liberal spoonful of honey into it, and drank it down in one go. He poured himself another cup.

‘Really, Tor.’ Vintage placed her hands on her hips and gave him the look she normally reserved for her nieces and nephews.

‘I’ve had a rough night,’ he said. He was trying to summon his usual aloofness, but his eyes were moving restlessly around the room, lingering here and there on the books and maps, and the sketches of the Jure’lia fleet that adorned the walls. His fingers found a piece of bread, and he began to tear it into pieces.

‘I was with Ainsel—’

‘Who is Ainsel?’ asked Noon.

‘My lover.’ Tor frowned at Noon as if he wasn’t sure why she was still here. ‘We have a pact under the Auspices of the House of the Long Night, and I . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Afterwards, she slept and it became obvious that she was having a nightmare. A particularly bad one, judging by the look on her face. So I dream-walked into it, thinking to bring her out.’

The witch raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s true, then? Eborans can see into your head?’

‘Only sleeping minds, only when they’re dreaming, and only those of us who are skilled at it.’ He shook his head and grimaced slightly. ‘I am mildly skilled at it, but not enough, it seems.’

‘What was Ainsel dreaming of?’ asked Vintage. There was a worm of worry in her gut now. She had never seen Tormalin so unnerved, even when facing down parasite spirits.

‘She dreamed of the Jure’lia, Vintage.’ His voice was almost plaintive now. ‘A woman who could never have seen them, dreamed of the Jure’lia in such detail, that I . . . The colour and the noise, the smell of them. How could Ainsel, Lucky Ainsel from Reidn, whose grandfather wouldn’t even have been born when the Eighth Rain fell, dream about the Jure’lia as if she had lived through every battle?’

‘Well, you know, Tormalin, my dear, that dreams can seem very real, and perhaps you were caught up—’

‘What happened? In the dream.’ Leaning against the table with her arms crossed over her chest, Noon had gone very still. She was looking at Tor through the messy curtain of her hair, almost as if she couldn’t quite bring herself to face him. ‘What did you see?’

Tor took a breath. ‘I saw her comrades consumed by the feeders, crawling like black beetles out of their mouths and eyes. I saw a Behemoth hanging in the sky above a beach, and then I saw one of their giant maggot creatures covering a city street in varnish. It ate people, and excreted this mess.’ His mouth screwed up in disgust. ‘And then we were somewhere else, and there was a figure behind us. It had a woman’s voice, and it said, into my ear, “We’re coming back”.’

‘And where is Ebora now?’ Noon’s voice was a dry husk. ‘I’ve had this dream. I saw it too.’

There were a few long moments of silence. The sounds of the inn waking up for the day drifted up from below; the clattering of pans in the kitchen, someone emptying a bucket in the courtyard.

‘How?’ said Tor. ‘How could you have the same dream?’

‘I saw people I knew eaten all away inside by those black bugs, and I saw the corpse moon hanging over the Winnowry. And then the woman. It ends with the woman.’ Noon reached over and picked up the cup of tea Vintage had discarded and curled her fingers around it, as though to warm them. ‘It’s why I ran away from the Winnowry. I couldn’t just stay there. Not when I knew they were coming.’

‘What do you mean, you knew they were coming?’ Tor was glaring at the girl as if the whole incident was her fault.

‘Didn’t you believe her?’ asked Noon. Her voice was soft and faraway, as though she were talking to someone she’d known years ago, a memory. ‘You listen to those words, in that voice, and you know. It’s true.’

‘Are you seriously suggesting . . .?’

Vintage held up her hand. ‘Ainsel. Lucky Ainsel? Lucky because she sometimes has feelings about things. Isn’t that right, Tor? It is she I am thinking of, is it not?’

Tor nodded reluctantly. ‘She knew not to board the ship, and later it sank. If the company she’s with want to ambush someone, they listen closely to her advice, because she always seems to know which way it will go. And no one will play cards with her.’

Vintage lowered her hand. ‘A vision of the Jure’lia. What I wouldn’t give to see such a thing.’

‘But it doesn’t mean anything.’ The doubt in Tor’s voice was terrible to hear, and she watched as his hand drifted down to the sword at his waist. ‘It can’t mean anything. It’s just two people having very similar dreams. It happens.’

‘You couldn’t turn to look at her, could you?’ When Tor didn’t reply, Noon nodded. ‘You know what it means. I can see it on your face.’

‘The return of the worm people.’ Vintage pressed the tips of her fingers to her forehead. ‘Pray that it’s not, my dears. Pray that it’s not.’
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My dearest Nanthema,

Many thanks for your last package. The soaps were exquisite, although I am afraid the bottle of bath oil had shattered in transit – everything smelled quite divine! Luckily, the pages you had hidden within the wooden box were unscathed, and I managed to retrieve them before anyone else saw them. They are now safely hidden in my rooms, the ribbon you gave me tying them securely. I’ve never been one for sentiment, but it seems you bring it out in me.

You have travelled so far in so short a time. I will have to ask you for more details of Jarlsbad. I know you only spent a few days there, but the scattering of lines you gave to the city have made it sound so bewitching. It will be one of the places we will visit together, I am sure of it. The bathing houses you mention I have read about in Father’s library, although, if he caught me reading those books, I would be banned from the place.

Three days ago there was another sighting of a parasite spirit in the vine forest. I know that you wanted me to tell you if the remains were growing more lively, so I have started going along on the patrols – Father is livid but I have pointed out to him that one day this will be my responsibility and I must learn. He is rather taken aback by my sudden interest, and the more wrong-footed he is, the easier it is to get what I want, and need. It was dusk, and we were making our way along the last section of the empty zone (we will need to burn back the foliage again soon, it grows so fast). The forest was dripping with shadows by then, and I was keeping my hand on my crossbow, quite glad that we were making our way back to the house, when the shadows stretched and vanished, and everything was lit up with pale blue light. We only saw it for a few seconds, my dear Nanthema – I don’t think it even realised we were there – but I saw enough to know it was different to the one we observed while you were here. I have enclosed sketches I made as soon as we got back to the house. Please forgive my unskilled hand. I have tried to capture the colours as best I could, but, as you know, no watercolour could do them justice. It was an extraordinary sight. While everyone else was terrified, I could only think how much I long to be out there with you, solving this mystery. But my time will come. Soon Father must let me leave to attend further courses in Silia, and once I am on that road, Nanthema, he won’t be able to stop me joining you.

Copy of a private letter from the records of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘Quickly, Aldasair, unfurl that rug and lay it in front of these chairs.’

Hestillion stepped back as Aldasair wrestled the rolled-up rug from where it was resting against the wall and rolled it across the marble floor. A cloud of dust rose up from it, and Aldasair grimaced.

‘It’ll have to do.’ Hestillion stepped onto the rug and pushed some of the creases out with her slippered foot. It was a deep, dark blue, embroidered with a great silver stag, stars in its antlers, and if it was a little grey from years of disuse, it was still a beautiful thing. ‘We just don’t have time. Did you bring the food like I asked you?’

Aldasair moved to the corner of the chamber and picked up a linen sack.

‘Good. Set it out on the table.’

The young Eboran stared at her blankly. ‘I don’t know how to do that. I’m not a servant.’

‘Aldasair, this is hardly the time—’

‘There are, there are proper ways, my mother used to insist on it, the right knives and the right forks in the right places, and nothing has been right for years, I can’t.’

Hestillion forced herself to take a deep breath.

‘It doesn’t matter. These are people from the plains, Aldasair. Normally, they eat off their laps in tents; they won’t know any better.’

Aldasair’s eyes grew a little wider. ‘Do they? Truly? Eat off their laps?’

‘Quickly, come on. I’ll help you.’

Hestillion emptied the bag onto the table, which was already covered in a snow-white tablecloth. The best foods they had to hand were preserves: jars of glass and clay that contained pickled fruits and salted meats, all sealed with cloth and wax. There was wine too, and spirits – she had raided anything that might look respectable – and she had already placed a large portion of what they had in Mother Fast’s rooms. Hestillion had given the old woman and her people her mother’s old suite; that had hurt, a little, but she had been keeping it clean for sentimental reasons, and they needed something workable, fast.

‘Who are these people, Hestillion? Why are they here?’

Hestillion took a silver fork from his unresisting hand and laid it on the table. ‘Go and fetch them, please. Can you do that for me, Aldasair?’

For a moment he looked at her uncomprehendingly, his dishevelled hair falling over his face. She had convinced him to put a brush through it, but he had refused to put it back in the traditional tail. Hestillion thought that perhaps he had forgotten how to do it.

‘Aldasair?’

‘Yes, I will.’ He nodded. ‘I will go and fetch them.’

He left, and Hestillion looked around the chamber. It would have to do. She had chosen someone’s old study, a room with glass doors to one side that looked out across the gardens. It was a cold, bleak view on a day like this, and it made the palace feel all the more empty, but she felt it was better to have some daylight than to meet by candlelight. They had brought some of the paintings out of storage and had hung them hurriedly on the walls, beautiful expressive daubs of paint and ink that captured the wildness of surrounding Ebora and a few stirring portraits of war-beasts, long lost; a great snowy cat, dwarfing the Eboran that stood next to her; a dragon in flight with golden scales. The marble flooring was intact in here, at least. She looked down at herself, peering at her hands for remnants of dust. She had changed into a blue silk robe, simple and elegant, with a padded jacket of darker blue over the top; a white dragon, embroidered in white silk, clung to her left shoulder, and she had pushed a simple black comb into her hair to hold it away from her face. She could do nothing about her chalk-white skin or blood-red eyes, but she would do her best not to be intimidating.

There was a cough at the door, and Aldasair returned. He paused and gestured in what she suspected he thought was a welcoming way, and Mother Fast appeared. She was out of the chair she had been carried in, but there were two people at her elbow to support her: a burly woman with close-cropped hair, and a young man with flinty, watchful eyes.

‘Please, do come in.’ Hestillion bowed to the trio formally, and then gave them a moment to respond. When none of them moved, she forced a smile upon her face. ‘I have food and drink here for you, and tea, if you wish it. But where is the remainder of your company?’

‘They need more of a rest,’ said Mother Fast. She looked at Hestillion with her one good eye, and then at the laden table. ‘And I’m hungry enough to eat a scabby horse.’

‘Please,’ Hestillion came forward, half thinking to help the old woman to the table, but the man and the woman stepped around her and led Mother Fast to a thickly padded chair. She walked slowly, with one arm tucked away inside her jacket. She had removed the horsehair hood, as they all had, and it was possible to see that she wore a pair of silver chains around her neck, each with what looked like a carved wooden head hanging from them. How charming, thought Hestillion.

Seated in her chair, Mother Fast pulled a plate of salted sausage towards her, selected one, and chewed the end. For a few moments the only sound in the room was the old woman’s determined chewing. By the door, Aldasair stood fiddling with the buttons on his frock coat, clearly wishing to be somewhere else, while the young man and the broad-shouldered woman stood behind their leader. Hestillion felt a brief wave of disorientation move through her, and all at once she wanted to be back in the empty corridors, waiting for the silence to claim her. It was too hard, all of this. Too desperate.

‘I will have that tea, if you’re offering.’

Hestillion nodded, glad of the distraction. She went to the brazier in the corner of the room where the pot of water was heating, and Mother Fast continued helping herself to the food on the plates.

‘This is Frost –’ she indicated the young man with a wave of a sausage – ‘and Yellowheart.’ The stocky woman inclined her head. ‘I do not travel well these days, and we are a travelling people, as you know, Mistress Hestillion. Frost and Yellowheart help me to get around, and they don’t complain about it too much.’

Hestillion brought the pot over to the table, and poured the steaming water over the bowl of leaves. The familiar scent of tea, slightly stale but utterly welcome, filled the room. ‘And I am very grateful that you have made such a journey, Mother Fast. A journey across the mountains at any time of the year is arduous.’

The unspoken question hovered in the air between them. Hestillion focussed her attention on mashing the leaves with a long silver spoon, wrought especially for the purpose. It was important, she felt, to let the old woman explain it in her own words. But it seemed Mother Fast wasn’t to be so easily led.

‘Our peoples have a shared history. You know that, Mistress Hestillion.’

Hestillion poured the tea into the cups. She had chosen a simple set; red-glazed clay with the lip outlined in gold. Abruptly, she wished she’d chosen another colour.

‘A very long time ago,’ she said, keeping her voice smooth. ‘We call it history, for that is what it truly is.’

‘You imagine we’d have forgotten, is that it?’ Mother Fast grasped the cup between fingers like sticks, and glared at Hestillion with her single eye. ‘Memories like that, girl, they get passed down in the bone. Your people swept down from the Bloodless Mountains and massacred mine. At first, you called it a border dispute. We had sent raiders to Ebora, you said, to steal away the treasures of your precious empire. Thieves and bandits. But, in the end, you had no time for excuses – you just came for our blood, and it didn’t trouble your conscience at all.’

Hestillion took a sip of her own tea, savouring the burn against her lip whilst keeping her eyes downcast. Let the old woman say her piece. In human terms she was teetering on the edge of death anyway. By the door, Aldasair was looking out into the corridor, his lips pressed into a thin line. She knew any mention of the Carrion Wars tended to upset him.

‘Good tea.’ Mother Fast cleared her throat. ‘Anyway, I am not here to pick over old corpses with you. I don’t have time for it, and, judging by the emptiness of your palace, neither do you. On the last full moon, I was troubled by a terrible dream.’

Hestillion looked up, settling her gaze on Mother Fast’s ravaged face. She held herself very still.

‘A dream?’

‘The worm people.’ Mother Fast spat the words, her lips twisted with distaste so that her burned cheeks stretched and puckered. ‘The Jure’lia come again. I saw them as clearly as I see you now. By all the gods, I could smell them. They came again in force, and I saw the plains eaten up with their terrible excretions, and I saw my people eaten from the inside out.’ For the first time, Mother Fast looked uncertain. The hand that had so far been hidden within her sleeve crept out and touched the carved heads at her throat; it was little more than a blackened claw. ‘I’ve never had a dream like it, not one so real. There are very few of my people left, Mistress Hestillion, but we had seers. One or two. I never thought their blood had mixed with mine, but I cannot turn away from what this dream means. The Jure’lia are set to return. I woke screaming, the knowledge of that heavy in my bones.’

Frost and Yellowheart stood behind her still, their faces grim. Hestillion leaned forward slightly.

‘And you have come to us?’

Mother Fast took a slow breath, rattling through her bony chest.

‘You may have a monstrous past, and the gods know I have no love for Ebora, but all know who stood against the Jure’lia, time and again. We all know it. Sarn knows it. For every invasion, a Rain.’

There was a brief silence. Aldasair was staring at the far wall now, his beautiful face blank. Hestillion let her eyes fill with unshed tears.

‘Mother Fast, Ebora is not what it once was.’

‘And all of Sarn knows that too.’ The old woman leaned forward. In the cold daylight from the glass doors, the ruined landscape of her face was hard to look at. ‘Whatever it is we can do to heal Ebora, we will do it. We must at least try.’

‘But what can we do?’ Hestillion lifted her hands once and dropped them, looking around the table as if the answer might be there amongst the jams and dried sausages. ‘Our Ygseril, the giver of the Rains, sleeps and has not grown leaves in centuries, let alone the silver fruits. My people, Mother Fast, are dying. What can you do about that?’

‘Whatever we can.’ The young man called Frost stepped forward, one hand on the back of Mother Fast’s chair. ‘This is a problem we must open up to the world. Sarn has tried to forget Ebora, with its bloodlust and greed, but we don’t have that option any more. As a people, you’ve always been closed off.’ His eyes flashed, although whether with anger or passion Hestillion couldn’t have said. ‘But we will reopen trade routes. Bring people here again. We can start at the Broken Rock markets – we have riders already on their way – and work from there. Somewhere, there may be an answer to what has happened to your Ygseril, a cure even for your people, but you will not find it closed behind these walls.’

‘A slower convoy is on its way here now.’ Yellowheart’s voice was deep and kind. ‘Bringing supplies, medicines. It is a start.’

‘Oh.’ Hestillion stood up, her hands floating up to her face again, and she let a single tear fall down her cheek. ‘Oh. Such kindness. I hardly know – Aldasair, did you hear? Help is coming. Help is coming for Ebora.’

Aldasair looked around the room as if he’d only just noticed the strangers there. His brow creased slightly.

‘By the roots.’

Later, much later, when their guests were comfortably asleep and Hestillion could sense their dreaming minds like points of faint light, she went again to the Hall of Roots. It was dark, but the ghostly shapes of sculptures and furniture were so familiar she nearly danced around them, while sharp starlight fell on her through the glass ceiling.

She climbed out onto the roots without hesitating, feeling rather than seeing her way, until she sat once again underneath the enormous trunk. Mother Fast expected the convoy to arrive in the next few days – she had come on ahead with her closest people, to see that all was clear – and from there they could hope to start expecting other representatives. Frost and his riders had already started putting out the word to the other plains tribes, and from there word was expected to reach Mushenska, Reidn, even distant Jarlsbad. Trade would come again to Ebora, and perhaps, with it, the true cure for the crimson flux.

Laying her head against the cold bark, Hestillion closed her eyes and stepped easily into the netherdark. Ignoring the warm human minds, clustered close to each other in the south wing, she cast her mind down, down towards the roots again, searching for the light she was sure she had seen, just before Aldasair had interrupted her.

She went deep, perilously deep, far from any mind shaped like her own, feeling the press of cold roots against her dreaming self, squeezing down into the gaps. She imagined herself a drop of water, slipping down into the dark where her god might take her up and use her.

Ygseril? Ygseril, are you there?

There was a dull bloom of light – barely even light at all, more like the flash of colour that might blast someone’s eyes if they were struck on the head. Hestillion shot towards it, letting herself be drawn.

Ygseril!

Now the light was constant, still dim like the light before dawn, but there was more to it than that. A mind hovered there, something so large and so alien Hestillion felt herself instinctively trying to retreat, but she held herself still, a hunted creature in open ground.

I knew it! I knew you lived!

It was fading already, sinking back away from her like water draining into sand, but she called after it, knowing that, next time, it would be easier to find.

They’ve fallen for it, Ygseril, exactly as I knew they would! Ebora will not die. Not while I live. They are like children, and they eat from my hands. I will see us live again, Ygseril!
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Before Milandra Parcs, the organisation that was to become the Winnowry was a religious retreat of sorts – one with very strict rules, of course, and a great deal of time was spent studying the teachings (or ravings, depending on how you look at it) of Tomas. What Parcs did was to turn it into a prison, and perhaps more significantly, a business. And she was remarkably successful at that.

It helps, I think, to know some of the background of Parcs. She was born on the outskirts of Jarlsbad, scratching a living with her family in the terrefa fields. Terrefa, if you’re not familiar with it, is a plant that can be smoked, producing a great sense of well-being and, from what I’ve smelled, a terrific stink. Terrefa is unusual – rather than harvesting the leaves of the plant and then drying them, they are left to die on the plant and then are carefully collected just before they start to drop. Jarlsbad is a region prone to forest fires and terrefa fields are carefully monitored leading up to the harvest period. Unbeknownst to Milandra, her sister – around seven years old at the time – was a fell-witch. One night, there was an argument between the smallest sister and her mother, and she ran out into some terrefa fields, letting forth a small barrage of winnowfire. The crop caught like tinder and was fiercely burning in seconds, flames sweeping across the entire field. Unfortunately, Milandra’s father had been out in the fields, taking a walk in the evening air as he had a habit of doing, and he suffered severe burns to most of his body, and, after a few agonising weeks, died. With no father and no terrefa crop, the family was destroyed. Destitute, they moved into the city to beg on the streets. Milandra’s official story was that her little sister ran away and was never seen again. I often wonder about that, myself.

The Milandra Parcs who came to the Winnowry was a woman who had vowed never to beg again – never to be destitute again. Under her guidance, winnow-forged steel and akaris became products that could only be purchased through the Winnowry (where else could you get it from, when all newly discovered fell-witches were immediately spirited away to the Winnowry?). Reluctant families were often paid off, a sum seen as an investment by Parcs. She developed the ‘agent’ scheme, trusted fell-witches who had been brainwashed enough to be trusted out in the world, who would be sent to perform special tasks for clients. They also formed groups of fell-mercenaries, women who could be hired to fight in wars and border disputes all across Sarn – for a very weighty sum.

Interestingly, there was one area when this particular money-making scheme failed. During the Sixth Rain, three countries paid for the fell-mercenaries to fight against the Jure’lia and protect their lands. It was, unexpectedly, a disaster. Winnowfire had little effect on the Behemoth ships or their roving ‘maggots’, although it was very efficient at causing widespread damage to property. Additionally, the Eboran war-beasts had a particular aversion to the eldritch flame, often refusing to fight alongside the witches at all. The result was a great deal of resentment on both sides, as the Eborans found their carefully staged manoeuvres perpetually disrupted by unexpected explosions, fires and extremely agitated war-beasts. Meanwhile, the fell-witches were dying. Remember, usually there are only ever around a hundred to a hundred and fifty fell-witches at the Winnowry at any one time, and only a small percentage of those are ever trusted enough to become agents or mercenaries. During the Sixth Rain, almost all of them were wiped out.

(There is a stretch of varnish in western Reidn where an entire team of fell-mercenaries can be observed, trapped forever. A grisly souvenir from the Sixth Rain.)

Somewhat ungraciously, when eventually the Jure’lia were driven off by the Eborans, the Winnowry announced that it would henceforth leave the defeat of the worm people to their traditional enemies – the people of Ebora. I have never been able to find a record of the transaction, but I would be very interested to know what the Winnowry received for their services – and for the blood of the women they were supposed to be protecting.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘What is it?’

Vintage had led them to the outskirts of Mushenska and through the northern gate. From there they had followed what appeared to be a long, freshly gravelled path, and now they stood amongst a crowd of people before a great steel contraption. Noon could only see pieces of it through the press of men, women and children around them – she caught glimpses of plates of metal, welded in place with studs as big as her fist, small glass windows glowing with orange light, and then green, and then orange again, and a fat chimney. Every now and then, a great gout of steam would escape from it. Around them, the crowd were full of excited chatter. Here, the Wild had been forced back until it was a thick dark band in the distance – much of it appeared to have been burned away, judging from the scorch marks and the faint smell of ash.

‘How can you not know what it is?’ said Tormalin. ‘Your people made it. Your people run the thing.’ The Eboran had not cracked a smile since he had told them of his lover’s dream, and now he looked down at her with barely concealed impatience. He carried the heaviest pack, although it was slung easily over one shoulder with his sword belt. The blustery wind only served to tousle his hair into an attractive wave.

‘The Winnowry are not my people.’ Noon shifted the pack on her back, trying to get used to the weight. ‘I don’t have a people.’ Vintage had given her new clothes, finely stitched and of the finest fabrics, and it was a day given to squalls of chilly rain, so she wore a coat of stiff black velvet, soft doe-skin leggings, and new black boots. Her new hat was firmly secured to her head with a series of cunning pins. Vintage had shown her how to do it.

‘The winnowline, my dear, is one of the most extraordinary sights on Sarn.’ Vintage was wearing her own wide-brimmed hat, pulled low against the intermittent bursts of rain, and she was cheerfully elbowing her way to the front of the crowd. Tor and Noon followed in her wake. ‘Look at this lot, just come out to look at it. It will be a novelty for a while yet, no doubt. Here we are.’

The steel monster was revealed. Noon blinked rapidly, trying to take it in. Lights and steam and wheels. A confusion of metal tubes. And around the bulk of the thing, someone had etched a trio of enormous bats, their wings spread wide. Noon felt her jaw clench tight. Of course. The Winnowry traditionally travelled by their famous giant bats; how could they resist putting them all over this thing?

‘Marvellous, isn’t it?’ Vintage beamed at the contraption. ‘A steam-powered conveyance! The first on Sarn, as far as we know. From what I understand, water is heated and turned into steam, within a high-pressure boiler, then pushed on through those pipes, which power pistons, which in turn, turn the wheels.’

Noon glanced up at the puffs of steam escaping from the chimney. ‘When you say heated . . .’

‘By winnowfire, my darling. A team of fell-witches and novices heat the water tanks. From what I understand, the heat provided is steady and constant, and there is less wastage than what you might find from other fuels. You see the metal lines set into the ground? Those are what it travels along. Incredible. Years just to lay the track, and perfecting the engine itself was no easy process, from what I’ve read. There were a few accidents here and there, and there was that explosion recently, but, largely, it’s considered to be almost entirely safe.’

Noon was trying to shrink back into the crowd. There were fell-witches here, which meant the Winnowry was here, and she was standing right in front of them. The people at her back, with all their living energy just within reach, were both a terror and a temptation; she should just take what she needed, kill them all, and run. A heavy hand settled on her shoulder.

‘Not so fast, witch.’

Her heart turned over, but it was just Tormalin. ‘You don’t want to draw attention to yourself just now, do you?’

His hand was a warm pressure through her coat, and it made her think of the energy she had siphoned from him. She half fancied that she could still feel it, hidden away inside her somewhere.

‘I know this is alarming for you, my dear,’ Vintage was saying in a low voice. Tor took his hand from Noon’s shoulder. ‘But it really is the fastest way. The track they have laid so far criss-crosses the Wild and the plains, and the easternmost stop is where we need to get to. It would take us weeks to get there otherwise, while the winnowline will get us there in days. I’ve booked us a private compartment. Keep our heads down, enjoy the view. We’ll be there in no time. Come on.’

Vintage led them down past the great hissing beast that was the winnow-engine towards a series of ornate carriages that formed a line behind it. The doors were all open, and people were streaming on, carrying bags and children and the occasional chicken.

‘We’re down the end here, that’s right. Last carriage, we’ll have a good view of Mushenska as we rush away from it, won’t that be wonderful?’

Noon followed, keeping her face down. Where were the fell-witches? All ahead with the winnow-engine, she hoped. There would be priests here too, men for the women to draw energy from. She thought of Novice Lusk, but of course he wouldn’t be here; no doubt he was still being punished for failing to stop her escape. Noon closed her eyes for a moment, pushing that thought away. Were these fell-witches agents, allowed to operate independently, or would they have supervisors? Neither thought was very reassuring.

The final carriage had heavy curtains over the windows, and wooden panels carved from a grained wood the colour of good tea. As they reached the door, a heavy-set woman in patched trousers stepped down from it. Her skin was darker than Vintage’s, and her curly hair was held back from her face in a yellow handkerchief. The shirt she wore had a number of tiny burn marks and she had a great smudge of soot across her cheek.

‘Lady de Grazon?’

‘Pamoz! There you are. The engine is looking in fine fettle this morning.’

The woman called Pamoz grinned hugely and pulled a rag from her pocket. She wiped absently at her face. ‘We’ll have you where you need to go in no time, Lady de Grazon. I just wanted to stop by and thank one of my best investors. Without you, the winnowline wouldn’t exist at all.’

‘Oh do give over, my dear. It all comes from your clever head. You know I can’t resist seeing science in action. My colleagues here will be travelling with me.’

Noon detected a tiny tremor of surprise as Pamoz’s eyes passed over Tormalin, but then she simply nodded to them both. Vintage must have paid a great deal of money for the private carriage – perhaps the coin paid for a lack of curiosity too. Pamoz stepped to one side and wished them a pleasant journey as they climbed up into the carriage.

‘It’s an honour to have you on board, Lady de Grazon. I’ll be up front with the engine, but let me know if you should need anything further.’

Inside, the carriage was dark and cool, and filled with smoothly polished tables next to lavishly upholstered benches. There were even two pairs of narrow bunks, piled high with cushions and thick silky blankets. Noon ran her fingers over them, thinking of her bed in the Winnowry again, so close to the damp wall that it was never warm; the Winnowry apparently had different ideas about comfort, out in the wider world. She stood up and looked back towards the door, wondering again about the tame fell-witches that were powering this contraption. Did they have similar quarters on board? She turned back to look at Vintage.

‘I thought you didn’t like the Winnowry. But you throw your money at their projects?’

For the first time since she’d met her, the older woman looked uncomfortable.

‘I do. I told you I was self-serving, didn’t I, my dear? Well, the winnowline is useful. Faster travel across Sarn can only mean progress – a way for me to solve these mysteries, faster. Plus, the teams of women who power this thing get to breathe free air for a while. That is no small thing.’

Noon nodded and dropped her eyes. She was too unnerved by the presence of the Winnowry to argue the point, but she suspected from the uneasy expression on Vintage’s face that she did not truly believe her own words.

Vintage cleared her throat. ‘We’ll open the curtains once we’re on the move, Tor, but do pull the blind up at the back, will you? I want a bit of light to get my equipment sorted.’

With a few strides of his long legs Tormalin walked to the far end of the carriage and pulled the cord on the blind, revealing the bustling heap that was Mushenska behind them.

‘That’s it, lovely. Now, Noon, my dear, would you light the lamp on the main table? There are matches, don’t give me that look. I would like to show you something.’

The lamp lit, Vintage wrestled a heavy scroll from one of her bags. She rolled it out on the table and Tor helped her weigh it down with a pair of wine bottles. The paper was clearly old but of excellent quality, thick and only slightly yellowed. It was covered from edge to edge in an ink-and-charcoal drawing that, at first, Noon could make no sense of. Whatever it was, it appeared to be split into roughly three pieces, with long trailing sections linking them, and there were gaping holes in the surface, like infirm mouths. She tipped her head slightly, narrowing her eyes, and saw that someone had drawn a tiny human figure standing amongst it all to give it some scale. Whatever it was, it was enormous.

‘I give in.’

‘This, Fell-Noon, is the Behemoth wreck that Esiah Godwort keeps on his land. Specifically, he keeps it in a compound, heavily guarded by a bunch of muscle-headed idiots.’

‘Vintage had a disagreement with said muscle-headed idiots last time we visited,’ added Tormalin.

Vintage scowled, and then abruptly the entire carriage shook. Noon straightened up, backing towards the wall in alarm, but Vintage waved a hand at her. ‘We’re just setting off on our way, girl, nothing to worry about.’ Outside, a piercing whistle sounded. ‘Tor, you can pull the curtains back now. We should get a decent head of steam on – Pamoz does like to show off.’

Tor threw back the curtains and, despite herself, Noon went over to the windows and pressed her hands against the glass. Outside, the people left behind were already streaky blurs, and the dark shape that was the Wild was streaming past, faster and faster. She thought of flying with Fulcor, but Fulcor was understandable; she had muscles and bones, and wings and claws. This was the winnowfire used for something useful. There was a bellowing, roaring chufchufchuf coming from somewhere ahead.

Tormalin joined her at the window, and for the first time in hours he smiled faintly. ‘It’s more comfortable than a horse, I’ll give it that.’

‘Eyes back here please.’ Noon returned to the table, and Vintage tapped the sketch. ‘This represents possibly the most intact Behemoth corpse we have on Sarn, an extraordinary artefact. With this, it’s possible we could answer many questions about the Jure’lia and their queen.’

‘Then why haven’t you?’

‘Because’, Tormalin swapped one of the bottles of wine for the lamp, and pulled a corkscrew from his pocket, ‘Esiah Godwort won’t let her look at it.’

‘Because Esiah Godwort is a stubborn, foolish, ignorant snob who wouldn’t know true research if it reached up and poked his ridiculous, idiotic –’ Vintage took a breath. ‘Esiah is very protective of his property. He owns the land the buggering thing crashed onto, you see. It has been in his family for generations. From what I understand, his ancestors considered the land tainted, built a huge wall around it, and left it where it was – they were rich enough to be able to afford to do that. Growing up, Esiah became obsessed with this secret place, this haunted wreck hidden behind the thickest walls he’d ever seen. His family tried to distract him, with work and wives and trips to distant lands, but always he’d come back to the compound. What did they expect? That’s what I ask myself. You can’t hide something that strange and expect people not to be curious.’ She shrugged. ‘When he inherited the land, when old man Godwort breathed his last, Esiah threw everything he had into gathering information on the Behemoths. He rebuilt the compound, thoroughly explored its haunted landscape. For a time, Esiah was the leading scholar on the subject, and very keen to keep it that way.’ She coughed into her hand. ‘Annoyingly. But then, earlier this year, he withdrew from academia, took back all the artefacts and writings he had brought out into the world, and retreated to the compound. He would not speak to anyone of it, would not speak to anyone at all. He became a recluse. All that knowledge, closed up behind those walls.’ Vintage tapped her finger on the sketch. ‘This drawing is one of the very few items remaining from Esiah’s period of study. If we could just get inside it . . . we could learn more about the broken artefact we retrieved, I’m sure of it. Do all Behemoths carry such things? Where are they located?’

‘What happened to him? To Godwort?’ asked Noon.

‘I have no idea, darling Noon. Rumours have flown around – that he’s found himself a woman at last who is capable of distracting him. That he’s ill, or mad. Or that he’s discovered something so terrible within the Behemoth that it struck him immediately insensible.’ Vintage paused. ‘I quite like that one.’

The floor under their feet was thrumming slightly, and Noon found herself glancing towards the windows again and again, caught by the speed of the passing world. Tormalin had retrieved a goblet from a cabinet and poured himself a glass of wine the colour of rubies.

‘Need I remind you, Vintage, that we have been here before, and Esiah Godwort wouldn’t even speak to you?’ Tor sipped his wine. ‘He has no interest in sharing his compound with you.’

‘Ah, yes, this is true, Tormalin, my dear, but this time I come ready with items to trade.’ Vintage flapped a hand at the bags and cases piled in the corner. ‘At the knock-down price of just-let-me-in-the-bloody-compound.’

‘You’re trading in your own collection?’ Noon folded her arms over her chest. ‘How do you even know that what’s in this compound is worth seeing?’

Vintage accepted a glass from Tor. She was glaring at the sketch of the Behemoth. ‘Because drawings and writings are not enough, and after what we saw in the forest, I am more convinced of that than ever. I need to see a Behemoth up close, and as intact as possible. Perhaps Esiah has also found samples of this golden fluid. It could be conclusive proof, finally, that the Jure’lia are responsible for the Wild.’

‘But why? What do you get from it, in the end?’

Noon sensed Tormalin’s eyes on her, giving her a warning glance perhaps, but she ignored it. Vintage took a long swallow of wine, not looking up. ‘It’s all in the spirit of scientific enquiry, my dear Noon. There is nothing finer than knowing the truth.’

There were a few moments of silence between them all, filled with the busy roar of the winnowline engine.

‘Knowing the truth.’ Noon nodded slightly. ‘It’s funny you should say that. Bringing me here, amongst all these fell-witches. What if they should find out the truth? About me?’

Tormalin looked up at her again, surprised perhaps that she was speaking so openly about what she was. She felt a prickle of irritation at that; it was none of his business – this was a pact agreed between herself and Vintage.

‘You’ll stay in here, keep to yourself. Don’t set anything on fire. The witches here have a job to do, my dear, they aren’t interested in finding you.’

‘What if they’ve been told to look for someone like me? What if Fulcor is following me now, in the sky? She will lead them straight to me.’

‘Fulcor?’ asked Tormalin.

‘The bat.’ Noon frowned. ‘She’s following me. She seems to like me.’

‘Someone has to, I suppose.’

Vintage flapped her hands at her. ‘You worry too much, my dear. Stay here, be quiet, keep your head down. You’ll be fine.’

Noon reached up and touched her fingers to the silk band that covered her forehead. ‘I don’t think you know what sort of people they’ll have looking for me. I don’t think you know at all.’
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Dearest Marin,

Thank you for your most recent letter, you know I’m always thrilled to hear of life outside the vine forest – do not worry yourself about ‘bothering me with childish tales of college life’. Truly, my dear, your letters are a highlight, especially as it’s picking season and dear Ezion has a bigger pea-bug up his arse than usual.

I was particularly interested to hear of the ‘incident’ at your college. I am assuming that the young woman would have been around sixteen or seventeen years of age (if she shared classes with you). It is very unusual for a fell-witch to avoid detection for that long. She must have been very careful, and I can only imagine her despair when they finally caught up with her. Yes, I’m sure that your tutors have told you over and over how much safer you will all be now that the fell-witch is off to the Winnowry, but I ask you, Marin, did you feel in danger before you knew what she was? Were you, at any point, burned alive or did you have any part of you blown off? Of course not. I’m sure you would have mentioned it in your monthly letters.

I sense that you want my opinion on the Winnowry, Marin, but don’t quite want to ask me. I suspect that their agents made quite an impression on you. Well, from what I can tell, they do a very good job of telling us that fell-witches are dangerous and must be controlled at all costs – there is good evidence for this, of course. We’ve all read the stories. It is like a terrible illness, they tell us. But in truth, we know very little about fell-witches – where the power comes from, why people are born with it, or why it only ever shows itself in humans (there have been no Eboran fell-witches). What I ask you to bear in mind, Marin my dear, is that when they have hurried these women off to their fortress in the south, do we believe they are treating them as victims of a terrible illness? Or are the more tractable ones used to keep the Winnowry powerful? They make their drug there, for one thing, via ‘purging’ (it seems awfully convenient to me that purging just happens to produce the most lucrative drug Sarn has ever seen); they hire the most controlled of their women out as mercenaries to any war or border dispute, and it seems to me that their agents – the same ones you will have seen whisking away your colleague – are the dangerous ones. Even the proposed winnowline (I sent you the sketches of the engine last year) relies on the indentured servitude of women who wouldn’t see the outside world at all without it. What do I think of the Winnowry, Marin? I think we need to keep a beady eye on it – power and money, and not salvation, lie at the foundation of it.

Do burn this letter if you feel safer doing so, Marin. Not everyone is as critical of the Winnowry as I, and your college elders may be feeling a little twitchy.

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Agent Lin hung suspended in the sky over the lights of Mushenska. The clouds and rain of earlier were gone, chased away by the incoming sea wind, and she was left with a clear night of stars and chill air. The bat she had been loaned for this mission was a source of warmth beneath her, its wings beating so fast that they were a blur. She had been told that its name was Gull, and indeed the name had been stitched into its leather harness. Someone cared for this creature enough to name it and personalise its belongings. She wondered if it had been the boy called Lusk – he had the look of sentiment about him. That was probably why he’d let Fell-Noon get away so easily. When she had left the Winnowry he had still been alive, although she didn’t think he’d be stitching names into anything for a while.

‘The rain will have washed away her scent by now, of course.’

She had been methodically sweeping the city for days, asking questions, looking for clues, and so far she hadn’t turned up anything. Agent Lin tugged on the reins and they swept down low over the city. The smell of wood smoke and cooking food, old hay and wet stone enveloped them, and Lin smiled slightly to herself. It was a dirty business, being the Winnowry’s attack dog, but you didn’t get smells like this in a poky little cell, and you didn’t get to feel the wind in your hair either. Most people, she suspected, didn’t understand quite what a boon that was, but most people weren’t wrestled from their crying mothers and locked up in a damp room for the majority of their lives. Fresh, clean rain was a thousand, thousand miles from the trickled moisture of damp down a rock wall.

‘Let me know if you smell anything.’ She leaned down close to the bat’s great ears. ‘I reckon you can smell your own kind better than anything else.’

She gave Gull the lead, letting the bat flitter back and forth over the city. She had never been particularly fond of flying with the creatures – they had a powerful odour all of their own, and the bunching of muscles and flapping of wings meant it was hardly a restful experience – but it was useful, and generations of careful breeding meant that these giant bats were the best of their kind available: clever, obedient, strong. The Winnowry held the secret of their bloodline, of course. Something else they were very careful to keep to themselves.

Eventually, Gull made several tight circles over a certain roof, and she took him down, landing with a clatter of claws against clay tiles. It looked like the roof of a tavern of some sort, judging from the busy chimneys and the faint smell of food and ale. Climbing down from the saddle, she caught some laughter and the sound of several shouted conversations floating up to her. Laughter was something else you didn’t hear much of in the Winnowry, of course. There was a small garden up here, she realised, where someone was growing vegetables and herbs, and a raised part of the roof revealed a small door. The scent of harla root and fever-leaf was faint, but Agent Lin had an appreciation for these things.

‘Why have you brought me here, Gull?’

The giant bat was shuffling about with its head down, its huge ugly nose wrinkling and snuffling. Out of the sky, they were awkward, ungainly creatures, spindly arms reaching through the webbing of their wings like a child caught in a sack. Agent Lin frowned slightly.

‘Do I need to remind you that Fell-Noon gets a little further away every moment we stand here?’ She paused, pursing her lips. Why was she talking to a bat? There were many advantages to being an agent of the Winnowry, but they mostly worked alone. This is what it led to: talking to bats. Better, she reminded herself, than decades shut off from the world entirely.

At that moment, the small door behind them clattered open, and an older woman with wild red hair streaked with grey stepped out onto the roof, lit by lamps in the room behind her. A strange parade of emotions showed themselves across her tanned face: surprise, mild annoyance, and then a deep wariness.

‘Here, what are you doing up on my bloody roof?’

Agent Lin stepped into the light, letting the woman see the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead and the green and grey travel tunic she wore. Winnowry colours.

‘Nothing to concern yourself with. You can go about your business.’

The woman was watching her closely, and she looked a great deal more worried than Lin would necessarily expect from a civilian with nothing to hide. That was interesting.

‘Huh.’ The woman lifted her chin, attempting defiance. ‘That’s all very well, missus, but my business is those bloody herbs your giant bloody bat is stamping all over.’

Agent Lin looked back. Gull was busily nosing around in the far corner of the garden, huffing to itself. Ignoring the woman and her look of outrage, Agent Lin approached the bat and pushed his big head away from the earth. Splattered across the top of the thin layer of mud was a dried streak of bat guano, white and chalky in the dim light. Just next to it was a tomato plant, which was missing most of its fruit, and looked like it had been enthusiastically chewed on. She kicked at the guano with her boot, watching as it broke up into crumbling pieces. It was a few days old at least.

‘The girl was here, then.’ Agent Lin straightened up and turned back to the woman, who was watching her with her arms crossed over her chest. ‘You own a tavern?’

‘You’re standing on it. The Frog and Bluebell. The ale’s not bad but we do decent pies, which is what them herbs are for.’

‘Any unusual visitors lately? A young woman, travelling alone, nervous?’

‘Not that I’ve noticed.’ The woman’s face suggested that she could have an entire tavern full of nervous young women travelling alone and she wouldn’t breathe a word of it to her.

Agent Lin turned away and looked across the city. Without another word, she walked back to Gull and climbed into the saddle, twitching the reins so that the bat tramped around in a circle twice before reaching the edge of the roof. She looked back, seeing with satisfaction that the plants were squashed into the mud, and then they took off.

Dawn had turned the sea to the south a beaten silver grey by the time they had found what they were looking for. Fresh guano, no more than half a day old, streaked across the balcony on the top floor of an expansive inn. The owner was already up, baking bread for his guests’ breakfast, but his face was a closed book, and he would tell her nothing but generalities. Frustrating, perhaps, but his silence told her more than he could know: he had been paid to be quiet, and that was significant enough in itself. She had excused herself and hung around the alley behind the inn until the midday sun was high in the cloudless sky, and listened to the staff arriving for the day. As well as learning that Rufio had been out all night and had lost his shirt playing cards, and that Sara had a new bag of akaris ready for her week off, she also heard that one of their most eccentric guests had packed up her things and left, taking with her the Eboran bodyguard – the women took pains to describe his extreme beauty and to speculate on his prowess in bed – and a young woman who wore an unfashionable hat and didn’t speak much. She was new, apparently.

Lin took the silver whistle from inside her tunic and summoned Gull. Within moments they were back in the air, northern Mushenska falling below them. The eccentric woman, one Lady de Grazon, was considered eccentric for her interest in the worm people, and because she had invested an outrageous amount of money in the winnowline, which the maids of the inn distrusted, partly because one of the engines had exploded not more than a moon’s cycle ago, killing fifteen people. De Grazon had her own carriage on the contraption.

Gull circled around, and the lands north of Mushenska came into view, hazing into purple hills in the far distance. The land was dark with the Wild, and dividing it like a long silver spike was the winnowline. The bright midday sun caught it and danced along its edge, almost like a message from Tomas himself. Agent Lin smiled to herself. As if she believed in that old fraud.

Touching her hand to her side, where her pack sloshed with water and supplies, Agent Lin considered her options. Fell-Noon wasn’t in Mushenska any more, she was fairly sure of that. It was the first place you might go on escaping the Winnowry – the nearest city, the closest place to get a hot meal – but if you were on the run, Agent Lin thought it unlikely that you would stay. You could attempt to lose yourself in the streets, perhaps, hope that your ‘talent’ was never noticed, and lead a quiet life. Or would you try to get as far away as possible? How far would you have to go before the Winnowry stopped chasing you? Sarn was very big, after all. Perhaps there was such a place.

But then, Agent Lin was a patient woman. She guided Gull up into the clear sky, the corpse moon hanging ghoulish to their right, and she began to follow the winnowline north.
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My dearest Marin,

I have had several angry letters from your mother. She seems to think this latest idea of yours is my fault. Don’t worry, I assured her that you are quite capable of coming up with your own dangerous nonsense and don’t have to borrow any from me at all.

Even so, she is insisting that I write to you and tell you not to go. Obviously, my darling, I’m not going to tell you to do that. But I will tell you, quite firmly, with that look in my eye (you know the look) that you must research the expedition company thoroughly, preferably talking to customers who have made the journey previously. If you are unsure of them at all, go elsewhere. However well armed they are, take your own weapons, and keep your own supply of rations with you at all times. I know full well these ominous instructions will only add to your excitement, which is why you are my favourite nephew, but do keep this in mind, Marin: the Wild is more dangerous, and far stranger, than you could ever know. Our small patch of it in the vine forest is tame in comparison to what I’ve seen in my travels – don’t be swayed into complacency. And if you should see anything freakishly worm-touched write to me about it immediately.

Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Beyond the carriage window the tall grasses were a ghostly grey, like sea foam at night. Until he’d left Ebora, Tormalin had never seen the sea – it had been one of the first things he’d done, and he’d never tired of it. Even this, the grasses seen at night from a speeding carriage with the dark presence of the Wild beyond them, was something he could never have experienced at home. All that was waiting for him at home were bad memories and a slow death. It was important to remember that. He turned away from the window.

‘Do we have any food here?’

Vintage was sitting at the long table, her legs stretched across an adjacent chair and a book on her lap. She waved a hand vaguely at the corner.

‘There’s dried meat and bread in one of the packs. Some fruit too.’

‘I mean real food. Hot food. Food with sauce and gravy and cream.’

The witch was sitting in the corner at the back of the carriage, her knees drawn up to her chest and her new black coat wrapped around her, the hat pulled down low over her forehead. She met his eyes and raised a single eyebrow.

‘There is a kitchen carriage two carriages down,’ said Vintage, still not taking her eyes off her reading material. ‘Try not to rouse the natives.’

Tor stood up, stretching out his back until the small bones there popped, and opened the door to the next carriage. Each carriage was linked with chains and metal tubes, and someone had helpfully covered the top of the gap with a thick roof of brown leather, but it was still possible to see the ground rushing away beneath your feet. Grimacing slightly, Tor stepped carefully onto the next platform and opened the adjoining carriage door.

Inside was a room even plusher than Vintage’s carriage. The seats were upholstered with green velvet, and the curtains were yellow silk. Men and women were sitting around highly polished tables, drinking drinks and eating plates of steaming food. They were all well dressed, the elite of Mushenska: traders and politicians, criminals and merchants, with a few of the region’s rare surviving aristocracy. He saw eyes jumping up from drinks and food to watch him pass; a few laden forks halted on the way to expectant mouths. He pushed a strand of hair behind his ear and nodded to a pair of young women playing a hand of cards between them, allowing the corner of his mouth to twitch into a speculative smile. They both turned faintly pink and, satisfied, he moved to the end of the compartment, enjoying for a moment how apart he was from them – a shark moving through still waters.

The next carriage was filled with steam and the smell of roasting meat. At a long polished counter he ordered a bowl of thick stew and a hot potato filled with melted cheese and flakes of a deliciously salty fish. There were tables in the carriage but they were all full, and on a whim Tor took his food through the door to the next. To his surprise, the dimly lit space was full of crates, boxes and sacks, although there were people there too, using the cargo as makeshift tables and chairs. These men and women did not wear fine clothes, and their faces had the pinched look of people who did not eat as often as they’d like. They had brought their own lamps, and sat in circles of their own light.

Tor stood for a moment, frozen. They did not look at him with awe or curiosity, but only with a flat acceptance; to these travellers, he realised, he was really no different to the people in the lushly furnished carriage. They only wanted to know if he was going to turf them out or not. He thought of the man in the watchtower, with his rags and his worn teeth. He had sat and shared tea with him all those years ago.

Carrying his food awkwardly, he sat on a sack and settled his things onto a crate. Far enough away from the others not to intrude, but close enough to suggest he wasn’t insulted by their presence. With that done, he started to eat his food, trying not to think about the humans eyeing him cautiously. The stew was good, and the potato was even better, and he’d almost relaxed when a small hand clasped his sleeve. It was a human child, eyes enormous in a dirt-streaked face. He had a brown birthmark in the middle of his cheek. In his other hand was a slip of dirty paper.

‘Are you an Eboran, sir?’

Tor put down his spoon and arranged his face into an expression of goodwill, preparing for the worst. He thought of the tramp in the tower again, how he had called him a murderer and told him that all of his people should have died.

‘That I am.’

‘I drew this.’ The boy brandished the paper at him, and Tor saw that there was a rough sketch on it, half dirt and half charcoal. ‘It’s one of your war-beasts.’

‘So it is.’ Tor took the paper carefully and held it up to the dim light. There was a dragon there, looking rather like a large scaly dog, and a tall thin figure riding atop it with an oversized sword. Tor thought of the Ninth Rain, carefully stored back in the compartment with Vintage, and smiled. ‘Is this what you imagined they looked like?’

The boy took the paper back, pushing his lower lip out slightly as he did so. ‘’Tis what they looked like. My grandpa told me. He saw ’em.’

‘It is a fine drawing,’ said Tor, even as he thought that the child’s granddad was a fanciful liar.

‘I thought you was all dead,’ said the boy. His eyes kept wandering to the remains of Tor’s potato. ‘That maybe you wasn’t real. But now I’ve seen you, so you can’t all be dead.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Wait until I tell my sister! She’ll shit a brick.’

Tor fought to keep his face solemn. ‘Sisters are like that, it’s true.’

‘So if the worm people come back again, the Eboran war-beasts will be there to tear ’em to bits.’ The child gestured triumphantly with the paper. ‘We thought you was all dead, but it’s just a lie, like when I hide the best crusts from my dinner for later. You’re just waiting, holding it back for later.’

Despite the warmth of the carriage, Tor felt cold. How to tell this boy, with his drawings and his easily shocked sister, that there were no Eboran war-beasts, that there never would be again? It was too easy to imagine the boy’s mouth falling open, black beetles running over his tongue, his small body covered in a tide of green varnish. Ainsel’s dream suddenly felt very close, as though he could look out the window now and see Behemoths hanging in the sky again. Tor felt his heart skip a beat in his chest. We’re all exposed and helpless, he thought. Not just Ebora, but all of Sarn. We are injured prey.

‘Here, kid, look, take this.’ He picked up the plate with the remains of the potato on it, still swimming in hot butter. ‘It’s what you wanted anyway, isn’t it?’

The boy took the plate, half crumpling his picture to do so, his face creased in confusion.

‘I just wanted to—’

‘Go away, kid. I’m sure your mother wouldn’t want you talking to me anyway. Go on, go away.’

The boy backed off down between the boxes, his face hidden in shadows. Tor was glad.

Noon awoke to Tormalin stalking back into their compartment. Vintage had long since climbed into her own bunk, extinguishing all the lamps save one, but Noon had preferred to stay where she was, propped at the back of the carriage with her boots on. With fell-witches down the other end of this contraption, it felt safer.

The tall Eboran bumped into the table, and steadied himself by leaning on a wine bottle. His long black hair hung in his face, and she watched him gather his wits before moving again. Even drunk, he was capable of walking quietly when he wanted to, and he came towards her, stopping to drop himself into a chair. After a moment he rooted around in his pockets and came out with a glass vial, which he held up to the light. Noon could just make out the thick, crimson substance within.

‘Having a good night?’ she asked, her voice low. He didn’t startle but he held his body very still for a moment, then he turned towards her.

‘I thought you were asleep.’

‘I don’t sleep very deeply. Not without akaris, anyway.’ She shifted in her seat, pulling her coat up to her shoulders as a makeshift blanket. ‘Are you going to drink that?’

Tormalin looked at the vial of blood as though he’d forgotten it was there.

‘This is old. It wouldn’t be the same. Fresh is better.’ He looked at her then, an expression she couldn’t read on his face, and Noon felt her skin prickle all over. When he looked away again she was relieved, but she found herself thinking of his life energy, how it had filled every part of her. Tormalin cleared his throat.

‘I would feel better,’ he said, a sardonic edge to his voice. ‘Old blood still carries that same euphoria, that sense of well-being, but it’s a lie. A memory of something false.’

‘Fresh blood heals you?’

He turned back to her, smiling, and it was like being in the room with something impossible – the Eboran war-beasts of old, perhaps, or the storm gods Mother Fast used to talk about, their eyes full of sky-fire and hate. His skin was rare marble in the lamplight, and the finely boned hand that lay against his scuffed trousers was as exquisite as a snowflake. All around them, the winnowline rumbled on its journey through the Wild, and Noon tried to concentrate on that instead.

‘It turns back the march of time, keeps me young, keeps me strong. If I am hurt, enough of it will close my flesh faster than true healing. Once, Ygseril’s sap did this job, but I am almost too young to remember what that was like. Almost.’ He looked down at the vial in his hand, and closed his fingers over it. ‘Old blood, really, is no better and no worse than a decent bottle of wine.’

‘And I reckon you’ve had a few of those this evening.’

He nodded. Noon glanced at the still form of Vintage. It was just possible to hear her soft snores.

‘Vintage mentioned that you have an . . . arrangement. With people who give you blood.’

‘I have sex with them for blood, yes. They seem to be very pleased with the trade actually.’ He looked at her and she cursed herself for not being able to meet his eyes. ‘Would you like to hear about how that works, Fell-Noon?’

‘I know how sex works. Thanks all the same.’ She kept her tone flippant, but her cheeks, curse them, were as hot as a brand. Tor was laughing softly, his shoulders shaking lightly with it.

‘I have two lovers, carefully selected, who understand what I need – and I understand what they need, down to every last detail.’ He sighed. ‘With our little jaunt to Esiah Godwort’s cursed compound, I will be going without for a little while. And so will they.’

‘My heart bleeds for you,’ said Noon. To her annoyance the memory of Novice Lusk’s creamy skin had risen to the forefront of her mind, followed closely by the memory of sliding her fingers across Tormalin’s neck.

‘Ah, Fell-Noon.’ Tormalin stood up and swept an elaborate bow in her direction. ‘If only it did. And please do not get all outraged on my account – as I said, my lovers are very carefully chosen.’

With that he walked over to the bunk on the far side of the carriage and fell gracefully onto the covers there. Within minutes his breathing evened out, while Noon sat rigid on her chair, glaring at nothing. The bastard was already asleep.

‘Pay no attention to him, darling.’ Vintage’s voice was fuzzy with sleep. ‘He enjoys your blushes too much to resist provoking them.’
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Dear Nanthema,

The box of artefacts I bought from the Rodelian merchant arrived this week, and I am sad to say that they are obvious forgeries – not even good ones! Half of them are made from plaster and have broken to chalky pieces on the journey, while the etching that claims to be the work of Deridimas is laughable. I can, of course, imagine the face you are pulling now, dear one, and you are completely right. Dodgy dealings with merchants is no way to solve the mysteries of the Jure’lia, but while Father keeps me here that’s all I have available to me. Once Mother has recovered from the fainting fever I’m sure he will be more amenable to letting me leave. Thank you again for the crystal salts you sent, by the way – Mother tells me they are of great comfort, when she is lucid, at least.

It has been a while since your last letter. I hope all is well with you, my love.

Copy of a private letter from the records of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

It was around mid-afternoon the next day when the chuffing contraption they were riding slowed abruptly, causing Noon to stagger up the carriage and Vintage’s pile of papers to fly off the end of the table. Tor stood up, steadying himself against a bench.

‘What was that?’

The carriage shuddered, and from somewhere ahead of them came the sound of squealing metal, followed by a chorus of shouts. The winnowline lurched again, and this time they came to a stop. Noon grasped the table, resisting the pull as the contraption fought against its own momentum, and then everything was still. As one, the three of them went to the carriage door, looking out the glass at an overcast day. It was, Noon thought immediately, a bad place to stop. The line here was carved directly into the side of a steep hill, curling around it like a belt, while above them and below them the Wild loomed, closer than ever. There was a scent, deep and earthy and somehow slightly wrong, just like there had been in the Shroom Flats – not quite disguised by the oil-and-hot-metal stench of the winnowline.

‘Probably a technical problem,’ said Vintage, climbing down onto the raw earth. There was a flat path next to the line, no more than twenty feet wide, scattered here and there with gravel. Not for the first time, Noon wondered at what an enormous undertaking this had been for the Winnowry, and all the while she and the other fell-witches had known nothing of it. And why should they? They were just the fuel for the Winnowry’s wealth, after all. She stepped down after Vintage, touching her fingers to her head to check that the hat was still in place. Tormalin followed after, blinking at the subdued daylight.

‘When you say technical problem, Vintage, are we talking about the sort of technical problem that results in the whole thing exploding? Like it did the other week?’

‘I don’t know.’ Vintage pulled her own hat down over her bouncy hair. ‘Let’s go and have a look, shall we?’

‘Of course,’ said Tormalin. He had slipped his sword belt over his shoulder, and the hilt of the Ninth Rain looked dull in the grey light. ‘Obviously, the clearest course of action is to get closer to the thing that might explode.’

Despite his dour tone, he followed Vintage as she began to walk to the front of the contraption, and Noon followed on behind, keeping her head down. Other passengers had come out of their carriages now, their faces rueful or worried, looking to the head of the contraption or out at the Wild that seemed to crouch below them like some waiting beast. Noon noticed a few heads turning to follow them curiously, so she hurried to catch up, putting Tormalin between her and the crowd.

‘Pamoz! What’s the problem?’

Vintage had reached the engine to find the engineer standing with her hands on her wide hips. She glanced at Vintage and gave her a wry smile.

‘Come and have a look. It’s big enough.’

Pamoz led them around to the front of the engine. Noon was so busy trying to keep an eye out for fell-witches or agents that she almost walked into the back of Tormalin, who had stopped. She ducked round him and winced. It was a pretty big problem.

A tree had fallen across the winnowline tracks, and this being the Wild, it was no ordinary tree; it was huge, a good sixty feet in length and wider across than the height of a human with her arms stretched above her. It was twisted and warped, the greyish bark bulbous and smooth, while the broken branches were still thick with dark, shiny green leaves. Pamoz was shaking her head.

‘It’s going to be a bastard to clear, Lady de Grazon. We’ll have to take the engine back up the track aways, and then the witches can start burning it. They can do that – very controlled, focussed heat, take it to bits – but it’s going to take a while. We’ll have to go slow to avoid damaging the line underneath. That’s if it’s not broken already.’ Pamoz gave a sudden huge sigh. ‘We’ll need time to clear the debris too. This could put days on the journey.’

Vintage looked as serious as Noon had ever seen her; a deep line had formed between her eyebrows, and her mouth was turned down at the corners.

‘I’d advise you to be careful burning it, Pamoz, my dear. The smoke from Wild wood can have strange effects, and this –’ she paused, taking a few steps forward to look at the far end of the tree; an explosion of pale roots lay exposed to the sky, still thick with clods of mud – ‘this isn’t a dead tree. And nothing else has fallen on the track.’ The frown deepened. ‘I think this was placed here, Pamoz.’

‘Placed here?’ Pamoz laughed. ‘What could possibly fucking lift it? I mean, I think it’s a little large to be moved around easily, Lady de Grazon, is what I mean to say.’

There was nothing they could do here. Noon opened her mouth to tell Vintage that she was going back to their carriage to wait – she had no intention of being out in the open when the tame fell-witches came trooping out to deal with the tree – when there was a deafening crash, and the whole contraption rocked wildly towards them. For a moment, Noon was sure it would topple and fall on them, no doubt reducing them all to elaborate stains on the rough dirt, and then it fell back. The air was full of frightened shouts, and then they were all drowned out by a shattering, discordant roar.

‘By the bones of Sarn, what—?’

A huge shape appeared around the front of the engine, shrouding them all in shadow. Noon felt her throat close up in fright – what it had been, or what its ancestors had been before it had been worm-touched, she did not know. Something like a bear, perhaps; it was bulky, with a thick midsection and four short but powerful legs, and a long, blocky head. But instead of fur it was covered in pale, fleshy pouches of skin, which shivered and trembled as it moved, and Noon could see four circular black eyes along its head, clustered together and oddly spider-like. Its mouth, when it opened its jaws to roar again, was pink and wet and lined with hundreds of yellow needle-like teeth.

‘Vines save us,’ gasped Vintage. ‘A horror from the deepest Wild!’

The monster reared up on its back legs and roared again, blasting them all with a hot stench of rot and green things. Long tendrils of drool dripped from its jaws, and Noon thought she could see things squirming in it. Behind them, the other passengers were screaming and running back down the track.

A few of the fell-witches piled out of the engine, their ash-covered faces slack with surprise. Instinctively, Noon tried to move away, but of course they weren’t looking at her – as she watched, four of them formed a line and threw a swift barrage of green winnowfire at the monster. The creature reared up, the flames only licking at its strange, twisted flesh, and hitting instead the tree behind it. Small fires burst into life amongst its branches, while the monster roared again and leapt forward, directly at the fell-witches. The faster ones fell back, but one young woman was caught with its huge paw and she crashed to the ground, rolling in the gravel. The monster made to follow her when a short length of wood appeared suddenly in the side of its thick neck. Noon turned to see Vintage with her miniature crossbow raised, and then the monster was lumbering towards them, a thin line of crimson blood leaking from the hole she’d made.

‘Did you mean to do that?’ Noon was finding it difficult to catch her breath. She wanted to siphon energy, grab it from Tormalin or someone and then burn it, burn the monster, but if she did that, they would all see what she was. There would be no more hiding. ‘Because now it’s looking at us, Vintage, it’s looking at us.’

Vintage was pressing another quarrel into her crossbow. ‘Where’s the boy?’

Noon looked around. Tormalin was standing over the fell-witch who had been thrown to the ground, but now he was drawing his sword, an outraged look on his face.

Later, when she would think of what happened, Noon was inevitably reminded of the stories Mother Fast had told them, and the books her mother had read with her. For all of the terror and the fear, she briefly saw a tale brought to life: when Tormalin the Oathless killed the worm-touched monster of the winnowline.

He brought the sword round in a series of elegant swipes, dancing the daylight along its length like sunlight on water, and the monster, dazzled for a moment, swept its great blocky head around to face him. With its attention solely on him, Tor stalked towards the creature, tall and steady, unafraid. Behind him, most of the passengers had fled, and the fell-witches were gathering their fallen colleague up and dragging her away, but a few people were left, watching with wide eyes. The monster roared and, still walking on its back legs, took a series of shuddering steps towards Tormalin, but, abruptly, the Eboran wasn’t there. Noon blinked, and then he was back in sight, circling round the monster so that he was at its back. He ran, slashing his long sword low, across the back of the creature’s legs. Bright blood spurted across the gravel and the animal shrieked. It tried to turn, but its legs were no longer obeying its commands, so instead it twisted the great bulk of its torso around, long jaws snapping at the thin form of Tormalin. For the strangest moment it looked to Noon as though Tormalin had chosen to leap to his own death – he reached up, putting himself within easy reach of the thing’s teeth, and Noon was sure that he must now die, torn to shreds by the fangs of an abomination. But although the jaws seemed to close a hair’s breadth away from his smooth neck, it was the monster’s blood that was shed; its throat burst open in a shower of red, a sudden second mouth where one hadn’t been before. Belatedly Noon saw the silver line that was the Ninth Rain sliding through flesh like it was water – and then the monster was falling. Right on top of Tormalin.

Noon gasped and heard the watching crowd gasp behind her. The thing was enormous; it must surely have crushed the Eboran under its weight. But then the huge bulk of the thing rolled to one side, Tormalin the Oathless lifting it off as easily as a man discarding a horse-blanket, with the Ninth Rain still held firmly in his right hand. He stalked over towards them while a wide puddle of steaming blood grew from the body of the worm-touched creature. He looked aggrieved.

‘Tormalin . . .’ Vintage shook her head. ‘Tor, my darling, are you all right?’

He pursed his lips at her, apparently oblivious to the watching crowd. ‘Would you look at this?’ He held up the cuff of his jacket, which was smudged with blood. ‘Do you know how difficult it is to get blood out of Reidn silk? And now this.’ He turned in a circle, revealing a huge patch of crimson on the back of his jacket. It was soaked in the monster’s blood, as was much of his hair.

‘Your clothes,’ said Noon. She wasn’t sure what else to say. ‘Your . . . clothes?’

‘I’ve had this jacket since I left Ebora, Vintage. There isn’t another like it in Sarn. And, of course, this wouldn’t be quite as much of an issue, if you hadn’t started giving away my clothes to random women we meet in the woods.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Vintage patted his arm, smiling faintly, ‘it is, indeed, a tragedy.’ She turned away from him, looking back to the engine. ‘Pamoz! You’ve another obstruction to burn, I’m afraid. Better get started.’
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Evening had fallen over the hill, a deep purple dusk that chased the daylight to the west and left them with a clear sky and chilly winds, while at the front of the engine a great fire blazed on and on. The wind was taking most of the smoke away from them, although a low stink was still pervading the area, coating the back of Noon’s throat so that she found herself swallowing repeatedly, as if she’d eaten something rotten. Many of the passengers had retreated back inside their carriages, while a few had made small campfires on the rocky strip of ground alongside the line, sitting and sharing food and stories. It was still dangerous to be this close to the Wild – even locked away for a decade, Noon knew that – but the defeat of the monster had emboldened them. Noon imagined they thought it something of an adventure; or, at least, those with fine clothes and the best food did. The men and women in the poorer carriage wore different expressions; the expressions of people for whom this was yet another crippling setback. They would be late for their promised jobs; the homes they were heading for might not be there any more; the food and drink they had packed might not be enough.

Noon kept herself apart from them all, staying near Vintage’s rented carriage, while the scholar herself was gregariously moving from fire to fire, sharing her bottle of wine and chatting with everyone. Tormalin had attracted a small group of young women, who were cradling cups of wine in their hands and watching him with glittering eyes. None of them were sitting too close, but Noon thought that a sudden invasion by a pack of hungry worm-touched wolves wouldn’t have been able to drag their eyes from his remarkable face.

She wandered towards the rear of the carriage. Vintage had insisted they light all the lamps inside and open the curtains, so that the winnowline became a series of beacons against the night. Above them, the clouds had mostly cleared and the stars were a layer of gaudy gauze while the hills merged into a single great beast in the growing dark. Far behind them was a soft blush of light against the horizon: Mushenska. So much space, so much air. It had been like this out on the plains, where the world had seemed limitless – when she had believed that the grasslands, and her way of life, would go on forever.

There was a dark shape on the ground just behind the end of the carriage. Noon paused. It looked like a bundle of clothes. Had something fallen from the winnowline when it had been struck by the creature? Noon walked over. The voices of the people by the fires grew quieter, the crunch of her boots on the gravelly ground louder than she would have liked. Her breath caught in her throat and she realised that the bundle on the ground was a person, their blank face turned up to the sky. There was another fallen shape just beyond it. Neither were moving. Noon knelt down next to the first one, holding her hand above the face, not quite daring to touch the bare skin. It was a boy, a small brown birthmark in the middle of his right cheek. His eyes were open. She pressed her fingers lightly to his chest, and was relieved to feel a heartbeat; faint, but very fast. Swallowing hard, Noon stepped over him to find a girl of around the same age, curled over onto her side as though she had chosen to drop down and sleep on the steel rails. There had been a small group of children running around earlier, she remembered, chasing each other and entertaining themselves in the way that children did.

‘What . . . hey, kid.’ She gently shook the girl, but her head flopped back and forth, unresponsive. Noon stood up and walked back, trying to ignore the cold feeling of guilt that was uncurling in her stomach. She couldn’t be blamed for this, it had nothing to do with her . . .

A figure stepped out of the shadows, moving silently. A tall white woman, wiry and contained. Her forearms were bare, and Noon could see the muscles standing out like cords. The woman’s hair was grey and pushed back from her face in soft waves, but her face was unlined. There was a bat-wing tattoo on her forehead. As she looked at Noon she smiled, a thin tensing of her lips, and her eyes glittered.

‘It seems I have found you, Fell-Noon. You did a pretty good job of running, I’ll give you that. Will you come without a fuss?’

Noon stumbled backwards. Her heart was beating so fast her fingers were tingling.

‘You would hurt children?’

‘Don’t be so dramatic. Just took enough to take you down, which I don’t think will require very much at all. I am Agent Lin. It’s time for you to come back to the Winnowry. Or die. I don’t mind which.’

Out in front of the carriages, the other passengers were still sitting around their fires, laughing and talking. Noon opened her mouth to shout to them, and then felt fear close her throat. Agent Lin wasn’t here for them, after all.

‘Are you resisting me, Fell-Noon?’ Agent Lin held up her hands, palms to the sky. ‘Are you going to try to fight me?’

‘I’m not going back,’ said Noon. The words felt like tiny stones in her throat. They weren’t strong enough. ‘I’m not going back to that fucking hole.’

Two points of green light blossomed into being over Agent Lin’s hands. As Noon watched they grew into two whirling pools of flame, painting the woman’s face into a ghoulish mask. Frantically, she felt within herself for a scrap of winnow-fuel, but there was nothing. The terror and the frustration boiled up into her chest.

‘I will fight you!’

At her shout, she heard a babble of confused voices rising behind her, but Agent Lin was already moving. The two fireballs she had summoned were in the air and flying towards her like comets, and she had to dive into the dirt to avoid being burned alive. The fireballs exploded onto the stones to her right, showering her with gravel. People were shouting now, yelling at each other to get back. Belatedly, Noon thought of the other fell-witches powering the engine. Surely they would join this fight, and then she would be dead within moments.

‘Get away from me! I’m not going back!’

The woman continued to advance, smiling faintly. More green light was growing between her hands – she was building a single point of light now, curling it with her palms into a brightly glowing starburst.

‘Do you really think you have a choice, Fell-Noon? You and I both know there are no choices when it comes to the Winnowry.’

Noon scrambled to her feet and ran around the side of the carriage, crashing through the door forcefully enough to bark her shins on the steps. Inside, she glared around the room at Vintage’s belongings – the bags, the boxes of books, the crates of artefacts, the empty plates – before spotting a simple vase of flowers on a small side table. They had been placed there at the beginning of the trip and were past their best, but it was all she had. Noon grabbed the flowers out of the vase, water spattering over her shoes, and she drained the last of their life energy. It was a pitiful taste of what she needed, and the flowers wilted in her hands, black and dead and—

The windows on one side of the carriage blew out, showering her with glass as the whole contraption rocked wildly to one side. Everything was briefly filled with green light, and her ears popped. She had one brief thought – How powerful is this woman? – before she was thrown into the wall. The vase smashed to pieces under her.

‘Had enough yet?’

Agent Lin was in the doorway, leaning there as though they were discussing the weather. Outside there were raised voices, and Noon thought she could hear Vintage shouting orders. Tormalin’s sword was back in the carriage, she realised, carefully packed away again in its long leather case.

Noon jumped up and threw her hands forward, throwing a tiny blast of winnowfire, bright and almost entirely without heat. Lin flinched away from it, and while her head was turned, Noon ran through the door into the next carriage. There were people here, their faces blank with shock – some were already moving to the door, dragging children out by their cuffs. Noon lunged at the closest, a thick-set man with large oiled moustaches, and took his fat hand in both of hers. In her panic, she almost killed him. As it was, he dropped to the floor in a dead faint, his face grey, and Noon spun, conjuring the biggest fireball she could and throwing it behind her. Agent Lin was there, but the winnowfire exploded against the wall, missing the woman by a good two feet. Orange fire licked up the expensive silk curtains, and a section of blistered wall fell away.

‘Very poor, Fell-Noon, very poor.’

Half falling over the man she’d drained, Noon made to run for the door, but Agent Lin flicked a hand and a bullet of green fire flew down the carriage, missing Noon’s face by no more than an inch. She gasped, holding up her hands, feeling the winnowfire boiling up through her own fingertips, but another bullet of fire flew past her – she smelled burning hair – and her concentration fled. Agent Lin walked slowly forward, two daggers of green fire balanced on the ends of her fingertips. Noon dropped her hands and retreated.

‘I’m doing what I can here to take you home in one piece,’ Agent Lin advanced. She looked utterly calm, the daggers of fire seeming almost like solid objects. Noon could not take her eyes from them. She had never seen the winnowfire form such shapes. ‘I don’t know why I bother, really. You must have caught me in a good mood.’

‘Home? That place isn’t my home. I’ll die before I go back there.’

‘Oh, don’t make it too easy for me. I have to have my fun somehow.’

The backs of Noon’s heels knocked against solid wood, and she reached behind her for the door handle. Perhaps, if she could get into the next carriage, she could hide. It might be her only chance.

‘Stay where you are!’

Lin threw the daggers and Noon dropped to the floor, narrowly avoiding their wicked points. They crashed into the door behind her, splitting the frame, a spreading pool of fire moving hungrily over the wood. She stood up and, ignoring the blisters that popped into existence on her hands, wrenched the door open, only to be met by the sight of Vintage, her crossbow held in front of her and a steely glint in her eye.

‘Get down!’

Noon dropped to the floor in time to see Agent Lin thrown backwards by a crossbow bolt to the shoulder. The woman snarled with a mixture of pain and rage, but without hesitation she reached up and snapped the bolt away. There was blood on her shirt but it was just above her collar bone – Noon doubted she’d been seriously hurt. Then Vintage had hold of Noon and was dragging her to her feet and through into the next carriage.

‘Run, girl!’

She ran.

Through the kitchen carriage into the next, dodging boxes and sacks, she could hear shouting and screaming from outside, and she wondered what had happened to Vintage. Surely the scholar wouldn’t be foolish enough— there was an explosion from behind her, and more green light. The door had been blown off, but she was already at the next partition. The violence of the initial attack had torn the covering from the connecting space between the carriages. Noon took a breath and swallowed it down. She couldn’t keep going forward – if she went forward far enough, she would just meet more fell-witches.

She scrambled up the side, using the door frame as leverage, until she pulled herself up onto the roof of the carriage. The late evening, which had seemed so peaceful only a few moments ago, was full of panic. Parts of the carriages behind her were on fire, and she could hear the confused shouts of men and women trying to retrieve their possessions and locate their children. She ran towards the engine and glanced over the side – she saw shocked faces looking up at her.

The slippery roof under her feet seemed to jump to one side, and she crashed to her knees. Looking up, she saw a sinister wave of green fire curl up at the space between the carriages, and then climbing up in its wake was Agent Lin. The left-hand sleeve of her shirt was crimson with blood.

‘That’s enough now.’ The expression of faint amusement had vanished from her face. ‘I’ve chased you for long enough, Fell-Noon. You come home, or you die. Last chance.’

‘No!’

Gathering the last of what she had, Noon cupped her hands and pulled them apart, drawing the energy that stormed inside her into a maelstrom of green fire. It boiled in front of her, tongues of flame licking and flickering, growing bigger and bigger – the largest fireball she had ever attempted. She could feel the confines of it growing weaker as her control of it lessened. The muscles in her arms singing with the effort, she shoved the ball of fire out, throwing it across the roof towards Agent Lin.

It was better than her first attempt, and it exploded with an impressive roar, but it was too large with too little winnowfire energy within it. Agent Lin twisted her body away, her head down as she pulled up her cloak to cover herself – too late, Noon saw that it was made of heavy treated leather and it shone in the light – and the fire passed over her, as harmless as a blustery shower.

When she straightened up, the Winnowry agent was pin-wheeling her arms, faster and faster. Noon had a moment to wonder what she was doing when she saw the circles of green fire growing around the woman, bands of lethal flame. And then another figure appeared behind her, stumbling out of the dark, a long straight sword raised over his head.

Agent Lin must have seen something in Noon’s face, or perhaps it was the simple tilt of her head, because the woman spun round and released one of the rings of fire towards Tormalin. It curled across the roof, licking sparks off the metal plates, and Tor was forced to jump out of its way, shouting with alarm and falling to his knees.

The second ring was for her. Noon staggered back, perilously close to the edge of the roof, and still she felt the heat crisping her clothes as it passed. She stumbled, falling onto her backside, and before she could get back up, Agent Lin was approaching, her hands full of fiery daggers again. As she spoke, she threw them. They landed to either side of the cowering Noon.

‘I honestly don’t know, Fell-Noon, whether I should kill you or not. I would like to, I would like to very much, but I suspect what they have waiting for you at home will be even worse.’

‘Kill me, then. Because I’ll kill you, first chance I get.’

The woman stood over her now. Her softly curling grey hair was in disarray and there was a smudge of blood on her chin. Agent Lin raised her hand, summoning a long shard of brightly shining fire. Noon could already imagine how it would feel, plunged through her chest.

‘Oh, well. If you insist.’

Agent Lin formed a fist, and a white ghost fell on her from above. It was Fulcor, her fur brilliant under the moonlight and her leathery wings filling the whole world. Noon heard Lin give a startled shout, and then the woman was gone, knocked from the side of the roof onto the dirt below.

‘Fulcor?’

The bat rose up into the night, followed by a barrage of fireballs. Noon got to her feet to find Tormalin next to her, taking her arm.

‘Quick, while that fiery lunatic is distracted. We have to get out of here.’

They ran to a ladder at the edge of the roof and descended into chaos. The passengers were crowded at the edge of the line, while Agent Lin fired knives of fire at the rapidly retreating shape of Fulcor. Vintage appeared out of the crowd; part of her coat was smoking and singed, but otherwise she appeared to be unharmed. The far carriage, the one containing all of Vintage’s supplies and the artefacts she hoped to trade with Esiah Godwort, was fully aflame, burning so brightly that Noon had to shield her eyes from it. Other parts of the winnowline looked like they would be in a similar situation shortly.

‘Run, my dear, before she—’

Agent Lin screamed, a noise of combined rage and triumph, and an entire wall of green fire swept towards them. Noon saw it engulf a man and woman who didn’t move out of the way fast enough, and in the next instant they were screaming horrors – the woman’s hair flew up like a taper, and she saw the man press his fingers to a face that was already melting.

It burns so hot, thought Noon faintly. Winnowfire burns so hot—

Tormalin was barrelling her to the edge of the path and suddenly they were half falling, half scrambling down a steep incline, Vintage hot on their heels. The sky above their heads was rent with green fire, but the woods ahead of them were dark and thick. They ran between the trees, quickly losing themselves in the dark, and Noon thought she’d never been less afraid of the Wild.


23

My dearest Nanthema,

I’m hoping this letter reaches you safely and that, indeed, you yourself are safe. I am writing to you from the Goddestra Delta, where we arranged to meet, and I have been here now for the entire Fallen Moon festival. I have even made some discreet inquiries and listened very carefully to all the port gossip, but there has been no mention of an Eboran in these parts, and, as you can imagine, I’m sure it would have been remarked upon. I do hope you are safe.

I tell myself that I can’t imagine what could have kept you from our long-awaited meeting, except, of course, that I am imagining everything – bandits on the road, a sudden illness (no, I will not name it here), a landslide, bad weather, or perhaps you took a shortcut through the Wild. You’ve probably been delayed by something terribly prosaic, and, of course, I shall wait. I have rooms at the Salted Anchor Inn and I have enough money to keep me here until the next moon (I have already written to my father asking for further funds. I concocted some story about college accommodation being pricier than expected. He will never question it).

I have sent this letter to the last address I have for you at Jarlsbad. It’s likely that you’ll never receive it, and tomorrow morning I’ll spot you jumping up from the jetty, your face bright with adventure, but if not, then I hope these words find you well.

All my love, V.

Copy of a private letter from the records of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘The dream you had—’

The fell-witch turned and glanced at Tormalin, before pulling her hat down further over her ears. The sun was a pale disc just above the treeline, watery and cold, and there was a chill mist between the trees. They had been walking through the night, moving steadily away from the winnowline. When Tor looked back behind them, he could still see a dense cloud of black smoke above the distant treeline. It made him uneasy.

‘What about it?’

‘You said you’d had the same dream as Lucky Ainsel. What did you make of it?’

Vintage was some way ahead of them, crashing through the undergrowth. She was, of the three of them, the most familiar with travelling through the Wild and had demanded that she scout ahead, but in truth, the scholar was in a foul mood. Noon was hanging back, much of the colour vanished from her cheeks, and there were dark circles around her eyes that hadn’t been there yesterday.

‘I knew I was in danger. I knew I had to get out of that death-trap.’

‘But why? It was just a dream.’

Noon shook her head. ‘No, it wasn’t. And you know it wasn’t, or you wouldn’t be asking me. I saw the Winnowry crumble to bits, and all of us inside suffocating, and it was real.’

‘You realise what you’re saying? That you believe the Jure’lia are coming back?’

She stopped and turned to face him. There was a smudge of soot on her cheek. ‘So?’

‘Don’t you see?’ He stood close, lowering his voice, although he could not have said why. ‘If they come back, then Sarn is – Sarn is fucked.’

She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘The Winnowry sent someone after me to kill me. I don’t give a single tiny shit about Sarn.’

That surprised a laugh out of him. ‘You should, witch. Your feet are planted on it, are they not?’

‘If they come back, then it’s your problem.’

He shook his head, exasperated. ‘Ygseril was the key to defeating them. He was the one who birthed the war-beasts. And he’s dead.’

‘I thought you didn’t care. That you’d left those problems behind you.’

‘Yes, well.’ He took a breath, and then let it out in a sigh. ‘I was rather hoping those problems wouldn’t come and bite me on the arse.’

‘Not until you’ve finished whoring your way around Sarn and drinking Vintage out of wine, at least?’

He looked down at her, ready to be affronted, but to his surprise she was smiling faintly – it looked as fragile as ice on a lake in late spring, but it was the first smile he’d seen her give in some time.

‘You look a little more human when you’re annoyed, Eboran.’

‘Oh, I’m glad my countenance is more pleasing to you when I’m vexed, that bodes well.’ A flock of birds passed overhead, and he looked up. There was more light in the sky than there had been, making it easier for them to find their way, and easier for them to be seen. ‘About what happened at the winnowline . . .’

The smile dropped from her face, and she turned back to the trees. After a moment she lifted her hand to her mouth and briefly gnawed at her thumb. The Wild pressed in all around them, quieter than any morning forest should be. ‘What about it?’

‘Are there likely to be more like her?’ Tormalin scanned the sky for black fluttering shapes, for fiery death on wings. ‘I’m not sure I’d like to see more than one.’

‘Agents usually work alone,’ said Noon. ‘They are pretty rare – the Winnowry doesn’t trust many fell-witches to control themselves – so they’re in demand all over the place. They won’t have many to send after me, and –’ she cleared her throat – ‘she was powerful.’

‘She bent the winnowfire into all sorts of shapes. Can you do that?’

‘No.’

‘When she made rings from the fire and spun them around her arms – I have never seen such a thing. Can you do that?’

‘No. You’ve seen what I can do already. I blow things up. Destroy things.’ Her voice wavered, and Tormalin peered down at her curiously, but Vintage was stamping her way back towards them. If there were any worm-touched monsters around, Tormalin thought, they would be better off keeping out of Vintage’s way.

‘There’s a settlement ahead. I should be able to buy us a roof to hide under for a few hours with what I’ve got left in my pockets.’

‘A settlement, in the Wild?’ Tor looked at the twisted trees ahead of them, trying to imagine living out here. ‘Are they mad?’

‘Vintage—’ Noon started, but the scholar raised a hand, an expression of sheer weariness on her face.

‘I am much too tired to talk about it, my dear, and there’s very little to say as it is. If anything, it’s my own fault. I’m no fool – I should have taken the threat of the Winnowry more seriously.’

‘We lost all of your things,’ said Noon, her voice flat. ‘All of your papers and books, burned. And two people died.’

Vintage sighed heavily, leaning forward with her hands on her hips. ‘It doesn’t surprise me, if I’m honest, that the Winnowry would be so heavy-handed. Noon, those deaths are the fault of the unhinged woman they sent after you. Come along, I’m hoping we can get a stiff drink out of these people. They’ve already spotted us.’

Vintage led them down a slope, and once beyond the line of trees, they stood in front of an enormous thicket of monstrous thorns. It rose above them like a small hill, looking utterly impenetrable. It was a place full of ominous shadows and lethal spikes, but as they drew closer, Tor saw that at the very base of the thicket there was a way through the twisting foliage, and at the entrance stood a small, wizened old man. He was as pale as milk, and had tufts of silky blond hair behind a pair of protruding ears. The old man’s eyes were lost in wrinkles, but he nodded to Vintage, and the two of them had a rapid conversation in a plains dialect Tor was not familiar with. He looked at Noon, and saw her eyebrows raised.

‘Vintage has travelled a lot, even before she paid for my sword arm,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘Also, she tells me she has a trustworthy face, although I’m quite sure I don’t know what one of those looks like.’

‘Why would you?’

He gave her a sharp look, but Vintage was beckoning. They followed her and the ancient man down the shadowy path – Tormalin had to crouch to avoid catching his head on the low-hanging briars – to find a curious little village sheltered within the enormous thicket of thorns. Above them was a circle of sky, pale blue now as the day got into its stride, while all around them rose a wild brown wall of monstrous thorn bushes; it was, Tor thought, rather like sitting at the bottom of a barrel. The space immediately in front of them contained a well and what appeared to be a small market place, while he could see men and women climbing in the thorn wall, looking like especially industrious ants amongst the twisted burs. Now that he looked closer, he could see rope ladders strung here and there like an elaborate web, and scraps of cloth hanging from thorns where people were drying their washing. They had burrows, he realised, tiny buried homes in the depths of the giant thorns. It was so different from the sweeping marble halls of Ebora that he wanted to laugh.

‘What a miserable place,’ he said, cheerily enough. ‘Vintage, I do hope you have rented their very best rooms.’

‘Be quiet, Tormalin, my darling, or I will waste one of my precious quarrels ventilating your beautiful throat. Here we are.’

The old man had led them to a hole in the thicket level with the ground. Inside was what appeared to be a communal resting place; the ground was covered in a pungent mixture of old leaves and grey feathers, and there were blankets everywhere, most of them occupied. Tor could see pale faces and bare feet here and there, could hear the soft sounds of snoring. He straightened up and looked at Vintage.

‘Not on your life am I sleeping in there. On the floor. In rags.’

‘Let me past, then.’ Noon pushed past him, heading into the gloom of the den. She poked around until she found a free blanket and then dropped to the floor. In a moment she had her head tucked under her arm and her hat pulled down over her face. She seemed utterly unconcerned by all the warm bodies around her.

‘Vintage, really. What is this place?’

‘It’s someone’s home, like any other, so keep a civil tongue in your head. These are the Keshin people. There are little pockets of them all through these forests. They live and hunt out here, and occasionally trade. Their main source of meat and fur are a particular type of nocturnal hare. They keep this room for the hunters who have been out all night and want to grab a nap.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Look, Tormalin, my darling, we need a rest, do we not? And we need it under cover.’ She glanced up at the circle of sky, now the colour of a spring bird’s egg. ‘I don’t want another visit from that fiery bitch.’

‘Vintage,’ said Tor, glancing at Noon’s indistinct form, and lowering his voice, ‘by all the roots, why didn’t you just hand her in? We all make mistakes, and, as usual, yours has come from a place of kindness, but this waif is not worth getting us killed for.’

Vintage lifted her chin, her face stony. ‘That waif saved our lives back in the Shroom Flats.’

‘That’s debatable.’

‘And can you truly imagine me just handing her back to the filth that is the Winnowry?’ Vintage sniffed. ‘Tor, my dear, do you know me at all?’

Tor snorted in disgust. ‘Well, at least if that fiery lunatic does find us, this place will go up like kindling, and it’ll all be over swiftly enough.’

Vintage turned away from him in disgust. ‘I’m going to bed. I suggest you do the same, if you can fit your lanky arse in here.’

She found her own space, whispering apologies to the sleeping men and women she stepped over, before disappearing into the shadows. Tor stood for a moment, at a loss. A quick glance around the so-called Keshin village was enough to tell him there wouldn’t be anywhere to get a decent drink, so with little other choice, he crouched down and shuffled into the darkened chamber. It was warm inside, and filled with the unmistakeable odour of human bodies. Tor grimaced, looking around for an empty spot away from everyone else, but the only free section was next to Noon. He stepped over her – she was already asleep somehow, her breathing slow and deep – and settled himself between her and the twisted mat of twigs and branches that was the wall. From here, the entrance was a dull moon of yellow light, until someone pulled a gauze curtain over it. The whole place smelled strongly of rabbit.

‘Just marvellous,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Absolutely marvellous.’

Someone from somewhere in the dark shushed him, so he lay back and closed his eyes. To cheer himself up he pictured Serena and Ainsel. They would be back in Mushenska now, going about their daily lives with no idea that their beloved Tormalin was currently sleeping in squalor. Serena and her skin that smelled of summer fruit, Ainsel and the smooth column of her neck. He pictured evenings they had spent together, lazy afternoons, and on the tail of that, he thought about the taste of their blood. Sex and blood: the two were always mingled, like a smell that brought back how it felt to be a child, or a song that holds the last memory of someone dear. The taste of their blood, the strength that it brought, and the touch of a willing hand. He was never quite sure which he craved the most – except that wasn’t entirely true.

A small noise from beside him brought him back from his recollections. Noon had shifted in her sleep, her face turned up to the ceiling. In the dim light he could see that her eyes were squeezed shut, her mouth turned down at the corners, as though she were tasting something bitter. A cold hand walked down Tormalin’s spine: she was having a nightmare. He thought of their conversation in the woods – could she be having the same dream again, the same one as Ainsel? If she was, that had to mean something. He had to know for certain.

Sitting up, he moved closer to the sleeping witch. He felt an odd pang of guilt, half expecting Vintage to appear and chastise him, and then he closed his eyes and slipped into the netherdark. Dreaming minds were pressed in closely all around him, but Noon’s was impossible to miss – she was the closest, and now that he knew her, it was almost familiar. He pushed away a brief memory of her warm hand on his neck and slipped through into her sleeping mind.

She was dreaming of a bright, sunlit day. White clouds daubed the horizon, and in all directions, there was grass as high as his waist; a tired, dusty green. There were large tents behind him, shaped like cones and draped with various animal skins and woven blankets and painted silks. There were horses here, and men and women with the horses. They were plains people, and they were going about their lives peaceably enough. He saw young men and women; warriors with horsehair vests and deer-skin trousers, with short, curving swords at their waists. He saw riders leading their horses to hunt, and a man turning a great side of meat over a fire. There was an old woman sitting amongst a crowd of children, and she was dancing a pair of puppets for them, telling them some story about the stars and the storm winds. It was a peaceful picture, full of the detail and warmth that told him it was a true memory, something cherished even. And then he remembered the distress on the fell-witch’s face. He had not mistaken that.

Sensing a shape next to him, he looked down to see a child. She was around ten years old. Her black hair was tied back into a short, stubby tail and she carried a wooden sword in her hand. At once, all sense of peace and warmth vanished. Instead, Tor felt a wave of terror move through him, as sudden and as cold as a riptide. Threat was all around them, he realised, he just hadn’t seen it before. Surely the Jure’lia would now arrive, coming from a blameless sky to kill them all.

‘It’s all connected.’

The girl’s voice was soft, and she did not look at Tor when she spoke. Instead, she continued to stare keenly at the scene around her.

Tor waited, but there was nothing more. He stood for a while with the child, making himself a shadow on the grass so that she would not notice him, but nothing came; no corpse moon, no wave of hungry black beetles, and she did not speak again. There were just the people, caught in this moment of living their lives, and this strange, serious girl, standing just beyond their circle, watching them. And the sense of a terrible calamity looming never lessened.

Quietly, a whisper on the breeze, Tor left. Whatever it was the girl faced, she would face it alone.
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This was going to be bad.

Agent Lin knew it from the number of dark shapes against the evening sky. Six bats, their wings a blur, meant that they hadn’t just sent a representative to deal with her – they had come themselves, with an entourage against the wilds of Sarn. Perhaps it was even the Drowned One herself. Wouldn’t that be hideous?

She glanced at the wreckage of the winnowline beside her. They had had a brief rain shower earlier that day, which had filled the air with the smell of wet soot, and now parts of the thing were black and skeletal, while the corpse of the worm-touched monster that had delayed them merrily stank up the place. The main engine itself had been detached from the rest of the carriages in time and had survived more or less intact; the woman Pamoz was up there now, trying to get the thing moving again. She was, Agent Lin suspected, avoiding her, as were the small team of fell-witches who powered the contraption. Lin sneered to think of them. They were meek things, grateful for the tiny scraps of freedom thrown to them by the Winnowry, and, of course, now they were quietly furious that their precious winnowline was in jeopardy. Without it they might be forced to go back to their miserable cells.

There was a beating of wings and the bats were landing back down the line, kicking up dust. At the back, Lin noted one mount without a rider – her bat, the one she had sent back to the Winnowry, carrying her message.

‘Fell-Lin.’

It was Father Eranis, his large hands held behind his back, his dark grey hair tossed around by the persistent wind. He was smirking, as he always was, but his eyes were cold. Behind him she could see the squat form of what was surely Sister Resn, her face a blank silver mask, and a fell-agent she did not know. The woman was short and stocky, her hair pulled back from her round face with a strip of blue material. She met Lin’s eyes steadily, and Lin held herself very still. This agent was here to keep her in line, should she decide to misbehave. Not a good sign.

‘Quite a mess, this, isn’t it?’ Father Eranis nodded at the remains of the carriages.

Lin pressed her lips together. ‘I told you the girl was dangerous. She is very volatile. And how could I have predicted that she’d come to the winnowline as a means of escape?’

‘Yes, that is quite unusual.’ Father Eranis came alongside her. He smelled powerfully of soap. It made her nose itch. ‘I had a hand in this project, you know, Fell-Lin. We had hoped that the winnowline would eventually encompass all of Sarn. Which is why I wanted to come and look at the ruins of it personally.’ The smirk was gone from his face now, the lines at the corners of his mouth deep with displeasure. ‘This is a significant setback. The passengers?’

Agent Lin briefly entertained the idea of burning him alive, but the other agent’s eyes had not left her once. Control, always control. ‘Before I sent the message to you, I got word to the next stop on this line. Men came with carts, and they were taken ahead.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Really, the damage is not so much—’

‘It is not for you to say what the damage is, aberration.’ The voice was a soft and dusty whisper, and at the sound of it, Agent Lin felt a genuine stab of dread. The Drowned One. She had not seen her alight from the bats. Father Eranis stepped to one side, his head lowered in respect, and the tiny figure came forward. Agent Lin saw her lined face, her wispy cap of hair, her grey skin. Everything of her spoke of great age and dust and despair. She wore the black wrappings of her order, stained grey in places with sea salt, and her hand – the fingers white and too soft – clasped the smooth end of her walking stick: a piece of carved driftwood. She was so pale that she looked powdered with the ash of the Fell-order – her pallor looked as though it might come away on your finger if you brushed the bony knob of her cheek. All colour, all joy had long since been washed away by her precious seawater. Behind her, Fell-Mary loomed.

‘What do you know about the missing one, Fell-Lin?’

Agent Lin clasped her hands in front of her, feeling the soft friction of the calf-skin gloves. She dearly wanted to take them off, but to do so in front of Mother Cressin would be an insult bordering on a threat. At least she had knowledge to give the old crone – Pamoz the engineer had been reasonably helpful.

‘The girl appears to be travelling with a woman called Lady de Grazon and an Eboran man.’

For the first time that Lin could remember, Mother Cressin looked faintly surprised. Near invisible eyebrows sent creases across her grey forehead.

‘An Eboran? Out here?’

‘He’s a mercenary of sorts. I’ve heard all sorts of rumours about him in Mushenska, none of them savoury. It’s de Grazon we should be taking notice of, Mother.’ She paused. It was always difficult to call this woman by that title. She swallowed down her bile and continued. ‘I think I know where she’s going. According to Engineer Pamoz, the woman is a famous eccentric, obsessed with the Jure’lia, of all things.’

‘Filth,’ said Mother Cressin, mildly. ‘A cancer from beyond this realm.’

‘Yes, well. She was travelling to the Greenslick region, and it just so happens there’s another Jure’lia-obsessed lunatic there. I’ve no idea why the witch is travelling with de Grazon, but Pamoz seemed to think she was working for the woman. It’s a place to start.’

Mother Cressin nodded at the ground.

‘Two people died in this mess, Fell-Lin. Eight more were injured. Two children – untainted children – were drained to a dead faint. You are one of our most controlled agents, I have been told. I see no evidence of control in this.’ She gestured to the gutted carriages, and her voice became low and dangerous. ‘Do you know why we don’t send a whole army of agents after runaways, Fell-Lin?’

‘Discretion, Mother.’

‘The Winnowry performs a holy function. People trust us to keep them safe. All our movements out in the world must be quiet ones. To kill two innocents in pursuit of one fell-witch – tell me, what do you think the penalty should be?’

Lin stood very still. When she didn’t answer, Mother Cressin cleared her dry throat.

‘Of course, it’s not you who pays the price, is it? I want you to know, Agent Lin, that it pains me that it is not you who suffers. You, after all, are the crack through which evil seeps into the world. What was the penalty last time you made a mistake such as this?’

Lin found that her mouth was clamped so tightly shut that she couldn’t speak. With an effort, she forced herself to open her mouth, and her jaw popped audibly.

‘It was a finger,’ she said, and then, rushing on in the same breath, ‘but he’s just a child, Mother Cressin, please, for the mercy of Tomas—’

‘A child born of forbidden copulation. Of evil. Of excrement. We will, of course, make it look like an accident – he can never know how his life is used, we are not that cruel – but he might start to wonder at his luck. Ten years old, and missing two fingers. Perhaps we should make it an eye, just for the sake of variety.’

‘No!’ Lin almost reached for her, almost took hold of the tiny woman and wrenched the life force from her, but the other agent stepped forward, raising her arms slightly. Lin faltered.

‘A finger, then, this time. Let’s hope his mother is more careful in future.’ The Drowned One raised her head, revealing eyes that were as colourless as her skin. ‘Do your job, Fell-Lin. Fell-Noon belongs back at the Winnowry. Her living, breathing, traitorous self – or her ashes.’

Blood had dried on the bark, leaving it the colour of old meat. Oreon took hold of the squirrel’s body, still flexible and slightly warm, and twisted it off the wickedly sharp thorn. She popped it in the basket tied to her back, and looked down to see her son doing the same with something she couldn’t quite see.

‘’nother squirrel, Jaron?’

‘Nah, Mum, bird. Red feather.’ He briefly held up a small body, the scarlet slashes of the bird’s flight feathers the brightest thing she could see. That was good. You didn’t get a lot of meat off a red feather, not at this time of year, but they were tasty. Oreon took a handful of berries from a pouch at her waist and, leaning down carefully to avoid the bristling thorns, deposited a handful in the cup strapped to the intersection of branches. The animals in this forest were wild for these berries – over the years, she and her family had grown them in their tiny section of the Underthorn, cross-breeding varieties until they had a berry that was irresistible to the smaller forest creatures. So much so that they would force their bodies into these tiny, lethal spaces, and in their fervour would impale themselves. The Wild was strange – those words were with them always.

Jaron scrambled his way up and sat next to her. He was even better at moving through the thorns than she was. She patted his arm absently.

‘You set your berries?’

‘Aye.’ He pulled off his gloves and fussed with his hair. ‘Hey, who’s that?’

They were on the very edge of the forest here, and high up, so that the plains fell away in front of them in a scrubby yellow-and-brown carpet and, far beyond that, the purple Bloodless Mountains were a jagged line. Three people were leaving the forest. They were riding the tough ponies that she often saw, making their way across the plains. She leaned forward, trying to get a better look.

‘There were strangers in the Underthorn yesterday,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see ’em, but they slept in the hunting den. Everyone was talking about it.’

They made a strange sight. In front was a shapely woman with dark brown skin and an explosion of black curly hair, hunched over her pony as though sheer determination could get them to their destination faster. In the middle was a young woman with a black hat, riding easily in her saddle but looking around continually. And at the end was the Eboran. Oreon sat up slightly, narrowing her eyes.

‘Is he really one of those bloodsuckers, Mum?’

‘It looks like it. Can’t believe ol’ Reen let them stay the night, whatever they was trading. Time was, an Eboran within miles of here was considered an act of war.’

‘They’re not dangerous any more, Mum, everyone knows that.’ Jaron pushed his fingers through his hair, making it fall back from his forehead in a wave. He tried to oil it that way, sometimes. ‘Blood lust killed ’em all out. And just one against all of us. He couldn’t do nothing.’

Oreon pursed her lips. Oreon was too young to have heard the stories from his great-grandfather’s own lips, but she remembered the look on the old man’s face when he told them. He had been a gregarious man, more interested in his berry brews than on doing a proper day’s work, but when he talked of the Carrion Wars all the good cheer would leave him; the stories of distant relatives slaughtered on battlefields and in their homes never seemed to fade with time. Those scars were deep for their people.

‘He’s very tall, isn’t he?’

Oreon nodded. The Eboran, even lounging in his saddle, was an imposing figure. She could just make out his profile. As she watched, he pulled something from his belt and tipped it to his lips. Whatever it was, it was gone in one gulp. A shot of strong liquor, perhaps, or something else.

‘Come on, my lad, let’s get back to the Underthorn. I’ve seen enough blood for one day.’

The Wild was strange, but sometimes the world outside was stranger.
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‘And when will Mistress Hestillion be gracing us with her presence, exactly?’

Aldasair forced a smile on his face and transferred his attention to the old human woman with the melted face. Hestillion had told him to be polite at all times, particularly with more and more representatives from all over Sarn streaming into Ebora. Polite, but firm. It was inevitable, she had said, that the humans would see the terrible state of their people and home, but it wouldn’t do to give the impression that they were desperate. They were still Ebora, they were still apart from the human rabble. It was important the human visitors did not lose sight of that fact.

However, Hestillion was increasingly absent from these uncomfortable conversations. She had been caught up by something he did not understand, and her face was lit from within with something he did not recognise, while he felt like he was being pulled out to sea by an invisible tide.

‘She will be with us shortly, I’m sure,’ he said, looking at his boots. ‘As you can imagine, there is an awful lot for Hest – I mean, Lady Hestillion – to deal with at the moment.’ He gestured around at the central plaza. For the first time in as long as he could remember, it was teeming with people: delegations from across Sarn, from Mushenska and Jarlsbad, Reidn and Finneral. A natural meeting place had grown here, sprouting from caravans and tents, while the officials from each gathering were given quarters inside the palace. Being one of the few Eborans left who wasn’t bedridden, Aldasair had ended up with the task of finding them all places, of listening to their needs and making adjustments accordingly. At first he had been terrified. For the last few decades there had been only silence to deal with, the empty corridors of the palace, and the sense that everything was lost. He had gone weeks, months even, without having to talk to anyone, until the only person he saw with any regularity was Hestillion herself, and even then she was always too annoyed to talk to him for more than a few moments. Aldasair had been left to himself, and the tarla cards, and his days had been filled with the soft rasp of paper against paper, and a gentle cascade of images, weaving a web of inescapable doom. The cards had grown so familiar that even the frightening ones looked like old friends to him: The Broken Tower, with the tiny frightened figures falling from its windows; The Endless Death, featuring an old man bricked up inside his own tomb, still alive, his fingertips bloody stumps. The cards carried on their own infinite conversation, and Aldasair listened in, content that any role he had to play in the world had long since passed him by.

Only that wasn’t the case any more. Almost, he could remember how it had been when he was very young, when he had had a sense of a future for himself. He had intended, he remembered now, to be an art merchant. He had loved painting, and paintings, very much. He was going to go out into the world and sell them, but that had been before everyone he knew had retreated to their rooms to cough out their lungs, and Aldasair had found himself suddenly alone. Answering the irate questions of Mother Fast and the other diplomats was not what he had envisioned for himself, and it was frightening, but it was also something new. He had thought all new things forever lost to Ebora.

Mother Fast sniffed. ‘It’s all very well, boy, us being here and bringing our medicines and our knowledge, but if we are not permitted to see this god of yours, how are we supposed to help?’

And that puzzled him most of all. Despite all of these people coming to lend their aid, Hestillion had suddenly become incredibly protective of the Hall of Roots. No one was to see their god, she had told him. Not until she said so. The time, she said, was not right. Tell them to help the sick ones, she had told him, and so he did; healers now went to the Eborans suffering from the crimson flux, and sometimes they were even allowed to assist. And all the while, that strange light burned behind Hestillion’s eyes.

Mother Fast was still glaring at him with her one good eye. He forgot, sometimes, that long gaps in conversations were considered rude. Aldasair opened his mouth to reply, when an imposing figure strode towards them from across the lawn. The man was a full head taller than Aldasair, which meant he towered over Mother Fast like a mountain. The hair on top of his head was yellow and wild, and he had a neat golden beard, braided here and there with tiny stone beads. He wore scuffed travelling leathers, festooned with more of the carved stone beads hanging from horsehair loops, and his bare arms were traced with ink. He had come in with the contingent from Finneral – Aldasair remembered, because even amongst that well-armed folk, this man’s pair of war-axes had been formidable. He still wore them, slung at his belt, as easily as if they were made of leaves.

‘You are in charge here, are you?’ He spoke the plains language with a touch of an accent and looked Aldasair up and down with such an expression of frank concern on his face that Aldasair found himself quite unnerved.

For want of a better idea, Aldasair nodded.

‘Stone knock me down. You’re older than you look, I imagine?’

Aldasair blinked. The man looked no older than him, which meant that he was very young indeed, in Eboran terms.

‘How old do I need to be?’

The man grinned, green eyes flashing. Aldasair had never seen a human with green eyes. ‘Now, there’s a bloody question. My name is Bern Finnkeeper. You are?’

Distantly, Aldasair was aware of Mother Fast’s eye following them, her thin mouth twisted into a near invisible slash.

‘I am Aldasair.’

‘Good to meet you.’ To his shock, Bern Finnkeeper took hold of his arm and gripped it fiercely. The strength in his long-fingered hands was surprising. ‘There’s no need for your people to die, Aldasair.’ Bern Finnkeeper met his gaze steadily. ‘No need for it. Now, what needs doing?’ Then, before Aldasair could answer, the tall man had dropped his arm and was gesturing beyond the plaza. ‘You’ve a lot of dead wood to the east, looks like it’s been building up for decades, so you’ve got a deep layer of mulch under it. Once we’ve got that cleared, you’ll have more space for these people and their nonsense.’ He turned back, grinning happily. ‘I’ll start on that, shall I? I don’t want to step on your stones, Aldasair, but I’ve a strong back and I’ll be honest, days in a horse’s saddle don’t agree with me. I like to use my hands, if you understand me?’

‘Uh . . .’

‘I shall start there, then, but if you need any other heavy lifting done, you grab me. Go to my people, they’re the ones trying to build a giant fire by your rockery – sorry about that – and ask for Bern. Actually, ask for Bern the Younger or you’ll get a lot of funny looks. My father is a big man to my people.’

Aldasair swallowed and realised he’d been staring. He was trying to imagine a human man even bigger than this one, with his golden beard and green eyes.

‘Thank you. I – anything you can do is much appreciated,’ Aldasair took a deep breath. It was still dizzying to talk this much at once.

Mother Fast looked less impressed. ‘We’re not here to tidy your gardens, Eboran. We must heal your god. What good will a tidy garden do us when the worm people darken our skies again?’

‘Our vision-singers had the same dream, Mother Fast,’ said Bern the Younger. Aldasair did not ask how they already knew each other – Bern seemed to be the sort of person who became well known in a very short amount of time. ‘And believe me, they’ve been shitting stones over it. But I am no healer!’ He grinned again. ‘There are more coming every day, and this city needs to be ready. I can help with that, at least. The healing of a god, well, I will leave that to your good self.’

Aldasair couldn’t be sure, but he thought the look Bern shot Mother Fast was a challenging one, and certainly she pulled a face like she was chewing on something bitter. All at once keeping up with how the humans communicated with each other was too much to bear; he lifted a hand to rub at his forehead and saw that his fingers were trembling. He hoped that Bern hadn’t noticed.

‘Forgive me,’ he said, straining to keep his voice steady. ‘There are things I must see to in the palace.’

He turned away from them, his head down so that he might avoid being overwhelmed by their endless questions – but not quite fast enough to miss the concern in Bern the Younger’s eyes. Keeping his back straight and walking slowly, Aldasair strode back across the plaza, promising himself a room full of silence, with just the tarla cards to read.

Hestillion was in the netherdark. The light was all around her, continually moving away and then back into her range, and she half pictured it as a startled bird, one not quite brave enough to settle on a permanent perch. She chased it, constantly trying to stay within its warmth and light; when she was there she could almost feel how Ebora had been. How it could be again.

‘Talk to me, Ygseril,’ she said, trying not to sound desperate or demanding. ‘I know you are there. You do not have to hide from me.’

Silence. Hestillion was aware of the weight of the dream-roots around her, and very distantly, her physical body asleep next to the trunk of Ygseril. She had locked the doors from the inside, so that she could have this time alone. Aldasair hadn’t understood why she wanted to be alone, but then it had been many decades since Aldasair had understood anything at all. For days now she had spent every spare moment here, chasing the light. The plan could change, and the humans could wait; Hestillion had important work to do.

‘Ygseril. Please.’

The light grew, and Hestillion had the strangest sensation of something pushing, a membrane breaking, and then a cold wave that swept from her feet up to the top of her head.

You will not leave.

For a moment, Hestillion was lost. The shock was too great – she was a shed leaf, buffeted away from father-branch – and she thought she would be swallowed by it. Instead, she took hold of everything that she thought of as herself, and held it fast. The voice. The voice was real. It was soft and genderless, made more of thought than sound, existing as it did in the netherdark.

‘No, Ygseril, I will not leave.’ She swallowed down the tears. ‘I will never leave you, not me. I knew, I knew you were not truly gone.’

What do you want?

Too many things to say. Hestillion was conscious of how delicate this connection was. Despite their physical proximity she was stretched to the very limit of her dream-walking, as deep as anyone could go without slipping into a permanent sleep, and the presence she felt was as soft as a shadow across skin. The smallest thing could break this link.

‘To speak with you. To know how I can help.’

Help?

‘Of course, Ygseril. Anything. Ebora –’ Hestillion swallowed, aware this could be too much – ‘Ebora needs you.’

Silence, and a shift in the tone of the light.

‘Ygseril?’

You would give your help freely?

‘Lord, in our ignorance we thought you had died. I would do anything to bring you back. Anything you require.’

Silence again. It was as if the great tree needed time to coalesce its thoughts after so many centuries of silence.

Dead. Was it her imagination, or did the god sound amused? Not dead. Waiting.

‘Waiting for what?’ asked Hestillion eagerly. Something was holding Ygseril back, she could tell that much. ‘If I can give you what you need, I will.’

You are special. The shape of your mind. How it flits. Such a clever little shape.

Hestillion folded herself over, keeping the flare of joy inside lest it startle or embarrass Ygseril.

‘I seek only to renew your glory for all of Ebora.’

A special child, continued the voice. It almost sounded dreamy now, distant. So determined, so stubborn. You are willing to use everything you have, aren’t you? Regardless of the cost, you would see your Ebora revived.

Edging closer to the light-voice, Hestillion nodded. ‘It is all I have dreamed of, great tree-god, all my long life.’

And yet my roots are still rigid with cold and death. For all your efforts, I am still a corpse.

Hestillion’s stomach fluttered.

‘Tell me what I can do.’ She tried to sound confident, but a memory of how small she was here, and how dark it was, flickered at the edges of her mind. ‘How can I bring you to life, great one?’ More silence, so she tried a different approach. ‘Perhaps, if you told me what happened at the end of the Eighth Rain – if you told me what did this to you, I could help.’

No. The voice was no longer a nervous bird; it was an iron door, closed tight. Small flitting mind, let me sleep. Make my roots thirst and stretch again, if you can, but let me sleep.

Hestillion let the silence grow. She did not want to go back to the palace, with all its problems of diplomacy and who was eating what where. Not yet.

‘I have summoned the world to our gates to save you, Ygseril,’ she said eventually. ‘They have brought healers and mystics, men and women of alchemy. They are eager to help, all of them. Perhaps they can make your roots thirst again.’

Concentrating, aware that she was performing for her god, she dream-crafted the scene in the central plaza as it had been earlier that morning: the teeming caravans and tents, the long tables laden with food, the humans walking and talking and eating. She brought every inch of her dream-walker skill to the vision, crafting the watery sun in the pale sky, the mud from hundreds of boots that had been dragged across the shining stones.

‘Ebora,’ she said, ‘has not been so lively in centuries.’

How did you make them come?

‘I spun a lie for them, Ygseril, and I sent it out into the netherdark. A special dream, for especially receptive minds. I told them that the Jure’lia, the old enemy, were coming back, and without Ebora they would all perish. Without you and the war-beasts born amongst your branches, Sarn will fall to the worm people in a single turn of the true moon.’

The voice did not reply immediately. Instead, the soft light increased in brightness, flickering oddly. Hestillion recoiled, holding fast to the netherdark to stop herself from jolting awake. When the voice did speak again, it sounded different.

You extraordinary creature, it said. Such a thing to think, such a confection to craft. The light faded, and then came back. It seemed to hang over Hestillion like a shroud, and for the first time she felt like she was being truly observed. Tell me again, who you are.

‘I am your servant, the Lady Hestillion, of the Eskt family, born in the year of the green bird.’

Yes, but who are you? What holds you at your core, Lady Hestillion? All the tiny disparate pieces, what threads them together? What single thing?

Hestillion briefly found herself lost for an answer. Ygseril sounded strange – alert somehow, engaged in a way she hadn’t felt before – but she hadn’t the faintest idea what the god was getting at. She went for the obvious answer.

‘You, my lord.’ She collapsed the vision of the plaza, and instead summoned a vision of Ygseril himself, silver branches spreading over the palace roof. ‘Your roots are what hold me together at my core.’

Only silence answered her.

‘Ygseril? Are you there?’

As if her words were the catalyst, the god-light began to fade, moving so fast she could not follow it, and then she was alone in the netherdark, the cold press of dead roots all around her.

‘But you are not dead,’ she told herself. ‘Not dead, after all.’

Slowly, she came back to herself. Her legs were numb from sitting curled on the hard roots, and there was a deep chill in her bones, but she hardly felt it. Ygseril was not dead, simply hiding. He might be inert, but he was reachable. Turning to face the door, she thought first of going to Aldasair, but would he even understand what she had discovered? And then she thought of the humans, swarming outside their gates, eager to help but also eager to help themselves. They brought trade, and life, and attention; these were valuable things. But perhaps . . . perhaps the salvation of Ygseril was her destiny after all. Who else had stayed? Who else had kept the small seed of hope?

‘Only I,’ she murmured through cold lips. ‘And this shall be my own secret, a little longer. Just until I bring him back.’
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It’s possible to see, with a great deal of optimism and imagination, how the Greenslick region was once quite beautiful. There are the enormous scars in the landscape which were once the great lakes, some as deep as mountains are high, before the Jure’lia’s so-called ‘maggots’ came and drained them dry (there is nothing at the bottom of these chasms, not a single fish bone – all living things were consumed) and if you close your eyes and squint, you can imagine that the great swathes of shining green are the grasses of picturesque valleys. But if you go and look closer, of course, and let go of your optimism, you will see that the greenish covering is hard as steel, and there are bodies suspended in it, carrying their final, terrified expressions as the varnish trapped and suffocated them.

Greenslick was once called Trisladen, and it was ancient and beautiful. A great many fanciful stories came out of Trisladen, with its kings and queens, and its heraldic knights. They were the sorts of stories I demanded from my nanny when I was a child. ‘Tell me of brave Princess Guinne, and her quest for the enchanted jewels at the bottom of Witch Lake.’ You know the sort. In fact, there was a time when the mythology of Trisladen rivalled Ebora itself, and indeed, from what I can gather from the sources that are left, it was a place with a long and meandering history, and a great love of art and murals in particular. Even in recent times, it was a rich place, mining gold and copper from its hills and fish from its lakes. The Eighth Rain put a swift end to all of that. The Jure’lia found it very much to their tastes, I’m afraid, and that particular invasion put a great deal of its weight there. The maggots descended, the armies of Trisladen were eaten or hollowed out, and the magnificent castles were lost. It is a wasteland now, an eerie place fit only for the mad and the lost.

Greenslick does have one item of note: the lands of Esiah Godwort. His family lived on the very borders of Trisladen for generations, and it was on their lands that a Behemoth crashed at the very abrupt end of the Eighth Rain. I can imagine Godwort’s ancestors, half afraid and half stubborn, refusing to leave lands poisoned and left ragged by the Jure’lia. And eventually, perhaps, they came to realise that there might be profit to be made from the gigantic corpse that happened to land in their back garden. At any rate, they built an enormous wall around the thing, and reinforced it over the generations until it truly is a fortress. I can no longer tell you if they hoped to keep the ghosts in, or keep pilferers out.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Out from under the cover of the thorn forest it was an anxious journey. Tor found himself glancing at the sky frequently, expecting a flittering movement across the sky to herald their doom, while the landscape around them offered little else to look at. Vintage assured them that the border of Greenslick was no more than four days’ ride, that the region was hidden from view by the elevation of the land, but that had been all the scholar was willing to say. She kept her own counsel, her eyes on the horizon. Tor sensed that she was now so focussed on reaching Godwort’s compound that she had thrust all thought of the Winnowry’s retribution to one side. She could be very wilful when she wanted to be. Which was all the time, in his experience.

The girl, at least, seemed to share his concern. More than once she caught his eye after they had both been scanning the clouds, and she had raised an eyebrow ruefully. That had surprised him. It was as though the further away they travelled from her old prison, the more she was becoming someone else. Finally becoming herself, perhaps. However, when they stopped for the night her sleep was always disturbed, tossing and turning as though tormented. Tor did not venture into her dreams again – not with Vintage so close at hand – but he did ask her about it one morning. She rubbed at her eyes, and shook her head.

‘I’ve no more akaris,’ she said. ‘It was the only thing that kept the nightmares away. Well, most of them.’

‘When you have bad dreams—’

‘Not the one about the worm people. I’ve not had that since the Winnowry. These are just –’ She lifted her hand to her mouth, and briefly touched her lips to a loose piece of skin on her thumb. ‘When I have the nightmare, it’s just the same memory over and over again. A broken one.’

Tor nodded, looking away. He thought of a small girl, a wooden sword in her hand, and a sense of impending doom. ‘A memory of the thing that happened to you when you were a child.’

‘It didn’t happen to me. I happened to other people.’ She squeezed her eyes shut and when she opened them again, her expression was urgent, desperate almost. ‘I can’t remember what happened. Not all of it.’

‘What do you mean, you can’t remember?’

‘I know what the consequences were.’ She lowered her voice. ‘No avoiding those. But the rest of it. And it’s really important I don’t remember. It’s dangerous to remember. Dangerous for everything.’

Tor frowned. ‘If you can’t remember, how do you know it’s dangerous? Memories can’t hurt you.’

‘I just know.’ Noon bit her lip, looking away to where Vintage rode ahead of them. ‘And it’s best if you don’t ask me about it any more.’

As it turned out, they did not receive a visitor until the night before the valleys and empty lakes of Greenslick revealed itself. There was a crescent moon, blurred with fog as though seen through a misted window, and a cold wind was whipping across the grasses, filling the night with an unsettling wail. Tor pulled up his hood, and Vintage threw some more sticks on the fire. It appeared to be on the verge of going out.

‘What I would really like now,’ said Tor, ‘is a very large glass of wine. Do you know, Vintage, that you promised me that I would have wine every night I was in your service? Do you remember that?’

‘Did I?’ Vintage clutched her chin and glared at the fire as though deep in thought. ‘I am quite certain I would never promise anything as ridiculous as that, my darling.’

Tor narrowed his eyes at her, and held his hands out towards the sputtering fire. ‘Wine, every bloody day. Did we write it down? I’m sure I have the paper somewhere.’

Noon leaned forward, her hand turned towards the fire, and it suddenly bloomed into emerald flames. Tor and Vintage both jumped back a little, and Noon shrugged.

‘We don’t have wine, but we don’t have to be cold.’

‘Well, yes, my dear, but I am also rather fond of my eyebrows.’

‘What did you take the energy from to do that?’

Noon glanced at him from under her brow. ‘From the grass under us. I lived on these plains as a kid. I always took from the grass.’

‘There’s certainly enough of it. So there will be a patch of dead, frozen grass where you’re sitting now?’

‘Would you rather a dead, frozen Eboran where you’re sitting now?’

‘Quiet, the both of you. Can you hear that?’

There was a sound, distant and growing closer. It made Tor think of a book falling downstairs, leather covers flapping. In a moment, he was on his feet, the Ninth Rain in his hands.

‘Where is it? Can you see?’

The sky was black as slate, suddenly threatening. Vintage unhooked the crossbow from her waist. ‘We should find shelter.’

‘Oh yes, perhaps we could hide under the grass. Witch, you’d better gather some more of your winnowfire. If we can surprise her, we might have a better chance.’

‘No, wait!’ She had her hands cupped over her eyebrows, peering at the sky. ‘I can see her. It’s Fulcor, it’s just Fulcor. Put your bloody sword away.’

‘Your bat? Why is it still following us?’

‘I don’t bloody know, do I?’

The great creature landed a few feet away from them, leathery wings beating the grass flat. It shuffled towards the fire, moving in the ungainly way bats did when faced with horizontal ground. Their hobbled ponies snorted and shifted, edging away from the beast as best they could. Noon went to it, stroking its squashed velvety nose.

‘That thing could lead the Winnowry straight to us.’ Tor frowned at the bat. It had a pair of dead rabbits in its mouth, which it dropped at Noon’s feet. ‘Can’t you make it go away?’

‘I’d rather make you go away. Fulcor saved my life, and probably yours too.’

Vintage had approached the creature too, peering closely at its enormous crinkled ears. Fulcor made a snuffling noise, apparently enjoying the attention.

‘The lad does have a point, Noon, my dear. This lovely girl is hardly inconspicuous, is she?’

‘She doesn’t seem to pay much attention to what I think.’ Noon pulled the silver whistle from round her neck and gave four shrill blasts on it. The bat twitched her ears once, and shook herself all over, but did not move from her patch on the grass. ‘See? I think she’s like me. Fulcor wanted to be free all along, and now she does what she likes.’ Noon bent down and picked up the rabbits, turning her face away from them, but Tor thought he caught a hint of blush around her cheeks. She was, he realised, embarrassed to have such a sentimental thought about an animal. ‘Besides, Fulcor saves our skins and brings us dinner. That makes her more useful than most people I’ve ever met.’

Fulcor had gone by the time dawn spread its watery light across the plains. They cooked the rabbits, eating one for breakfast and parcelling the other away for later. From there the morning was filled with monotonous riding and featureless grass, but the weather had turned. The sky arched over them like a blue-glass bowl, and the sun was relentless, so that Tor soon found he had to remove his cloak and bundle it on his lap, and Noon took off her hat and fanned her face with it. There was no one out here to see the tattoo on her forehead, after all.

All morning they climbed a gradual incline until they stood at the summit of a hill, and falling away below them was the ruined landscape of Greenslick. Tor grimaced. He had been here before with Vintage, and the view had not improved.

‘What is wrong with this place?’ Noon looked paler than she had a moment ago. She reached up and absently wiped the sweat from her forehead.

‘The scars of the worm people,’ said Vintage. Her mouth was turned down at the corners. ‘Quite a sight, isn’t it?’

Once a land of thickly wooded hills and bountiful lakes, Greenslick was a barren, broken place. The hills were raw heaps of stone and earth, mostly half collapsed – Tor could see the evidence of landslides everywhere – with many sporting thick swathes of the shining varnish. The lakes were dark holes, filled with shadows. In the distance, Tor could just make the scar that was the ruins of Trisladen’s largest city, a confusion of rubble and varnish. On their last visit, Vintage had insisted they make a pilgrimage there. It was not a memory Tor looked back on with any fondness.

They moved off down the hill, travelling through the last vegetation they would see for some time, until they came to a stone obelisk, standing alone in the patchy grass. There were words carved on it.

‘Do you remember what it says, Tormalin, my dear?’

Tor sighed. ‘If I remember correctly, it says something incredibly cheery like, oh, “witness the graveyard of Trisladen” and “something something despair”.’

‘It also lists the number of people killed in the Eighth Rain, in this region alone,’ said Vintage. ‘It is a very sobering number.’

Through the sweltering afternoon they reached the bottom of the grassy hill and began to climb another. The difference was significant. Stripped of its trees and foliage the hill was a rubble of earth and stone, liable to shift underfoot at any moment. Repeatedly, Vintage told them to go carefully and slowly, stopping a few times to send Tor ahead to look for the safest path. Eventually, they crested this hill also and, finally, the home of Esiah Godwort was revealed, crouching on the very edge of Greenslick.

‘It’s so alone,’ said Noon, genuine puzzlement in her voice. ‘How can he exist out here by himself?’

The mansion sizzled under the wide sky. One look at it should have been enough, Tor would think later – the place already looked flyblown and finished, a mouldering corpse. It reminded him faintly of home, which should have been the biggest warning sign. It was built from dusty red brick, hazy in the heat, with flat black windows like blind eyes. They were dirty. Behind the sprawling house was a tall wall, and behind that, another so large that it resembled the hills that rose all around. It was impossible to see what was hidden behind it.

‘Godwort is rich,’ said Vintage, although she looked pained. ‘When you are rich, it is possible to live how you want. You see that road?’ She pointed to a stretch of bare track leading from the mansion to the east. ‘A constant stream of goods comes up that road, bringing him and his son food, wine, building supplies, paper, ink, soap.’ She shrugged. ‘Years ago, he himself would travel, but these days, he prefers the isolation of Greenslick.’

‘There’s nothing on that road now,’ Noon pointed out, and she was right. Nothing moved on the road. Nothing moved anywhere on the barren landscape.

Vintage frowned. ‘Come on, let’s get down to the gates.’

The house itself was also surrounded by an imposing granite wall – this was a family keen on walls – and on Vintage’s previous visit there had been guards too, well-paid ones who took a keen interest in anyone unexpected approaching. Now, under the sweltering sun, there was no one to be seen. The tall wrought-iron gate stood open a few inches, and when Tor poked his head inside, he was met with an empty courtyard, flagstones dusted with rotting straw. Falling into silence, they led their ponies to the stables and made them as comfortable as they could. An empty bucket lay on its side in front of the empty guards’ quarters. The silence was a weight hanging over their heads.

Tor cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps he’s dead,’ he said. Silence rushed in again, and he almost imagined he could feel it, a pressure against his eardrums. He thought of the last vials of blood, hidden within his jacket. ‘How old is he, Vintage? I never did get to see him the last time we were here.’

Vintage was staring up at the dark windows of the house as if she hoped to see a face looking out at them. Any human face would be a comfort at this point. ‘Not so old. Besides which, he has a son, a full retinue of servants, a veritable army of guards . . .’ She picked nervously at her shirt. ‘We’ll go up to the house. Come on.’

As they crossed the courtyard, Noon fell in next to Tor.

‘What happened the last time you were here?’

‘Well, Madam Vintage went up to the big house to conference with our recluse, while I was, uh, invited to wait in the guardhouse. As it happened, I won three rounds of cards before Vintage came stomping back, a look like thunder on her face. Esiah Godwort is very selective about who he opens his compound to.’

‘He opens it to no one, my dear,’ said Vintage, ‘but I’m not taking no for an answer this time. Ah, here we are.’

The door was carved from a black wood and featured a pattern of leaping fish; no doubt once it had been very beautiful, but the varnish had mostly worn away and the wood had turned grey in patches. There was a huge ornate brass knocker, but it too had seen better days, and it had turned green at the edges. Rather than knocking, Vintage leaned her weight on the door and it slowly creaked open.

‘Hello? Esiah?’

They stepped through into a blessedly cool foyer, thick with shadows. Dust danced in the light from the windows, and the room itself was dominated by an enormous painting hanging on one wall. It depicted, to Tor’s surprise, a magnificent war-beast – a griffin stood poised on a jagged outcropping of rock, a bright slash of blue feathers at its throat, while a clouded, storm-tossed sky boiled in the distance. It was, in Tor’s opinion, remarkable work, and he thought he even recognised the artist – the near legendary Micanal, who had vanished with his Golden Fox expedition – but its majesty was lessened somewhat by the squalor surrounding it. There were crumpled papers on the unswept floor, discarded sacks, a scattering of muddy footprints, long since dry. A set of stairs swept up to a darkened landing, while corridors leading away from the foyer were crowded with shadows and seemingly abandoned furniture. One corridor looked as though an attempt had been made to cordon it off – the space was filled with upended tables and chairs and cabinets.

‘Can you hear that?’ Noon was looking up the stairs.

‘I can’t hear anything,’ said Tor. He was starting to feel irritable. ‘Because the place is empty. All this way, all that trouble, to stand in an empty house. Perhaps we could find the kitchens? I want a decent meal before we go anywhere.’

‘Be quiet,’ snapped Vintage. ‘What can you hear, Noon?’

‘Something, so soft . . .’ She closed her eyes for a moment, and then, in a much louder voice, called, ‘Hello?’

Tor jumped, cursing himself. ‘They’re all dead and gone. Come on, Vintage, let’s go—’

‘Hello? Are you there?’ Noon was walking towards the stairs, with Vintage following. Tor sighed and went after them, but he could also hear the sound now – a low muttering, constant and so quiet it was barely there. Noon led them to the top of the stairs and then across the landing. They passed a number of closed doors, and a few open rooms. Sunlight soured by dirty windows lay in pools on the thickly carpeted floors, and Tor had glimpses of furniture, of bookshelves, all covered in dust. The sense of desolation grew.

‘There’s someone down here.’ Noon led them to the last room. It was large and spacious, with a great bank of windows across the far wall, but they had all been covered over with huge sheets of paper and parchment, filling the room with a strange yellowish glow. It had clearly been a study, with bookcases lining the walls to either side, but the desks and tables had been pushed up against the walls, covered as they were in open books, dirty plates and empty glasses. In the middle of the room was a thick rug, and on that were a number of oil lamps. Sitting amongst them was a man. Slowly he stood up.

‘Esiah?’

He was, Tor guessed, middle-aged for a human, a handsome well-built man with thickly curling dark hair and a well-shaped beard that had only a dusting of grey across his cheeks. The man’s eyes were hooded with thick eyelids – a lack of sleep, perhaps – and he had striking, expressive eyebrows. He wore a dusty red velvet coat which looked ridiculous, given the weather outside, and a stained shirt. The dun-coloured trousers he wore were smeared with dust.

He opened his mouth, but all that came out was a hoarse croak. He shook his head, and tried again.

‘Who are you?’

Vintage strode into the room, a stricken expression of concern on her face. She went over to the man and smoothed down his lapels, blinking at the dust that came off him in little clouds.

‘Esiah, what have you done? What’s going on here?’

The man looked down at her, a perplexed expression on his face.

‘Lady de Grazon? Is that you?’ He patted her hands absently. ‘It looks like you, but I told everyone to leave. Quite sure of it.’

‘Master Godwort, why did you ask everyone to leave? Is there danger here?’

For a moment the man just stared at Tormalin, his mouth working silently within his black beard. Then he shook his head. ‘They told me you had an Eboran manservant, Vincenza, but I didn’t believe them. Not even you, I said, could be so eccentric.’

Vintage opened her mouth to speak, but he waved her off, taking a step backwards into his circle of lamps and papers. He gestured at the ground. ‘It’s quieter when the house is empty, which is better. I can think. I still have so much to figure out.’

Noon had sidled further into the room, her eyes on the parchments pinned over the windows. They all featured elaborate pencil-and-ink drawings of the various forms of Jure’lia; close-ups of the burrowers, their sharp legs like blades, the bulbous bodies of the maggots, the mothers in a group, cresting a hill.

‘Esiah, you don’t even have guards on your front gate.’ Vintage was frowning deeply now. ‘Are you telling me the compound is unguarded too? What has happened here?’

‘It’s better when it’s quiet,’ said Esiah again. He was staring down at the papers on the floor. ‘I need to think. There’s so much to think about.’

Silence filled the room. Vintage seemed to be at a complete loss, taken aback by the scattered thoughts of her old colleague. Tormalin stepped from foot to foot. This was useless. They should leave and pretend this entire journey never happened.

‘You need food.’

Tor looked up. Noon had approached Esiah Godwort, trying to catch his eye. ‘Master Godwort? You need food, and so do we. Where are your kitchens?’

The man blinked at her for a moment, as if wondering why there was a young woman in his study, or perhaps he was trying to remember what the word kitchens meant.

‘In the basement, under the central wing. Go back to the foyer, and go down the stairs behind the ones that led you up here.’ Briefly he looked steadier, as though giving directions had cleared some of the fog from his mind, but then he looked away, staring at the corner of the room.

‘Tormalin, let’s have a look. See what food we can find for Master Godwort.’

Tor left the room just behind Noon, not troubling to lower his voice.

‘Did Vintage give you permission to order me about? That would be just like her.’

‘I’m hungry. Aren’t you hungry?’

They passed a room with an open door, and Tor found his eyes caught by a flash of shiny metal. He paused and peered into the room. A moment later, Noon joined him.

It was a bedroom, dominated by a huge four-poster bed, the covers thrown back haphazardly and then left that way. There were pools of discarded shirts, trousers and underclothes all around, and a wardrobe standing open revealing an extensive collection of expensive clothes. To one side, by a window burning with daylight, was a partial suit of armour on a wooden stand – the metal had a greenish tinge, and the plates were joined with dark brown leather.

‘That’s winnow-forged metal,’ said Tor softly. The armour was a thing of beauty – shining epaulets, greaves, a shirt of delicate-looking mail – and it appeared to be only half finished. A helmet stood atop it, an elaborate, fanned creation with a crosspiece to protect the nose and flared wings for the cheeks. ‘Such a thing would cost a fortune. His guards have an impressive collection of winnow-forged swords, which they keep for venturing into the compound – I saw them the last time I was here – but an entire suit is an investment.’

‘Godwort doesn’t seem to be short on funds. Especially now he doesn’t have to pay any servants.’

‘This is his son’s room.’ Tor poked his boot into a pile of clothes on the floor. ‘I recognise the smell of young, untidy man anywhere.’

Noon raised her eyebrows. ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ She pressed her fingers to a dresser, and then stepped back towards the door. ‘Everything in here is covered in dust. Thick dust.’

They exchanged a look, and then left without speaking. The kitchens were where Godwort had said they would be – his mind wasn’t that addled, at least – and there they gathered a quick dinner of cheese and cured meats. All the bread was mouldy, but there were jars of preserves and several smoked fish hanging in a larder. When they took their finds back upstairs, they found Vintage and Esiah sitting on the floor together. Vintage still looked deeply concerned, but she was nodding encouragingly as Esiah spoke.

‘Yes, Esiah, I agree that it would be a useful thing to know, but so few of these things survived.’

Godwort tapped a finger to a sheet of paper. It contained a drawing of what could only be a Behemoth, its shadowy form divided with notes and lines in a bright green ink.

‘The heart of it. I need to solve the heart of it. What is it that lies in the heart of a Behemoth? How does it work?’

Vintage looked up at the two of them and gave the tiniest shrug.

‘We have food,’ said Noon. She put it down on the floor next to them, and began to peel one of the cheeses.

‘But Esiah, my dear, surely the way to solve that problem would be to go and look at the thing. You do have one on your doorstep, after all.’ Vintage laughed, a touch nervously, but Esiah lifted his hands to his head and grasped at his hair.

‘No,’ he said, very quietly. ‘No no no. No no no.’

Tor found that he couldn’t bring himself to sit with them. The sense of something wrong here was very strong. Where was everyone else? It reminded him of Noon’s dream; the overpowering weight of doom, hovering just out of sight. He caught Vintage’s eye; she looked stricken.

‘Well, perhaps we could help you with that, my dear, if you do not wish to re-enter the compound yourself.’ Vintage cleared her throat. ‘You know, of course, that I have longed to observe your extraordinary Behemoth specimen up close. Perhaps we could go and look at it for you, the heart of this beast. Bring back anything we find useful, make sketches, observations. You know I have a talent for this.’

Esiah Godwort made a strangled noise, and when he lifted his head his eyes were wet. Vintage continued.

‘I know, Esiah, that you are very fond of your secrets, and that we have negotiated before and I have never got the better of you. Well, I have something new to offer. You see this girl I’ve brought with me?’

She gestured at Noon, who was busily munching her way through a slab of cheese liberally spread with jam. The fell-witch swallowed hard.

‘What?’

‘She’s a fell-witch, Esiah,’ said Vintage, pretending not to see Noon’s raised eyebrows. ‘She works for me now too, and she is quite capable of producing winnowfire. As soon as I saw it, I thought of you and Tyron’s suit of armour. He is still collecting pieces for it, I assume?’

‘The armour,’ said Esiah, his voice utterly flat. ‘The armour.’

‘Yes, the armour of winnow-forged steel. I remember well your son’s pride in all he had constructed so far, and just imagine, my darling, how his face will light up when you tell him—’

Abruptly Esiah Godwort was on his feet, scrambling back from the circle of lamps as though he feared to be bitten by something there. He bumped into the far wall and turned away from them, cowering as if from a blow.

‘Go! You have to go! Get out, leave this place, get out of my sight, damn you.’

Vintage stood up. Her normally warm brown face had gone a milky grey, but as Tor watched he saw her gather herself. Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon was not to be so easily turned away from her path.

‘Please, Esiah. Tell us what’s wrong. How can we help?’

‘There is no helping me. Nor any of us. This world is poisoned. Seeded with filth, death growing in the Wild.’ The man took an agonised, watery breath that was half a sob. When he spoke again he sounded more awake and alert than he had since they’d arrived, but it was a voice heavy with sorrow too. ‘It’s the compound you want, isn’t it? Go then. Go. The gate is unlocked and, the gods know, I can’t look at it any more. Do what you must, but leave me alone. Now.’
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The Winnowry’s giant bats (or to give them their proper name, Targus Black-eye Bats) are originally from the mountainous region of Targ. It’s a place that has long intrigued me, I must admit – all evidence points to a cataclysm taking place there millennia ago, long before even the very first visit from the Jure’lia – but its reputation as a cursed landscape means that it is absolutely impossible to book a passage there. No one travels to Targ, alas.

Except that wasn’t always true. We know, of course, that when the early followers of Tomas were laying the foundations for their delightful prison for women, some of them did travel to Targ, and we know that they came back with a clutch of Targus Black-eye young. As a side note: I would dearly love to know why they travelled to Targ in the first place. With its bleak chasms and towering mountains you would need a very good reason to go. Perhaps the reason is hidden somewhere in Tomas’s private writings; of the secrets he brought back from the sea, did one contain a reason to go to Targ? Or more intriguing still, does the region have a connection with winnowfire?

Either way, the young bats were raised at the Winnowry, as were their offspring, until they knew no other home, and generations of the creatures flew from the spindly chirot tower at the top of the Winnowry. They are carnivorous animals, hunting birds and smallish mammals, but they also enjoy fruit – on one memorable occasion I caught a fully grown Targus Black-eye feasting on the grapes in the vine forest. It must have been a rogue, having fled from the Winnowry – I can’t imagine that even such a huge winged creature could fly all the way from Targus to my forest. I chased it off with a stick, the bugger.

By all accounts they are loyal, intelligent creatures, with a tendency to fixate on their keeper, or other close human.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

The day was swiftly dying, and the three of them stayed the night in Esiah Godwort’s enormous empty house, each finding an abandoned room to bed down in. Tormalin woke in the early hours and went down to the kitchens, looking for food and a bottle of wine to ease him back to sleep. On his way back he noticed that there was a band of buttery light underneath the door of Esiah Godwort’s study, and he could hear the dry noise of paper against paper; perhaps the man had been driven mad from a lack of sleep. From Noon’s room he could hear small noises of distress, muffled with sleep, and he stood there for some time, one hand pressed lightly against the door. He was curious, but he was also tired.

Back in his own room, camped on a bed thick with dust, he opened the wine and found that he no longer wanted it. Instead, he reached into his bag and retrieved one of the last vials of blood – blood donated by Ainsel. Turning the glass between his fingers, he watched the crimson fluid swirling thickly by the light of his single candle. Years ago, when Ebora had only been a few years into its blood-lust, a coating had been developed for glass vessels that kept blood from growing thick too quickly, and he had made sure to pack several jars in his bags when he left the city. Tormalin unstopped the vial and pressed it quickly to his lips. The blood was no longer even in shouting distance of fresh, and it did little to alleviate his weariness, but the taste of Ainsel was still there, the memories of her warm skin sweet against his tongue. For a few moments the abandoned room felt less lonely.

Pinching out the light and crawling beneath the musty covers, Tormalin thought of Noon again, caught in the repeated nightmare that wasn’t a nightmare, over and over. Eventually, he slept.

The girl wriggled deeper into the blankets, the horsehair rough against her bare feet. It was midday, and the walls of her mother’s tent glowed faintly with captured sunlight. This was good. If it was bright outside, they would be less likely to see what she was up to.

She reached into the basket and pulled out the bushel of rala root her mother had harvested earlier that morning. It was dying fast, the long green leaves that sprouted above ground were already wilted and soft, but there was enough life left in them for what she needed – she could feel it through her fingertips, ticklish and alive and leaking.

The girl looked up to the entrance of the tent, checking again that her mother wasn’t going to make a sudden appearance, but the flap was closed, and outside she could hear the gentle, everyday sounds of her people: voices raised in greeting, gossip and command, the huff and chuff of horses being tended, the faint sound of Mother Fast singing successful hunting to them all. There was the steady thump of axe against wood, the sound of other children playing and calling to each other, but within the tent everything was still. This was her time, a brief moment alone where she could do what she wanted. And there was only ever one thing she wanted.

The girl wrapped the fingers of one hand around the rala root, and held her other hand out in front of her. The living greenness of the plant beat gently against her fingers, almost as though it wanted her to take it. In the sun-hazed gloom of the tent, the girl grinned.

The rala leaves crumpled and turned brown. The bulbous heart-shaped root, so good when cooked in stews, grew wrinkled and shrunken. After a few moments, the ends of the leaves turned black and curled up.

Almost triumphantly, the girl held up her other hand, her small fist clenched, and a ball of greenish-blue flame winked into life around it. The eldritch fire began at her wrist and formed a point above her closed fingers, flickering and dancing wildly.

Unable to help herself, the girl whooped with delight and the flames grew a little higher, filling the tent with shifting, other-worldly light. She no longer cared that someone might notice the light from outside; her chest was filled with a sense of floating, of being apart. There was nothing but the flame.

The inside of the tent was painted with light. The blankets, the bed rolls, her mother’s cooking pots, her books, her scrolls, her precious bottles of ink, the girl’s wooden toys, her wooden practice sword, the dirty cups and the crumpled clothes – they were all transformed, captured in a glow that made the girl think of the waters of the Sky Lake. She wondered if this was what it was like to live underwater.

Her hand did not burn, but the tent was filling with heat, and she could feel pinpricks of sweat under her hair and on her back. The rala root was a collection of soft, blackened sticks in her hand – there was a smell, like rot, like old mushrooms and harvest – and the flames were dying now, sinking back towards her fingers. Desperate, the girl reached out without thinking, seeking more of that green life, and plunged her free hand into her mother’s basket of greens.

The flames roared back into life, shooting towards the gathered ceiling of the tent in a wild plume of shimmering blue, and at that moment the tent flap was thrown back.

‘Noon!’

Her mother shuffled rapidly into the tent, pulling the flap tight behind her. The flame swirled wildly for a moment as the girl tried to control it, licking against the dried flowers hanging above. They lit up like tapers, the blue-green light turning a more familiar orange as it came into contact with something to burn, and then her mother was cursing and shouting, snatching down the burning plants and smothering them quickly with blankets. The beautiful fire was gone, and the tent was thick with heat and the bitter stench of smoke. When the fires were out, her mother fixed her with a look. There was a smear of soot on her cheek, and her black hair was a tumbled mess.

‘Noon! What have I told you about this?’

The girl hung her head, rubbing her fingers together to brush away the dead rala root. ‘Not to do it.’

Her mother sat heavily across from her daughter. ‘And?’

‘That it is bad.’

‘Noon. What have I raised? A little frog that croaks out words? Come on.’

Noon looked up. Her mother’s face was a still shape in the gloom of the tent, her skin warm and alive. Her eyes glinted with exasperation, but the anger was already fading.

‘That the winnowfire is dangerous. That I could burn myself, or other things. That I could burn the tent down.’

‘You nearly did this time. Not to mention wasting an entire basket of decent food.’ Her mother tipped the basket up so that Noon could see the inside of it, revealing a sad pile of blackened vegetation. She sighed. ‘Continue.’

‘That no one must know I can do it. That if they find out –’ Noon stopped, fidgeting – ‘the Winnowry will come and take me away.’

‘And they will, my sweet. I won’t be able to stop them. Mother Fast won’t be able to. None of us will. They’ll take you far from the plains, and I won’t see you again.’

Noon pushed the blankets away, sitting up properly. ‘But how could they ever know, Mum? I will keep it secret, I promise. No one will ever see. I could use the winnowfire to be a proper warrior! I could protect us, keep us always warm when the snow comes!’

Her mother watched her for a few moments, saying nothing. ‘What does it feel like?’ she asked eventually. ‘When you summon the fire?’

Noon paused, sensing a trap, but when her mother said no more, she shrugged. ‘Like being alive. Like there is too much life in me, and I can do anything.’

Her mother’s lips grew thin, and she looked away, her head bowing briefly so that her thick black hair covered her face. Then she looked back at her daughter, meeting her eyes steadily. ‘I am sorry, Noon, but you must hide it. You are very small now, and you can’t possibly – their witch spies are everywhere. You might be safe for a day or two, maybe even a week, or three, but eventually the Winnowry would come for you.’ She shuffled over and gathered her daughter up into her arms, kissing the top of her head. ‘I can’t lose you, little frog.’

In her cold and dusty room in Esiah Godwort’s grand house, Noon turned over and opened her eyes, pieces of the dream speeding away like leaves on the river. For a moment, she thought she could still smell her mother – the scents of wildflowers and horse – but it was just the stink of musty bedclothes, after all. Her hand trembling only slightly, she wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand and waited for the sky to lighten. Things would look better in the daylight.

It was the biggest wall Noon had ever seen. It was so big, in fact, that she hadn’t realised it was a wall until she saw the enormous gate built into the side. If anything, it resembled an extremely steep hill, with unusually uniform sides. To complete the resemblance, the thing was covered all over with a brownish clay, and here and there small plants and trees had taken root. They should have been an encouraging sight in the barren landscape, but they were sad, twisted things; the poison of Greenslick seeped in everywhere, it seemed.

‘He said the gate was open.’ Vintage had her broad-brimmed hat pulled firmly down over her head, and had spent part of the previous day scavenging Godwort’s house for supplies, so her pack was bulging. Tormalin stood next to her, his long sword slung over his back. He had been up before Noon, boiling water to wash in, and as usual he looked elegant and composed, his long black hair held in a liquid tail down his back, his skin shining. Looking at him, it was difficult to believe his people were a dying race.

‘It is, but just a crack. Look.’ Tor went to the enormous gate. It was constructed from oak trunks and riveted with iron, and it stood open about an inch. A thick blanket of shrivelled leaves and dirt had settled against it, but by leaning his whole weight against it Tor managed to open one door wide enough for them to squeeze through one by one. They filed in and stood, caught in silence for a moment.

‘What a place.’ Noon cleared her throat. ‘I’d almost rather be back at the Winnowry.’

It was the Wild, festering behind gigantic walls. Enormous trees loomed over them, strange twisted things, their branches intertwining and spiralling around each other, as though they were blind and reaching out for their neighbours. Noon saw bark of grey, black and red, leaves of a diseased green, running with yellow spots. There were mushrooms too, bloated things like corpses left in the water too long, bursting from the trunks of the strange trees or erupting out of the black earth. It was already an overcast day, and dismal light within the compound was strained and jaundiced, almost as though it were an afterthought. A deep feeling of unease seemed to ooze from the deep shadows that pooled around every tree.

‘Great, our own personal patch of Wild to get killed in,’ said Tor. He unsheathed the Ninth Rain and held it loosely in one hand, his dark red eyes narrowed. ‘This place is too quiet.’

‘It’s because there’s no wind, that’s all. Don’t get jumpy before we’ve even started, my dear,’ said Vintage dismissively, but she already had her crossbow held securely in both hands.

‘Being jumpy in here might save our lives.’ Tor started forward, sword at the ready. ‘I’m assuming we just start walking, Vintage? The Behemoth remains will be hard to miss, I suspect.’

Within the shadows of the trees, Noon’s sense of unease grew until it felt like a weight on her neck. She found herself looking back, seeking out the brown clay of the wall, but it was swiftly eaten up by the giant trees. She could see nothing moving.

‘How big is this place?’

‘It takes up over half of Esiah’s land,’ said Vintage. The scholar was trying to look everywhere at once, her eyes very wide. ‘I can’t believe I’m finally here. And he barely needed persuading at all.’

‘Yes, because the fool has lost his mind,’ said Tor, just ahead of them. ‘Or have you politely chosen not to notice that, Vintage?’

Vintage ignored him, elbowing Noon instead. ‘Try to remember as much of this as you can, my darling. Any strange details, any odd thoughts that occur to you. I will be writing extensive notes afterwards.’

The Wild closed over them, and soon it was difficult to picture the outside world, or to believe that just an hour ago they had been standing in the hall of a great house, drinking slightly stale tea and packing their bags. In here, civilisation felt like a dream she had had once, now half forgotten. Noon was just starting to get used to the thick, alien stench of the place when a sonorous wailing sounded from nearby. Noon felt the hair on the back of her neck trying to stand up.

‘A parasite spirit,’ said Tor. ‘Let’s keep moving.’

It wasn’t long before they saw their first one of those. A shimmering of lights lit up the gloom, and Noon found herself crouching behind a great mushroom the colour of cow’s liver. The spirit passed around twenty feet away from them, a thing that looked like a shark with legs, blunt head fringed with yellow lamps, and it didn’t appear to see them. Noon moved out of her crouch, only for Vintage to grab her arm.

‘Stay there, my darling,’ she whispered. ‘Just a moment.’

Silence and gloom, and then an eerie brightening all around them. Blue light, then purple, then pink. Two more parasite spirits, passing by on either side of them. Noon shrank back against the fungus, her heart pounding. Another three hovered beyond that – she could make out glowing translucent flesh, fronds like oversized fingers, and dark, puckered holes. She had the absurd feeling that they were caught in a parade of parasite spirits – perhaps this was what they did for fun, alone in this forgotten place. Again, the sonorous wailing started up, much closer this time, and Noon remembered everything she had ever heard about the spirits; particularly the part about how, if they touched you, they could turn you inside out. She wished fervently that she could sink into the ground. Next to her, Vintage was speaking rapidly in a language she didn’t know.

‘I had no idea Catalen had so many swear words,’ murmured Tor, amused. ‘Although I’m less than happy about offering up my own energy, perhaps we could get our witch to burn them, Vintage? Isn’t that what she’s here for?’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ hissed Vintage. ‘They will just move on past us. No sense in announcing our arrival.’

‘Why are there bloody loads of them?’ said Noon. Again, the spirits did not appear to notice them, and eventually their strange lights vanished back into the gloom of the Wild.

Vintage was grinning. ‘Isn’t it extraordinary? We are probably witnessing the largest population of spirits anywhere on Sarn.’

Noon blinked. ‘Vintage, this is not a good thing. We could die. We really could.’

‘Nonsense.’ Vintage patted her sleeve. ‘We have you, and Tor’s sword arm. We’ll be fine. Come along.’

They headed deeper into the compound, pausing every now and then as a parasite spirit lumbered silently past. Sounds like wailing and, once, a child laughing, echoed through the trees. On one of these occasions Tor stopped dead ahead of them, his entire body going very still. When he didn’t move or speak, Noon went to him and tugged at his arm. His face was caught in the expression of someone desperately trying to remember something.

‘Does that remind you of anything?’ he said urgently, his red eyes meeting hers. Noon had never seen him look more unguarded.

‘Does what remind me of what?’

‘That sound, it’s like music I heard, once . . .’ He trailed off and shook his head. He turned away from her. ‘Come on.’

When finally they saw the Behemoth, Noon thought they had come across some strange building in the midst of this overgrown forest, dark windows glinting under the overcast sky. Next to her, Vintage swore in another language again, her eyes wide.

‘There it is. Look at the size of the bastard.’

As they stepped through the last fringe of trees, the remains of the Behemoth loomed into existence. At the Shroom Flats there had been tiny pieces of wreckage, and Noon had seen Vintage’s drawings of the things, but nothing had prepared her for the physical reality of it. The thing rose above even the giant trees, dark green, grey and black in colour. It was made of what looked like softly curving sheets of metal, except that it didn’t shine like metal – instead it looked greasy, like the skin of someone kept in bed with a fever for months. The surface was puckered here and there with round holes, some of which glinted darkly with what Noon assumed was glass. Hanging from one side was a strange, withered appendage, like an arm with too many joints, ending in a series of tapering claws.

‘This is just the front piece,’ said Vintage, her eyes shining. ‘Its head, for want of a better word. This must be the most intact specimen on Sarn.’ She took a deep breath. ‘And, finally, I look upon it.’

They circled around and came to the ragged edges of the Behemoth’s head – torn green plates tattered like skin, with fat pouches of some sort of grey material underneath. The interior of the thing was exposed to the air, and again Noon was reminded of looking at a building, only now it was one that had suffered a catastrophic disaster. She saw floors exposed, empty rooms with gently curving walls, the floors now covered with the debris of the forest. There were other shapes there hidden in the shadows. She couldn’t even begin to guess what they were, but looking at them made her stomach turn over.

‘The interior of a Behemoth,’ breathed Vintage. ‘By all the gods, it’s more or less intact. I never thought I – it must have crashed at the end of the Eighth Rain with such violence that this entire section was torn off. Extraordinary.’

Noon caught Tor’s eye. The corner of his mouth twitched into a smile, although there was no humour in it. ‘Yes, we’re very happy for you, Vintage. Shall we keep moving?’

Trees and fungus had grown up in the gap between the head of the Behemoth and its main body, which, Noon realised as they stepped through, was even larger than the front. Part of it had collapsed, the strange green-black material falling over the exposed innards like a flap of gangrenous skin, leaving a low, tunnel-like entrance to its insides. Vintage made straight for it.

‘I’m not sure that that’s a good idea,’ said Noon. She glanced up at the sky, grey clouds indifferent over their heads.

‘Nonsense. Esiah Godwort, remember, has been in and out of these ruins for years, gradually delving deeper and deeper, and he has always survived. It’s probably safer in there than it is out here.’ Vintage nodded back the way they had come. Noon turned to see the shifting amorphous form of a parasite spirit moving just beyond the trees in front of the Behemoth’s head. The creature had six spindly legs, the bulk of its body suspended like a balloon over them, but its long neck twisted round, six glittering lights like eyes seeming to focus on their small group. It lifted one spindly leg, taking a step towards them.

‘All right,’ Tor waved them back, ‘let’s get inside and out of sight. Perhaps it will forget we’re here at all.’

Glancing up at the sky once more, hoping it wouldn’t be the last time she saw it, Noon ducked under the flap of oddly organic metal and followed Vintage into the interior of the Behemoth. The floor underfoot was soft and grey and somehow slightly warm, as though they walked across the living flesh of a giant. She supposed they did, in a way. They found themselves in a circular corridor, the walls streaked with a deep greenish substance that looked like a form of rust, next to strange geometric shapes etched in silver lines. There was a smell, sweet and sickly, like old meat, while nodules burst from the walls every few feet or so, twisted bunches of string-like membrane; each one glowing with a faint, yellow-white light.

‘Interior lighting!’ cried Vintage, peering closely at one such nodule. ‘How long has this been burning? Can you imagine what sort of power source could be responsible for it? There is too much here, too much. I should have negotiated for a month in this place, or even a year’s extended study.’

‘For what it’s worth, I don’t believe Master Godwort would care much either way,’ said Tor. This seemed to lessen some of Vintage’s glee and they moved back off up the rounded corridor. The sound of their footfalls echoed strangely, becoming an odd discordant heartbeat, and, inevitably, Noon returned to the idea that they were walking around inside the body of a giant beast – not dead, despite all its torn pieces, but sleeping.

‘Godwort and his team were studying here for years. Look at this.’ The corridor had widened slightly and Vintage stopped by a piece of wall that was raised from the rest and covered with the silvery geometric patterns. Here, someone had constructed a wooden frame, on which rested several oil lamps, long since extinguished. They were covered in a thick layer of dust. Not sure what drove her to do it, Noon pressed her fingers into the dust and smoothed it between her finger pads. It was faintly greasy, and there was no life force to it at all. She didn’t know why she had thought there might be. ‘They wanted as much light as possible, do you see?’ Vintage was saying. ‘Some of these passages have only recently become accessible, you know, as parts of the Behemoth’s body degraded and fell apart naturally. Godwort was always very keen that the thing be kept as intact as possible.’

‘I don’t know why we’ve bothered coming here, Vintage,’ said Tor. He was peering at the oil lamps with a faint expression of distaste. ‘You already know all there is to know about the place.’

Further up the corridor they came across more evidence that the space had been thoroughly explored: rope ladders led to empty alcoves in the ceiling; boot prints in the greasy dust; a single empty ink bottle. They reached a place where the corridor grew wider, and in the strange alcoves were several shining orbs, made of greenish-gold metal. Each had a clear section, like glass, and inside it was possible to see a viscous golden fluid.

‘Look at this!’ cried Vintage. ‘This is what we found in the Shroom Flats, only intact.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘The substance that makes vegetation grow. Imagine what you could do with this much of it! Esiah Godwort is sitting on a fortune.’

‘Do you want to take it with us?’ asked Tor.

For the briefest moment, Vintage looked tempted, but then she shook her head.

‘I could not break Esiah’s trust so soon after gaining it.’ She coughed lightly into her hand. ‘Come on, there is much more to see.’

Eventually the corridor ended, and they were in a cavernous chamber, the shadowed ceiling stretching high above them, unseen. Here, there were more alcoves in the walls, all filled with strangely organic-looking tubes – Noon was reminded of the stringy roots on the bottom of the tubers her mother would boil for dinner when she was a child – and there was a persistent humming noise, just discordant enough to cause discomfort. Noon winced.

‘This place is still alive,’ she said, not wanting to speak the words aloud but unable to keep it in. She was thinking of her dream at the Winnowry, how the Behemoths had hung in the sky over Mushenska. Had she ever thought she would be walking around inside one? ‘It’s still alive, this thing. Can’t you feel it?’

‘Nonsense,’ said Vintage firmly. ‘This Behemoth crashed generations back and it has been rotting ever since. No, my dear, you must think of it as a piece of clockwork still winding down, or a stone out under the sun all day that is gradually losing its heat.’

Noon nodded, but she crouched and briefly brushed her fingertips to the clammy floor, probing for a sense of life. There was nothing, but she didn’t feel any safer for it.

‘What’s this in the centre here?’ Tor led them across the floor. In the middle of the tall chamber there was a soft greyish mound rising from the ground. As they got closer, Noon saw that it was made from large, translucent lumps of material, all pressed in together to form the gently rounded structure. Some of the lumps, which were almost cube-like in shape, had more of the stringy tubes, like those in the alcoves.

‘Fascinating,’ said Vintage. She was trying to look everywhere at once, her eyes bright. ‘Is this some sort of central control room? The heart of the system?’

‘Whatever it is, it looks like Godwort has decided to see what’s underneath.’ Tor gestured from the far side, and Noon and Vintage joined him. He stood over a ragged hole in the greyish material, and it was clear that several of the lumps had been carefully prized away and put aside, forming a tunnel into the murk below, where a pinkish light glowed fitfully. Many of the tube-like appendages lay ragged and torn, blackening at the ends. Looking at it all made Noon feel strange – it was like staring at an open wound. And the smell of rotten flesh was stronger than ever.

‘Well,’ said Vintage, beaming at them both, ‘I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to get down there.’

A green flower of fire blossomed to life between her hands. Wincing slightly against the pain in her shoulder, Agent Lin laid the fire gently on the dry sticks she had collected, and watched as it spread, eating and consuming and growing bigger. Green turned to orange, and she felt the heat push against her face. This was still hers. This was still hers to control. There was always that.

She was camped some distance from Esiah Godwort’s house, its red bricks just in sight. She and Gull had flown over it several times – had observed, from far away, the small figures of the fugitive Fell-Noon and her companions moving about its grounds. Of the owner, she had seen nothing, but it was well known, according to Pamoz the engineer at least, that Godwort was an eccentric recluse. The people she was looking for had headed into the compound behind the house some hours ago, and now she would wait. When they came out again – and they would, unless they were killed by the parasite spirits inside – she would kill them. As simple as that. She had rushed in before, too confident of her own efficiency. She had not taken into account the desperation of the girl, and that in itself was a ridiculous mistake. Had she forgotten already what it felt like to be that desperate? Or had she chosen to forget?

The problem with waiting, of course, was that it gave her too much time to think. To turn the Drowned One’s words over in her mind, for example. To imagine the loss of her son’s finger, to imagine the ways they would take it from him. How he might scream and cry.

When she had been a prisoner of the Winnowry, she had been wild and desperate enough to do anything. The need for the touch of another person was maddening after a while, and that had resulted in her boy, Keren. Not born of love, or affection, but a simple terrible need not to feel alone, just for a little while. It was incredible, the need for the sensation of skin against skin, and she had not been able to control it.

Sitting alone in the terrible landscape of Greenslick, Agent Lin summoned another ball of winnowfire and fed it to the flames already burning. And then another, of the exact same size and intensity. Control.

Keren had dark brown hair, like his father, and it had curled against his skin, so soft. She hadn’t believed such softness existed. His eyes, too, had been brown. He had been a warmth next to her chest, both better and deeper than the heat of the winnowfire, and they had let her keep him just long enough to name him. His fingers and toes had been tiny and perfect – but best not to think about that.

Fell-Noon would soon find out that there was no resisting the Winnowry. Just as she had.

Another ball of flame, identical in every way to the others, slid into the fire. Control. No more mistakes.
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There was too much.

Vintage could barely move an inch without feeling the need to retrieve her notebooks and inks, to make quick sketches and observations. There was an extraordinary wealth of knowledge here, much more than she had expected – Godwort had made much deeper progress into the body of the Behemoth than he had reported, the old swine. There was too much, but every moment they were inside she was aware of the terrible danger they were in, and she had the distinct sense that her luck was now the thinnest piece of fragile ice, and they were edging out further and further over an abyss.

So as they climbed down into the ragged hole torn by Godwort’s men, she didn’t pause and make drawings, but held her breath, listening closely. She doubted even Tormalin – perhaps especially Tormalin – realised how much danger they were actually in.

Learn what you can and be quick, she told herself. Gather your clues, take them with you. We can come back. Do not test your luck. And on the back of that thought, as it was so often, was the memory of Nanthema. Did she die exploring a Behemoth, just like this, or did she tire of her human companion and find some new bit of Sarn to explore?

‘I don’t like that smell,’ said Noon. She was carrying Vintage’s travel lamp, its small yellow flame lighting the girl’s face more than the narrow tunnel. A curl of black hair had fallen from her cap to rest against her forehead.

‘Yes,’ agreed Tormalin. ‘It smells rather like you did when we found you in the Shroom Flats.’

‘Now then. It could simply be that Godwort’s men left some food supplies down here before they left,’ said Vintage. The greyish matter under her feet was springy, and faintly tacky. She kept expecting her boots to come away with a sucking noise. ‘It’s not necessarily something awful.’

‘Hmm,’ said Noon. Ahead of them, Tormalin stopped and raised his hand.

‘Careful,’ he said. ‘It drops away sharply here.’

Vintage shuffled forward, keeping her centre of gravity low, and peered over the edge. They were hanging above what appeared to be an egg-shaped chamber, the smoothly curving walls formed of the greyish translucent blocks and lit with the dimly glowing nodules. There was a rope ladder next to them that ran all the way to the bottom, and there something sat, a shining something that was difficult to look at. It fluttered and pulsed with a sickly pink light, and for a frightening moment she thought it was a parasite spirit, but then she narrowed her eyes and saw that no, it was all sharp angles, and it was unmoving.

Reaching over, she tugged on the rope ladder. It was attached to a pair of wooden stakes that had been driven deeply into the yielding grey flesh.

‘I’d say that looks sturdy enough, wouldn’t you?’

Noon looked sick, the corners of her mouth turned down. Tormalin didn’t look much happier.

‘How much do you pay me again, Lady de Grazon?’

‘Enough to get your bony arse down there, my darling.’ Without waiting for an answer, Vintage took hold of the rope ladder and began to climb down, willing the thing not to fall to bits. She caught the look of exasperation on Tormalin’s face, and then he was lost to sight.

‘Fine. One at a time, though,’ he said from above. ‘We don’t want to break this thing with all of us on it.’

Vintage made short work of the rope ladder – one didn’t grow up next door to the vine forest without becoming an accomplished climber – and found herself standing in front of the light-filled object. It was a tall, jagged crystal, twice her height and wider at the base. It was pale pink in colour, but its smooth surfaces winked and slid reflected light around her, as though it were in motion. Looking at it made her feel mildly queasy. She glanced up to see Noon making her steady way down, her cap now pushed back from her eyes to reveal the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead.

‘What is that?’ she asked when she got to the floor.

‘Well, that’s quite the mystery, isn’t it?’ Vintage reached over and squeezed her hand briefly, noting the flicker of surprise that passed over the girl’s face. This one wasn’t used to human contact, she reminded herself, and felt a pang of sadness. ‘I haven’t seen anything like this on any of my own expeditions, and nothing in Godwort’s sketches either. Tor? What are you doing?’

‘Making bloody sure this ladder is secure before I come down there.’ Moments later he climbed down, his long figure strangely awkward on the swinging rope. Noon had approached the giant crystal, her hands held cautiously in front of her as though she expected it to burn her, and then she gasped, taking an involuntary step backwards.

‘Fire and blood, there’s a whole world in there! What is this thing?’

‘What?’ Vintage jumped forward, peering closely at the crystal. It was as if its clouded surface cleared – a hand wiped over a misted window – and an alien landscape was revealed, stretching off into the distance. She saw a night sky pocked with fiery stars she didn’t recognise, and a desolate land of white rock and craters. Her stomach dropped away. There was another world in here with them, just beyond the surface of the crystal, and the effect was dizzying. She almost expected to feel cold air on her cheek, to hear the desolate howl of the wind, deep within the heart of the Behemoth. Nothing moved in that terrible landscape. She reached out one hand, meaning to push her fingers against the slick surface, but a hand settled heavily on her shoulder.

‘Don’t,’ said Tormalin, his voice utterly serious for once. ‘You know better than that, Vintage.’

She pursed her lips and nodded. Noon had walked off around the other side of the crystal, circling it like a wary animal. She disappeared from sight, and almost at once they heard her give a startled shout.

‘What is it?’ Tor was there before Vintage, one hand on the pommel of his sword, but she almost collided with him as, suddenly, he was brought up short. Noon stood staring at the crystal, her face drained of colour. There was a body standing half in and half out of the structure, and it was all wrong. Vintage pressed her fingers to her mouth, feeling her bile rising in her throat.

‘By the roots,’ cried Tormalin, his voice oddly breathless. The crystal continued to flash and flicker at them. ‘What is this thing?’

The corpse had been a young man with unruly black hair and a comely face – they could tell this because the half of his body that stood in the alien landscape appeared to be untouched, his smooth skin clear and unblemished, his eyes so glassy they almost looked wet. The half of his body that was still in the chamber, however, was a terrible emaciated thing of bones, and flesh turned soft and black. The boy’s hand was curled against his thigh, and it looked like little more than a pile of brownish sticks, while his leg hung loose, at a strange angle inside his trousers.

‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ said Noon.

‘Oh my dear,’ said Vintage. Her voice didn’t sound like her own voice. ‘Me too, my dear.’

The boy had apparently been caught half in and half out of the crystal, as though he had been stepping into it at an angle and had been frozen in place. His head was entirely beyond the surface, as were his right arm and leg, while the line of the crystal ran from the left side of his neck – the ear there had only narrowly missed being left behind – down across his chest to bisect him neatly at the groin. Most of him was within the crystal. All of him was dead.

‘It’s his son,’ said Noon flatly. ‘Don’t you see? It – his face looks like him.’

‘Oh gods, Tyron, no.’ Vintage took a startled breath, and all at once she was very close to losing the small breakfast she had eaten that morning. She had only met Tyron once, years back when he had been no older than four or five. He had been mischievous, she remembered, peering out from behind his father’s legs, dark eyes full of curiosity. ‘How is it – how is it holding him there? Some sort of trap?’

‘Whatever it is,’ said Noon, ‘I think it’s broken. Look at the way it’s flashing. And there’s this stuff on the floor.’

Barely able to tear herself away from the terrible sight of Tyron, Vintage looked where Noon was pointing. It was the remains of a camp. People had stayed here for days, perhaps, trying to get him out, and failing. The horror of it washed over her, and she felt a steadying hand on her arm. To her surprise, it was Noon.

‘They found this chamber, and the extraordinary world in a crystal,’ said Tor. He was staring at the corpse. ‘Tyron Godwort wanted to be the first to explore it, perhaps, but when he entered it, whatever magic powered the thing failed. Or started working? Either way, it trapped him there, half in and half out. Did he die immediately? I don’t think so.’ He gestured at the camp, still not looking at them. ‘They thought it worth staying here, for days, in a hope of getting him free. Most of his body is on the other side – he would have been able to breathe, assuming there is something there to breathe, but not to eat or drink.’

Tor paused. Vintage felt a cold tingling sweeping up from her toes. Had he cried, and pleaded with them to help? Would they have been able to hear him, beyond the crystal?

‘They tried to get him out, but nothing could break it.’ There were hammers on the floor, several chisels. One of the hammers was broken, the head torn away from the shaft. ‘So, what? They waited. Perhaps, they thought, the magic would change, or break, or release him randomly. They watched and waited as one half of his body wasted away. Perhaps he asked them to kill him towards the end, but they wouldn’t have done that. There was still a chance.’

‘Stop it,’ said Noon. ‘Just stop it.’

Tor turned to them, raising a single eyebrow. ‘No wonder the old man can no longer bear to come out here. It is his son’s tomb.’

They stayed in the chamber for another hour, Vintage taking the pencils from her bag, meticulously recording as much as she could, the strange walls of the chamber and the incredible crystal at its heart. She and Tor walked around the other side, away from the corpse, but Noon stayed, sitting amongst the remains of the camp. She couldn’t help looking at the young man’s face, his eyes open and his head lolling awkwardly on his shoulder. Whatever the place was beyond the surface of the crystal, it had held the boy outside of time. There was no sign of corruption on that smooth face, no hint of the death that had claimed him – slowly, painfully – and yet he was dead. She wondered what that was like for Esiah Godwort; to know that his child was down here in the heart of the Behemoth. That he could come and look on his face any time he wanted, but that he would also have to face the terrible fact of his death. The bones and the running flesh. Tyron Godwort was a memory of himself, and his father was trapped by it.

Noon reached up and pulled off her cap, running her fingers through her hair. With some difficulty, she dragged her eyes from the still form of Tyron Godwort and looked at the strange landscape beyond him. A night sky, a desolate plain. Wherever it was, it wasn’t on Sarn. The thought startled her with how true it felt. Fire and blood, she was hardly the most well-travelled fell-witch, but everything about the alien place beyond the crystal felt wrong to her. After a moment she stood up, thinking of the suit of winnow-forged armour in the young man’s bedroom. She wished they had never gone in there; it felt like an invasion of a sort.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly, before walking around the crystal to join Tor and Vintage.

‘The place inside the crystal – I think it’s where the worm people come from.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I think it’s their home.’

Tor raised an eyebrow at her, but Vintage only nodded. ‘I suspect you are right, Noon, my dear. It’s no place on Sarn I’ve ever been and, of course, we’ve never known where the Jure’lia come from exactly.’ She paused, clutching her notebook, and Noon noticed that her normally neat and steady handwriting was wild and shaky. Noon pulled her hat back on. The room suddenly felt unbearable, a place of dead things and sorrow.

‘We should go back,’ she said.

To her surprise, Vintage agreed. The three of them climbed out of the chamber in silence, leaving behind the flickering crystal shard and its prisoner. Tormalin led the way out, following the corridors without hesitation. The closer they got to the exit, the more Vintage seemed to recover, some of her usual cheer returning to her voice.

‘We can come back,’ she said, patting Noon on the arm as they walked. ‘We’ve all had a shock, but we can rest, fortify ourselves. I want some time to think on the crystal, put it together with some other writings I’ve made over the years. I feel like it might be the key to the Jure’lia – who they are, what they want. That an unwary explorer can become trapped, stuck, in time. An overly curious person, perhaps, determined to find out –’ Vintage paused, and seemed to trip over her own feet. Noon grabbed her and saved her from falling, but as she helped her up, she noticed that she was trembling all over.

‘Vintage, what’s wrong?’

‘Oh my dear, I just had a thought, that’s all.’ Vintage smiled, but her face had gone an alarming shade of grey.

‘We need to get out of here.’ Noon looped her arm round the scholar’s waist, taking most of her weight. ‘Tor? Are we near the way out yet or what?’

Tor glanced back at them. He looked distracted himself, but he was standing in a ragged circle of dim daylight. ‘We’re so close we’re here, in fact. Come on. I want a glass of wine and a hot bath, and another glass of wine, in that order.’

Noon and Vintage hurried forward, stepping out onto the dark earth. The shattered remains of the head of the Behemoth stood opposite them, and the air at least was fresher. For a moment Noon felt disorientated. How long had they been in there? It felt darker than it should; they had entered the compound in the early morning, and now it felt like the early evening.

She looked up and saw a huge amorphous shape hovering over them, blocking out the sky. Baleful violet lights like diseased suns pocked its sides, and it turned its blunt head down towards them.

‘Run!’

Tor turned at her shout, his eyes widening as he spotted the parasite spirit above them. He drew his sword.

Half running, half falling, Noon dragged Vintage away from the wreckage, only for another shifting shape to rise up from behind a piece of debris that had fallen away from the main section. It was sinuous and lizard-like, a clutch of brilliant blue fronds where its eyes should be, and it rushed at them, hissing. There was a thud, and a bolt hit the thing in the neck before Noon even realised that Vintage had wrestled her crossbow from her belt.

‘There’ll be more of them,’ she muttered. ‘We really should go, my darling.’

Noon turned, looking for Tor. The giant parasite spirit that hung over the entrance to the Behemoth was shaped a little like a great long-legged insect, the main bulk of it out of the Eboran’s reach. Tor was pushing back a pair of parasite spirits with long, rabbit-like faces, multiple pink eyes shining brightly. The Ninth Rain flashed and danced, picking up and reflecting the eerie lights of the parasite spirits and driving them back.

‘Tor! There’re too many! We have to go!’

‘Quick,’ said Vintage, ‘to the other side. Perhaps we can lose them in there.’

Tor glanced at them over his shoulder, his mouth moving, but the giant parasite spirit that hung over them all had begun to make a low, desolate wailing noise, drowning out everything else. Noon turned, and with Vintage’s hand held firmly in hers, ran for the other half of the wreckage. More parasite spirits seemed to ooze out of the semi-dark, as if they were attracted by their movements. Barely thinking, she reached out and brushed the tips of her fingers across Tor’s hand as he came alongside her, siphoning off energy from him even as he shouted with surprise. She turned and threw up her free hand towards the approaching spirits, feeling the churning energy she had stolen boiling in her chest, and threw all of it with as much force as she could muster. A fat blossom of winnowfire burst wildly from her palm. It dissipated long before it reached the parasites, but they reeled back all the same. Tor had stumbled at her touch, but his face was set in grim lines, and he was still moving.

‘Good work, my dear!’ gasped Vintage.

Just as they reached the other side of the wreckage a creature like a translucent snake boiled up out of the ground, fizzing and sparking with orange and green lights. Noon cried out and tried to push Vintage out of the way, but the tapering tail of the parasite spirit whipped around and caught the older woman across the hand. There was a terrible sharp tearing sound, and Vintage hollered with pain.

‘What’s happened?’ Tor called, close behind them now.

‘Get inside, get inside.’ Noon pushed Vintage in front of her, almost throwing the woman into the shelter of the wreckage, before dragging her up a series of steps. More than anything she wanted to be away from the dirt – the spirit had just appeared from it, rising up like a flood water, and now nothing felt safe. ‘Up, up!’

They scrambled up the steps, Tor’s footfalls close behind them, until they found themselves on a platform looking back across at the other chunk of wreckage. This was the place where the two sections had once been joined, but now the walls ended in torn pieces. Below them, they could see around ten parasite spirits, writhing and wailing, obviously still searching for them.

‘Fucking fire and blood, we’re fucked.’ Noon took a wild breath, willing her heart to stop hammering in her chest. ‘Vintage, are you hurt?’

Vintage was leaning against the wall, her hand cradled to her chest. There was blood on her shirt. ‘I’d say so, my darling, yes.’

‘We should head deeper in,’ said Tor. He had appeared behind them, his face in the shadows as serious as Noon had ever seen it. ‘There could be a way out on the other side. Or we can cut our way out.’

He held up the sword, which was already caked in the oddly jelly-like blood of the parasite spirits – Noon had a moment to wonder when he had done that – when the narrow space behind him shimmered with ominous lights. He spun round, sword moving with precision despite the dark shadows under his eyes, and the parasite spirit that had followed them in screamed discordantly. Noon and Vintage took a few hurried steps back, taking them perilously close to the edge of the platform.

This time Noon saw Tormalin’s sword at work: the thin blade cut through the writhing spirit like it was butter, and the screaming grew so loud she felt a pulse of pain deep in her head. Part of the creature fell away, followed by a shimmering cloud of what almost looked like smoke, but the long fronds that formed part of its head shot forward, barrelling past Tor towards where she crouched with Vintage. The pair of them scrambled backwards, only to find that the giant parasite spirit, the one that had hovered over them as they left the wreckage, was now waiting for them, its huge bulk blocking any view of the outside world. For a few alarming seconds, Noon was faced with the shifting, amorphous texture of its body; she could see tiny lights falling inside it, as though it were made of the night sky. She turned back, and saw Tor battling with the other creature; despite how badly he had wounded it, the spirit’s fronds were filling the small space where they had taken shelter, writhing and whipping back and forth like a nest of angry snakes. They were trapped.

‘Burn them!’ Tor shot her a desperate look from beyond the fronds. One of them was sliding, tentacle-like, round his forearm, scorching the leather there.

‘I can’t!’ Noon felt a surge of frustration. She’d already spent the energy she’d stripped from him in her useless fireball, and now Tor was out of reach, trapped behind a wall of shifting fronds. Vintage’s energy would not be enough to harm the spirits.

Next to her, Vintage fired off one crossbow bolt after another, hitting a frond with every shot. Although each one she hit turned black and inert, the grasping appendages kept coming. Behind them, the giant spirit was pressing itself against the hole, and its body was slowly filling the space, like bread rising in the oven. The only light left was the light dancing inside the creatures just about to kill them. Noon thought of how they killed; of seeing Tor overwhelmed, of seeing Vintage turned inside out.

Reaching out behind her, she brushed her fingers over the smooth, yielding body of the giant parasite spirit, and she took. Ignoring how her hand turned cold and numb, she ripped the life energy from the creature with all her strength, and although she realised almost instantly what a terrible mistake she’d made, it was already too late. The energy slammed into her; at first at her summons, and then against her will. Bright light filled her, along with the sharp scent of sap and the sense of being high up, very high up, and surrounded by rustling and the feeling of breaking free, a terrible severing, oh lost, we are lost.

Noon stumbled away, breaking contact. Her body sang with a thousand voices, centuries of lost memories. It was too much. Dimly, through the cacophony that now inhabited her, she saw Vintage staring at her with horror, while Tor struggled, on his knees as the parasite spirit tried to tear him in half. Unable to do anything else, Noon raised her hand, feeling the winnowfire boiling into life inside her, and let it go.

The world was lost in green fire.
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Tor remembered very little of what followed. For a brief time, everything was made of colour and pain. A boiling light had filled his vision, and then a skein of red covered all things. There had been a sense of falling, or flying, and a distant sound that, eventually, he realised was his own voice, broken and screaming. Then a blessed kind of darkness.

Beyond that were brief fragments of memory. He had an image of looking down at his own boots as the world spun around him. Noon’s voice, shouting Vintage’s name. The strange foliage looming all around them – it looked familiar, as if he’d seen it recently, but when he stopped to try and remember, someone tugged him fiercely in another direction. A time of lights and silence and fear. The gate to the compound – this he did remember, and he felt pleased with himself – and a man with a dark beard standing there, his eyes wide.

A knife near his throat. He had stiffened, pulling back, but it was cutting away his clothes, and all at once there was so much pain that he was gone again. Darkness.

Noon remembered it all.

A thousand voices shouting at once, or the same voice, shouting a thousand times. The living energy of the parasite spirit overwhelmed her immediately, and the resulting explosion was a boiling green and white. She had been thrown backwards by it, through the space where the spirit had been until she’d absorbed it, and out into the air, where she crashed onto the black dirt. Debris from the Behemoth fell all around her, smoking and still aflame in places, while the roar of the greater fire in front of her reached up to the sky.

I’ve done it again.

The thought hit her harder than the explosion. She gasped, barely able to get air into her lungs, and it had nothing to do with the oily smoke roiling around her. I’ve done it again.

She scrambled to her feet and cupped her hands to her mouth, preparing to scream for Vintage, when she realised that one of the pieces of debris that had fallen around her was Tormalin.

‘No. Tor! Tor!’

He had fallen face down, his leathers and silks scorched and spattered with mud. Reaching him she turned him over. Dimly she realised she’d lost her hat.

‘Oh no. No.’

The blast of winnowfire had hit him from the left, it seemed. That side of his face – his beautiful face – was a red and black ruin, as was his neck, and from what she could see of his arm, it was in a similar state. The hair on that side of his head had been burned back from his forehead, and now hung in smoking clumps. Incredibly, he still held his sword loosely in one fist.

‘Fire and blood, no.’ She grabbed hold of his shoulders and shook him, not knowing what else to do, and to her surprise his eyes popped open. He seemed to focus on her for a moment, but his gaze was wild, skittering away from her face to the fires behind her. ‘Tormalin! You have to get up, come on.’

He shook his head once, and she saw him shudder with the pain. He fought to stay conscious, however, and one long hand came up to grip her arm. Standing up straight, she shook him off and looked around wildly. There was no sign of Vintage anywhere, and the smoke was thickening all the time. She took a few steps towards the wreckage.

‘Vintage! Vintage, where are you?’

There was no reply. She stumbled first to the left, and then to the right, desperately searching for any sign, but everything was mud or twisted moon-metal – no sign of the scholar anywhere. Turning back, Tor was briefly lost in the smoke and she felt a fresh stab of panic, but then she spotted his pale hand against the dirt.

‘Listen to me, Tor, we have to get out of here.’ She slid his sword through the loop of his belt, and with more strength than she thought she possessed, yanked the tall Eboran to his feet, staggering as he stumbled against her. She felt the heat of his blood sinking into her coat, and she swallowed down a white-hot panic. Moving him might kill him, but if they stayed here, the parasite spirits would come again and they would surely be dead.

‘Tor, have you seen Vintage?’

It occurred to her that he was probably in shock, might even have been deafened by the explosion. Pulling his arm over her shoulders, she yelled into the smoke.

‘Vintage? Vintage!’

There was no reply. The blasted remains of the Behemoth carcase remained merrily aflame, pieces of it falling around them, while a shuddering groan from inside spoke of some deeper, more fatal collapse happening. She peered up at the Behemoth, trying to make sense of the mess even as the boiling fire stung her eyes. Was that a human shape in there? A shadow, something curled in on itself. Another crashing groan, and more pieces of fiery debris flitted down around them. They had very little time.

‘Vintage!’

The parasite spirits had all fled, but at that very thought a surge of images she didn’t recognise forced their way into her head. Noon cried out wordlessly, staggering under Tor’s weight. She saw a man very like him, tall and beautiful, with hair like old, golden wine, wearing armour that appeared to be made of bright white scales. He smiled at her, and then the vision was gone. Noon shook her head.

‘Vintage? Where are you? Fuck.’

A shimmering of lights appeared through the smoke. Noon didn’t stick around to see what it was. Instead, she took hold of Tor as firmly as she could and walked him away from the wreckage and into the trees, hoping she remembered where the gate to the compound was. The sky was darker now, with the deep grey bruise that meant rain, sooner or later, and the shadows between the grotesque trees were long and deep.

The walk to the gate was nightmarish, and more than once Noon wondered if she was trapped in some terrible dream. She was walking too slowly, Tor was a silent weight, his blood soaking into her, and hidden things watched them from the dark places. Vintage was surely dead, and they would be turned inside out by a spirit before they ever reached the gate. When she did see the enormous doors, she almost fell to her knees with relief.

‘Tor, we’re nearly there. Stay with me.’

A figure stepped towards them out of the growing shadows, and Noon was surprised to see Esiah Godwort, his eyes wide with shock. Outside of the great house he looked wilder somehow, and lost. There were cobwebs caught in his hair.

‘There is a fire,’ he said.

Noon nodded. ‘We were caught in it. Can you help me get him back to your home?’

‘My boy is in there,’ said Esiah, but he looked away from the forest and pulled Tor’s other arm over his shoulder, and together they staggered back to the courtyard of the house. At the door, Esiah turned to go.

‘Where are you going?’ demanded Noon. She realised, faintly, that her voice sounded muffled to her own ears. ‘I still need your help!’

‘My boy is in there,’ he said again, as though this were all the explanation required. He turned away from them and walked back across the courtyard. Noon called after him, telling him to look for Vintage while he was in there, but he didn’t turn back. They didn’t see him again.

Inside the house, Noon had an unsettling moment of light-headedness, black spots jumping at the edges of her vision, and she had to stand still, taking deep breaths. The chorus of voices she had heard at the moment of the explosion had not entirely gone; she could still hear them, a tide of whispers that gnawed at her every thought. Her head pounded sickeningly.

‘Come on,’ she said to Tor, trying to gather the last of her strength. ‘You heavy bastard.’

She couldn’t manage to drag him up the great sweep of stairs, so instead she found the servants’ quarters by the kitchens and there she laid him down on a bed. He muttered to himself as he stretched out and started to tremble all over. Noon slumped against the wall and slid down to her knees.

‘I got you here,’ she said. ‘I have to go back.’

Tor did not reply. She wondered how long this shock would last, and what would happen when he finally came back to himself; when he realised what had happened to him. When he realised what had happened to Vintage. Wincing, she pushed herself to her feet and went to his bedside again, forcing herself to look at him clearly.

She swallowed hard. The injuries were terrible. She knew from all of Mother Fast’s stories that Eborans were fearsomely strong and healed quickly, but that was the Ebora of old, the one fed and nurtured by the sap of their tree-god. This Eboran was far from home, in a time when his people were weak and dying. She doubted he would live to see the morning, and knowing that, she couldn’t leave him.

‘I walked away from them all before,’ she said to him, although she knew he couldn’t hear her. ‘When I did this, before. I can’t do that again.’ Tor murmured, turning his head towards her. The bones on the burned part of his face jutted through raw flesh. ‘How are you still alive?’

When she had lived on the plains with her mother, there had been a man living with her people called Cusp. When someone had a fever, or had broken a leg falling from their horse, or had received a bite from something hidden in the long grass, Cusp would come to them with his ointments and sticks, his ghost-stones and sure fingers, and he would help them if he could. He had been a serious-faced man, not old, his black hair shorn very close to his head. Cusp would have known what to do about Tor’s terrible burns, but everything that Cusp had known had been lost along with everything else, ten years ago. In the Winnowry there had been a place where sick fell-witches had been taken, but Noon had never seen it. She knew precisely nothing about healing. Quite the opposite, really.

She straightened up, less than steady on her feet. ‘I will make you comfortable. Hot water and clean linen. I can manage that much.’

At the door she staggered and cried out. She had tried to force the cloud of voices inside her into the background, but now it swarmed around her, overwhelming her as it had inside the Behemoth wreck. Her mouth flooded with the taste of something she didn’t recognise, woody and almost tart, like old apples, and a booming voice in her head, speaking an unknown language. The voice sounded angry.

‘Stop it, stop it.’ She covered her ears with her hands, trying to block it out, and for a wonder, the sensation did retreat, although she could feel it, colouring the back of her mind like mould. ‘Whatever this is, I don’t have time for it.’

In the kitchens she didn’t dare to use the winnowfire, not with the violence of the parasite spirit’s energy still simmering inside, so she lit a fire the traditional way, as she’d once been taught by an unsuspecting Mother Fast a lifetime ago. When the water boiled, she tempered it with cold water from a jug, picked up a stack of dusty tablecloths from the side and went back to the room where Tor lay. She had just pushed the door open with her foot when that sense of an alien presence overcame her again and she dropped the pot of water, half soaking herself and the rug, before falling to her knees in a pile of linen.

The voice came again, although now it sounded joyful, exultant. The servants’ quarters with the chest of drawers and brown curtains faded away, as though it were a particularly unconvincing dream, and she was flying, flying high above Sarn. Lakes like sapphires caught the sun and shattered it into gold, and the low slopes of a mountain revealed a pack of animals, running. The voice roared then, and, far below, the animals howled back; a shiver of recognition trickled down Noon’s back even though she knew that the feelings were not her own. To her that lonely noise meant a night of extra fires around the tents and more warriors on watch through the dark hours, but to this other being it was . . . freedom? That wasn’t the right word. Abruptly, the sense of flying was gone, and instead she was in a great plaza of white stone, dotted here and there with trees covered in pink blossom. Here there were tall men and women, beautiful in silk and silver plate, and then a child, running towards her. A small boy, his shining auburn hair pulled into a neat little bun atop his head, laughing as he came, his crimson eyes bright, and then he fell, chubby limbs crashing onto the smooth white stone. Noon winced, knowing the tantrum that would come, yet the child got back up onto his feet, still laughing, and continued running towards her. The palms of his hands were scraped and bleeding and she felt a moment’s discomfort at that – it will stain the feathers, she thought, disjointedly – and then the child was wrapping his arms around her. Noon had a sense of knowing, of knowing she was much larger than the boy, much larger, and then she was lying on her back in a dowdy room, gasping for air. Her trousers and shirt were wet, and the empty pot lay beneath the chest of drawers.

‘What is it?’ she breathed. She held her own hands up in front of her, and for a second they looked the wrong shape. She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them again. ‘What is happening to me?’

The only reply was Tor’s ragged breathing. Cautiously, half sure that moving would bring the strange thoughts and sensations back, she got to her feet. Her heart was hammering in her chest as though she had been fighting, but as she looked down at Tor, something clicked into place. She thought of the little boy’s bloodied hands.

‘There is something I can do for you,’ she said.

The knives in the kitchens were all well maintained, their edges keen. Noon selected three, cleaned them in a basin of hot water, and took them back to Tor’s room. Trying not to notice the ruin of his face and neck, she carefully cut and peeled away the collar of his shirt. Instantly, he roared into consciousness, his eyes wild.

‘What are you doing?’ he demanded, in a tone so like his usual attitude that she was briefly too stunned to do anything. ‘Do you know how much this shirt cost? I doubt—’

Noon saw the moment the pain hit him. He screamed, a high, broken sound, and then he passed out again, his head lolling against the pillow.

‘You shouldn’t have taken me with you,’ she whispered, still gripping the knife. ‘You should have left me. I told you to.’

She put the knife on a small bedside table and picked up another, smaller blade. Without thinking about it too closely, she pressed its edge to the palm of her hand until a bright necklace of red beads grew there. It stung, and as she winced she thought she heard muttering from the tide of strange thoughts in her head, but she forced it away.

Taking hold of his jaw with her other hand so that his mouth was open, she squeezed her injured hand shut and a few drops of blood spattered onto his tongue. She squeezed again, a few more drops, and Tor swallowed hard, gasping as though he were drowning.

‘Does it help?’ She stared at his ruined face, trying to see some change. Perhaps it would heal him from the inside – either way, these few small drops of blood would not be enough. Taking hold of the sharp knife again she pressed the blade to the fleshy area just below her wrist, taking care to make a shallow cut. The blood this time flowed faster and trickled down her hand to the tips of her fingers. Grimacing slightly as spots of bright crimson appeared on the bedclothes, she leaned over and pressed the wound to Tor’s mouth.

The response this time was immediate. His head shot up, his eyes still closed, and his mouth clamped down on the source of blood – she felt the hard pressure of his teeth on her skin, and for a moment she felt the room spin around her. Ten years of barely any physical contact, and now this. It was strange. His uninjured hand snaked up from his side and took hold of her arm gently. There hardly seemed to be any strength in him, but as she watched, the ruined side of his face began to subtly change. The charred and blackened skin began to flake away as new skin grew beneath, while the raw muscle and flesh began to knit itself anew. It was only in a few places, and it made little overall difference to the terrible damage she had inflicted, but it was something. Softly, he moaned under her, shifting in the bed.

‘Tor? Are you awake? Speak to me, bloodsucker, come on.’

His eyes still shut, he slumped back to the pillow, a smear of crimson on his lips and chin. He did not speak.

‘Tor?’

Working awkwardly with her injured hand, Noon tore off some strips of linen and bound the two cuts as best she could. In a little while, she would go back to the kitchens and wash her arm, but for now she felt oddly weak. With her good hand she pushed Tor’s hair back from his forehead – what was left of it – and tried to slow her thundering heart. A little blood had given him strength, had started to heal his face and neck. She suspected it would take a lot more than that to save him, but whose price was that to pay if it wasn’t hers?

Cradling her bleeding arm to her chest, she lay down next to him on the narrow bed, taking a brief and selfish comfort in the warmth of his body. She had a moment to consider that resting in such a way would have been unthinkable a short time ago, and then she was asleep.
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The hot water stung on Noon’s cuts, but it was a good pain. Alongside the heat of the water it was soothing, pushing away all her other thoughts and concerns.

She had dragged out a large tin bath and heated the water up in the kitchen. Sure that the house was empty save for her and a comatose Eboran, she had stripped off in front of the great oven, dropping her dirty smoke-stinking clothes onto the flagstone floor. Now the steam from the bath soaked her hair, and taking a nub of waxy soap she’d found by the sink, she methodically began to wash, taking comfort in the routine of it. Back at the Winnowry they had been allowed a cold bucket of water once every two days and a rough piece of cloth to rub themselves down. You learned quickly how to make the most of that, so this tin bath of hot water and the time to use it seemed an almost impossible luxury.

‘I’m not at the Winnowry any more,’ she told the swirling suds. ‘And I won’t go back. Not alive, anyway.’

Vintage was the reason she’d got so far from the Winnowry in the first place, and now Vintage – kind, eccentric Vintage – was almost certainly dead in the compound somewhere. She thought again of the shape she’d glimpsed against the fires, a blackened twisted thing, and bit at her thumb. Perhaps Godwort would find her body. Perhaps not. Perhaps even now Godwort was sitting in the strange chamber at the heart of the Behemoth, kneeling in front of his son’s corpse, his mind finally broken.

Noon hunched over in the bath. Her hands under the water, she sought inside herself for the teeming parasite spirit energy. It was still there, like a banked fire, waiting to be poked into life. Cautiously, so cautiously, she summoned the winnowfire to her right hand, and saw a small green glow flicker into uncertain life under the water. The fire from this energy was strong.

‘I could boil myself alive,’ she said. Her voice was flat, her only audience the abandoned cutlery and the dusty shelves with their bags of oats and jars of spices. ‘It wouldn’t be quick, but who deserves a quick death less than me?’

Opening her hand, the swirling green flame grew a little brighter, and she felt a blush of extra heat against her legs. It would not take much to let the energy out – it would be easier than keeping it in, in fact.

Fool.

One word, spoken aloud in her head. Noon jerked with shock, the winnowfire winking out of existence.

‘What are you?’

There was no answer, but she could sense that presence inside her again. Something alien, and old, so old. She could feel its disdain for her, its contempt for such a small and weak creature.

‘Fuck you,’ she said aloud, feeling vaguely stupid. ‘You don’t know. You don’t know what I’ve been through.’

There was muttering now, in a language she didn’t understand. Noon squeezed her eyes shut. It had to be the parasite spirit, there was little else it could be, but Vintage hadn’t said anything about their being able to talk. Noon had thought of them as mindless animals of a sort, made of energy and light.

Standing up, Noon squeezed the last of the water out of her hair and stepped out of the bath, grabbing a linen sheet to dry herself with, but, as she did so, the ghostly presence elbowed its way to the front of her mind. The gloomy kitchens vanished, and she saw a battlefield. It was raining, the churned earth a slick of mud, and there were men and women all around her, dead or dying. A woman just in front of her was lying on her back, the elaborate armour she wore split open at the midriff. There were scurrying beetle-like creatures all around her, and the woman was trying to push them away, her movements becoming weaker. Noon felt a stab of alarm; the things she had seen in her nightmare, the insects that had been inside Fell-Marian, they were here too. Then the woman – she was Eboran, Noon realised belatedly, her beautiful eyes the colour of blood – looked up at her. She smiled crookedly, and shook her head. The black beetles surged then, slipping into the woman’s open mouth, crawling eagerly inside her ears. Her body twitched with the violence of them.

Life is suffering. It was the voice again. Life is war, and sacrifice. Life is victory.

The muddy battlefield vanished, and Noon found herself lying naked on the cold flagstones, shivering all over. She felt chilled to the bone, but the presence had retreated. Grabbing the linen and wrapping it around herself, she staggered out of the kitchens.

‘Yeah, well, fuck you,’ she said to no one in particular.

Upstairs, she crept into Tyron Godwort’s room and stood shivering, looking around at his abandoned belongings. Now that she knew what had happened to him, it seemed a sinister, lonely place, but she needed new clothes, and the boy had looked close to her height and size. She went to the wardrobe and began pulling out items of clothing and laying them on the bed – it seemed like Tyron had more outfits than anyone could ever possibly need, but then, Noon reminded herself, at the Winnowry she had only ever had the one. Perhaps this was a normal wardrobe, and everyone had more clothes than they could wear in a year.

She selected warm, woollen leggings and a long-sleeved silk shirt of pale green. She also picked up a maroon velvet jacket that was a little tight across the chest but had bright silver buttons she rather liked; this she stuffed into a bag with some other items, and went back downstairs. Tor was where she had left him, his long form stretched out in the dishevelled bed. His face was turned away from her, but she knew well what it looked like by now – the terrible raw landscape of it haunted her. She had managed, gradually, to cut away the shirt on the left-hand side of his body, so that the ruin of his arm was exposed to the light from the window. She had made small progress with his healing, but it was progress, nonetheless.

‘Hey, bloodsucker, how do you feel today? You look a little, uh, peaky.’

She rolled up her sleeves, taking a brief pleasure in the sensation of silk against skin, and knelt on the bed next to him. Picking up one of the knives she now kept on the bedside table next to a bowl of water and soap, she sliced part of her arm open. She knew she was being less than careful now, but she also knew there was no stepping back from it.

Leaning over him, she pressed her wrist to his mouth and he moaned. His good arm came up around her, encircling her waist and pulling her forward so abruptly that she almost fell over him. Grimacing slightly, Noon held herself up with her other arm as he fed. There was strength in the arm that held her, and that gave her some hope.

‘Easy, easy.’ She tried to pull her arm away, to extract herself from him, but his grip on her intensified and a wave of light-headedness caused her to blink rapidly. It was too easy, she reflected, to let him take what he wanted – there was a closeness to it that reminded her of the purging at the Winnowry, and the broad shoulders of Novice Lusk as he knelt before her. When you were denied all human contact, this moment of intimacy was powerful. For a few moments she allowed herself to enjoy that sense of closeness, the warmth of his mouth against her skin and the strength of his arm across her back, and then she remembered that she had yet to eat anything and to let this go on for too long would be dangerous for them both.

With more determination than before Noon pulled herself away from Tor’s grip, noticing as she did so that the sheet that bunched around his waist was in more of a disarray than it had been. She stared at that a moment before she realised what it meant, and then she stumbled away from the bed, her cheeks suddenly hot.

‘Oh. Fire and – oh.’ Belatedly, she remembered that Tor usually received his blood donations from willing lovers. It made sense that he would associate the taste of blood with sex. She swallowed hard and left the room.

When she came back, she had eaten bread and cheese from the kitchens, fed their ponies with the oats left in the stables, and had downed a glass of wine. She felt unutterably tired, and Tor had turned over to one side, so that if he still had an erection, she couldn’t see it.

‘You know, I admire your dedication,’ she said as she lay down on the bed next to him. The warmth of his body was a balm, her eyelids as heavy as rocks. ‘Most people wouldn’t be in the mood, but you –’ she yawned cavernously – ‘I guess what they say about Eborans . . .’

She slept.

In the dream she was by the Ember River. She had taken her boots off and she was sitting with her feet in the chill water, watching the moonlight glitter across it. Here and there she could just make out the red stones that gave the river its name, and the dark clouds of the underwater plants that grew here. It was a mild night, but her feet were very cold indeed. Even so, she did not want to get up.

She remembered this place. The plains were dissected by two great rivers, the Trick, which was different depending on where you came to it, and the Ember River, which was wide and slow moving. Her people came here often, to wash and to collect water and to meet with the other people who came here. Rivers meant people, and they meant animals too, that was what her mother said. Water brought life.

Noon smiled, wondering dimly where her mother was, even as she looked at the shape of her legs as they dangled into the water. They were long and even shapely, the legs of an adult woman, and something about that and the memory of speaking to her mother didn’t add up. Some piece of terrible knowledge seemed to loom over her at that, so she shook her head, backing away from it. Instead, she realised that there was someone else at the riverside.

‘Greetings, witch,’ said Tor. He was strolling along the bank, his hands behind his back. ‘This is quite a picturesque spot. Somewhere you visited once, I assume?’

Noon scrambled to her feet. Tor’s face and neck were unblemished, totally free from burns, and his skin seemed to glow under the moonlight. He wore an elaborate padded silk jacket she had not seen before. It was embroidered with silver leaves and his black hair was loose over his shoulders. He smiled at her expression.

‘This old thing? It’s a little extravagant, I will admit, but, occasionally, I do miss these comforts from home, and why shouldn’t I wear them in dreams?’

‘A dream.’ Noon swayed on her feet. ‘That’s what this is. Shit.’

The river and the night sky wavered, becoming something false – like the sheets on which Mother Fast would paint scenery for her puppet shows.

‘No, please, don’t go.’ Tor laid a hand on her arm. ‘It would be good to have someone to talk to. Stay here for a little longer.’

He gestured and the river became a real place again, filling out at the edges and becoming a solid thing. Seeing her look of surprise, he grinned. ‘My sister Hestillion was always better at shaping dreams, but I am not completely terrible at it. Don’t think about the fact that this is a dream, just listen to my voice. Tell me about this place. About this memory.’

‘How can you do that?’ she demanded. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Eborans can dream-walk,’ he said mildly. ‘Remember?’

‘Yes, but . . .’ She felt lost. His face, so close to hers, was calm and unconcerned. The last time she had seen it, that had not been the case. She took a breath. ‘This is the Ember River. I came fishing here sometimes when I was small. In the deeper places there were pike, although I never caught one of those, I wasn’t strong enough to pull them in.’ She stopped. ‘Is this really you I’m talking to, or a dream version of you I’ve made up?’

Tor laughed. ‘That’s a good question, witch. It’s really me, for what it’s worth, but then if I were a dream version, I would still say that, wouldn’t I?’

Abruptly, Noon wanted to push him in the river. ‘Leave me alone. This stuff is private.’

Tor made a point of looking around. ‘This boring river is private? Very well, let me show you something, then. I’m not even sure if I can still do this . . .’

He took hold of her arm, and the balmy night and cold river swirled away, carried by something deeper than water, and they were standing in a grove of trees on a hot summer’s day. Noon could feel the sun on the top of her head like a blessing, and she could even smell the blossom on the trees. Something about that was familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Next to her, Tor was laughing.

‘By the roots, I did it! You see this, witch? These are the sacred groves of Ebora as they were over two hundred years ago. No living human has ever seen such a sight, and here you are. Are you suitably honoured?’

‘This is a memory of yours?’

‘It is. A memory from before the worst times, before the crimson flux had truly decimated us. This orchard was grown in honour of Ygseril, and the trees were tended as honoured associates of the tree-god.’ He paused, and Noon noticed that his clothes had changed again. He now wore a simple tunic of deep russet and ochre leggings. There was a bronze brooch at his throat. Somehow, the outfit made him look younger. ‘When I left Ebora, of course, all of these trees had long since died. Of heartbreak, Hest was fond of saying, but they were just left unattended for too long. Delicate things like this require care.’ He reached up and touched his fingers to the pale pink blossom clustered in the branches, causing a brief flurry of petals like snow. ‘You should have seen Ebora in its glory, Noon. It was quite extraordinary.’

‘Hest is your sister?’

Tor nodded. ‘Lady Hestillion, born in the year of the green bird, mistress of dream-walking and ever my biggest critic.’

She didn’t know what to say to that. She crossed her arms over her chest.

‘This place is beautiful,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s full of life here. I can feel it, even though it’s not real.’

He looked back at her intently then, as if seeing her properly for the first time. It was unnerving, and she had to look away.

‘Can you do this with any of your memories?’ she said, hoping to distract him from his sudden examination of her.

‘I have not tried, for a very long time.’ His voice was soft. ‘Tell me, witch, why is it I can feel you so clearly in this dream? You are closer to me than you were before. I can almost—’ He stopped.

You drank my blood, Noon thought but did not say. A hot wind suddenly blew through the grove of trees, scattering blossom in a fairy blizzard. It smelled, Noon realised with horror, of burned flesh.

‘What is that?’ said Tor, looking across the neat avenue of trees. There was, Noon saw, a strange cloud hanging over the horizon, a silvery grey shape that she couldn’t quite make out. ‘Can you smell that? Perhaps something burned in the kitchens.’

‘It’s a dream, remember?’ Noon stepped away, reaching up to pull her hat down over the tattoo on her forehead before remembering that she had lost it in the compound. ‘I can’t stay here with you, looking at your old Eboran crap. I have other things to do.’

She turned away, meaning to run back to the river somehow, when she lost her footing and fell, her stomach lurching uncomfortably. Noon woke, gasping, in the bed next to Tormalin. Thankfully, the tall Eboran was still asleep. Moving as carefully as possible, so as not to wake him, Noon turned over on her side and lay staring at the door, thinking of the river and the blossom, and the terrible smell of death that had come for them.
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Aldasair stood on the far side of the gardens, looking down into the plaza. Already, there were more humans here, their tents and carriages clustered like colourful anthills. They had lit fires against the chill of the day. The smell of wood smoke and cooking was everywhere, and their voices were clear in the stillness, the babble of their feelings battering Aldasair like waves of pebbles: eager, angry, confused, calm, excited, uncertain. It was too much.

There were things he should be doing, but today it was so hard to remember how Ebora had been just a few short weeks ago, and that made him feel like he was a ghost of himself, so he turned away from the teeming plaza and walked, instead, further into the overgrown gardens. Bern the Younger had been hard at work on the other side, clearing away the debris of decades of neglect, burning it in huge piles outside the gates. Aldasair had nodded to him briefly the day before, not quite looking at the man’s bare chest – the ink patterns on his arms swept across his skin there, too – but hadn’t been able to speak. Instead, the human had nodded back, an expression of sympathy on his face that Aldasair had found deeply uncomfortable. He had avoided him since.

Here, the trees and bushes were thick, covering the narrow gravel paths and the rockeries. The small streams that had been carefully cut into the earth had either vanished entirely or been filled with a sludge of ancient dead leaves, and he passed two of the elegant enamelled bridges, hanging broken and skeletal over mud. The ground here grew steeper, and he quickened his pace, belatedly realising why he had come this way.

The Hill of Souls.

Eventually, he stumbled across the old path, the one that had been cut into the rising ground and paved with heavy black stones. These had mostly survived intact, although he took care to step over the piles of wet leaves that threatened to tip him back down to the plaza. He followed the path, up and up, looking over his shoulder once to see the palace spread below him; from here, the plaza and all its strange human activity was hidden, but Ygseril still spread its dead branches like a silver cloud. Like old times. The silent times.

Eventually, at the top of the hill, he came to the old orchard and the building that nestled at its heart. The ground was thick with grass and the puckered corpses of old apples. In the summer, he imagined this place would shake with the sound of wasps, but on this cold day it was silent, with just the half-hearted wind for company. Aldasair walked through the trees, stepping over fallen branches, until he stood at the door. This was a strange building, he had always thought; it did not match the organic, spiralling architecture of the palace, or even the sprawling houses that circled it. This place looked more like a beehive, rounded and simple, with large circular windows now thick with dirt. It was older than everything else. Aldasair looked down at his feet, his hand resting on the door. He couldn’t remember how he knew that – some distant lesson or conversation, back when his people had lived.

The door was stiff to open, and he had to lean into it before it stuttered across the stone floor, revealing a single, shadowed room. Circles of dirty light hung in a ring around him, while at the apex of the concave ceiling, the delicate pyramid of leaded glass that he remembered from his childhood had long since been smashed, leaving black twists of lead scratching at the sky. The circular room was ringed with long concentric steps, and that was where they were kept.

‘I put mine on the highest platform I could.’ Aldasair took a breath, smelling damp and rotten leaves. ‘So they could see the moon at night.’

In his memory, the steps were polished stone, shining and clean. Now they were thick with mould and moss, dead leaves and even, he realised, the tiny skeletal remains of various small animals. They must have crept in through the broken skylight, seeking food and shelter, and then found they were unable to get out. It wasn’t a reassuring thought.

His eyes adjusting to the gloom, Aldasair walked over to one of the steps. There were tiny mounds all over them, little pockets of shadow – it was almost possible to see what they had been, once, if you squinted.

He had just lifted his hand, daring himself to pick one of them up, when a footfall behind him caused his heart to leap into his throat. He spun round to see a figure blocking out the weak daylight coming in the door.

‘Sorry!’ Bern the Younger held up his hands. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

Aldasair clenched his fists at his sides. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I was curious. Not always my most useful trait, my father says, but there you go.’ He stepped into the room fully, his head turning to try and take in everything at once. ‘What is this place?’

‘Did you follow me up the hill?’

Bern cleared his throat. His wild yellow hair had been tied back in a tail, and despite the gloom, Aldasair could clearly see the faint blush that crept across his cheeks. ‘You could say that. I mean, you could say that because it would be true. I saw you on the far side of the gardens, and you had such a look on your face—’

‘I didn’t hear you. I should have heard you coming.’

Bern the Younger grinned. It was such an incongruous expression in this broken, ancient place that Aldasair found he had to look away.

‘I’m a hunter. It’s my job to move quietly.’

‘Are you saying you were hunting me?’

‘By the stones, no!’ Bern raised his hands again, looking genuinely alarmed. ‘I am not good at this. Speaking to you people, I mean. I was curious, Aldasair. I didn’t know what could be up this hill, that you were so determined to reach. Forgive me.’ When Aldasair didn’t answer, Bern nodded around at the steps. ‘So, what is this place?’

‘We called it the Hill of Souls.’ Outside, the day brightened, filling the room with a soft glow. Dust danced in the shaft of light from the hole in the roof. ‘It was—’ Aldasair stopped. ‘It’s difficult to remember the words for these things, sometimes. It was something we did every season, and it was important.’

‘A tradition,’ said Bern. ‘We have many of those in Finneral. Mostly, I’ll be honest with you, to do with stones. Or drinking.’

‘A tradition. Yes, that’s what it was.’ Aldasair closed his eyes, trying to remember. ‘The youngest of us, the children. Those who were no more than fifty or sixty years old—’ Bern made an odd noise, which Aldasair ignored. ‘They would make charms in the shapes of the war-beasts, to honour them. Those who had fallen, their spirits returning to Ygseril. And then we would have a ceremony, with lights, and special food, and place them on the top of the Hill of Souls, so they could look from Ygseril’s branches and see the lights burning here, and know they weren’t forgotten. That they would never be forgotten.’ Aldasair opened his eyes, his head spinning with the memories; he could taste the soul-cakes, could smell the fresh clay. It had all been yesterday, hadn’t it?

‘A festival day for your children.’ Bern looked serious, one hand tugging at the stones in his beard.

‘Yes,’ Aldasair went back to the steps, smiling, ‘when there were no spaces left for the charms, we would take them back and we would bury them somewhere so that they could return to Ygseril’s roots. The place had to be secret.’ Reaching out, he brushed away a clump of old leaves, revealing a small, misshapen lump of clay. ‘There must be thousands of them, buried all over Ebora.’

‘You have been doing this a long time?’

‘For as long as anyone remembers.’ Aldasair touched the twisted piece of clay. It crumbled under his finger, and his stomach turned over. ‘Not any more, though, of course. Not for – not for a very long time.’

Bern joined him, and began sweeping away the debris with the side of one large hand, revealing more of the charms. Here was the snaking shape of a dragon, its horned head turned inwards to rest on its own flank; here was a great fox, its long snout chipped at the end; a griffin, one of its wings in pieces next to it. Others had not survived so well; damp had softened their edges and paint had flaked away, leaving suggestions of shapes, half-seen ghosts.

‘Your children made these?’

‘Yes, the youngest ones. I looked forward to it each season. We all did. Talking about which war-beast we would honour, and why. Some honoured the same war-beast every season, others made figures of those who had won the most battles, attained the most glory. Some of us just liked certain shapes.’ He paused. It was difficult to talk this much at once. ‘I remember the last time I came here. I was nearly too old to be included, and the first instances of the crimson flux had started. I felt like it was the end of something, that day. I didn’t realise it was the end of everything.’

Aldasair stopped, his face hot. He had said too much. Bern was looking thoughtfully at the charms, his green eyes serious for once, and then he turned to look at Aldasair.

‘It’s not the end. Things are changing already, don’t you see?’ One corner of his mouth lifted in a faintly bitter smile. ‘You rarely see people working together as they are now, and stone of my heart, I think that means something. All of this,’ he gestured at the room with its animal corpses and dead leaves, ‘it can be what it was, again. There will be more Eboran children. We should tidy this up, so it is ready for them.’

Despite himself, Aldasair found himself smiling. ‘The Hill of Souls is just a memory, and there are so many other things that need mending. But I appreciate the thought.’

Bern sighed. ‘There is a lot of sadness here.’ The look he gave Aldasair was so frank he had to turn away. ‘All of you, so sad. But change is coming, my friend, I can feel it in the stone.’

Outside, the wind picked up, sweeping into the room and dancing dried leaves around their feet. Aldasair thought of the tarla cards and how they had spoken to him with words that had claimed to know the future – and how he no longer had time to listen to them.

‘Change is coming,’ he said. ‘But what kind of change?’

Later, Aldasair found himself wandering the corridors of the palace again. He hadn’t thought of the Hill of Souls in decades, but now that he had, random memories kept floating to the surface, like frogs disturbed on the bottom of a pond: himself and Tormalin arguing over which war-beast they would make, competing to see who could make the better one; the sight of the Hill when the lights had been lit, a beacon like a great eye, looking out over Ebora; his mother burning the soul-cakes and laughing over it, even though he knew it embarrassed her.

The idea that it could all be as it was . . . Bern had seemed so earnest, but he was also human; humans were used to their lives being fast, everything changing overnight. No human had spent a hundred years in silence, watching as everything slowly fell apart.

Without realising it, Aldasair had walked to the doors of the Hall of Roots. It was the deep heart of the evening now, and outside in the plaza people were cooking food and talking, but inside the palace the silence was still as thick as fog. He raised his hand, meaning to knock at the door, or perhaps just rest his hand against it, when it suddenly swung open, revealing Hestillion’s face. She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before, and then neatly stepped out into the corridor, slamming the door behind her.

‘What do you want?’

Aldasair opened his mouth, and closed it again. Hestillion’s eyes were wild, her mouth a thin colourless line, while the tops of her cheeks sported two bright blotches of pink. Seeing him struggling for words, she hissed with impatience.

‘What are you doing here, Aldasair?’

‘Our guests.’ He cleared his throat. ‘They want to know when they will see Ygseril. They are here to help, after all.’

She reached up and pushed a strand of hair away from her forehead. ‘Of course. That is why they are here. And they will, they will help him, I’m sure of it. But I need more time.’

‘More time? For what?’

She shook her head, irritated again, as though he had asked the wrong question.

‘I must do all I can, first.’

Aldasair raised his eyebrows. He was thinking of the incident with the wine merchant’s boy, so many years ago. ‘What are you doing? What have you done?’

‘Oh nothing, don’t give me that look. Go and look after our guests, and let me do what I need to do. Please. Trust your cousin, Aldasair.’

With that, she opened the door and slipped back into the Hall of Roots, making certain to shut it firmly behind her. Aldasair stared at it for some time, trying to make sense of her words, and her mood. He had never seen Hestillion so flustered.

Eventually, he turned and walked away, heading towards the lights and noise of the plaza with what he would later identify as relief.
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‘Are they winnowfire?’

Tor laughed, and for a wonder, Noon wasn’t annoyed. They were crouched inside the mouth of a dark cave, while outside a rain storm surged and thundered across a murky patch of marshland. The darkness wasn’t complete, however: here and there floated great orbs of pale blue light, apparently unaffected by the rain. They cast eerie glowing patches onto the churning water and mud below them.

‘Not winnowfire, no,’ he said. He was staring out of the cave alongside her, looking pleased with himself. He enjoyed surprising her, she was starting to realise. ‘I tried to poke one with my sword once, and it just skittered away. They’re a type of gas, supposedly, but I met a hermit in this bog who claimed they were ghosts. I ask you, witch, what sort of gas jumps away from a sword?’

‘What sort of ghost does?’ she asked mildly, and he raised his eyebrows at her. ‘Where did you say this was?’

‘In Jarlsbad, some way north of their Broken River. I was here, oh, forty years ago. Isn’t it a sight? I slept in this cave one night, and they all came and gathered at the entrance, like they were seeking an audience.’

As he spoke, the eerie blue orbs floated towards them out of the dark, filling the small cave with a glow that was somewhere between daylight and moonlight.

‘I’m getting good at this.’

‘Why were you out here, in the middle of nowhere? All your fine clothes, soaked. I dread to think what it would do to your hair.’

When he answered he didn’t meet her eyes, looking instead out across the marsh. ‘I was wandering. I wanted to see everything. I had spent so long looking at the same empty corridors, the same empty streets . . .’ His voice trailed off, and then he took her arm, pointing with his other hand out into the dark. ‘Look! There goes the hermit now, do you see?’

An oddly elongated figure was passing by in the distance, a black shape against the teeming rain. It took Noon a moment to realise that it was man on tapering stilts, picking his way across the marshes like a long-legged bird.

‘Sorry,’ Tor let go of her arm, and cleared his throat, ‘I forgot that you prefer not to be touched.’

For a brief second Noon had a vision of crouching over him in the narrow bed, her bare arm pressed to his mouth, his hand pressing at the small of her back. She banished the memory – it was hazardous to think such things here.

‘It’s all right.’ The rain was a soft curtain of sound, almost comforting. She hadn’t thought of it that way in a long time. ‘You have been to so many odd places. I’ve been nowhere.’

‘You’ve been to the Winnowry. You’ve been to the Winnowry a lot, I think.’

She punched him on the arm.

‘Fuck you.’

He cleared his throat again. ‘I would be very curious to see it, actually. Up close. I’ve seen it from Mushenska, of course, ugly great spiky thing that it is, but the inside is a mystery that intrigues me.’

Noon pressed her lips together. There were times when she was sure he was about to mention Vintage, but he never quite managed it. She did not know if that were deliberate, or if in this odd, dreaming state, it did not occur to him.

‘Mystery my arse.’

‘Again, something I have seen from a distance and greatly wish to see up close—’

She hit him a little harder this time. ‘Even if that shit hole were worth showing you, I can’t just mess about with dreams like you can.’

‘Of course you can. We’re in your head, aren’t we? You are dreaming and aware of it, yet you haven’t woken up. That suggests to me that you have enough mastery of your own dreamspace to manipulate it.’ He caught the look she was giving him and smirked. ‘Just try it. Imagine being back at the Winnowry. Pick a memory of it, and concentrate on it.’

Noon sat back on her haunches, considering. She had lots of memories of the Winnowry – ten years of nothing else, in fact – but they were all more or less the same. Damp walls, narrow windows, grey food. There was one occasion when she had seen it differently, of course. She held her hands up in front of her, remembering that they had bound her hands and then wrapped them in thick black cloth, and during the journey they had covered her head with a heavy hood. When they had removed it and pulled her down from the back of the bat she had been surprised to land on wet sand. Confused, terrified and wracked with guilt, she had had no real idea where she was, and when she had looked up –

The cave and the grotty marshland were gone, and instead they were standing together on a beach. A bleak and featureless coast stretched away to either side of them, and, looming ahead, was the Winnowry.

‘By the roots,’ murmured Tor. ‘The architect must have been having a really bad day.’

The black towers stretched towards an indifferent sky like broken knives. High above, tiny slivers of light burned from narrow windows, while just ahead a great iron door marked the entrance. On either side of it were a pair of torches, unlit now, above two pieces of bleached driftwood. Tomas’s inscrutable face had been carved into both with little love for the subject, it seemed to Noon; the staring face looked blind. She remembered being dragged towards that door, boots pushing up furrows of sand. She remembered how she had screamed.

‘I was eleven years old when they brought me here,’ she said. ‘They just snatched me up, bound me, and flew me to this miserable place. I wasn’t allowed to bring anything with me. Not that I had anything left to bring.’

Tor didn’t say anything, and she felt embarrassed that she had talked about it at all. She looked at him and noticed that his outfit had changed again – now he wore a dark maroon coat the same colour as his eyes, with a dove-grey silk shirt underneath. There was an elaborate earring hanging from his left ear, some confection of cloudy glass and spiralled silver.

‘Why do you keep changing your clothes?’

He smiled at her. ‘Why not? I wear them so well.’ He made a sweeping gesture as if presenting himself for inspection, and his earring spun, catching the muted light. Noon abruptly remembered that he barely had anything left that could be called an ear on that side of his face. She looked away.

‘I never wanted to see this place again.’

‘What’s it like inside?’

As easy as that, they were there, standing too close together in the cramped cell Noon had lived in for ten years. The cold iron grid of the floor was the same, the narrow bunk untouched. It was smaller and darker than she remembered, but then it was a place from a nightmare – perhaps her own emotions were distorting it. Tor walked up to the bars and looked out across the echoing chasm to the far side of the prison, where rows of identical cells waited. They were alone.

‘I’ve never seen it empty,’ she said. ‘It’s strange.’

‘What a desolate hole,’ remarked Tor. ‘At least my prison was beautiful, if sad. No one should be kept in a place like this.’

‘What do you mean, your prison?’ asked Noon. She joined him at the bars. ‘What did you get locked up for?’

‘Oh. Forget I said it, I was being poetic.’ Tor pushed the door and it swung open easily. Beyond Noon’s cell the Winnowry was drowned in shadows, a place made of darkness and sorrow. Seeing it without the living, breathing women who had populated it was deeply frightening, she realised. Looking at the darkness and feeling the emptiness of the space between them, she didn’t assume they had all escaped, like she had. She assumed they were all dead.

She turned to look back at her bunk, only to see the thin covers there boiling with movement.

‘No!’

Hundreds of shining black beetle-like creatures erupted from the bedding, streaming towards her on needle-sharp legs. From somewhere outside and above them came a shattering roar, and the Winnowry trembled around them. She looked at Tor, who was staring at the beetles in bemusement.

‘What is happening?’

‘It’s them! They’re back, we’ll all—’

There was another crash and Noon stumbled, trying to keep upright while the beetles surged around her feet. The Winnowry was now full of the sound of screaming women, and Noon knew that they were down in the shadows somewhere, crushing each other and suffocating in their panic to flee the building. The urge to summon the winnowfire was enormous, but if she did that, if she did that—

Tor was suddenly next to her, taking her hand firmly – she was surprised that it was warm, when everything else here was cold – and they were back on the beach.

‘Now, it really is quite rude of you to have a nightmare while I am accompanying you,’ said Tor, in an entirely normal tone. ‘It spoils the mood utterly.’

‘Shut up, you idiot. Look!’

Above the Winnowry the sky was crowded with Behemoths, corpse coloured and teeming with tiny vessels pushing their way through the ships’ shining skin. Things like giant spiders, their legs spread like grasping hands, were floating down towards them.

‘Get control of it,’ said Tor, sharply. ‘This is your head, remember?’

‘I can’t! This thing, it – it comes from outside of me.’ As soon as she said it, Noon knew it was true. ‘This isn’t my nightmare at all!’

The gates of the Winnowry were open, and thousands of the beetles were skittering towards them. In that way that only happens in dreams, she knew that there was someone behind them now, a figure with a low, feminine voice who would speak directly into her ear. She knew what it would say.

Tor spun round, looking towards the strip of iron-grey sea, and she knew that he had felt it too. ‘There’s no one there. No one there at all,’ he said, his voice low. ‘I’ve had enough of this.’

He took hold of her hand again, and this time Noon felt herself physically wrenched from the terrible scene around her. Caught between the feeling of falling down and being thrown up into the air, she stumbled to her knees, only to find herself on all fours on a thick, luxurious carpet.

‘This is about as far from that miserable place as I could get,’ said Tor in way of an explanation. ‘Welcome to the Eskt family suite.’

Noon stood up. They were in a room more opulent than any she’d ever seen; fancier than Vintage’s carriage on the winnowline, larger than any of the rooms she’d seen in Esiah Godwort’s rambling mansion. There were tall, lacquered screens everywhere, long, low seats spilling over with plush cushions, and elegant pieces of sculpture in each corner, stylised images of people with long faces. The walls were covered in patterned silk; blue herons against pale gold. She couldn’t take it all in. Tor had sat down on one of the low seats. He was breathing hard and looking at the floor.

‘What did you mean,’ he asked, ‘when you said that dream wasn’t yours?’

‘I meant what I said.’ Noon pushed her hair back from her forehead. Her heart was still beating too fast. She half expected thousands of skittering beetles to come surging out from behind the screens, or for the ceiling to shake apart to reveal the fat belly of a Behemoth. ‘I don’t know where it came from. All my bad dreams, they’ve always involved what happened to me when I was a kid. I’ve never even thought about the Behemoths, they’ve all been gone for so long. They’re just a story Mother Fast told us when she wanted to scare us.’

Tor made a pained face at that. ‘What you dreamed was so similar to what Ainsel dreamed, I can’t ignore it. What if—’ he grunted and pressed his fingers to his forehead – ‘it’s still trying to push its way in. Maintaining this dreamscape is hard.’ He looked up at her sharply. ‘Stop it. Stop thinking about it.’

‘Oh, that’s great advice, thanks. I’ll just stop thinking about it. Piece of piss.’

Tor stood up and stalked over to a low cabinet where a bottle of wine rested. Noon was sure it hadn’t been there a moment ago. He picked up the bottle and poured himself a glass, draining it off in one go.

‘Dream wine.’ He put the glass down. ‘Dream wine should be excellent, don’t you think? But it’s not. It’s a ghost of the thing.’ He took a breath. ‘Don’t you see, witch? What if these dreams mean something? What if they’re a premonition?’

Noon looked at him. He was at ease here. There was an archway in the wall behind him, leading to another, equally beautiful room, and beyond that she could see glass doors leading out into a garden. She thought for a moment she could see figures out there, children running through the grass . . .

‘You are pushing at the edges, Noon,’ he said. ‘Please desist.’

‘When I escaped the Winnowry, it was because I fully believed the Jure’lia were coming,’ she said. She paused, pressing her thumb to her lips before continuing. ‘I didn’t doubt it at all. And then I left, and all these other things happened. I’ve barely had time to think.’ She took a breath. ‘But if I think about it again, if I allow myself – yes, I think they’re coming. I think the dreams are true.’

Tor picked up the bottle, and put it back down again. He laughed, a short, bitter sound. ‘If that’s true, witch, then we are all—’

There was a hand on her shoulder, shaking her. Noon turned to see who it was, and sat up in the narrow bed, nearly falling out of it.

‘My darling,’ said Vintage, ‘look at the state of you both.’
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Vintage wasn’t in a great state herself, a fact of which she was well aware. Even so, she was gratified to see the girl’s eyes widen in shock. She stumbled back as Noon jumped out of the bed and threw her arms around her, nearly knocking her into the wall.

‘Vintage!’ The girl broke the embrace and held her at arm’s length, staring at her as though she’d never seen her before. For a moment her eyes brimmed with tears, and Vintage saw her struggle to control it: the sight broke Vintage’s heart, a little. ‘Fire and blood, Vintage, I thought you’d died, I thought you were dead, I would never have left you—’

‘Take a breath, child, before you pass out.’ Vintage patted Noon’s face. She was gaunter than when Vintage had seen her last, her shining olive skin now washed out and pale. Her hair stuck up on end and her eyes were lost in shadows. ‘It looks like you’ve had enough to deal with.’ Before Noon could move away, she took hold of Noon’s arms. They were crisscrossed with cuts, most of them looking painfully fresh. ‘What have you been doing to yourself, my dear?’

Noon looked down at the cuts. She didn’t seem ashamed or alarmed. ‘Tormalin. He was nearly dead. It was all I could think to do.’

Vintage sighed. ‘You probably saved his life, although I’m not sure he’ll thank you for it, vain creature that he is.’ Detaching herself from the fell-witch, Vintage approached the bed. Again, she felt her heart fracture. These children, how broken they were, and she had made it worse. The left-hand side of his beautiful face was a rippled mask of scar tissue, his hair seared away from his scalp. His left arm, which lay above the covers, was in a similar state. He appeared to be sleeping peacefully enough, at least.

‘I don’t know about you, my dear, but I could do with a hot dinner inside me.’

They bustled around the kitchens together, stoking up the oven and opening cupboards, searching through the cold larder. There was little planning to it, and Vintage suspected the girl wasn’t capable of doing so; she seemed easily distracted, her hands trembling now and then. She would stop, as though listening to something only she could hear, before shaking her head and chopping the warty eyes off a potato. Vintage wondered how much blood she had given Tor in the time she had been gone. Too much could be dangerous, but having looked at the Eboran’s terrible ravaged face, Vintage could well imagine making the same decision herself.

When finally they sat down at the table, it was to a hotchpotch meal of boiled potatoes with butter, thick slices of cured ham, pears poached in nutty ale, baked apples, and jars and jars of Esiah’s best preserves. Vintage’s stomach rumbled audibly at the sight of it. She caught Noon’s eye and they both laughed.

‘Vintage,’ Noon said round a mouthful of potato, ‘where have you been? What happened?’

‘If I recall correctly, my dear, what happened was that everything erupted in a giant ball of winnowfire.’ Seeing the expression on Noon’s face, Vintage swiftly continued. ‘I’m not at all sure, but I believe I was blown free somehow. I awoke some distance from the wreckage of the Behemoth, with this delightful scorching on my face.’ She dabbed her fingers lightly to her cheeks, which were still red and sore. ‘And my clothes torn and burned. I had landed in a big puddle, luckily, and I believe that may have put any fires out. I don’t know how long I was unconscious for, but the fire was down to its embers. Everything hurt.’

She paused, taking sips of the apple juice they had found in the larder. It was sweet and tart. ‘I couldn’t move for that first day, or the first night. I lay still and tried to figure out whether I’d broken anything. And I hoped that the parasite spirits didn’t come across me.’

‘I should have gone back.’ Noon had stopped with a forkful of ham halfway to her mouth. ‘I should have come looking for you.’

‘The fact that you got Tor back here in that state is a feat in itself, Noon, my dear. Please do not be distressed. When finally I felt I could stand and walk, I started to make my way to the gate. I did not get far. I lay for another night in the hollow of a tree. It took me a long time to wake the following morning, and I knew I had to get some food.’ She raised her eyebrows at Noon. ‘Food heals, Noon, just as blood heals Eborans. More efficiently, in fact. I hope you have been eating?’

For a moment Noon looked confused by the question. ‘I eat when I remember.’

‘Good. Well, I foraged. You don’t grow up with the vine forest as your backyard and not learn something about what you can and can’t eat.’ Vintage pursed her lips. ‘Although it may be a while before I eat mushrooms again. Where is Esiah? He’s not here?’

‘We saw him as he came in the gate. He was worried, because there was a fire. He mentioned his son.’ Noon grimaced. ‘I don’t think he was in his right mind.’

Vintage sighed. ‘Poor man. He’s not been in his right mind for some time. You don’t need to know the endless details of my survival, Noon, my dear, save to say that it was unpleasant. I am more interested in what happened just before the Behemoth was blown into tiny bits. It was you, wasn’t it? The green that I saw – it was winnowfire?’

The girl looked stricken, then angry, then lost. She pushed her hair back from her forehead – the bat tattoo there looked dark against her ashen skin. ‘It was me. Again. I nearly killed you both. I –’ she gasped, visibly keeping her distress under control – ‘I took life energy from a parasite spirit.’

Vintage sat back, genuinely astonished. She put down her fork, and the clink of silver against the plate was very loud in the eerily quiet house. ‘Well. Goodness me.’

‘It was too much,’ said Noon. ‘It overwhelmed me. It was like filling a bucket from a river, but the river is running faster than you realise. Not only does it fill your bucket, but it also pulls it away from your hands, and it’s lost. I couldn’t control it.’ Noon looked up, and now her eyes were dry and her voice was flat. ‘It was too much for me, Vintage.’

And then, curiously, she gasped again, closing her eyes tight and bending over the table. Vintage stood up, ignoring the various aches and pains that clamoured for attention.

‘My dear! What is it?’

Noon shook her head, half laughing. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know what it is. Ever since the parasite spirit, everything has been slightly wrong. It doesn’t follow me to my dreams, I know that much, but it’s with me the rest of the time. The energy too – it’s still there, it just . . . waits.’ She looked down at her hands for a moment, and when she looked back up, her eyes were filled with a naked desperation. ‘Why am I like this? Why am I this cursed thing? With all your reading, Vintage, you must know why fell-witches exist!’

‘Oh my dear, I don’t know. No one does.’ Vintage sat back down, chasing a potato across the plate with her knife. She had washed and bound her wound as soon as she’d got back to the house, but it was still awkward to eat with one of her hands injured. ‘It’s not passed down from mother to daughter, we do know that much. The children with this ability appear to be randomly chosen. There is no aptitude, no pattern across families that can be traced. It is an unknowable magic. It shows itself in all peoples, all across Sarn. Save for Ebora.’ She paused. ‘I did read something once. Did you have your own gods, amongst your people?’

‘Yes. Gods of storms, the seasons. They were distant. They were just stories, really.’

‘I read of a people once who believed that the winnowfire was a blessing rather than a curse. That it was a gift from a goddess.’

‘A goddess?’ Noon had picked up her fork, but now she put it back down again. ‘Who were these people? What goddess?’

‘I don’t know, darling. All trace of that people are gone – hardly any writings about them exist. I suspect the Winnowry has rooted it all out and destroyed it. The idea of the winnowfire as a gift hardly fits with what they’re selling, does it? But I remember they called the goddess “She Who Laughs”.’

Noon shook her head. ‘That means nothing to me.’

‘No reason it should, my dear.’

For a time they were both quiet. Vintage concentrated on eating what was set in front of her, knowing that it was essential that she get her energy back. The girl was visibly struggling, her hands trembling, and not for the first time Vintage wondered about the terrible event in her past she was trying so hard to hide.

‘I am sorry,’ Noon said eventually. ‘For what I have done to you, and to Tormalin. I can’t control this, I’ve never been able to. I should never have left the Winnowry. It’s true, what they say we are.’

‘It is not true, and do not let me hear you say that ever again.’ Noon’s head snapped up, clearly startled by the venom in Vintage’s voice. ‘The Winnowry is a poison, a poison that has tainted all of Sarn, letting us think that certain women are inherently evil, through something that, as far as we know, is as natural as having freckles, or being left handed. It’s easier to put these women out of our sight, of course, than to force ourselves to think of ways that we can help. All of that potential, all of those lives, curtailed because of the ravings of a sea-addled man –’ Vintage took a sharp breath. ‘Noon, my dear, we would have all died in that wreckage if you hadn’t summoned your handy explosion, and that would have been my fault. I am always too willing to drag others into danger because of my own curiosity.’ She thought of Nanthema then, her quick grin and her laughter, before firmly pushing the memories aside; there would be time to examine her own guilt later. The girl was looking at her uncertainly, her eyes too bright. Vintage took another sip of apple juice.

‘Listen. There was an interesting case a while back. A boy was born in Finneral, who grew up to realise that, actually, he was not a boy, but a girl. This girl grew up wise, clever, able to see patterns in the movements of animals, warnings in the calls of birds, and the Finneral people venerated her. She became a “Stone Talker”, which is their term for a wise person, or a spiritual leader. And then, one day, her winnowfire manifested.’

Noon blinked. ‘She was a fell-witch?’

Vintage nodded. ‘The Winnowry came for her, but the Finneral would not give her up. Stone talkers are rare, and she was beloved of them. The dispute became violent, and the fell-witch was killed in the conflict. The Winnowry and the Finneral have had a very icy relationship since.’

‘That’s terrible!’

‘It is. But, you know, I have spoken to Finneral who insist that she is still alive. She was too wise, too canny, and she made them think she was dead so she could escape. They insist she still lives now, somewhere in Finneral, a secret advisor to their leaders.’ Vintage smiled. ‘I hope that’s true. But my point is, as you can see, that winnowfire isn’t something we’re even close to understanding. And there is so much potential, in all of you. Don’t be afraid of who you are.’

‘I don’t know if I’m strong enough for that. I’ve already done too much damage, I—’ Noon stood up, scraping the chair across the flagstones with a screech. ‘It doesn’t matter now, though, because you’re here.’ The cuts that traced a pattern up her arms were almost too red to look at. ‘We’ll get Tor better together, and it’ll all be as it was.’

‘I can’t, Noon, my darling. I have to leave you. I have to go, immediately. There will be things I must pack, of course, and since it sounds to me like poor Esiah won’t be coming back, well, I’m sure he won’t mind if I avail myself of his supplies. But I have to go.’

Noon stood as if frozen. ‘Leave us? What do you mean, leave us?’

‘Listen.’ Vintage stood up and went to the girl, taking hold of her arm. Her skin felt feverish. ‘There was something I have missed, over all these long years. Something brought home to me by what we found inside the Behemoth remains. It’s possible I have made an enormous mistake, and that someone I care about very much has paid the price. It has been so long, my darling, that I cannot possibly wait any longer. I have to go now.’

‘What do you mean, a mistake? What are you talking about?’

Vintage sighed. ‘It’s probably best you don’t know. I have already caused you and Tormalin enough pain, and besides which, neither of you are fit to travel. Take care of him, and yourself, and, hopefully, I will come back for you.’

Noon tipped her head, as if listening to some internal voice again. She winced as she did so. ‘You really mean to go? Now?’

‘I do.’ Vintage patted her arm. ‘I’ve got a way to go before I come to the first reasonable town, and I need to do it before the long rains come. Believe me, Greenslick is the most miserable place in the rainy season. Now, my dear, help me pack up some of this food. Thank goodness for Esiah’s overly packed larder.’

Noon did what she could to talk Vintage out of it, following her from room to room, presenting her with reasons to stay, but the strange voice and alien images in her head kept intruding, causing her to stop mid-sentence, unsure of what her point had been. She saw that Vintage noticed her distress and confusion but did not comment on it. That in itself shook Noon – Vintage, always so kind and so nosy, had apparently decided she would have to cope with this, whatever it was, by herself. They stopped together at Tor’s room, and Vintage went to his bedside, fussily plucking at his bedclothes until they were neater.

‘He sleeps well, and deep,’ she said. ‘I believe that is a good sign. Sometimes the body just needs to rest, and by the vines, Eborans are tougher than most.’

‘He moves when I . . . feed him,’ said Noon. Vintage hadn’t commented further on that either. ‘But he doesn’t talk or open his eyes. It’s like he’s closed himself down somehow, like a hibernating bear.’ She wondered if she should mention their shared dreams, but that already seemed too personal somehow. And besides which, Vintage had made it very clear that she wasn’t interested. She had other things to deal with. ‘Vintage, have you ever heard of parasite spirits talking?’

The question was out before she’d thought to ask it. Vintage turned to her, her eyebrows raised. Her scorched skin looked tight and painful. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I mean, no one has ever spoken to them? That you know of?’

‘No, no of course not.’ Vintage was looking at her very closely now. ‘Why do you ask that, my dear?’

‘I just wondered. I mean, I thought I heard something in the compound, but it must have been shock, or my head being bashed around. I landed quite hard myself.’

Vintage looked like she might ask more, and then she nodded shortly. ‘I’m sure that was what it is, my darling. It was a strange place. After all these years of waiting to explore it, I have to say, I shall be quite glad to leave it behind.’

With that she pushed Tor’s hair back from his forehead, patted his face once, and left the room. When she took her leave of Esiah’s house, she embraced Noon and kissed her firmly on the cheek. Noon blinked. Who had last kissed her like that? Her mother, probably. She had kissed her forehead when she served their breakfast, and then kissed her cheek when she was tucked up in bed for the night. She hadn’t thought of that for years.

‘Vintage, I . . . please keep yourself safe.’

The woman grinned at her. ‘My darling, I have been keeping myself safe since before you were a twinkle in some rogue’s eye. Stay here, get the pair of you better. This is as safe a place to hide as any.’

She took one of the ponies, which looked glad to leave. She rode out across the courtyard to the gates, a new hat – scavenged from Godwort’s wardrobe – wedged jauntily on her head, and her crossbow bouncing at her hip. Noon watched her go through the gate, wondering if she would wave. She didn’t. Overhead, the clouds were bruising, ready for more rain, and Noon felt goosebumps break out across her arms. To be alone in this broken landscape . . . She went back inside.

From her camp on the lonely hill, Agent Lin watched the black woman leave the gates, moving slowly but steadily up the road that led away from Greenslick. She waited, but her prey and her companion did not follow. Eventually, the rain that had been threatening all morning finally broke, and she moved into her makeshift tent, still sitting at the entrance so that she could watch the distant gates. Behind her, the bulky form of Gull made a muffled trilling noise. At first she had tried to chase the creature off, but the nights were cold in this miserable place, and the warmth of the bat filled the entire tent at night. Now he was asleep, his big ugly face tucked under a wing.

‘Are they dead already? That’s the question.’ Lin squinted through the rain. There had been a fire in the compound, the smoke billowing up over it like a great cloud. Before it had been dispersed by the rain that came and went constantly, the smoke had briefly blotted the whole property from her view under a shifting veil of black and grey. The rain was so heavy now she could barely see the great house and its walls, and a worm of anxiety twisted in her stomach. When it rained, she could see very little. A teeming grey curtain stood between her and the mansion. ‘Wounded in the compound, or killed outright. How would I know?’

Gull trilled again, as if he were answering her in his sleep. It was almost amusing to her that the bat responded to the sound of her voice.

‘If they’re already dead, I will have to go in and retrieve the body. Take it back to that bitch, and they’ll have to leave me alone.’ Leave my boy alone, she thought. ‘You can bet I’ll be fussier about what missions I’ll do for them in future. Let some other agent deal with this nonsense.’

Fell-Noon could be leaving now. Sneaking out the gates under the cover of the rain, following on behind her friend. Lin would have to go right down to the gates themselves to check, and risk being uncovered. If she revealed herself too soon, all would be lost.

‘I can’t let them see me,’ she said aloud. ‘Not until I know I can take them. And in this weather . . .’

Winnowfire was unreliable in the rain. And she wanted everything to go smoothly. She needed everything to be under control.

‘I will just have to be patient.’

Agent Lin shuffled backwards, never taking her eyes off the distant shadow that was the house, and lay back against Gull’s warm mid-section. The bat gave a faint trill of protest, then went back to sleep.
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‘I am trying to help you.’

Nestled deep within the netherdark, Hestillion made herself small and pliant in an attempt to disguise her growing irritation. Ygseril’s dreaming mind was brighter than ever, a great diffuse cloud of light that hung over her as the tree-god’s branches once had, but his physical body remained inert – the grey bark did not grow warmer, no leaves grew, and most importantly, no sap flowed. She was no closer to understanding what had happened, and how it could be solved.

Why?

Ygseril had asked this before. No answer seemed sufficient.

‘Because you are the god of my people,’ she said evenly. ‘Without you, we are dying.’

Living things die. Matter is consumed. Other things grow.

‘Of course, my lord, but for an entire people to die? It is a tragedy.’

When the voice spoke again, the light was a little brighter. Any people?

If she had possessed her physical form, Hestillion would have bitten her lip. Conversations with Ygseril seemed to go nowhere, every attempt to extract information thrown off with incomprehensible questions.

‘We are the god-touched, lord. You raised us above all the peoples of Sarn to be your glory.’ Hestillion paused. Had Ygseril decided they were not worthy of saving? Did he no longer love his own creatures? That would explain the centuries of deathly silence. ‘But without your sap, we wane.’

You are so determined. The voice sounded amused now. Hestillion swallowed down the surge of impatience that threatened to close her throat, but frustration shivered through her voice like the strings of a plucked instrument.

‘I only wish to restore you, Ygseril. Please, tell me what you need and I shall see that it is done. My resources are so much greater than they were – I have much of Sarn dancing at my fingertips! Whatever it is you need, we can find it.’

Whatever it was, she needed to figure it out soon. The humans easily outnumbered them now, and she knew that if they truly wanted to enter the Hall of Roots, they could. And if that happened, any chance that Hestillion had to keep this secret – this incredible, this desperate secret – to herself would vanish, and with it her chance to be the one to save Ebora. She would never have the time alone with him, and she was sure that was the key.

It is so dark down here. We only seek the light.

Hestillion frowned. She had not heard Ygseril refer to himself as ‘we’ before.

‘Do you require more light? Is that it?’

It couldn’t be. They had tried that, more than once, over the long quiet years of slow death, and it had never made any difference. But Ygseril didn’t answer, and as she waited, the soft cloud of light slowly faded away, until she was alone in the shadow roots.

It was intolerable.

Aldasair stood very still, feeling his discomfort prickle up his back like the legs of some great insect. There was no escaping. They were everywhere, blocking his every escape route.

‘But there’s nothing to do here!’

A small fist clutched at his cuff. It was probably a sticky fist. He looked down at the human child and attempted to arrange his features into something approaching affable, if not exactly friendly.

‘Can you not amuse yourselves? When I was a child –’ Aldasair cleared his throat. He hadn’t been a child for hundreds of years. ‘When I was a child we learned how to play musical instruments or paint pictures.’

The look the human child gave him made Aldasair realise that all the frustrated looks shot his way by Hestillion over the years had actually been remarkably polite.

‘We don’t have musical insraments.’

So many of Ebora’s visitors had brought children with them that it had been decided that a particular place should be found for them – much of the city was still unsafe, after all, populated by hungry wolves, and dotted with buildings on the point of collapse; curious children exploring such a place could mean disaster. Aldasair had brought them to the old ballroom, thinking of long-ago evenings full of music and laughter, but of course there was no music any more, and it was a vast, lonely place despite the tall windows filled with light. Now, it smelled strongly of dust and mould, and the human children – around twenty of them so far – seemed distinctly unimpressed. They clustered around him, staring openly at his face with very little of the reticence of their parents.

‘If you could, if you could just –’ He took a slow breath. So much talking, after so many years of silence, and all these eyes watching. ‘Please. Just –’ He took a few steps backwards, and half of them shuffled with him. ‘Whatever you would do, in your own homes, if you could—’

A tall figure swept into the room from behind him, picking up the child at his sleeve and whipping him into the air as though he were made of feathers.

‘I’m hungry,’ declared Bern the Younger to the room at large. ‘This rabbit looks about the right size for me.’ He slung the child, who was shrieking with delight, over his shoulder. To Aldasair’s amazement, the other small humans were grinning at him too. ‘Or, let me check – not sure there’s enough flesh on his bones.’ He tickled the boy, who yowled and wriggled with laughter so violent that Bern swept him back down to the floor.

‘Bern! Bern!’ One of the smallest girls ran over and hugged his knee. ‘It’s so boring, Bern, will you play with us, Bern?’

‘What’s this chicken clucking at my leg? Are you laying an egg, little chicken?’ Bern straightened up and looked around at the room. ‘Well, this is certainly a big place. I am afraid, noisy chickens and skinny rabbits, that I have lots of important work to do, and so does Lord Aldasair here, but, I do have something for you.’ He reached into a small leather bag at his belt and brought out a handful of perfectly round grey stones. They were all carved with symbols Aldasair didn’t recognise.

‘What’s that, what’s that?’ The small girl threw herself at Bern’s legs with all her might, not moving him in the slightest.

‘These are Thump Stones.’ He looked up and surveyed the room before gesturing to a lanky human boy with braided blond hair. ‘I see you lurking at the back there, Raggn. Do you feel like teaching these smelly animals how to play Thump?’ He reached back into the bag and retrieved two smaller bags made of yellow cloth. ‘I have enough here to set up a tournament.’

The tall boy grinned lopsidedly.

‘Aye, Bern, it’s no trouble.’

The big man passed the stones to the boy, then looked at Aldasair for the first time. ‘It’s easy to learn, Thump. All Finneral children learn how to play it as soon as they can hold a stone. You’re not especially fond of those windows, are you?’

Aldasair blinked rapidly, trying to locate his voice. ‘What?’

‘Oh, and I’ve something to show you, if you don’t mind?’ Bern smiled, his eyes merry. ‘Unless you’d like to stay here and learn Thump also?’

Aldasair followed Bern outside and across the palace grounds. It was a brighter day than they’d seen in some time, yellow tufts of clouds streaking across a blue sky.

‘Thank you,’ he said, fingering his sticky cuff. ‘I did not know what to do with them.’

‘Ah, well. I have eight brothers and sisters, all younger than me. I’ve always been good at controlling a crowd.’

They walked to the west, the ground growing steeper until they came to the black stone path of the Hill of Souls. It had been cleaned, Aldasair noticed, the foliage cut back from the path.

‘You have been busy,’ he ventured. Bern nodded. He wore a light tunic, his shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal his brawny arms, and he had discarded the fur-lined cloak Aldasair had so often seen him with, but his hefty axes were still slung on his belts. Seeing Aldasair looking at them, he patted the flats of their blades almost affectionately, as though they were faithful hounds.

‘The Bitter Twins,’ he said, smiling. ‘My very own storied weapons. But here, they have been useful for clearing away some of the smaller trees. My father would have my guts for using them that way, but needs must.’

‘You have great need of weapons in Finneral?’

Bern’s normally merry face grew sombre. ‘We have done, certainly. When I was a very young man, we were constantly involved in skirmishes with our neighbours, the Sown. Every girl and boy grew up knowing how to use a fighting axe then. The Sown are a fearsome people.’ He grimaced. ‘We used to say that they raised their babies on cow’s blood, to give them a lust for battle.’

‘I have not heard of these wars.’

‘No reason you should have. Not all conflict is with the worm people, my friend. Though our greatest warlord married his son into the family of their king, and now all is smooth as milk with the Sown. You’ll have seen some of them ride in with us – they would have been the terrifically ugly people.’

Aldasair looked up, shocked, but Bern was grinning at him again. ‘A jest. They are actually very similar to my own people, really, but with appalling taste in rum. Do not drink their rum. Look, here we are.’

The war-beast shrine still sat at the end of the grove of trees, but already Aldasair could see that it had been transformed. All the debris had been cleared away from beneath the trees, and one or two that were dead had been reduced to stumps. The rough clay of the shrine had been washed and rubbed down, shedding its crispy patina of old leaves and mud, and all of the windows had been cleaned. The path leading to it was clear, and for a moment Aldasair experienced a strange doubling of memory; he had stood here once, more than once, with his clay war-beast clutched in his hands, his friends all around him.

‘Are you well?’

For all the strength in his arms, Bern’s touch on his shoulder was light. Aldasair shook him off, and then vaguely regretted doing so.

‘My apologies. It’s just that I had thought this place lost, and you’ve brought it back.’

‘Here. Let’s go inside.’

Bern led him through the door – there was no creak, and it opened smoothly – and the room within gleamed. The stone benches, once lost under dirt and ancient animal corpses, now shone with polish, and the floor was covered with fresh rushes, lightly scented with something floral Aldasair couldn’t place. There was a single lantern sitting on the lowest step, letting off a warm orange glow.

‘You’ll forgive me for the floor, I hope. The stones have cracked in several places – ice, I suspect – and it spoiled the impression I wanted to give. My mother insisted on clean rushes in the long hall, and I had some oils I use for me beard . . .’ He trailed off, and cleared his throat. ‘Not very Eboran, I know. As if you’d have rushes on your fancy marble floors! But they’re easily taken away again. Oh, your skylight.’

Bern nodded to the ceiling and Aldasair looked up, belatedly realising that the tone of light was different. Where the broken glass and leading had been was now a clean stretch of a translucent skin of some sort, carefully caulked at the edges.

‘I’ve no glass, of course, but we use these whale skins to let a little light into our tents when we’re travelling. It’ll keep the water out, for now.’

‘Whale skin?’ asked Aldasair weakly.

‘Yes!’ Bern’s face lit up. ‘Albino spear whales. They live in pods off our coast, and they have these extraordinary hides – pale, but strong, and water cannot get past them, yet they let the light in so well.’ He shuffled his feet. ‘Well, as you can see yourself.’

‘Why?’ said Aldasair eventually. He could not believe the change in this small room. Before it had been a sad, broken thing, a remnant of lost history, echoing with all the people who had gone. Now, it was cosy. Comforting even. ‘By the roots, why have you done this?’

To his surprise, the parts of Bern’s face not covered by his golden beard turned faintly pink. ‘’Tis a gift,’ he said, his voice gruff now. ‘A kindness. Ebora is –’ he tugged at his beard once, twice – ‘Ebora is a place of myth and story for my people, and by the stones, you can still see what it once was. You have been lost a long time, and no one should be left to wander alone.’

Aldasair looked up at the taller man. ‘It is,’ he said, with more feeling than he intended. ‘It is a kindness. You cannot know . . .’ He dipped his head once. ‘Thank you for your kindness, Bern the Younger.’

‘Here, look. There is another reason I wanted you to come up here.’ Bern crossed quickly to the stone benches and picked up a wooden box. When he brought it over to Aldasair, he saw that it contained around twenty clay figurines, in varying states of completion.

‘Most of them, I’m afraid, were all fallen to bits,’ said Bern. He looked apologetic, which Aldasair found extraordinary. Humans were so strange. It was hardly Bern’s fault that the Hill of Souls had been abandoned for so long, and yet there he was, looking sorry about it. ‘A few were just sludge. But these ones were mostly intact. You can still sort of see what they were, I think.’ He looked up at Aldasair, his expression uncertain now. ‘I wondered if you wanted to put them into the earth. You said that’s what you did with them, and I didn’t want to just – well. Seems to me like these were special to someone once.’

For a moment the room seemed to spin around Aldasair, and Bern’s face doubled, and then tripled. Aldasair thought of sitting at the long table of tarla cards, day after day after day, and the fat spider that had died in the middle of them all. Why hadn’t he got rid of it?

‘Yes,’ he said. His voice sounded firmer than it ever had done to his own ear. ‘We will take them, and find a good place for them to be.’

‘Should it not be secret? Do you not wish to find other Eborans to do this with?’

‘No.’ In truth, he knew that to let a human participate in the rites of the Hill of Souls was unforgivable, but who was there now to oppose him? Should he go to the last Eborans, dying in their rooms, and ask their opinions? Or Hestillion? She wanted nothing to do with him. ‘In a few days’ time, it will be the turning of the half-season moon. Once, it was a sacred day. We had a lot of sacred days, but no one remembers them now. We should bury them then. The moon was always special to the war-beasts.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I would be very glad if you would come with me, Bern the Younger.’
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One of the more intriguing footnotes I’ve come across in my research concerns that of the Golden Fox exodus. When the crimson flux truly took hold in Ebora, there were a group of people there who believed that perhaps they could outrun it. Led by an artist known as Micanal and his twin sister, Arnia, around fifty Eborans left their dying lands and travelled north to the Barren Sea, apparently sailing from there to – no one knows where.

The truth is, I suspect, more complicated. Little known to the world outside Ebora, there were two schools of thought regarding the origins of Ygseril. Many Eborans believed that the land in which the tree-god spread his roots was sacred, a place preordained to be the mighty Ebora. Others believed that a great seed was blown down from the north, brought to the central continent of Sarn by a lucky wind. Somewhere across the Barren Sea, they claimed, was a holy island, sacred to Ygseril and his war-beast children. No one has ever been able to say exactly where it is, however – as far as we know, there is nothing worth speaking of in the Barren Sea; hence its name.

There are so many juicy elements to this. First, Micanal himself was a very interesting figure. He was known to be exceptionally beautiful even for an Eboran, a man with unheard of grace. There were multiple offers of marriage for him, but he turned them all down to concentrate on his own work. His paintings and sculptures still exist, most of them held in private collections, and I have had the privilege of viewing at least three pieces. They are exquisite, and all signed with his personal sigil, the golden fox.

He and his sister had a ship made on the Barren Coast, and sailed with a group of followers and believers, fans and lovers, hoping perhaps to rebuild Ebora far from the troubling corpse of Ygseril. They believed that the holy island existed somewhere to the north – although it should be noted that even war-beasts flying over the area have never found it – and perhaps they thought that the salvation of Ebora could be found there; perhaps they hoped to find a new seed, and birth a new tree-god on that distant coast. What became of them, we do not know. There is a notorious stretch of water known as the Assassin’s Heart, twisting its way across the Barren Sea, and weather systems there do not usually let ships pass unscathed. So where did they go? Did they all die on the treacherous seas, or did they reach their mysterious destination? Did Micanal know something that we now do not? Everything I have read about him suggests a wise, careful man who did not make snap decisions. Why would he wilfully lead a group of his people to their doom? I don’t believe he did, or at least, that he meant to. Clearly, he had other plans.

Personally, I believe the mystery of the golden fox exodus still has a few surprises waiting for us.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Noon lay on her back looking up at a perfect blue sky. Indigo grass rose all around her, shifting and whispering in a mild breeze.

‘This grass,’ said Tor, who was lying next to her, ‘is the same colour as the eastern sea. Was it truly this colour?’

‘It was,’ said Noon. ‘There is an entire valley of it. Mother Fast called it “the god’s eye”. We never stayed here for long, though. Some people have a strange reaction to the grass. It makes them sleepy. Confused.’

Tor grunted. ‘The plains, it seems, are much more interesting than I gave them credit for.’

‘There are lots of strange places like this,’ she said, remembering. ‘Quiet, lonely places where people didn’t go, and if they went, they didn’t stay. All those memories I have, I can bring them back here, can’t I?’

‘I suppose you can.’ Tor didn’t sound particularly interested. He was brushing his fingertips across the blades of grass.

‘I don’t think you know what that means,’ said Noon. She thought of her endless nightmare, the one that skirted around the hole in her memory, and then pushed it away. ‘How dangerous that could be. To relive anything from your past.’ She turned her head to look at him. ‘You’re too used to being able to do this. Do all Eborans dream-walk?’

Tor picked a blade of grass, twining the slim shaft around his fingers. ‘We were all capable of it, to greater and lesser degrees, but not everyone was interested. My sister was the finest dream-walker Ebora ever had, I think.’

‘And now I can do it too.’

‘Well, no, actually. All you are doing is shaping your own dream. You have mastered dream awareness. All you can do is summon memories to experience. You can’t, for example, enter my dreaming mind. You can’t enter it, and you can’t change things there. Whereas I . . .’

He gestured lazily and the blue grass turned a lurid shade of pink. Noon elbowed him, and he laughed, turning to face her. Meeting her eyes, he seemed to grow suddenly serious.

‘You are so clear to me,’ he said. ‘So close. In dreams, often other people, even the dreamer themselves, are mutable and shifting. But you are you. I can never not see exactly who you are. Why is that?’

Noon sat up, pulling away from the unsettling look in his eyes. Summoning the correct memories, she reached into the dense pink grass and pulled forth a shining greenish-golden vessel. It sloshed in her hands.

‘What is that?’ asked Tor, sitting up next to her. ‘Is that . . .?’

Ignoring him, Noon peeled back the top from the throat of the vessel – part of her questioned how she knew how to do this – and tipped it towards the roots of the grass in front of her feet. The slow-moving golden liquid that trickled onto the ground smelled strange and alien; like the mineral silt of a river, and a sharper scent underneath that. There were a few moments of stillness, and then the ground erupted; shoots of blue and pink grass shot up from the dirt, while the grass already grown stretched towards the sky with an odd, whistling whoosh. Other plants were growing too, foliage with flat green leaves and dark red fruit, and bright orange toadstools; seeds and bulbs that had lain dormant under the ground forever. In moments they were surrounded by a strange chaotic forest, everything larger and wilder than it should be. Noon laughed aloud.

‘All right, so you are quite adept at changing your own dreamscape,’ said Tor, a touch sourly. He was finding the space where he had been lying suddenly very cramped. They crouched together under the extraordinary canopy. ‘That was the substance Vintage found in the Shroom Flats, wasn’t it? You have certainly replicated its effect—’

He stopped talking, and his face grew very still. He will ask me about Vintage now, thought Noon. He will ask where she is, and then we will have to talk about this endless dreaming, and it will all come out. He will have to face it now.

Instead, to her enormous shock, he snatched up her hand and kissed the palm of it. His eyes were wild. Seeing her expression, he grinned at her. ‘Do you not see it, witch? You have given us the answer. The wild growth of these plants. When we spilled the substance, it reawakened dead plants, did it not? And it just so happens that I have a dead plant that is very much in need of healing.’

She blinked at him. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

‘Ygseril!’ He scrambled to his feet, taking her hands and pulling her with him. ‘So, the old god is slightly more than a plant, but don’t you see? If we get enough of this substance and take it back to Ebora, there’s a chance Ygseril can be saved. A chance for all of Ebora.’ He grinned. ‘I can see how it will all work now. We just have to wake up.’

‘No,’ said Noon immediately. ‘We can’t. Wait, you have to wait a little longer.’

He shook his head at her, still smiling. ‘Why? It’s all clear to me now. The answer has been sitting in front of us. Now we have access to so much of it . . . I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. We’ve done enough sleeping.’

Noon grabbed his shoulders, trying to keep him with her, in this dream, this safe space that reality had yet to ruin, but he mistook her gesture and swept her into a hug.

‘We can do it together, Noon,’ he said into her ear. ‘I know it.’

They woke up, Noon holding a scream of frustration deep in her chest.

There was something stuck to his face. Tor could feel it, thick and stiff and unyielding, partially gumming his left eye shut. Whatever it was, it also covered his left arm and part of his chest. He sat up, trying to get his bearings. He appeared to be in a squalid little room, dirty light coming from a single window, partly obscured by a brown curtain. The place smelled of blood and wine, an oddly intoxicating mix, and he was lying shirtless on a narrow bed. Next to him, her body turned away, was Noon, curled up with her knees nearly up to her chest.

He smiled. ‘Did I miss something?’ He reached over to touch her shoulder, and that was when he saw what had become of his left arm. In the brief second before it all came back to him – the compound, the explosion, the agonising walk back to the house – he had a moment to regret the passing of that blissful, unknowing time. And then he was out of the bed, sprinting up the set of grand stairs to find a room with a mirror. On the upper landing he crashed into the wall, his legs weak and uncoordinated, and pain fell across his body like a clinging sheet. He cried out then, some wordless yell, and he heard Noon calling his name from below. Ignoring her he ran to the nearest bedchamber. There were boxes all over the floor, crates of jars and bundles of parchment, but there was also a tall standing mirror in the corner, covered in a film of milky dust.

‘It won’t be that bad,’ he murmured as he wiped the mirror’s surface. His fingers felt grimy and silky, like the powder from a moth’s wing. ‘It can’t be.’

It was worse. The left side of his beautiful face was a purple mass of scar tissue, the cheekbone on that side too prominent, his eyebrow entirely missing. The fire had burned his hair away on that side so that his scalp showed through, livid and shining. The destruction continued, down his neck and shoulder and his left arm, and it was all the worse for the smooth perfection of the rest of his skin. He did not recognise himself, but those were his red eyes, wounded and frightened. Had he ever made that expression at a mirror before? He thought not.

‘You nearly died.’

Noon was at the door. Her face looked too pale, her eyes too dark, and for an alarming moment Tor believed that she had died in the explosion, and this was her ghost, hounding him. But then she stepped forward and the illusion was lost. Her arms were covered in cuts, and he suddenly knew why he had seen her so clearly in her dreams.

‘I should have,’ he said, his voice a rusty croak.

‘Don’t say that,’ she said, anger in her voice. ‘I gave you so much. You can’t just give up.’

Tor looked back at the creature that was his reflection. Cautiously, he touched his fingers to his cheekbone. Painful, but not agonising.

‘So much blood,’ he said faintly. ‘Enough to pull me back from death, and perhaps enough to summon the crimson flux. By the roots, what have you done?’

‘What I had to do.’ Noon crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Do you even care what happened to Vintage?’

Tor looked at his feet for a moment. The room was swaying. ‘Of course I do. Of course I bloody do.’

‘She’s alive,’ Noon’s voice wobbled and Tor looked up, but she had lifted her chin and was staring at him steadily. ‘She made it out of the compound, but she’s gone already. She said she had to go somewhere and that we couldn’t come with her.’

‘Vintage left?’ Tor took a slow breath. His skin felt strange, too tight. ‘She left me here, like this?’

‘I told her not to, but she –’ Noon stopped, shaking her head as though her ears were full of water, her eyes squeezed tightly shut. ‘It won’t leave me alone. I keep hearing it . . . why won’t—’ She pressed the heels of her hands to her forehead, and staggered against the doorframe. Part of him – the part that knew the memory of the taste of her blood, the warmth of her slim shape on the bed next to him – wanted to go to her. But too much had happened.

‘So here I am, grievously wounded, abandoned by my one friend to the company of the lunatic who nearly killed me.’

Noon seemed to collapse in on herself slightly at those words, but the look she threw him was defiant.

‘You were just about to be turned inside out by a parasite spirit, or have you forgotten that bit? I dragged your lanky arse all the way back here, gave you my own blood to heal you when I could have left you to fester, when I could have gone back to find Vintage instead—’ She stopped. ‘I’m going to go and have a drink.’ She went back out the door, pausing before slamming it. ‘And you’re welcome, by the way!’


36

Dear Lady de Grazon,

The work is slow and hazardous, as I’m sure you can imagine, but we have made some interesting progress with the outer sections of what I, for want of a better term, call the corridors of the Behemoth. As I have stated in the past, I strongly believe these beings are closer to being living, organic creatures than simple conveyances for the Jure’lia, and everything I have found so far only confirms this hypothesis.

I intend to publish my findings in the next two to three years. I have chosen to take your impatience over this as a compliment rather than the thinly veiled insult I suspect it actually is – I have no doubt that the great Lady de Grazon thinks she would have solved the mysteries of the Behemoth in half the time, but believe me when I say that there is more here than you can possibly imagine. Yes, my family have been investigating the site for generations, and they will continue to do so. My boy, Tyron, has all sorts of ideas as to how to make exploration of the compound less dangerous.

As I have said before – at length – I will not send you any maps or drawings or samples. There is nothing you could trade that I would want. You will have to wait for my book like everyone else. I do not wish to hear from you again on this subject.

With affection,

Your good friend, Esiah Godwort

Extract from the private letters of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

Tor spent some time in front of the mirror, alternately unable to look away from the ruin of his face, and unable to look at it, staring instead at the richly woven carpet. Eventually, he stood up, found a bathroom, and bathed slowly in cold water. He could have gone down to the kitchens to heat it up, but then he would have had to face the fell-witch, and he felt strongly that she had seen him in this state for long enough. Soaping his hair and carefully cupping water to his face, he watched as dark flakes of dried blood fell away – it was black, the blood of a mortal wound, but he had survived. When he was as clean as he could manage, he went to Esiah Godwort’s rooms and spent a good hour scavenging an outfit he felt wasn’t entirely abominable.

Dressed, with his hair pulled back into a simple tail, Tor made his way down to the kitchens, where Noon was sitting at the big scarred table, a goblet of wine in front of her. She looked a little brighter than when he’d seen her last; her cheeks were flushed – the wine, perhaps – and she was wearing a scarlet velvet jacket with a high collar. It suited her.

‘I will have that drink now, if you don’t mind.’

Noon nodded once and filled the empty goblet that was waiting on the table. Tor sat, too aware that he was moving stiffly, that each movement pressed the tight skin of his shoulder against his shirt.

‘Ebora,’ he said into the awkward silence. ‘I still wish to return there. With the Jure’lia fluid.’

Noon looked up at him, lacing her fingers around the goblet. ‘The dreams, then. They were real?’

‘What a question.’ Tor half smiled, but feeling the way his face twisted strangely with the movement, he lost all urge to smile almost immediately. ‘Yes, they were real, in so much as dreams can ever be real. The conversations we had there were, certainly.’

She looked away. Perhaps she was remembering how close they had been, in that dreaming place. How they had lain together in the grass. Tor knew now that part of that had been prompted by her blood; all that time it had been seeping through his own system, quietly repairing him. Or quietly summoning the crimson flux. It was an intimacy he normally only shared with lovers.

‘The original sample of the fluid is gone,’ she said. ‘The Winnowry destroyed it along with Vintage’s carriage on the winnowline. Even if we still had it, I doubt it would be enough to effect something as big as your tree-god.’

Tor took a sip of his wine. It was passable. ‘Indeed. I will want to take as much of it as I can to Ebora, which is why we must go back inside the compound.’

Noon raised her eyebrows at him, crinkling the bat’s wing on her forehead into a curious shape. ‘Are you out of your actual mind? You really want to go back in there?’

Tor drank more of the wine. He was remembering brushing the dust from the tall mirror in the bedroom. How he had thought that it couldn’t be that bad. ‘I am saner and more observant than you will ever be, witch. We saw the containers in the Behemoth, remember? Golden orbs, just like the broken one we found in the Shroom Flats. Judging by everything Vintage said and wrote about him, Esiah Godwort was a cautious man. Those intact orbs will have been left in place so that he could observe them, get an idea of the bigger picture. There were several of them in the half of the Behemoth you didn’t destroy. It could be enough.’

‘Even so. We nearly died. All of us. To go back in there would be—’ Noon stopped, pushing her hands back through her hair, making it stick up wildly. ‘I can barely think with all this noise.’

Tor blinked at her. It was utterly silent in the house. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Never mind. Look, the parasite spirits in that place were enormous, and aggressive.’ She stopped again, wincing. ‘It’s not worth the risk.’

‘Not worth the risk?’ Tor slammed his goblet on the table, then took a slow breath. He would need the witch to watch his back inside the compound; it was important to remember that. ‘Not worth the risk? How dare you say that to me?’ He leaned forward over the table, meeting her eye. ‘Because of you, I am stuck with this ruined mask of a face, possibly for the next few hundred years. Do you know what that means?’

‘I saved your life.’

Tor laughed. There was a knot of nausea in his chest like a fist. ‘Oh yes, thank you for that. I have a chance here, witch, to save not only my god, but my people. And if the sap of Ygseril runs again,’ he pointed at the ruined side of his face, forcing her to look at it, ‘then there’s a chance it could heal this. Not worth the risk, you say?’

Noon finished the rest of the wine in her goblet, swallowing methodically until it was gone. When she put it down, Tor noticed that her hands were shaking, and for a moment he felt a brief spike of concern. He pushed it to one side.

‘Fine,’ she said eventually. ‘Why not? Perhaps going back in there will sort everything out. Make everything clearer. I don’t know.’ She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. ‘Give it a few more days, until you’re stronger, and we’ll go back in.’

‘We go back in immediately.’ Tor stood up. ‘It is a long way back to Ebora, and I have no intention of remaining in this – this state for a day longer than necessary.’

There was movement below.

Agent Lin stood up slowly, careful not to shift her gaze from the tiny figures moving in the distant courtyard. Her back was stiff from staying in one place for so long and there was a steady ache in the centre of her forehead from a lack of sleep, but there was no doubt her quarry had broken cover. The girl was there, her head uncovered, wearing a scarlet jacket, of all things.

‘Doesn’t she realise she’s being hunted?’

Next to her, Gull shifted his enormous bulk and made a series of huffing noises. The bat had left to hunt periodically but had not gone far. Another figure had appeared in the courtyard: the Eboran who had dared to threaten her with his fancy sword. If she could kill him too – and she suspected she would have to, to get to the fell-witch – then Agent Lin decided she would keep the sword for herself. She deserved something out of all this mess, and there was little doubt that such a fine sword could be sold for an eye-watering amount of money. She wondered briefly if killing an Eboran could lead to any political trouble, but quickly she dismissed the thought. Mother Cressen preferred these things to be resolved without civilian deaths, of course, but this was a remote and lonely place with no witnesses, and besides which, the great empire of Ebora was a corpse now. Everyone knew that.

Gull chirruped, nudging her slightly with his great blunt head. She patted his nose lightly, still gazing down to the courtyard.

‘Not much longer to wait, now. Not much longer at all.’

The flagstones in the courtyard were wet, turning the ground beneath her boots into a broken mirror, reflecting the dull grey sheen of the sky. Noon glared at the stones, putting one foot in front of the other and thinking only of that. If she lost concentration, part of her started to insist that she had four feet at her command, which made walking suddenly more confusing.

‘What are you doing? Are you drunk?’

Tor was waiting for her at the compound gate. The Ninth Rain, which, against all odds, had not been lost on their flight from the fire, was slung over his back again, and he wore a deep hood that cast his face into shadow. Out here, in the daylight, the scars were especially hard to look at.

‘Keep your hair on, bloodsucker.’ Noon winced at her choice of words before continuing. ‘I’m in no rush to get torn apart by parasite spirits.’

She had several empty sacks slung across her back, as did Tor, and a bag containing a pair of large empty jars they had found in the kitchens, just in case that was the only way they could transport the fluid, and two pairs of thick leather gloves. Neither of them wanted to find out what happened if you got the stuff on your skin.

‘We’ll move quickly,’ said Tor, ignoring her tone. ‘We know where we’re going this time. We’re not on one of Vintage’s quaint sightseeing tours.’

Reaching him, Noon nodded. This close, she felt a flicker of the same awe she’d felt when she’d first seen him striding through the Shroom Flats towards her – only now he was an angry god, something half destroyed and vengeful. And on the edge of that, something else; a feeling she sensed came from the new presence inside her. It felt like longing.

‘Let’s get it over with.’ She pulled the collar of her jacket up around her neck, glancing up at the bleak hills behind them as she did so. For a moment she thought she saw something moving amongst the rocks there, but dismissed it as the rushing shadows of clouds. There were enough immediate dangers without imagining new ones.

The gates to the compound were as they had left them, although a pile of old leaves had gathered against the door. Some of them, Noon noticed, were enormous; old brown and gold leaves as big as her head, twice as big. The cold presence inside her head shifted, and a new thought occurred to her.

‘The Shroom Flats, and this place. They’re both full of weird plants, aren’t they?’

‘Are you trying to impress me with your powers of observation now?’

Noon ignored him. ‘The vine forest as well. Vintage said she makes her wine from giant grapes, and there is Behemoth wreckage there too, hidden deep within it. Look at these trees.’ They had stepped inside the compound now, and the twisted, overgrown forest loomed all around them. The scent of smoke and wet ashes was a ghost on the edge of her senses. Noon lowered her voice. ‘This is a yellow oak. They grow on the eastern side of the Trick. It just doesn’t look like one, because the trunk is all swollen and twisted, and the leaves are three or four times bigger than normal.’

Tor had drawn his sword, and was moving slowly, the blade held at the ready. ‘You know, when Vintage left us, I thought I might get a rest from this sort of scintillating conversation.’

‘You really don’t see it, do you, you massive idiot?’ He shot an annoyed look at her for that. ‘It’s the fluid. The stuff we’re going to collect for your big creepy tree-god. It must have soaked into the ground all around here, making all these trees and plants grow bigger and stranger than they should. I wouldn’t be surprised if it happened wherever a Behemoth has crashed. Think. The fluid is what’s responsible for the Wild.’

Tor stopped. He looked back at her, and the expression framed by his hood was one of genuine surprise. Noon felt her heart lighten slightly at the sight of it; it was the first time she’d seen him look anything other than angry or lost since he’d woken up.

‘By the roots.’ He looked around, as if seeing the strange vegetation for the first time. ‘All Behemoths must carry this fluid. And perhaps when they crash, it spills out all over the ground. Or some of it is vaporised.’

They were moving again, creeping through the eerie forest. Water dripped from branches and trickled down trunks.

‘In a place already densely populated by vegetation, like the vine forest,’ said Tor, ‘this Jure’lia fluid would have been carried even further. Dotted on the wings of birds, droplets on the wing-cases of beetles. I’m surprised Vintage didn’t see it immediately.’

‘There were so many pieces to the puzzle, that’s what she said. And some of those pieces are trying to kill you.’ Picturing the shimmering, light-spotted monsters, the presence inside her swarmed to the front of her mind. For a moment the dank forest floor was replaced by a shining riverbed of precious stones, glittering in sunlight – the water was cool on her claws, easing away the sting of hot sand. The world spun, and Noon stumbled back amongst the haunted trees. Tor was still stalking ahead and had not noticed her confusion. She cleared her throat. ‘I bet she suspected it, though, when she saw what it could do. I think if she’d had a chance to sit and study it, she’d have seen it much faster than either of us.’

Tor grunted. ‘But instead she rushed us halfway across Sarn to visit this lunatic and his hell hole. She always was too impatient.’

Noon didn’t know what to say to that, and they walked in silence for some time. A light rain began to fall, and with it the temperature plummeted. Noon watched her breath turn to white vapour and she missed her warming scales, until she realised that made no sense at all. Shivering, she pushed her damp hair away from her forehead and retrieved a knitted cap she’d recovered from Tyron’s bedroom. Ahead of her, Tor pulled his hood back, exposing his black hair and the livid skin on his face and neck.

‘Aren’t you cold?’

He shot her an irritated look. ‘The hood already dampens my hearing. With the rain as well it is intolerable.’ He took a breath. ‘It’s not as if you haven’t already seen what I am.’

Noon opened her mouth to reply to that when, out of the dismal shadows just ahead, a limb covered in jelly-like fronds swept towards them, swiftly followed by a tall, oozing shape. It was lit all over with glowing points of purple light, and there was a dark, gaping hole near what Noon would be tempted to describe as its head. It made a ghostly, whooping sound as it came, dragging its lower limbs through the foliage.

‘Quickly, let’s go round it,’ said Tor, skirting immediately to the right of the parasite spirit, moving nearly silently as he ran. Noon followed, horribly aware of how much noise her boots made crunching through the dead leaves. They quickly left the creature behind but Noon was certain she could feel it watching them go, that strange dark hole whooping after them as they left.

‘We’ll go faster now,’ said Tor as she caught up. ‘Where there’s one, there will be others, and we don’t want a repeat incident of you blowing anything up.’

Noon scowled. ‘Believe me, I do not want anything—’

There was another swarm of lights, this time from their right. This parasite spirit had a great broad head and jaws that hung down onto its chest, and it reached towards them with translucent appendages like bear claws. Tor muttered several oaths under his breath, bringing the Ninth Rain around to meet it, but as Noon looked up at the parasite spirit, it stopped.

‘That’s right!’ Tor shouted. Noon realised with some alarm that his voice was shaking. ‘Step away!’

The parasite spirit cocked its head, in a gesture oddly like a hunting dog listening for a distant herd, and it let out a series of discordant wails. Noon cried out involuntarily – the noise seemed to stab at her ears, piercing her deep inside her head – while at the same moment a great tide of sadness welled up inside her chest.

‘Brave warrior,’ she said through numb lips. ‘You have been served a great injustice.’

‘What?’

Tor took hold of her arm, pulling her away, and with some shock she realised she’d been reaching out for the thing, her fingertips outstretched. The feeling of sadness left her and they were running again, stumbling through the trees away from the parasite spirit. The smell of wet soot was growing stronger all the time.

‘What, in the name of Ygseril’s wisest roots, do you think you’re playing at?’ Tor glared at her. His skin was damp, although she couldn’t tell whether it was the moisture in the air or sweat. ‘You were reaching out to the thing like you wanted to pet it! Have you forgotten these things can turn you inside out?’

‘We shouldn’t have come back in here so soon,’ she replied, shaking his hand off her arm. ‘You’re not ready. You’re too afraid.’

From the corner of her eye she saw the expression of outrage on Tor’s face, but a pair of parasite spirits were running towards them out of the gloom. Beyond them, she could see the shattered shape of the Behemoth wreck, black against the bright grey of the sky. Without thinking about what she was doing too closely, she called out to the cold presence in her mind while reaching towards the shimmering, changing shapes scampering towards them. All at once, Noon felt larger, more powerful. The creatures in front of her were not to be feared; they were to be pitied. Nothing so sorry could possibly harm her.

The parasite spirits stopped, wavering as though they were pieces of seaweed in a strong current. After a moment they turned away, and Noon was herself once more: small, reduced, no longer lethal.

Nonsense. The voice was like cold coins dropped into her mind. You are a burning brand, child.

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know.’ Noon grabbed hold of Tor’s arm this time, glad of the solidity of it. ‘Come on, before more of them come.’

They ran together then, near arm in arm, until Tor’s hand slipped down and took hold of hers. She squeezed it, and they ran faster; heads down, they were dark shapes slipping through the mutant forest.

‘Here we are, witch. We’re here.’

On their left stood the portion of the Behemoth that they had all been inside when Noon had set off the winnowfire explosion. It was not difficult to tell; it was a blasted, twisted wreck. Pieces of the greenish moon-metal were twisted, blackened shards, reaching up to the sky and out to the surrounding trees. It was hard to make out the interior structures that they had seen on their last visit; it was all broken and in pieces, the ground itself an inch thick with pale ashes and black soot. The place stank. Noon wondered what had happened to the parasite spirits that had been caught by the explosion itself. To their right was the half of the Behemoth that had contained the sad corpse of Tyron Godwort, and the metal orbs that, hopefully, would hold the Jure’lia fluid they had come for. Tor was already striding towards it, the Ninth Rain held out to one side, pointing at the ground.

‘Go carefully,’ she said to him. ‘This is still a dangerous place.’

‘We’re nearly there.’ The look he turned on her was wild. ‘From here, to Ebora. Quickly now.’

The entrance they had used last time had collapsed further in on itself, but they could still just about squeeze through, Tor crouching so low that he was almost on his knees. Inside, they were lit with the same eerie lights, and Noon thought she could see their own boot marks in the dust. Coming back here felt like a further intrusion, and, unwillingly, she thought of Tyron Godwort, lost somewhere in a strange chamber below. She wondered if Esiah had reached him and was even now sitting by his son’s body, his mind finally gone.

‘It was this way. Keep close.’

Noon followed Tor up the corridor, glad that he remembered the way – to her this was a place of sly confusion, of alien directions – until they emerged into the widened section of the corridor where the orbs had been stored in alcoves in the walls. Here, part of the ceiling had fallen, and they had to climb over the twisted pieces of metal to reach the storage area. Leaning on one piece as she slid down another, the metal felt oddly warm under her fingertips and not for the first time Noon thought of clambering about in the entrails of a giant beast. She was so busy frowning over this and trying her best not to come into contact with the walls that Tor was some distance ahead of her, and his cry of dismay made her jump. She half stumbled, half fell the rest of the way until she was by his side.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’

The golden orbs had been shaken loose from the alcove, and all of them had shattered. Noon could see a shining wetness on the textured floor, and some of the curved pieces still held remnants of the miraculous fluid, but almost all of it was lost. Tor dropped to his knees and held his hands over the floor, as though hoping to scoop the fluid up somehow.

‘No.’ His voice was flat, and his hands were shaking. ‘No, this cannot be.’

Noon could see how it had happened. Safe for hundreds of years, held in their delicate alcoves, until the enormous explosion just on the other side of the clearing – the same one that had brought down the ceiling – had shaken the orbs from their spaces and shattered them all across the floor.

‘No!’ Tor picked up one of the pieces and then threw it at the wall. ‘NO. This is all I have left, this is the last chance, I can’t . . .’

He hid his face in his hands, his shoulders starting to shake. The contrast between the man she’d met in the Shroom Flats, so tall and confident, and this beaten person, wearing borrowed clothes and with his hair half burned away, suddenly cut her so deeply she could barely breathe. She went to him and gathered him to her, smoothing a hand over his hair.

‘It will be all right,’ she said.

‘How?’ He pressed his face to her stomach, and she held him there. After a moment, his arms circled her waist. She thought of how close they had been in her dreams; not all of that had vanished when he had woken them both. ‘How can I do anything, like this? How can I live like this?’

‘You are so dramatic.’ Bending down and hesitating only slightly, she briefly pressed her lips to the top of his head. She felt some of the tension leave his body. ‘This won’t be the only chamber. It can’t be. Remember what we figured out about this stuff? The Behemoths must carry lots of it – enough so that when they crash, the places around it are infected. We just need to look. It’s worth looking, isn’t it?’

All was quiet for a moment as he took this in.

‘You are wiser than you look, witch.’ Tor stood up, and to her surprise he took her hand and kissed the palm of it, just as he had within her dream. His eyes looked wet, but when he nodded at her she saw some of his old determination in the set of his shoulders. ‘We will search for more. There is no need to despair yet.’

It took them hours. Narrow corridors led to cavernous spaces filled with shadowed, alien shapes; Noon could only guess at their function. They crawled through spaces where the walls were slick and yielding, climbed uneven sets of stairs, sought out each darkened corner. In one enormous chamber they found themselves walking on a suspended bridge, while below them something black and viscous shifted and moved. Noon knew that if Vintage had been with them, she would have insisted they explore further, but Tor took one look at it, grimacing slightly, and led them on. Noon was inclined to agree with him.

Eventually, they came to a long stretch of passageways where the strange lights had been damaged somehow, flickering and uncertain, until they died completely. For uncountable minutes they were in complete darkness, and Noon found herself wondering about the Jure’lia and whether they still existed somewhere in this giant corpse. Perhaps they were at the bottom of the evil liquid in the giant chamber; perhaps they had watched the trespassers with milky eyes, waiting for them to reach this place, where it was too dark and they were too lost to make it out alive . . .

‘Noon,’ came Tor’s voice, ‘you’re breathing very rapidly. It’s unnerving.’

She gave a strangled laugh. ‘This whole place is fucking unnerving. Do you even know the way back?’

‘Of course I do. I have an excellent sense of direction. Look, the lights are working again up ahead. Keep moving.’

Noon amused herself for the next few minutes by trying to decide whether she believed Tor’s bravado, and then they were in a low-ceilinged room. There were ragged black ropes hanging down, and a shallow pool in the centre. Something gold glittered there.

‘Look!’ Tor strode across the room, impatiently pushing the black ropes out of his way. There, in the shallow pool of what looked like water, were six of the orbs, entirely intact.

‘Wait, shouldn’t we figure out what that stuff is first? It could be dangerous.’

‘What? You mean it might burn my flesh off?’ Tor shot her a look before wading down into the pool, soaking himself to the knees. He paused for a moment, and then shrugged. ‘It’s just water. Here, I’ll hand them to you. Be careful.’

Noon packed them carefully, swaddling the orbs in rags and cushioning them against each other. Each one felt heavy and full in her hands, and when she tipped them gently back and forth, she heard the liquid sloshing inside.

‘Will it be enough?’

Tor took one of the bags from her and tied it carefully to his back. ‘How could I possibly know that?’ Then his voice softened. ‘I think it will have to be. I barely have the energy to walk back out of this place, let alone continue searching. A few moments’ rest, and we will hope that we can get out of here before nightfall.’

Noon looked closely at his face. His skin was grey, and there was sweat on his forehead now. He looked unwell.

‘You look like you need more than a short rest.’ After a moment, she reached into her pack and retrieved a short knife.

‘Noon—’

‘Do you think we’ll make it back out of here if you’re half dead on your feet? You’ll lead us into some dead end, or we’ll get outside and not be fast enough to avoid the spirits.’

‘You don’t know what it is you offer me.’

Noon grinned at him. The whispered voices in her head were quieter than they had ever been – she had the strangest idea that they did not like being inside the Behemoth – but even so, she felt half mad. ‘I think it’s a bit bloody late for that, don’t you?’ She held up the knife again, and this time he nodded, reluctantly. Sitting on the chamber floor, she cut a shallow wound in her arm and offered it to him, turning away as he bent his head over her – to save his privacy or hers, she wasn’t sure. The warmth of Tor’s mouth on her skin was shocking in this cold, alien place, and when he pulled away she was surprised by a sudden spike of desire for him. Dishevelled and vulnerable, his long hand resting against the skin of her arm, she thought she’d never seen him more beautiful.

‘Thank you.’ He stood up, and his movements already seemed smoother, stronger, and his eyes were brighter. ‘Let’s get out of here while the effect lasts.’

Their escape was much swifter. Without the need to stop and look for the orbs, they moved quickly through the narrow corridors and echoing chambers. Crossing the bridge again, Noon cast one glance over the edge, remembering how she had imagined the ancient Jure’lia lying in wait down there, but nothing looked back up at her as she passed. Eventually, they came to the broken exit, where a slash of grey daylight lit their way out.

‘We’ll leave tomorrow,’ Tor was saying, adjusting his pack so that he had easy access to his sword again. ‘Gather what we can in supplies and start making our way north. Vintage was right about the rains, it won’t be pleasant, but there’s no real sense in waiting—’

‘Be quiet. I think I hear something.’ Noon crouched and shuffled her way out, trying to see everywhere at once. Back out in the clearing, the sun was a lighter patch on the horizon, and the ground was steeped in shadows. The rain had stopped, but she could hear dripping everywhere, a disorientating sound.

‘I can see no lights,’ said Tor brusquely, emerging next to her.

‘I said I heard something, not that I saw—’

A bulky shape dropped from the trees in front of them. It was a shadow against shadows, and then a flare of green light revealed the woman’s face, caught in a snarl of rage. A moment later, Noon saw the ball of winnowfire suspended above her fist, and then the woman was jumping neatly from the back of her bat to land in the clearing in front of them.

‘Shit! It’s the Winnowry!’

Noon saw Tor draw his sword, the steel flashing green and white, and then a dart of green flame shot between them. Half falling, half running, Noon threw herself at the trees and then heard Tor’s shout of alarm. She looked back to see that part of his jacket was on fire, and the woman who had called herself Agent Lin was advancing on him with her arms full of boiling flame. She intended to kill him; the intent on her face was as clear as the corpse moon in the morning sky.

‘No!’

Before she really knew what she was doing, Noon was running back, already summoning the winnowfire from within her. The parasite-spirit energy, that slow-burning ember of power, suddenly flared back into life and green flames shot from her palms, coursing through the air towards the agent. The woman spat a curse and produced her own wall of flame, which dissipated Noon’s own wild attack easily.

‘Leave him alone! It’s me you came for.’

The woman Lin raised her eyebrows. Tor was beating out the flames on his sleeve, an expression of sheer panic on his face.

‘No loose ends,’ the woman said. ‘Besides which, he insulted me. And I’m in a bad mood.’

‘A bad mood?’ Noon gaped at the woman for a moment, and then shook her head. ‘Why do this? Why work for them? You know what they really are.’

Agent Lin smiled. It was a brittle thing, and for the first time Noon noticed that the woman looked tired, careworn. Clearly she had not washed her hair for some time, and there was a layer of dirt on her skin.

‘Oh, I know all about them, girl, which is exactly why I do this. Better to have the wolves on your side than at your throat.’

‘Then you’re a coward.’

Agent Lin smiled a little wider. ‘If you’re looking to distract me with insults, child, you will find that I am rather too thick-skinned for that.’

Noon reached inside her and found that swirling pool of energy again. It threatened to overwhelm her, and Tor was too close. She moved towards the Winnowry agent, putting herself between the woman and Tor. She held her hands out in front of her.

‘It is touching that you’re defending the Eboran. You’re of the plains people, aren’t you? So you must know his people decimated your own, generation after generation. Are you a particularly forgiving soul, or are you also fucking him?’

‘You should start running,’ said Noon. The power was building inside, swirling into something explosive, but Agent Lin couldn’t know that. ‘Get back on your bat and fuck off.’

‘Fell-Noon, that’s cute, but I’m trained to do this.’ The woman pushed a lock of grey hair away from her forehead. The bat wing there was cruder than Noon’s, almost more a scar than a tattoo. ‘I’ve seen you fight before, remember? You are no more than a child waving a torch.’

‘Yeah, well, maybe my torch got bigger.’ Noon thrust her hands forward and gave free rein to the parasite-spirit energy. A ball of flame erupted ahead of her, too bright to look at, and she heard Agent Lin give a startled shout. Noon felt a fierce moment of triumph, and then her ball of flame was torn to pieces, shards of emerald flame dicing it into tattered remnants. Noon threw herself to the ground to avoid the shards, landing in a squelch of mud and ash. Somewhere she could hear Tor shouting.

‘Even now, even with this, I can’t kill her.’ There was mud in her eyes. She rubbed her face, desperately trying to see what was going on. ‘I’m too weak.’

Nonsense. The voice in her head was back, stronger than it had ever been. Noon could almost feel the shape of the speaker, thundering through her blood. You were crafted for war, just as I was.

‘Who are you? What are you?’ Noon staggered to her feet. The sounds of a fight drifted towards her, a woman laughing. There were flares of green light all around.

I am death and glory. Now, listen to me closely.

Noon listened.

Tor flicked the Ninth Rain up in front of him just in time to catch the narrow dagger of flame the winnowry agent had flung at him. The roll in the wet mud had extinguished the flames on his sleeve, but his heart was still beating too fast and his mouth was dry. He had thought that he had forgotten almost everything from Noon’s explosion, but now he found that tiny memories were seeping back – the exquisite agony as the skin on his face was crisped away, the smell of his own flesh being instantly cooked, the searing pain as his shirt was consumed. He could not be burned again. He would not allow it.

The agent was advancing on him, and he couldn’t see where Noon had ended up. He scrambled back, mud slipping through his free hand.

‘I would normally have let you be,’ the woman was saying in a conversational tone of voice. ‘But this has turned out to be a particularly unpleasant experience for me, and I think someone else should pay for once. Someone other than me, other than my boy.’

‘Lunatic,’ Tor muttered under his breath.

‘No one will know, anyway,’ the woman was saying now. ‘I’ll leave your body here to rot in this haunted place. Your people are nearly all dead anyway, one more won’t be a great loss.’

Noon appeared at the woman’s right. Her black hair was standing on end, and she had an expression on her face Tor had not seen before. Without knowing why, he felt a cold trickle of dread move down his back.

The Winnowry agent shook her head as though dealing with an errant puppy. ‘You’ve not learned your lesson yet, Fell-Noon? Very well, I can’t say it won’t give me pleasure—’

Noon jumped and turned gracefully in the air, bringing down her arm in a sweeping motion, and with it several darts of fire, so bright that they were almost white, were born out of thin air. They shot across the clearing and exploded at the feet of Agent Lin, sending the woman flying up into the air, before she dropped, sprawled in the mud some distance away. To her credit, she was on her feet again immediately, flinging a barrage of fireballs at Noon’s advancing figure, but the young fell-witch raised her arms and produced a shimmering wall of green flame; the fiery orbs were absorbed into it with barely a hiss. Dropping her arms, the fire was gone.

‘What is this?’ Agent Lin’s face had gone white, speckled here and there with black mud. ‘What have you done?’

Tor doubted the agent heard Noon’s words, they were spoken so quietly, but he heard them clearly enough. They made him think of his childhood, the smell of clay and his cousin Aldasair, although he couldn’t have said why.

‘I am death and glory, tired one.’

Noon crouched, bracing herself on bent legs, before turning her upper torso in a slow circle, her arms outstretched. A bright shard of green fire formed there, which she gathered into a globe before pushing it towards the woman. It wasn’t fast, but it expanded as it travelled, and the agent turned and started to run.

‘Noon?’

Ignoring him, Noon swept her arms up and round, throwing a dart of green fire after the expanding cloud of flame. Like a stone thrown into a pond, the dart hit the cloud and it exploded, showering the agent and the area around her with a rain of emerald fire. There was no escaping it.

‘Noon? Noon!’

She took no notice. She advanced on the woman, who was writhing on the wet ground in a circle of fire, and, unconcerned by the flames, Noon reached down and seemed to pull something from around the agent’s neck.

‘Come on, before the spirits follow.’

They ran then, leaving the burning woman behind. Noon took a whistle from her pocket and blew a single sharp note. With a thunder of leathery wings, a dark shape rose above them and followed them. Noon caught Tor’s eye, and the look on her face was one of quiet satisfaction.

‘It will be faster to get to Ebora with two bats, wouldn’t you say?’
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I have asked Nanthema what she thinks about the Eboran war-beasts many times, of course, but I only get a few small pieces of information from her on each occasion. I think it makes her sad, to think about them. To her, of course, they are not distant mythical creatures that were only ever seen in paintings or depicted in poems, but living, breathing figures that were of enormous importance to her people. Nanthema herself was a child at the time of the Eighth Rain, and during that time of war her mother had seen fit to hide her away in a country estate – consequently, she did not witness the death of Ygseril, or the defeat of the Jure’lia. Before the invaders came, however, she often saw the war-beasts on their visits to and from the central city of Ebora. She describes them as impossible shapes in the sky, a thunder of laughter passing overhead. Once, there was a great celebration in the central plaza, and several of their number were honoured by the emperor of the time. Nanthema was there with her mother and brothers, a shy child peeking between cloaks and robes to get a better view. (It is difficult, I will admit, to imagine Nanthema as a shy child.)

She grows saddest when she relays this memory to me, however. She claims it is impossible to describe their glory to me, and I get frustrating snippets: the clack of a griffin’s claws against the marble, scales like shining bone, an eye like an enormous opal, turning to watch the crowds with amusement. I have pressed her for more on the relationship between the beasts and the tree, but she will speak of this even less. The death of Ygseril, and the knowledge that there will be no more war-beasts, is a deep wound for the Eboran people. One that will not heal, it seems.

I have my suspicions. I believe that the war-beasts were essentially an extension of Ygseril, and therefore almost as sacred as the god itself. Usually, Nanthema will turn the tide of the conversation back to me, asking endless questions about things that she can’t possibly find interesting, but I am flattered enough to give her what answers I can; about growing up in the vine forest, about my impossible father, my long-suffering mother, about my own favourite wine – even as she pours us another glass. And who could possibly resist the curiosity of a beautiful woman?

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘What is this place? It’s remote enough.’

The moonlight had turned Bern’s golden hair silver, and, standing on the summit of the small hill, he looked to Aldasair like some sort of unlikely statue – of an ancient human hero, perhaps. The Bitter Twins added to the illusion.

‘I used to come here when I wanted to remember there were places other than Ebora.’ Aldasair placed the box of figurines on the grass, and then turned to face the mountains. They were an ominous presence in the dark, more like a terrible absence than a great ruction in the earth. ‘There, you see, is the Wall.’ At this distance, it was little more than a pale line, scratched across the shadows of the night. ‘When I saw the Wall, I could remember that there were people on the other side of it. Beyond the Tarah-hut Mountains, there were people living and talking and eating, and – not dying.’

‘We call them the Bloodless Mountains,’ said Bern. He sniffed. ‘I was never sure if that was supposed to be a joke or not.’

‘Because of the Carrion Wars?’ Aldasair’s heart dipped a little in his chest, but he forced himself to face Bern and keep talking. He would converse like a normal person. He could do this. ‘A great many people died. A man I knew once, a relative of mine, jested that by the time we had dragged the humans as far as the mountains, they were certainly already bloodless. A poor joke.’

The expression on Bern’s face was unreadable, much of his face hidden in shadow. ‘Do you remember it?’

‘Fragments. I remember the way Ebora felt, more than anything. There was such a frenzy. People seemed brittle, living on the edge of a life that could be taken away at any time. And then it was.’

He knelt on the grass, feeling the chill of the ground immediately soak into his trousers. From within his pack he took a pair of short-handled trowels, and passed one to Bern, who knelt across from him to take it. Finding those had been a challenge in itself; nothing seemed to be kept where he remembered.

‘I attended a party at the height of it all.’ Aldasair kept his eyes on the ground, watching as the edge of his trowel bit into the grass and lifted away a lump of turf. ‘I was far too young to be there, really, but all the rules were looser, then. It was beautiful. All the lamps were lit, and there was music. I don’t know if I’ve ever heard music like it since. The lady whose party it was, she wore red jewels at her throat and her ears, and I remember that was the fashion. For crimson.’ Bern began shovelling dirt too, and the air filled with the good smell of wet earth. ‘There was a human man there. He was pale, and I could smell his sweat, but he was smiling, smiling all the time. The lady told us all that he was our willing guest, and that for a life at the Eboran palace he would gladly give what he could. We knew he wasn’t talking about money. As it grew later, the lady drank more and more, and, once, she caught hold of my sleeve and told me that I must serve her human. Fetch him food and drink, and attend him like a servant. I was, as I think I have said, very young, and I thought it a game. It was fun, to play at being a servant, so I brought him goblets of wine and platters of fruit, until it got very late and I was too tired for it all. I found a quiet room and slept there, very deeply. I didn’t hear the rest of the party, and woke to full sunlight streaming in the windows.’

They had a reasonable-sized hole. Aldasair sat back on his haunches, looking away down the hill to the palace. The gardens were full of campfires. ‘I remembered that I was supposed to be the human’s serving man, and I wondered if I was supposed to serve him breakfast, so I got up and went back to the ballroom.’ Aldasair lowered his head, looking only at the dirt. ‘I couldn’t find him. I found – other things. Later, I saw the lady who had thrown the party, and she was sitting in a corridor with her head in her hands, crying and crying. Her arms were bloody to the elbow.’

Bern the Younger had gone very still.

‘Do you see what we are?’ Aldasair asked softly. ‘Do you see it, yet?’

For a long time, Bern didn’t say anything. Somewhere, perhaps beyond the Wall, a wolf howled, and another wolf-voice joined it.

‘Show me a people who don’t have a bloody history.’

Aldasair sat for a moment in silence, his fingers clutching the edge of the box. Eventually, he reached inside and took out the first of the figures. Once, it had been something like a fox, with a great bushy tail. He held it up so that the light of the moon coloured its pitted surface, and then he placed it gently in the deepest part of the hole.

‘Ebora thanks you for your service, mighty one. Return to the roots.’

By the time they had buried all the war-beast figures, the sky to the east was a watery pink, and the air was stiff with cold. Walking back together through the empty city, Aldasair felt an odd loosening in his chest – a tension he had been unaware of had lessened somehow, and although the empty buildings with their broken windows and overgrown gardens still looked ghostly, he found he could look on them without dread. Next to him, Bern seemed unconcerned by the chill of the dawn, even as his breath turned to puffs of white vapour.

When they reached the palace grounds, the humans camped on the lawns were rousing themselves; building cooking fires, fetching water, having their first conversations of the day. Aldasair looked at them with new eyes. To them, all of Sarn was in terrible danger, and the chances that Ebora could save them were so slim as to be impossible, but still they climbed out of their beds, cared for their children, cared for one another.

‘Bern, I must thank you.’

They stopped on the edge of the main circle of tents. From somewhere nearby, a child was complaining loudly at being turfed out of warm blankets.

‘It’s a small thing,’ said Bern. He seemed embarrassed somehow, and Aldasair thought again that he would never understand humans. ‘By the stones, there are plenty of us who should have given thanks to your war-beasts long ago. There would be no Sarn at all, without them.’

‘That’s not the point, though, and you know it.’

Bern turned to him, his eyebrows raised in surprise, but at that moment there came a whiskering sound across the frigid grass. Aldasair jumped as though he’d been pinched and turned to see a pale figure bearing down on them. It took him a few seconds to see that it was Hestillion; she wore a padded robe, silvery white in the dawn light, but no cloak, and her yellow hair was loose over her shoulders. No, not just loose – tangled. Aldasair blinked. He had never seen Hestillion in such a state of disarray, not even when she was tending to the victims of the crimson flux. Striding towards them, it was possible to see that she wore soft silk slippers, shoes never meant to be worn outside the palace. She looked, if not angry, then only a heartbeat away from it.

‘Aldasair, come inside with me. I need you to come to the Hall of Roots.’ She didn’t look at Bern the Younger. The tall man may as well have been invisible.

‘I am a little busy at the moment, Hest.’ He cleared his throat. ‘You asked me to take care of the diplomacy, and that’s what I’m doing.’

Hestillion’s blood-red eyes flickered briefly to Bern, seeing him for the first time and dismissing him just as quickly. ‘You can play with the humans later.’

‘My lady Hestillion, we’ve not had time for much more than a few words, but I am glad to meet you.’ Bern cleared his throat. ‘I’d be glad to lend my arm, should you need anything.’

Hestillion shook her head quickly and turned back to Aldasair. ‘By the roots, I do not have time for this.’ Hestillion reached out and grabbed his sleeve, and he noticed that it was sewn all over interlocking tree branches, grey on cream. It made him think of the card he’d drawn for Hestillion in the room of dust and dead spiders, and for some reason he felt deeply uneasy. Without knowing why, he glanced up at the silvered shape of the corpse moon, hanging above them like a bloated egg sac.

‘Bern, I am sorry,’ he said, forcing his voice into the smooth tones he imagined fearless leaders used. ‘This apparently requires my immediate attention. I must attend my cousin. We’ll talk more later.’

Bern tugged at his beard, obviously concerned, but inclined his head. ‘Soon, I hope.’

With no more than that, Hestillion was dragging him back across the gardens, her bare hand an icy cuff on his arm. He hissed questions at her, but she just shook her head, and eventually he simply let her lead him back to the Hall of Roots. Inside, there were lamps burning just around the thick trunk of Ygseril. As they approached the twisted landscape of the god’s roots, Aldasair saw that there were some items spread out by the trunk – a thick embroidered blanket, a bowl full of something half congealed, a bottle of wine, mostly untouched. It looked as though Hestillion had made camp here. When he followed her up onto the roots, he noticed that the hem of her robe was stained, and again he felt that shiver of unease.

‘Hestillion, you should leave it alone,’ he said, glancing up at the branches as he spoke. The glass roof was full of lilac light as night shaded into day. ‘I thought you wanted people to come here, so that we would get help. We have so many people here now, Hest, and they all have opinions and demands and they all want something else to eat or they don’t want sleeping quarters near someone else, because their great-grandfathers were once on opposing sides of a battle, and they all want to know what’s happening in here—’

‘Be quiet. Do you remember dream-walking, Aldasair? Do you remember how to do it?’

‘That’s what you brought me here for?’

She took his hand suddenly, glaring at him, and squeezed it until he gasped with pain.

‘You are so much brighter than you were, Aldasair. So much more aware. It’s being around people that did that. Your mind was softening, being torn into shreds of rotting silk, but I brought people here and now you are getting better.’ She squeezed his hand again. ‘I did that for you. Now do this for me.’

He blinked and sat down next to her, looking carefully at his own feet. He remembered very well how he had once sat for hours, days even, without speaking. How the sun and the shadows chased each other through the window, and none of it mattered, and down the corridor somewhere there was the distant sound of someone coughing themselves to death. He did not want to go back to that silent place.

‘I want to show you something,’ Hestillion was saying. ‘I wasn’t going to yet, but I think perhaps, if there’s more than one of us, he might respond better. That perhaps that is the key.’ She took hold of his chin and made him look at her. ‘Go into the netherdark, find me there, and follow me. Can you do that?’

Aldasair nodded solemnly, and closed his eyes. He had never been especially good at dream-walking, and hadn’t cultivated an interest in it – dream-walking wasn’t like painting, after all. The visions you conjured while dreaming were gone when you woke, never to be recovered. But he was certainly capable of the basics. Relaxing his body, he sent himself down, down into the netherdark, and quickly found Hestillion there. In that place she was more light than person; the sort of light that glitters on broken things.

Good, she said. Now follow me down. We will have to go a long way, but you mustn’t doubt me.

She dived, slipping down away from him, and he followed after. Very soon he was aware of being in a place where the darkness pressed in around him, and although he couldn’t see anything, the netherdark felt dense, thick with pressure. It was uncomfortable, but Hestillion kept slipping down, and so he followed, wondering what she could possibly want to show him.

Once or twice, the light that was Hestillion stopped, turning and flitting, and Aldasair began to suspect that something was wrong. She put on a sudden burst of speed then, and he had to struggle to keep up with her, and then she stopped, rounding on him with a sudden flare of anger.

‘Where is he?’ she demanded. ‘Why can I not find him again?’ And then, before he could reply, ‘It is your fault! You are not worthy!’

Aldasair opened his mouth to reply. He did not like to speak in the netherdark.

‘But Hest—’

‘No!’ To his horror, Hestillion abruptly seemed on the verge of tears. She pushed at him with a force that wasn’t quite physical, and suddenly they were both sitting on the roots again, the bottle of wine lying on its side next to them. ‘Get out!’

‘Hestillion—’

‘I said get out! The Hall of Roots is not for you. If I have lost him because . . . Leave!’

Aldasair scrambled to his feet, more afraid of the naked sorrow on his cousin’s face than her angry words. He stumbled across the roots, moving awkwardly on faintly numb legs, until the wine bottle sailed past him and smashed on the marble floor. He moved faster after that.

You would bring another to speak to me?

Hestillion’s heart thundered in her chest, bringing her back to an awareness she had almost lost. She had been drifting in the netherdark for hours, convinced she had ruined everything, but the soft diffuse light of Ygseril’s dreaming mind had returned. She let herself be warmed by it, almost ashamed at her childish joy.

‘Aldasair is my cousin, Ygseril. He hasn’t been well, but he has a kind soul. He would want only to help you. I thought – surely you wish to speak to your children once more?’

The light faded a touch. Hestillion held herself as still as she could, holding down the panic that threatened to flood her chest. But the presence of Ygseril stayed with her.

No. Only you. My special, strange child. There are things that I can trust only you with. We feel that strongly.

‘I – Lord, I am honoured.’ There were so many questions, but Hestillion forced them all from her mind. They had clearly done something to lose Ygseril’s trust. It was now her responsibility to win it back. ‘Whatever you wish of me.’

The light did fade then, but Hestillion felt a warmth from it that she hadn’t felt before, and she knew that in some form, Ygseril had expressed his approval. Fighting back up through the netherdark, she awoke stiff and cold, crouched on the roots.

‘My responsibility,’ she said, stroking the twisted bark. ‘My responsibility, alone.’
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Tor stamped his feet on the ground, trying to force some warmth back into them while Noon began making their fire. It was certainly faster to travel by bat, he had to admit that, but it was neither comfortable nor warm. After several hours in the air his face felt like a rigid mask, the numbness all the worse on the damaged side, and his burned arm ached abominably from clutching at the reins. He shot a faintly resentful look at the great black bat they had retrieved from the Winnowry agent; it was snuffling and stretching its wings awkwardly, making ready to hunt for the night. Fulcor, the bat who had followed Noon from the Winnowry, and had been summoned once more by her whistle, had already gone.

There was a soft whomph of emerald flame that swiftly turned orange, and their fire was burning merrily. Noon no longer seemed to experience any discomfort over using her ability, and her face as she fed the fire sticks was calm and unconcerned. Tor found it vaguely alarming.

‘Where are we now?’ she asked.

Tor made a point of looking around, his hands on his hips. ‘Judging by the constellations just starting to glint into life, the scent of the wind and the texture of the earth . . . I would say we’re precisely in the middle of nowhere.’

She gave him a cool look. ‘I am so glad you are in charge of navigation, oh great traveller.’

Tor went and crouched by the fire. In truth, he did vaguely recognise this place. The foothills of the Tarah-Hut Mountains had been the first place he had properly explored when finally he had left Ebora. Back then its twisting scrublands had seemed wild and gritty, just the place to start an adventure. Now it looked like a place where you couldn’t expect to find a decent drink.

‘If we were travelling by foot, we’d be about ten days away yet. With those creatures,’ he nodded to the black bat, who chose that moment to launch itself up into the darkening sky, ‘I’m really not sure.’

Noon shrugged, and began unpacking food from their bags. They had taken as much as they could carry from Esiah Godwort’s mansion, along with blankets, water, wine and as many spare clothes as they could stuff into bags. Stopping each night was an exercise in unloading the bats so that they could go and hunt – fresh meat was very welcome – but in the last two weeks they had got it down to a fine art. The orbs were wrapped in thick furs, and kept as close as they dared to the fire. Tor unstrapped his sword from his back and set the kettle against the fire before retrieving the tin of tea leaves from his own pack.

After a moment he realised that Noon was staring at his sword. Her eyes had taken on an odd, almost silvery shine; he had seen it a few times since the incident in the compound. It seemed to go alongside her odd, quietly calm mood.

‘Why is your sword called the Ninth Rain?’

Tor grimaced faintly. ‘I’m sure I’ve already told you. Or Vintage must have told you.’ He sighed, shaking tea leaves into a small clay pot. The scent made him think of Mushenska, which, in turn, made him think of Sareena. How long had it been since she had been in his thoughts at all? Feeling an unwanted stab of guilt, he wedged the pot in the dirt to wait for the hot water. ‘When the Jure’lia invaded, Ygseril would grow silver fruits in his branches, which would fall, hatching into the Eboran war-beasts. For each invasion, a silver rain.’

Noon tipped her head to one side, as though listening to a distant voice. The movement exposed the smooth skin of her neck, which looked creamy against the scarlet of her coat. Unbidden, the memory of the taste of her blood seemed to flood his mouth.

‘I know that. I mean, why is it called the Ninth Rain? Wasn’t the last one – the one where your god died – the Eighth Rain?’

‘Oh,’ said Tor. ‘That.’ The water in the kettle was boiling, so with his good hand he reached down and poured it into the clay pot, watching the leaves swirl darkly. ‘That’s a longer story. Quite a personal one, actually. And I hardly know you.’

She looked at him frankly again, smiling slightly now. For the briefest moment his chest felt tight, and he wondered if he were ill: a cold caught on the back of the blasted bat, or the crimson flux coming for him finally. This woman burned your face, he reminded himself.

‘Fine. What else do I have to do on this lovely evening, but reveal painful family secrets?’ He gestured around at the low hills, growing darker all the time.

‘Stop complaining. Pour me some tea.’

‘You have to let it steep longer than that, you barbarian.’ Even so, he retrieved the small tin cups from his pack, and passed one to Noon. ‘My people live for a very long time. If all goes well and we are not hacked to pieces in battle or eaten up by the crimson flux, we can live for hundreds of years. My father was still young during the Eighth Rain, and my mother had not long had me and my sister. At first, it seemed to be a smaller, almost half-hearted invasion by the Jure’lia. They landed near what is now Reidn, and started to consume that part of Sarn as swiftly as possible. Their Behemoths birthed their giant, hungry maggots, and the other scuttling creatures that are part of their charming company, and soon great stretches of that place were lost under a slick of their varnish.’

He paused to pour them both a cup of tea. The warmth was very welcome, particularly to his stiff, burned hand.

‘My father and his older sister travelled there as part of the main force, wearing their shiny armour and happily carrying their lethal weapons. Back then, it was a matter of pride to repel a Jure’lia invasion, a rite of passage almost. My father had been anxious that the worm people might never return, and he would never get to face them on the battlefield. His younger sister was furious, as she didn’t even get to leave Ebora.’ Tor smiled slightly. ‘What idiots they were. What idiots we are, especially if your dream turns out to be true.’

‘Your father fought with the war-beasts?’

‘Not directly alongside them,’ he said. ‘Only the most skilled warriors fought alongside the sacred beasts. There were those who had a special relationship with them, men and women who were heroes to the rest of us. My father and my aunt were not so important. Not then, anyway.’

‘What do you mean?’

Tor grimaced, and took a sip of his tea to wash away the sudden bitter taste in his mouth. ‘When the crimson flux came, it wiped out much of a generation. The old generals, the war leaders, the politicians and the royalty – all those who had been in power for centuries, in other words – all died of the curse. Those Eborans left behind suddenly found themselves with the reins of the kingdom – even if it was a doomed one. My family were largely untouched by the flux to begin with, and they rose in importance.’ He snorted. ‘Although all that really meant by that point was that you got the pick of the empty chambers in the palace.’

‘And the sword?’

‘Mm? Oh, yes.’ Tor patted it absently where it lay on the ground next to him. ‘My aunt was the real warrior of the two of them. She had dedicated a full century of her life to the martial arts, while my father had only been training for a decade.’

‘Only a decade, huh?’

‘He was absolutely determined to go, despite his lack of experience, and in truth, my mother and my grandparents made no real attempt to stop him – as I said, fighting the Jure’lia was considered an honour, a rite of passage for any young Eboran. My aunt promised that she would keep a close eye on him, and off they went to Reidn.’

There was a flurry of leather wings nearby, and the flames of their fire danced wildly for a few seconds as Fulcor landed. The great bat scuffled over to them and dropped a dead hare at Noon’s feet, before taking to the air again. Tor craned his neck to watch her go, but she was lost in the darkness almost immediately.

‘Where do they go?’ he asked.

‘How should I know? Somewhere comfortable to sleep, I expect.’ Noon had reached into her pack and retrieved her knife, now skinning the animal with swift, practised swipes of the blade. Feeling his eyes on her, she shrugged. ‘It’s odd how this stuff comes back. I didn’t skin a single animal in the Winnowry, but put a knife in my hand and it seems as natural as breathing.’

‘That’s not exactly reassuring.’

She huffed laughter. ‘The sword.’

‘Right. When they got there, Reidn was a mess. The Jure’lia had more or less decimated it. What wasn’t covered in varnish was scuttling with the burrowers – the beetle things you saw in your dreams – and the people . . .’ He stared at the fire. ‘My father was an unpleasant bully, much of the time, but whenever he talked about the Eighth Rain, he would go very quiet, and he would rub at his lips constantly.’ Tor demonstrated, frowning as he did so. ‘Almost all the humans they found weren’t human any more. You know what the Jure’lia do to captives?’

Noon shifted on the ground. ‘If it’s like what I saw in the dream . . .’

Tor smiled grimly, feeling the scar tissue on his face stretch as he did so. ‘The burrowers get inside a victim and . . . hollow them out. What is left occupying that body is something else, some greater extension of the Jure’lia themselves.’ He shook his head slightly. ‘Vintage probably knows more about it than I do. But what my father said, what he told us, was that it must be incredibly painful to be eaten from the inside out like that, because the screaming deafened them, for days on end. None of them could sleep because of it.’

Noon had finished with the hare, and was busily skewering it to go over the fire. For the time being he watched her work, admiring how sure her hands were, even though they were covered in blood. Especially because they were covered in blood. He felt that tightness in his chest again, and breathed past it.

‘So, they fought. It was a bloody and nasty fight, my father said, trying to cut a swathe through the occupied town. Mostly they were cutting down the bodies of the drones – that’s what they called the humans who had been burrowed into – and it was dispiriting work. Above and in front of them, the war-beasts and their consorts tore into the maggots and the mothers.’

‘Mothers?’

‘The ones with spindly legs. They birth the burrowers out of their pulsating sacs.’ Seeing the expression on her face, he grinned. ‘Shall I go on? Would you like another bedtime story?’

‘Get on with it.’

‘Night came, and my father and aunt holed up in a deserted cottage. They had been separated from the rest of their unit by that point, and they were both exhausted. My aunt, who had taken a shallow wound to her thigh, slept and my father took the first watch. It was quiet, he said. Eventually, the strain of listening to every single noise gave him a headache. He went to the kitchen of the cottage to see if he could find something to drink –’

‘Like father, like son.’

‘– when he heard a scratching at the back door, like a dog was out there, pawing for scraps, but then he heard a whimpering too, like a child crying. Needing to know what it was, he swept the door open and a small figure fell across the flagstones. It was a little human girl, covered in dirt, as though she’d been hiding for days.’ Tor paused. ‘You know, it’s this part of the story I always find strange because, apparently, my father bent down automatically to pick her up, and the roots alone know how many times I fell over in front of my father as a child and not once did he—’

‘Tor.’

‘Mmm. Her head snapped up, and her eyes were gone. Just holes coated with the shiny black residue they fill their drones with. My father cried out and stumbled back, trying to get away. He was unarmed. Fortunately for him, my aunt appeared at that moment and ran the child through with her sword, but not before the girl had started to vomit up her burrowers. My father retrieved the sword and tried to get them off my aunt, or at least he said he did, but she was quickly overwhelmed. He left, before they could get him too, although he heard her screaming, all the way down the street.’

Silence grew between them for a time. The hare suspended over the fire popped as the fats started to cook.

‘And the sword?’

‘Oh. Yes.’ Tormalin cleared his throat. ‘My father had his sister’s sword re-forged in winnowfire and renamed. When the Ninth Rain came, he used to claim, he would avenge her death. Unfortunately for him, the crimson flux carried him off before he ever got the chance, and the sword passed to me.’ He touched the fingers of his good hand to the long thin scabbard. ‘So he named the sword after the future war he hoped was coming, all so that he could assuage his own guilt about getting his sister killed. He was never a terribly complex man, my father.’ Tor looked at the flames. These were things he had not thought about in a long time, and certainly he had not discussed them with anyone. To Vintage he had only ever given small hints; partly because he enjoyed frustrating her nosiness, but also because, he realised, he was ashamed. ‘Once, when he was in his cups, my father told me that he did see his sister again, after the town had been reclaimed from the Jure’lia. He was leaving, preparing for a miserable march to the next battlefield, when he passed a giant pit that had been dug on the outskirts of the town. The last of the drones were being forced into it, where they were to be burned until they were nothing but ash.’ He cleared his throat. ‘What they carried inside them was considered a sort of pestilence, you see. My father saw his sister standing on the lip of the pit, her hair hanging down around her like a shroud and her eyes a pair of ragged holes. He said she looked at him, and then one of the soldiers pushed her down into the pit with the others.’ Tor looked up at Noon, who was sitting with her teacup clutched in both hands, watching him closely. ‘And then he left.’

‘That’s fucking awful.’

‘It is, rather, isn’t it? Doesn’t show my family in the best light, certainly.’

‘What was her name? Your aunt?’

For a terrible moment, Tor couldn’t remember. He had no clear memories of her, had only seen her portrait in his family’s apartments. She had been a striking woman: tall, with wide-set eyes and ebony hair, and in the painting she had looked faintly angry, as if she already knew that her younger brother would cost her her life. And then it came to him, like a gift.

‘Carpacia,’ he said, wondering how many decades it had been since anyone had said her name. ‘Carpacia the Strong.’

Noon nodded. ‘Thank you for telling me the story. Eborans certainly have an – interesting history.’

‘Well, don’t go spreading it around.’ He gestured at the empty landscape. ‘I am choosing to trust you with this scurrilous information, since we’re friends now.’

Noon raised an eyebrow. ‘We are?’

Suddenly there was a tension in the air that hadn’t been there before. Tor found that he couldn’t read the expression on Noon’s face. He remembered being on his knees inside the Behemoth, overcome with despair, and how she had held him to her, waiting for his pain to pass. He remembered the taste of her blood.

‘After all we have been through together, witch, I should think so.’ His tone felt too light, but he was powerless to change it.

Noon raised her cup, as if to toast him. ‘I think you might be right, bloodsucker. So, friend, shall we eat this hare while it’s still pink and juicy?’

The next few days were hard. A storm came down off the mountains, filling the skies with a thick powdery snow that turned the world into a blanket of white. Noon, awkwardly waving her arms and shouting at them, drove the bats off to find shelter until it had passed, and she and Tor had made their way as best they could on foot, dragging their bags along with them on a makeshift sledge. It was very slow work, and now that they were truly at the foot of the mountains shelter was scarce; it was all flinty rock and dead trees, the mountains rising to either side. They made camp in the shadow of a giant boulder, at least partly out of the winds, and Noon re-lit the fire every time it went out – it was, she joked to Tor, the one thing she was good at.

Despite the fire, the wolves came to them that night. They were dark, shifting shadows at a distance, eyes glinting yellow-green – not worm-touched, but very hungry. Noon could sense them circling, drawing slowly nearer, and neither of them got any sleep that night. The next day brought another blizzard and their progress was slower than ever, and as the sun set – a milky disc that looked painted on the grey patches between clouds – the wolves came for them again.

‘Watch out!’ She saw the first one slipping towards them out of the snow, as swift and as lethal as a thrown dagger, and Tor dropped the ropes of the sledge and turned, the Ninth Rain singing as he drew it from its scabbard. She saw him dance forward and there was a spray of crimson on the white, the brightest thing she had seen in days, but there were more coming, perhaps five or six narrow shapes closing in. Turning round she saw another three advancing directly behind her.

‘Get these ones,’ she shouted to Tor over the wind, gesturing behind her. Flakes of snow landed cold and biting on her tongue. ‘I’ll take those!’

He did not question her, only moved to take her place, and Noon reached for the presence inside her without hesitation. It had been quiet recently, assuaged, she suspected, by their fight with Agent Lin, but as she reached out it filled her again as it had before.

You fight with animals now?

The voice was cold, unimpressed.

‘These animals want to eat us.’

It didn’t matter. She felt strong, and the winnowfire was building within her. She pulled off her gloves and dropped them on the ground.

A wall of fire might startle them enough to leave, said the voice. It sounded reluctant, and Noon knew why; startling something was not the same as fighting something. No, I can see how hungry they are in the lines of their faces. Horizontal discs of your witch-fire. Swiftly now.

Summoning the green flames, Noon held her arms out in front of her. The wolves were edging closer, and time was short. From behind her, she could hear Tor’s grunts of effort as he held off the animals on his side. Holding her hands close but not touching, Noon swept downwards and to her right, feeling a surge of satisfaction as the ball of fire flattened and became a vertical disc, humming with its own energy. She let it build, even as the wolves crept nearer. They had been put off by the scent of wolf blood, but they were thin, and desperate.

What are you doing? Horizontal discs are what you need, several of them, and swiftly, to cover the widest area, snapped the voice in her head. You are wasting time and energy.

‘It’s snowing,’ said Noon. Next to her, multiple discs had formed in the space between her hands, hovering and boiling with light. ‘Winnowfire is weaker when it’s wet. This shape will catch less of the snow.’

And then she swept her arms forward again, releasing the fiery discs. They shot outwards in a spray of green light, and four of the wolves were immediately aflame, their screams of pain sounding too human. Noon staggered, suddenly frightened again, guilty, but she felt the presence inside her step forward somehow, and her arms were moving again, dealing out sheaths of fire that skidded off into the shadows. The rest of the wolves fled, while the bodies of the others burned intermittently, the fire already being extinguished by the ever-present snow.

Noon sagged, exhausted, before turning to see where Tor was. The tall Eboran was leaning on the pile of bags. Three dead wolves lay in front of him, one of them perilously close. Seeing her look, he shouted across the wind.

‘Bastard nearly got me. It seems I am not as fast as I once was.’ He was breathing heavily, and when she joined him at the sledge, she could see that his skin looked grey.

‘Come on,’ she said, retrieving her gloves. ‘Let’s get out of this fucking snow if we can.’

For once, they were lucky. Not far from where they were an old avalanche had created a deep cave, so deep that the floor was dry and the winds couldn’t reach them. So tired now that spots of darkness were dancing at the edge of her vision, Noon helped Tor drag the sledge far enough inside so that the weather couldn’t reach it, and then set about building a fire with the debris that had gathered in the corners. She built it as big as she could, glad to see that the smoke was filtering up and away from them through some unseen passage in the ceiling. Soon enough they both sat before it, for a time too tired to say anything.

‘You were talking to yourself,’ Tor said eventually. He had thrown back his hood and in the firelight his face looked gaunt. There were dark circles around his eyes, but the look he gave her was keen. ‘When you were fighting the wolves.’

‘Was I?’ Noon busied herself with retrieving things from her pack, although she couldn’t now think what it was she was looking for.

‘Yes, you were. Like you were carrying on a conversation with someone who wasn’t there.’

Noon shrugged. ‘I spent ten years in a tiny cell by myself. It’s not that weird for me to talk to myself sometimes, is it?’

‘I’ve never known you to do it before.’

Giving up on her pack, Noon peeled off her scarlet coat and laid it by the fire. It was wet and cold.

‘It must be the strain of putting up with you.’

Tor snorted at that, and then grimaced with pain.

‘What’s up with you?’

He shook his head at her. ‘The burns. They’re thawing out, as it were. Everything hurts.’

The wind howled outside, and Noon found herself listening for the voices of the wolves. She doubted they would come back tonight – surely they had established themselves as the greater predator. Blinking, she realised that thought had not come from her.

‘Do you want to . . .?’ Her voice trailed off awkwardly, and when Tor looked up at her he, too, looked faintly embarrassed. She held up her arm, the sleeve now rolled up to her elbow.

‘Oh. That.’

‘We’ve a long way to go yet, and the weather is shit. I don’t want to be dragging that bloody sledge by myself.’

‘This should not be the case,’ said Tor. He turned his face away from her so that she could not see the scarred side, but not before she caught the look of hunger in his eyes. ‘To need blood just to walk through snow – it shames me. This’ – he gestured at his injuries – ‘has taken more from me than I thought.’

Guilt again, a sore contraction in her chest, but she pushed it away. ‘So you’d run the risk of getting stuck here for the sake of your pride?’

She expected him to get angry at that, but instead he nodded. ‘You are quite correct. You have a pragmatic streak, just like Vintage did. Does.’ He met her gaze now, and she thought she could almost sense the things he was hiding: fear, and a very stark need for what she was offering. ‘Once we get to Ebora, all this will be solved. It is merely temporary.’

‘That’s the spirit.’ She pulled a knife from her bag. ‘Shall we?’

Rising, he came and sat next to her, facing away from the fire. She held up the knife, but he touched her hand.

‘May I?’ Seeing her look, he smiled slightly. ‘I know where to cut so that it will bleed well, and cause you the least discomfort.’

For a long moment Noon didn’t move. She thought of all the stories she had grown up with, of the inhuman enemy over the mountains, the monsters that came to steal their children and drink their blood.

‘Do it,’ she said, passing him the knife. He pressed the blade to her skin, and the sting was less than it usually was. He pressed his mouth to the cut before she even saw the blood, and she gasped a little – his lips were warm on her chilled skin. His other arm, the one not holding her hand, circled her waist, drawing her slightly closer whilst barely touching her. And this was what she hadn’t told him, of course: that it was possible to become addicted to this closeness, the warmth of another body. She no longer felt cold at all. If anything, she felt feverish.

His tongue slid over the cut, and when he raised his head there was no blood on his lips at all.

‘You’ve done this before,’ she said, slightly shakily. He nodded, his eyes half closed. Already he looked brighter, his skin almost as luminous as it had once been. Without speaking, he held out her bare arm and touched his lips to the flesh of her forearm, tracing a path to her wrist. There he raked his teeth over the pale blue veins just under the skin, and Noon shivered, more violently than before.

‘What was that?’

‘The Early Path: Dawn’s Awakening. One of the first levels attained at the House of the Long Night.’

‘Will you do it again?’

His face split into a grin, and Noon saw several things happen one after another, like a stack of falling cards: genuine pleasure at her response, a flicker of that same hunger, and then, as his skin tightened on the burned side of his face, his smile faltered. She saw clearly, in the way he looked down and away, how he imagined she saw him – something ruined and broken.

‘No,’ she said, and she touched his face. ‘No. I want you to.’

In the firelight his eyes were a deep maroon, warm and uncertain. Without looking away from her, he pressed his mouth to her wrist again, kissing her skin and then biting, very softly. She had never seen him look so vulnerable, and it was that, more than anything, that made her shift forward and, as he raised his head, kiss him. He tasted of snow and apples and her blood, and then he moaned against her mouth, pulling her against him, his hands sliding up the back of her shirt.

Noon had not kissed anyone before. She quickly concluded that it was something she intended to do much more of.

‘Wait.’ Tor pulled away from her. He seemed to be searching her face for something. ‘I am not what I once was.’

Noon blinked, for a moment completely uncertain of everything. Had there been an injury she had missed?

As if guessing her thoughts, Tor shook his head. ‘I mean, I am – you can see what I am.’

‘I do, I see what you are.’ She took a slow breath. ‘I see who you are, I think.’

This time he kissed her with an urgency that took her breath away, and banished all thoughts of their bleak situation; of the location of their friend; of the potential invasion; the alien voice in her head. She was lost in a silky warmth she had never guessed at.

They fell together onto the floor, Noon’s hands seeming to search of their own accord for buttons, belts, fastenings. Tor tugged at her shirt and she yanked it off, revealing the tight undervest she wore against the cold. He murmured something in a language she didn’t recognise and kissed her softly just under the ear, weaving a trail of kisses down her neck to the rise of her breasts. With a hand pressed on either side of her chest, he trailed his thumbs down to her midriff.

‘What are you doing?’

‘The Early Path: Morning’s Music.’ He paused. ‘Can I take your trousers off?’

She kicked them off along with her boots and his hands smoothed the skin along her thighs and the backs of her calves, curling around the soft roundness of her heel. It tickled slightly, and she laughed.

‘The Morning Sun: A Bright Bird’s Song,’ he said, smiling.

‘Take more of your clothes off.’

He hesitated only for a moment. Soon they lay together on the blanket, with only Noon’s thin underclothes between them. She could feel every place that he had touched her with a special clarity, while at the centre of her was a deep rhythmic crashing, like the sea pounding the beach. Her hands were hungry devils, fascinated by the smooth, hard planes of his body, his luminous near-golden skin, like some exotic wood. Next to it, the tawny colour of her limbs was like silk.

‘If the wolves come back now, we really are fucked.’

He gave a harsh bark of laughter. ‘I refuse to rush.’ Sliding his hand down the back of her underclothes, he pulled her close again. ‘The Morning Sun: The Rushing of the Day.’ His voice, she noticed, was less than steady, and under her hands his heart was beating rapidly.

She moaned and pressed her body to his; the crashing inside her was growing faster.

‘The Afternoon’s Awakening: The Turning Shadow –’

Her hands slipped around him, no longer thinking of anything coherent. He cried out a little, jerking against her, and with her free hand she pushed her underclothes to one side.

‘Enough of your shadows and suns.’ In another time and place she might have been amused by the sound of her voice – it was barely hers, so low and rough was it. Tor murmured something unintelligible to her neck, and then they were fully together.

A revelation. The crashing that had been inside her was now in both of them, tumbling them along in a riptide. Tor’s hair hung over her face, she could taste his breath. He locked eyes with her and she remembered the touch of his tongue against her broken skin and that was when it took her. In the midst of the violence of it, she felt him shuddering over her and understood that he too had reached this final place.

For a time, the cave was full of the sound of their breathing, harsh at first and then gradually evening out. She became aware again of the howling blizzard outside, and it sounded different somehow. Everything did.

‘Well,’ said Tor, when he had his breath back. ‘No wolves, at least.’

Noon laughed, and after a moment he joined her.
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Vintage sat on the deck in a folding wooden chair, her wide-brimmed hat pulled low over her eyes to keep the hot sun off. Beyond the handrail the river tumbled past, and beyond it, the lush green fields. The winds were in their favour, the captain had told her, and indeed, from the maps she consulted in her room each night, they were making good progress. Still not swift enough for her liking, however.

She knew it was ludicrous, of course. If what she suspected was true, then in a very real sense it did not matter how fast she travelled. Even so, her own anxiety and guilt and yes, even terror, hung over her like a snow cloud ready to release its blizzard, and only the knowledge that she was travelling as fast as she could eased it in any way.

‘Lady de Grazon?’

She looked up to see the ship’s girl staring anxiously down at her, a creature of knees and freckles and unruly red hair desperately tamed in a series of over-worked ribbons.

‘Yes, Marika, my dear, what can I do for you?’

‘It’s the captain, m’lady.’ She stumbled over the honorific. They did not get much gentry travelling on the Lucky Lizard, and with her scruffy clothes and partly scorched face, Vintage did not much look like it either, but a bag full of coins and her own smooth confidence had bought her a berth easily enough. Not for the first time she thanked her past-self for having the foresight to have caches set up in so many towns and cities – even a backwater ditch like Hmar. ‘We’re coming up on something he thinks you might be interested to see. We can pause for a moment for you to have a look.’

Vintage pursed her lips, conflicted. She had to keep moving, had to, but the captain was a kind man who had taken a shine to her, and besides which, he was an intelligent fellow. If there was something he thought she would be interested in, it was probably worth taking a look at it.

Nanthema, she thought, I am making my way to you, my darling. I promise.

Gasping slightly as all her new aches and pains made themselves known, Vintage levered herself out the chair. Marika offered her arm but Vintage patted her away.

‘My dear child, I am sore, not decrepit. Where is your handsome captain?’

The girl blushed furiously and led her to the prow of the neat little ship. All around them the crew were making themselves busy with all the mysterious activities that kept the vessel moving – to Vintage, who had lived much of her life in the middle of a dense forest, ships always seemed half made of magic.

‘Lady de Grazon! I am sorry for interrupting your peaceful afternoon, but I thought you’d like to take a look at this. Seems like your sort of thing.’

Captain Arus was a stocky, weathered man, his skin deeply tanned from years spent sailing up and down the sun-locked Apitow River. He wore tough blue trousers sewn all over with pockets, and a pair of belts across his scarred chest. His shaven head was tattooed with a sprawling octopus, one of its tentacles curling around his ear.

‘Always a pleasure, captain.’ Vintage accepted his hand to step up onto the platform – she didn’t need it, but some men were charmed by such things – and she peered downriver, trying to see what all the fuss was about. ‘Of course, I do not wish to cause you any inconvenience at all, but I am most dreadfully curious as to what dear Marika was talking about. You have something to show me?’

‘It’s no bother,’ he said, beaming at her. ‘We have to sail around it every time we come south, and sometimes I like to stop and take a look at it myself. It right gives me the chills.’

Vintage looked ahead of them again. All she could see was the wide and largely peaceful Apitow; nothing stirred on its teeming green expanse save for the occasional dragonfly. There weren’t even any other ships that she could see, although . . . she narrowed her eyes. There was something – a flag of some sort, at the top of a tall thin pole. The scrap of material was red, its tapering tip the yellow of the sun.

‘You’ve seen it,’ said Captain Arus, obviously pleased. He turned away from her and shouted a series of commands to his crew. Almost immediately the Lucky Lizard began to slow, and she heard the splash as an anchor was thrown overboard.

‘Indeed. It is a very fine flag, Captain Arus.’

He chuckled and beckoned her to join him at the rail. Peering over, at first she could only see the light dancing on the top of the water. It was unseasonably hot for the time of year, and the sun was a warm hand on the back of her head. She blinked at the light as it seared bright trails across her vision.

‘My dear Arus, I’m not sure that I can—’

And then she saw it. At first she thought it was simply the natural green of the river itself, but then the light shifted and she saw the slick shimmer of it just below the surface of the water. There was varnish under the Apitow, a thick streak of it. She glanced around, but there was no evidence of such on the distant banks.

‘It fair gives you a shudder, doesn’t it?’ said Arus, cheerily enough. ‘It’s ’cause it’s hidden, I think. A little secret gift from the worm people. Everyone who sails down the Apitow knows about it, of course. If you’re riding too low in the water, you’re liable to rip your bottom out, or just get stuck, so we all have to go around it. That’s what the flag is for.’

‘What is that? I can make out shapes.’ Vintage leaned right over the guardrail, leaning out as far as her balance would let her.

‘Careful now, m’lady, unless you want an early bath.’

The water of the Apitow was famously clear, and there were shadows caught in the varnish: bodies, three or four of them – men and women or even children who had not moved fast enough to escape the Jure’lia – and something else as well. Vintage felt her heart turn over, and she began to climb up over the guardrail.

‘Whoa, hold on!’ Captain Arus sounded genuinely alarmed. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I must have a closer look, my good man. How deep is the water atop it? Can I stand on it?’

The captain looked bemused now. ‘I reckon you could, m’lady, but you’ll get your clothes all wet.’

She swatted at his arm. ‘Wet clothes? Wet clothes? Do I look like I care about wet clothes?’ Seeing his face, she relented slightly. ‘My dear Captain Arus, I would be most grateful if you could take me down there. I would, of course, reimburse you for your trouble.’

Soon enough Vintage was bobbing on the river in the ship’s small rowboat, the captain himself keeping it steady while she leaned over the side, peering down past the water at the grim scene beneath. It looked like two men and a woman, and they were tumbled every which way, as though a great tide of varnish had surged over them and caught them while they were fleeing. And it was as she thought – another figure caught down there in the green depths, something so rarely seen that it made her heart thump painfully in her chest.

‘What is it, Lady de Grazon?’ asked Captain Arus. ‘You must have seen the varnish before? Those worm bastards have left their muck all over Sarn.’

‘You probably won’t have noticed it,’ said Vintage softly. She had a sketchbook in her hands, her pencil moving feverishly across the page. ‘It’s down past the human bodies. We call them mothers, although it has always struck me as a wildly inappropriate phrase.’

It looked rather like a squashed spider seen from above, if spiders were the size of goats. From the drawings she had seen of them, she knew that there was an orb at the centre of those oddly muscled legs, a pale thing that pulsed and secreted the creatures they called burrowers. Not for the first time she felt a stab of frustration that the varnish was impenetrable, whilst simultaneously fighting a wave of horror that such a creature was so close. If they could extract it somehow, would it still be alive? They knew so little about the Jure’lia. Despite the heat of the day she felt a rash of goosebumps move across her arms. The captain was next to her now, peering down into the water too.

‘I can see something dark.’ He grimaced. ‘I always thought that was a weird plant, or something.’

‘This is incredible, captain.’ She paused, and squeezed his arm. ‘You could make a fortune bringing scholars such as myself up here to gawk at it. I cannot believe my luck, that I am the first to see it.’ Her eye caught the pale shape of one of the human victims of the varnish, and her brief good mood seemed to evaporate. To be trapped like that, without even the simple dignity of being able to rot away to nothing. She swallowed hard. Nanthema. ‘But I must keep moving, my dear Arus. I will be back one day to study this properly, I promise you.’
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For Noon, her first sight of Ebora was an alarming doubling of images. Their bats flying almost wing to wing, she and Tor approached it as the sun was going down, the great clouds stacked on the horizon stained red and yellow like another world hanging in the sky. She saw the sprawling intricacy of the city, black and grey in the fading light, overgrown and broken down, and exploding from the very centre of it, the vast dead tree that was the Eboran god – all grey bark and twisted branches. The snow had not settled here. And yet at the same time, hanging over this first vision, she saw a city that sparkled with a thousand lights, that leaked spindles of smoke from a thousand inhabited homes, and in the centre of it crouched the silver glory that was Ygseril, its leaves shifting and stirring like a living thing. Because back then, it was.

She was aware that this second image was not her own, that for some reason the presence that was in her head had gifted it to her. It was so disorientating that she had to look away. Instead, she glanced over to Tor on the back of Gull, but his face was hidden within the scarf he’d wrapped around his head to keep off the chill, and what she could see of his expression was unreadable.

Following Gull’s lead, they swept in lower, and the outskirts of the mythical city came up to meet them. Now they were closer, Noon could see the crumbling buildings, the flat red tiles of the roofs, the dark holes that had been windows, and the places where nature had started to claim the place as her own. She glimpsed a trio of sleek grey shapes flitting from one set of ruins to another, and she thought of the wolves that had surrounded them in the snow. Further ahead, just beneath the sprawling branches of the dead god-tree, she could see some lights – the flickering of campfires, and the steadier points of oil lamps.

Noon felt her heart begin to beat faster in her chest. The ancient city of Ebora, for centuries largely forbidden to humans, was now passing beneath her feet. Here were the homes of the rich and important; pale marble glinted in the peach fire of the sunset, and she saw pieces of richly carved architecture, cracked or covered in ivy. Once, armies had marched from this place and swept down across the plains, massacring her people as they went, drinking their blood and worse, according to the stories. Here she was, flying in to this place, a murderer herself, free for the first time in ten years and in the company of an Eboran to whom she had freely given her blood. An Eboran with whom she had shared more than her blood.

‘Who am I?’ she said aloud, but her words were scattered to the wind, and the voice inside her head was silent.

Gull was swooping in to land now, so she leaned close over Fulcor’s head, murmuring into her cavernous ear, and they followed on down, wings beating a hectic wind along a deserted street. Tor dismounted, and she did the same, briefly hopping on legs that had grown used to not walking.

‘We’ll walk the rest of the way,’ Tor said. He was already unstrapping his bags, taking extra care with those containing the Jure’lia orbs. ‘I want to get a good idea of what we’re walking into. I saw lights ahead. More lights than I was expecting.’

‘What do you think it is?’

He unwound the scarf, and underneath it his face was tense. ‘When I left fifty years or so ago, my sister was one of the few people still alive in this place.’ He shrugged. ‘She could be long dead. Perhaps they all are, and humans have crept in, looking to loot the place, or live in it.’ He caught her eye, and his expression softened slightly. ‘In truth, Noon, I don’t know what we’re about to face.’

‘Are you all right?’

He smiled, the scarred side of his face creasing. Just lately he had seemed less conscious of it. ‘I didn’t think I would ever come back,’ he said. ‘Part of me is horrified that I have. It’s a little unnerving.’ He touched her face briefly, almost awkwardly. ‘You must bear with me.’

Noon bent and picked up one of the bags containing the orbs, feeling the slosh of liquid as she shouldered it onto her back. They had tested it on one of their frequent stops, leaving an odd patch of bright foliage in the snowy mountain pass.

‘There’s only one way to find out, bloodsucker.’ She gestured to the road ahead of them. The stones were cracked and riddled with weeds. ‘Shall we?’

‘Yes, let’s.’ Tor took a deep breath. ‘Although, if my sister is still alive, you might want to refrain from that particular, uh, term of endearment.’

Little had changed, aside from the gentle slump into decay that had been ongoing for as long as he could remember. The buildings were shabbier, the trees and plants had encroached further. There was one quite sizeable tree growing in the centre of the main street, the street that led directly to the Palace of Roots. It had not been there when he left. At some point a storm had blown off all the tiles from the roof of what had once been a very fine house indeed, and now, as if that act had opened a lid, it was full to bursting with creepers and shrubs – they trickled out the windows like bloody tears.

‘I can smell wolves,’ said Noon next to him, making him jump.

‘Can you? You can do that?’

‘I can now,’ she said, which was, in Tor’s opinion, not really an answer at all.

They walked on, the sound of their boots too flat on the stones while shadows seemed to rush to meet them. Deep inside, Tor could feel a sense of dread gathering, as though they walked quietly towards their deaths. Because, of course, that was what Ebora had always meant to him – a quiet death in a dusty room somewhere, waiting endlessly for it to all be over. Why was he back here? What was he thinking? The plan had always been to run away, to run as far as possible and to have as much fun as possible before his body turned on him. His heart thudded sickly in his chest. What waited for him here? The giant corpse of a god that had abandoned them, or the skeletal remains of his sister, dead these fifty years and hidden in a room somewhere?

‘Do you hear that?’

Tor grimaced. ‘What?’

‘Listen.’

He could hear only the wind, the quiet whisper of dead leaves being blown across their path. He glanced at Noon, but her face was intent, a crease between her brows that bisected the tattooed bat wing perfectly. For a moment, he remembered how much he enjoyed the stubborn set of her mouth, and how her narrow eyes creased with pleasure when he—

A pair of voices, chatting amiably enough – there and then gone. Noon met his eyes.

‘You heard it.’

For one dizzying second he was seized with terror – the ghosts of his ancestors were here all along, waiting for the wanderer to return, Tormalin the Oathless, Tormalin the Walker on the Wall. And then the wind changed again and he heard the soft babble of many people, gathered together somewhere ahead. A hidden crowd. They were nearing the outskirts of the palace and the public gardens that led to the inner gate.

‘They’re not Eboran, by the voices,’ he said. This possibility too was frightening; not ghosts, but usurpers. Humans rattling around in the Palace of Roots, stealing all those things that had been hidden away or covered up, perhaps throwing out the long-dried corpses of his people into the gardens, to turn into mulch there.

‘Tor?’ Noon touched his arm, and he nodded once.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go quickly now. I need to know.’

Shortly they came to the small ring of buildings outside the palace, which in better times had been home to the men and women who kept the place running smoothly – servants, administrators, artisans. Tor led the way up the central street, skirting around a particularly dense thicket of thorn bushes, and suddenly it was in front of them – the great sweep of the welcome gardens, the gates shining in the distance, the low magnificence of the palace beyond that – and there were people camped on the grass. Tor stopped, and next to him he heard Noon catch her breath.

There were caravans and tents, great silk ones and smaller, cone-shaped ones, horses grazing on the now short-cropped grass, and several large campfires. Men and women were gathered around these, talking animatedly and cooking, while a handful of children ran around, shouting so that their words were caught in short bursts of white vapour. It was a cold night, and growing colder. The gates, he could finally see, stood partly open, and there was a steady stream of people wandering up and down the great path, even moving through the sacred gardens beyond. As he stared at them all, a few curious faces turned to look. He sensed more than saw Noon pulling her cap down over her forehead.

‘There are lots of different people here, Noon,’ he said, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘I see plains people, but there are also people from Reidn here, and Kesenstan and Jarlsbad, if I’m right. I recognise the languages, their caravans, their flags.’ He blinked. ‘What are they all doing here?’

‘Plains people,’ Noon croaked. Her eyes were riveted to a cluster of wide conical tents at the edges of the grass. ‘I see them.’

Their arrival was causing some excitement now. Men and women leaned their heads close, staring, eyebrows raised as they speculated together. He stood up straight, and without waiting to see if Noon would follow, he began to stride towards the centre of the group. This was his home, after all.

He wasn’t sure what he intended to do – stride up to the palace and then start shouting at everyone to get off his lawn? But instead, as he moved through a crowd that were all staring at him, Noon following on in his wake, he spotted a figure that caused an odd constriction around his heart. A slender young man with soft auburn curls, talking animatedly to a tall human man with a pair of axes at his waist. The last time Tor had seen the Eboran, he had been wandering away from him down a corridor, not listening as Tor tried to explain that he was going away, that they would not see each other again. He had had dust in his hair, he remembered, and his tattered shirt had been untucked. Aldasair had aged in the last fifty years, but only slightly. 

‘Aldasair?’ Almost immediately he wanted to take the greeting back, half convinced that it wouldn’t be his cousin after all, just some stranger with his face, and then he would find Aldasair’s body somewhere in the labyrinthine palace, long dead of the crimson flux. But the young man was turning – Tor had a moment to admire the fine jacket he was wearing, not Eboran style at all – and he watched as the shock flitted across his face. Aldasair’s eyes grew so wide that Tor thought they might fall out of his head.

‘Tor? Tormalin?’

Around them, men and women were standing back, and Aldasair stumbled through them. When Tor had left, he had been certain that his young cousin’s mind had been lost forever, but there was a brightness, an alertness in his face that hadn’t been there before. The constriction in his chest grew tighter and he swallowed past it, feeling his mouth stretch in a grin he couldn’t deny.

‘It’s me, Aldasair. I came back after all.’

Aldasair grabbed him and embraced him, and then held him back to stare at him closely. There was a glassy look to his eyes now, and Tor suspected that his mind had not healed entirely, after all.

‘What happened to you?’

‘That’s a very long story, cousin, and I do want to tell you all about it, but first of all would you—’

‘Your face, Tor, what happened to your face?’

For a second it was difficult to breathe, as though his lungs had turned to ice. He had forgotten. His cousin was reaching out well-meaning fingers, about to touch his scars. Tor stepped back lightly.

‘That – is not something to be explained out here. Could we—?’

‘And who is this?’ Aldasair had stepped around him, peering at Noon, who was looking at him with a faintly amused expression.

‘Ah. May I present Noon of the plains people, a companion of mine who has—’

‘You travel with a human?’

Tor cleared his throat. ‘Noon, this is my cousin Aldasair.’

‘I figured that much out.’

The campsite was entirely silent now, watching their little scene. With faint desperation, Tor took Aldasair’s arm. Only the tall man with the axes seemed to sense their need for privacy; he was carefully looking the other way, as though he’d spotted something incredibly interesting on the far side of the gardens.

‘Please, Al. My sister. Is Hestillion still alive?’ He wanted to follow up the question with, and what are all these bloody humans doing here? but it was so very quiet now. Only the crackling of the campfires accompanied their voices.

Aldasair jumped as though he’d been pinched.

‘Your sister! Quickly, come with me.’

A thousand memories with every step. The palace gates were rusted in places but they did not screech as they once did when Aldasair led them through – someone had oiled them recently. The wide path that led to the palace had once shone with the brilliance of its polished white stones. Now many of them were shattered or lost, but someone had attempted to wash the rest – Tor could see dark streaks on some where a wet rag had been dragged across an accumulation of filth. Tiny details, but signs that Ebora was not quite as dead as when he had left it.

‘This place,’ said Noon, her voice low, ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’

Aldasair led them up the wide marble steps, through the gigantic lacquered doors – the elaborate golden trees had mostly broken or been chipped away, and these had not been repaired – and through into the palace itself. He took them down corridors, and here and there Tor heard human voices behind doors. It was difficult to concentrate.

‘Where is she?’ he asked finally, not able to keep it in any longer. ‘Where is Hest?’

‘Where else would she be?’ said Aldasair. ‘In the Hall of Roots.’

Faster than Tor had expected, they were standing outside another set of doors he remembered very well. The golden dragons and phoenixes looked dusty and tired. Aldasair paused then, looking at Noon.

‘She may have to wait outside.’

‘What? Why?’

His cousin looked uncomfortable, although Tor sensed it wasn’t down to any embarrassment. There was something here that Aldasair didn’t understand, or was afraid of. Looking at his face, it was easy to remember the vacant man Tor had left behind.

‘Hestillion has yet to allow any of the diplomats into the Hall of Roots.’ Aldasair blinked rapidly. ‘Which I don’t understand, because I thought that’s why they were here. To see it. Him. To help bring him back.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Noon brightly. ‘I’m not a diplomat. And given I’ve just flown over a mountain on a bat to get here, there’s no way you’re keeping me out of that room.’

‘A bat, did you say?’ Aldasair’s eyebrows had disappeared up into his mop of hair.

‘Enough.’ Tor reached past them both and pushed the doors open. Inside, the Hall of Roots was a shadowy, cavernous space. Outside, the last of the sun’s light had burned away to orange and purple, and all of the objects Tor remembered from this room, the paintings wrapped in parchment, the sculptures hidden in greying linens, had all been moved to the outer edges. Directly ahead of them, solid and dark and enormous, was the trunk of Ygseril. There was a collection of oil lamps, placed haphazardly on the roots, making it look as though a crowd of errant fireflies had decided to rest there, and amongst it all a slender figure sat, knees drawn up to her chest, her head to one side. Her yellow hair was loose, partially hiding her face.

A memory rose up in his mind, sharp and sick, and he was helpless against it; he remembered coming into this room, wondering where his sister had gone, only to find her perched on the roots, the body of a human child slumped before her. The human blood that had doomed them all already soaking into the dead roots of their god.

‘Hest? Hest, it’s me.’ He shouted across the hall, too aware of how his words were eaten up by the space between them. Despite that, the head of the figure snapped up, as if roused violently from a deep sleep. As they watched, she stood up and walked across the roots, slowly at first and then with greater urgency until she nearly fell as she came to the edge. Instinctively, Tor began to trot towards her, until he found that he was running. And then she was running too. Tor had thought that nothing could have hurt him more than the cold fury she had shown him on the day he’d left, but as he looked at the desperate, unbelieving expression on her face, he felt that pain shrivel into nothing like parchment on a fire.

‘Tormalin?’ Her voice was hoarse, as though she hadn’t spoken for years. ‘Tormalin? Tormalin?’

She stumbled into his arms, muttering his name over and over again, her red eyes wide.

‘It’s me, Hest,’ he said into her hair. ‘I came home.’

She drew back from him, and seeing his face, all the strength seemed to rush out of her. He staggered as she fell to the floor, a sick tide of dread rising up in him as he saw the dirty cuffs of her robe, the way the hair on the back of her head was matted, as if she had been bedridden for months. There were dark circles under her eyes. She was alive, but where was his strong, unflappable sister?

‘Your face,’ she gasped. ‘What happened to your face?’ She took his hand, the one rippled with scars, and squeezed it as if checking it was real. ‘Tormalin, what have you done?’

‘There was an accident.’ He forced a smile. Her fingers dug into his arm, her nails ragged and soft. ‘But I am fine. I came back. Aren’t you glad to see me?’

Out of the corner of his eye he could see Noon and Aldasair standing off to one side, having caught up with them. Noon had taken off her cap and was looking at Ygseril with an expression Tor couldn’t fathom, but then his sister was grabbing at his arms, shaking him.

‘You come back now, of course you do,’ she said, moving her face into something that was more a grimace than a smile. ‘If there is to be glory, you could not miss it. It is so like you to know, Tormalin. That you should come back precisely now, at this time.’

‘Hest,’ Tor took a slow breath, ‘there is a lot we need to talk about, a lot to catch up on.’ Carefully, he helped her to her feet. ‘Hest, why are there humans in the city? What are they doing here?’

‘They had dreams,’ said Aldasair, in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘Dreams that made them remember what Ebora was, and why they needed it.’

Hestillion looked up, seeming to see the other people in the hall for the first time. Tor saw her dismiss their cousin instantly, before her gaze snapped to Noon.

‘Who is that?’

‘Please, let me introduce you properly.’ Tor cleared his throat. ‘This is Fell-Noon of the, uh, plains. She has travelled here with me, Hest, because we found something important, which I need to tell you about.’

Noon was still staring at the tree-god, acknowledging none of them. Tor had the sudden dizzying sense that he was the only sane one in the room.

‘A fell-witch?’ Hestillion shook her head as if to clear it. ‘No. No, not at all. This has never been a place for humans – I can’t tell what effect that might have. What if he’s insulted? What if the proximity of their blood taints him, as it does us?’ She paused this strange diatribe as some sudden realisation washed over her, and Tor found that he knew what she was going to say before she said it. Hestillion the dream-walker, always too perceptive for anyone’s comfort. ‘Did she burn you? With winnowfire? She did this to you?’ They were demands more than questions.

‘It’s a long story, Hest, please.’ Tor took a slow breath. ‘Let’s go to one of the smaller rooms, sit down together and open a bottle of wine. We can talk about all of it, I promise. I would like to share a drink with my much-missed sister. You still have wine here, don’t you?’

She was already shaking her head. ‘No, I cannot leave here, and now that you are here, Tormalin, you will have to stay too. That one,’ Hestillion pointed at Noon, as though gesturing to an offensive artwork she wished removed from her sight, ‘must leave. Now. I will not have a human in the Hall of Roots.’

Finally, Noon seemed to hear what they were saying, and she turned, an imperious expression on her face that Tor had never seen before.

‘You order me out? How dare you, small creature. I have more right than anyone to be here, in this place. Certainly more right than a child such as you.’

For a moment Tor was too stunned to move or speak. Dimly he was aware of Aldasair watching all this with a bemused expression.

‘How dare I?’ There was such a note of danger in Hestillion’s voice that Tor felt a genuine surge of panic – again he remembered the small boy she had murdered, his throat cut open in honour of their god. Noon, meanwhile, stepped forward, her cap falling to the floor as her hands leapt with green fire, filling the Hall with eerie light.

‘Noon, no!’ He grabbed at her shoulder, turning her towards him, and whatever it was that had been in her face winked out like a candle. After a moment, the winnowfire vanished.

‘Tor?’

‘This is too much,’ he said. ‘This place, it’s overwhelming. Aldasair, a quiet room where we can talk, please? A place where the stakes are not quite so apparent.’

Aldasair nodded. ‘I know such a room. Hestillion, will you join us?’

Tor was surprised by the simple note of kindness in his cousin’s voice, and even more surprised that Hest seemed to respond to it. Glaring once more at Noon, she pushed her hair back from her face and nodded.

‘The Bellflower Room has recently been aired,’ said Aldasair. ‘And I’ve had wine put in there for future guests. Follow me.’

Tor knew where it was, but he was glad to follow his cousin from the Hall of Roots, and relieved to put the dead form of Ygseril behind him. For all the emotions that had rushed back to him at their arrival in Ebora, he felt only dread when he looked at the god-tree.
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Noon sat with her hands pressed to the table top. It had been carved all over with a looping pattern of ivy and vines, with small creatures – bats, birds, mice – peeking from behind the leaves, and then it had been covered all over with a deep shining varnish. Looking at it, following the swirling shapes and imagining the skilled hand that made them, calmed her. It was difficult to stay afloat amid the thoughts and images streaming through her head.

‘I then agreed to work for a Lady de Grazon, a human woman who owns property in the vine forest . . .’

Tor, she dimly understood, was giving his sister a swift account of his movements since he’d left Ebora. Noon caught pieces of story, unable to make sense of much of it, while the cold voice inside was suddenly hot, demanding to be taken back to the Hall of Roots, demanding to see the giant dead tree again. She blinked, pressing her hands to the table until her fingertips turned white.

‘. . . She is an eccentric woman, with a frankly unreasonable obsession with the Jure’lia and their artefacts. Vintage employed me as her hired sword and we explored certain areas of interest . . .’

The other Eboran, the one with long auburn hair, was staring at her from across the table. Just like Tor and his sister, he had deep crimson eyes and features as though carved from marble, but there was an openness to his face that she had not seen in his cousins.

He has been long lost, that one, said the voice in her head. He feels the loss keenly, has been cut adrift. Is not capable of ignoring it, as your lover has, is not able to fathom taking action, like the sister.

‘. . . It was only when we explored the compound that we realised what had caused Godwort to lose his mind. Isn’t that right, Noon?’

Her head snapped up, and she tried to recall what words had been said, in what order. ‘Yes. That’s right. The grief of it, the grief of it must have—’

Grief? Your human souls know nothing of real grief, nothing of what I and my kind have suffered.

Just like when she had entered the Hall of Roots, a confusion of sensations swept over Noon. The taste of sap on her tongue, green and burning and alive. A sound that was both the whisper of a thousand voices and the rustle of leaves in all directions. New muscles used for the first time, the near-painful satisfaction of stretching wings, wet sap on pale feathers, drying from shining scales. An eagerness, knowing that your time was now, that you were a weapon, an instrument of a god – the presence that was always with you, that ran in your blood and was a warmth in the back of your mind. And then the terrible severing of that, like suddenly being blind, and having enough time to acknowledge that you would die and not return, that you would all die, now and forever. There would be no coming back. Feeling fear for the first time.

Slumped at the table, Noon choked back a sob only to see everyone looking at her. Tor had half risen to his feet, an expression of alarm on his face.

‘Noon . . .?’

‘I’m fine. I’m fine. Pass me the wine, please.’

Aldasair poured her a fresh glass, and she took several loud gulps, ignoring the pointed look the blonde woman gave her. ‘Thank you. That’s better. Stop bloody looking at me and carry on.’

Tor cleared his throat. ‘As I was saying, I think it’s possible that something the Jure’lia left behind could help us revive Ygseril. It is a fluid that makes plant life grow very rapidly, even reviving dead plants, and reinvigorating seeds that are dormant in the ground. It is very powerful.’

‘Ygseril is no mere plant,’ said Hestillion. Her skin looked waxy, Noon thought, and she was holding herself very carefully. There was no doubt she was hiding something, but Noon was finding it very difficult to care. She drank some more of the wine, and filled the glass herself from the bottle.

‘I think it is worth a try,’ Tor was saying. ‘We’ve never tried anything like this before, have never had access to anything like this before. Here, let me demonstrate it, what a small sample can do.’ Tor began to rise from his chair again, turning towards where their bags had been placed by the wall, but Hestillion held up her hand.

‘No. Do not waste it.’

Tor froze. ‘You believe me, then?’

For the first time, a ghost of a smile touched Hestillion’s lips. ‘Why else would you return, dear brother? Only for something extraordinary, of course.’

Tor’s movements became very stiff then. ‘I had to leave. My reasons—’

‘Your reasons are your own, Tormalin the Oathless, and that time is very far behind us. Circumstances have changed, as I’m sure you can see. Ebora has friends now, allies. Trade routes have reopened, the old road to the eastern forest has been cleared, and we are no longer alone. Now, you must excuse me. I must rest.’ Hestillion rose from the table.

‘You’re going to bed?’ Tor was frowning. ‘But Hest, we may have the cure here! We could take the fluid there now, see what happens.’

The tall Eboran woman shook her head, her eyes downcast. ‘Soon, Tormalin, I promise, but it must be the correct time. Do you not see? I would like some time to prepare. Aldasair will show you to your rooms.’

With that she left, not looking at the perplexed expression on her brother’s face.

Hestillion hung suspended in the netherdark, waiting for Ygseril’s response. After she had explained her brother’s reappearance and what he had brought back with him, the ghostly roots around her had seemed to grow closer, as though they were contracting somehow, but there had been only silence since. The glow that was the god’s voice was a distant point of light. She knew that if she tried to move towards it, it would move away.

What day is it?

For a few moments, Hestillion couldn’t make sense of the words.

‘What day, my lord? I do not understand.’

Silence again. Hestillion thought she could sense a new tension around her though. What she had told the god had changed him, moved him somehow.

Where is the moon in the sky?

‘Oh. It is the eighth day of the Sorrowing Month, my lord. The true moon is waning.’

The next new moon?

‘In two days’ time, my lord.’

Knowing it was foolish and even an insult, Hestillion reached out to the god, trying to get a better understanding of what he was feeling, but it was like placing your hands on a statue in a pitch-black room. She could only get a vague impression; a sense of tightly held excitement, perhaps, of something being held back, but perhaps she was imagining it.

Do it then, said Ygseril. On the new moon.

‘I don’t understand, my lord. Do you believe it will work? Will you then come back to us? Why on this particular day?’ She stopped. ‘It is the Festival of New Lights on that day. An auspicious date, my lord?’

That is correct. The voice that wasn’t a voice pulsed on and off in her head. That day and no other. There was a pause, and then, You have done well, my remarkable child. Truly, an extraordinary mind you have.

Despite the words Hestillion felt a brief stab of annoyance. It was her brother who had brought this solution, not her, and finally Ygseril was willing to cooperate.

As if sensing what she was feeling, Ygseril continued: Do not worry, Hestillion the dream-walker. You will never be left behind again. We promise you that.

And then the presence was gone and Hestillion was left in the dark, alone.
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There could be few Behemoth sites more dangerous than this one.

Vintage had been camping on the beach for three days, just watching it, observing the distant glitter of parasite spirits slipping over the water. The wreckage itself was a jagged mess, salt blasted and covered in the white-grey shadow of barnacles, but still there, for all that, just far enough away from the shore to be a pain. The shape of it was hopelessly familiar, of course. She had been here, years ago, when finally it became apparent that Nanthema had vanished. Working back from her letters she had figured out that this was the wreck the Eboran woman had been on her way to when all communication had ceased, and so young Vintage – or younger, anyway – had travelled all the way here on her father’s money, and she had spoken to the people of the nearby town. Yes, an Eboran woman had been here, she was difficult to forget. Yes, she had bought supplies and smiled graciously and tipped heavily. No, they didn’t know where she was going. It didn’t matter; Vintage knew well enough where she had been going.

So she had hired a boat and gone out there, rowing cautiously around the wreck, half terrified that her small vessel would have its bottom torn out by some unseen scrap of Behemoth metal, and half convinced that she would simply be caught by one of the parasite spirits that circled this lonely, artificial island. In the end, she had got as close as she could and called Nanthema’s name for hours, feeling foolish and desperate all at once. She had never set foot on the wreck itself. It had been the first one she’d seen so close, and the alien sense of it closed her throat with fear.

Now, Vintage sat on the same beach with her crossbow next to her, the remains of a meal of fresh fish on a battered plate next to that. Down by the shoreline, the small boat she had purchased leaned slightly to one side, packed up and ready to go. She sighed.

‘Dangerous or not, I am here now.’

As she watched, an elongated shape made of purple light rose shimmering from the waterlogged wreck, turning gracefully in the air as it sailed slowly from one side to the other. She missed Tormalin and his easy, cocksure confidence, and she even missed the strange forceful presence of the fell-witch Noon. But she could not have brought them to this particular wreck.

‘I’ve put them through enough,’ she said to the empty beach, to her half-eaten dinner. ‘And they’ve already paid for my curiosity.’ The guilt of leaving them was a heavy weight in her stomach.

Except that wasn’t all of it, she well knew. The truth was that what this Behemoth might contain was much too personal, much too raw, to ever let anyone else see. Vintage stood up. It was a warm, balmy day but the breeze coming in off the Kerakus Sea was chilly. The scorching on her cheeks had finally healed, and the skin there felt tougher than it had before.

‘Time to find out, either way,’ she said aloud. ‘Nanthema, if you’re in there, I will be there soon, my darling.’

Kicking sand over the embers of her fire, Vintage slipped on her small pack – she would be travelling light today, no sample jars and no notebooks – and fastened her crossbow to her belt next to a newly sharpened hunting knife she’d bought in the seaside town. The boat was not easy to push into the sea, and she got a good soaking before she clambered into it, but the woman who’d sold it to her promised that once it was in the water it would be a dream to handle, and that much seemed to be true. Gathering up the oars, she leaned into the work with a grimace. Her back complained, but she could ignore that. It would complain all the more tomorrow.

‘If I’m still alive, of course.’

The small boat bobbed and lurched, sunlight dancing across the water in blinding shards. The shattered Behemoth remains loomed closer, and she periodically reminded herself to keep an eye on the water as she went. The woman who had sold her the boat had told her that once they had tried to mark the areas where the Behemoth shards lurked just below the surface. A small party had come out here with specially made floats and chains, but three of their number had been turned inside out by parasite spirits and they hadn’t tried again. Now people simply kept away from the bay entirely – it was easier that way. It wasn’t a comforting thought.

As if she had summoned it, Vintage spotted a twisted point of oily-looking metal poking just above the waves ahead of her. Squinting so hard that she was sure she would get a headache, she steered the little boat away from it; as she went, she got a brief impression of the enormous piece of broken Behemoth hidden just below.

‘I am a bloody fool,’ she said, a touch breathlessly.

Ahead, the main section towered above her, cave-like and littered with shredded sections of what she now knew to be springy material that made up their corridors and walls. Now that she was closer, she could see thick wads of seaweed clinging to the places where the metal touched the water, as well as sweeping colonies of barnacles and mussels. Giant crabs too – she saw their furtive sideways movements as they skittered into the dark. There was, she mused, a lot of food out here for someone willing to chance it, but no crab was tasty enough to risk having your innards exposed by a parasite spirit. Soon the Behemoth wreckage closed over her head, and the bright breezy day was lost to a shadowy quiet. It smelled strongly of salt here, and the other, unnameable smell she had come to associate with Jure’lia places.

‘Here we go.’

Bringing the boat up as close as she could, she tied it up to a twisted piece of metal. Ten feet above her was a section like honeycomb, sheared in half by the violence of the impact; she was looking at the exposed ends of several passageways. They would be her way in, if she could get up there. Working quickly, all too aware that a parasite spirit could appear at any moment, Vintage slipped an augmented crossbow bolt from her pocket and fetched the length of rope from her pack. Tying one end to the bolt, she then fixed it firmly into the crossbow, and aimed it above her, trying to spot a good place to try. She only had five of these special bolts, each one tipped with an extra layer of steel.

It took three attempts before she got a bite she trusted, and then she was wriggling her way up the line, swearing violently under her breath and cursing her own stupidity, all the while hoping that a parasite spirit wasn’t oozing out of the dark towards her. When she got her fingers hooked over the edge of the closest platform, she hauled herself up and over, and crouched where she was, listening and watching.

‘Let’s hope it stays this quiet.’

Satisfied that she wasn’t in immediate danger, she began to move. From below she could hear the crash and slosh of seawater against the broken hull, and far, far above, the cries of seagulls. The sound cheered her a little. Reaching inside her pack she retrieved and lit her travelling lamp. Its small, warm glow blossomed into life, and she grimaced at the walls of the passageway. The Behemoths were made of the most resilient material she had ever seen, but so many years in the water had taken its toll; moss and mould were in evidence here, and the place had a terrible, dying smell to it. Summoning what she remembered of the structure of Godwort’s Behemoth, she walked down the passageway, boots echoing on the damp floor. All too quickly, her light was the only light.

‘Nanthema,’ she said to the walls streaked with mould and the encroaching darkness. ‘I remember the first time I saw you, my darling.’ Her voice was a whisper, keeping her company. ‘I had never seen an Eboran before. I had never even seen anyone wearing spectacles before.’ She found herself grinning reluctantly at the girl she had been. ‘And there you were, larger than life in our drawing room, dazzling and frightening my father with your questions and your knowledge. You were a painting come to life. A figure from mythology walking around and eating our good cheese.’

The passageway curved and split. There was no way to know for sure where she was going, so she went left, deciding to trust her instincts.

‘Soon it was me bothering you with questions, and you, I think, were glad to find someone finally interested in the ghosts in the vine forest. Nanthema, our time together was so short.’ She took a slow breath. ‘I do hope I am not about to trip over your skeleton in the dark. That would be dreadful. Unless I’m right about where you are . . .’

The smell of rot lessened, and the deeper she went the cleaner the walls were. Eventually, she came to a section where the strange pulsing lights were still working, casting a pinkish light over the empty corridors. She saw more of the strange tubes they had witnessed in the other wreck, and more alcoves, their meaning or use no clearer than before. Eventually, she came to a section where the ceiling was lost in the darkness, and for a reason she couldn’t pinpoint, this felt like progress.

She had raised the lamp to see the exit on the far side when a shifting pattern of light oozed through the wall to her left. Vintage gave a low cry and staggered away, reaching for her crossbow, but the thing was so fast. In moments, it was on her, a head like a bald skull made of light twisting down with its jaws open wide. The crossbow bucked in her hands and the bolt landed directly in the space between the holes she chose to believe were its eyes. The parasite spirit let out a high-pitched wail and floated up and away from her like a leaf caught in a strong wind. Not waiting to see what it would do next, Vintage snatched up her travelling lamp and sprinted across the chamber, a ball of terror heavy in her chest. Once through the exit she kept moving. Her hope was that she would lose it deeper inside, that it would be too pained and confused by the bolt in its head to come after her.

There followed a breathless, panicky run, the light from her lamp bouncing unevenly against the walls. When eventually she found what she was looking for, she did indeed nearly trip over it; a nerve centre of fleshy, greyish blocks rising in a low hill across the floor. Somewhere beneath that, she suspected, was the twin to the pink shard of crystal that had trapped Esiah’s son and driven the old man mad. Her heart in her throat, she circled the protrusion, and when she found the hole she had known would be there, she felt a terrible mixture of hope and terror close over her heart. Someone had been here, someone had made it this far. And she had a pretty good idea of who that had been.

It was the morning of what the Eborans apparently called the Festival of New Lights. They were a people on the point of extinction, their city an empty husk with a dead god crouching at the heart of it, but despite this, Noon sensed an atmosphere of hope about the place. It was a cold day, everything awash in sunlight that was bright and clean. Far above them, the corpse moon hung in the sky, a greenish smudge too bright to look at; it looked closer than she’d ever seen it, and very clear. Word of what was to be attempted had got about somehow, and the people camped on the lawns and the diplomats taking up residence in the rooms were all talking about it. Noon heard it on everyone’s lips as she wandered around, speculation and gossip traded by people who looked worried, or excited, or bemused.

The ceremony was to take place at midday. Hestillion had wanted it closed off from the hordes, for them to try the worm people’s magic privately and without an audience, but Aldasair had been besieged by interested parties desperate not only finally to see Ygseril, but also to see the use of an ancient Jure’lia artefact. And, of course, if this was to be the day that the tree-god came back to life, every one of them there wanted to be in the hall to witness it. What a thing to tell your children! What a thing to take back to your city or kingdom, a piece of prestige that would make you envied, famous, untouchable. Tormalin had given the word finally, a half-amused expression on his face, allowing the peoples of Sarn to be there to witness the revival of the great Ygseril. Noon thought only she had seen the expression that had flitted over his sister’s face. She was worth keeping an eye on, that one, Noon felt instinctively, even as part of her felt calmer all the time; after the initial confusion, it seemed that the presence inside her was at peace here, and that, in turn, made her happier.

As she made her way back across the lawns she saw Aldasair sitting on the grass, a trio of children sitting cross-legged with him. He had a deck of cards covered in elaborate drawings, and he appeared to be teaching them a game of some sort. The children were laughing and elbowing each other, crowing at each victory, while a tall human man with a pair of shining axes stood over them. Noon smiled. Grass and laughter and the feeling of sun warming her through her clothes; it was all a long way from the Winnowry. Agent Lin was dead, and even the Winnowry would have to think twice about bringing their grievances to Ebora.

‘Lady Noon, will you join us?’

Noon smirked. ‘Just Noon is fine. What sort of cards are those?’ She added herself to the circle, ignoring the brief puzzled glance one of the children gave the bat wing on her forehead. All behind her now.

‘These are tarla cards.’ Aldasair shuffled them skilfully, blending them between his fingers and making the children giggle. ‘We used to use them to tell fortunes.’ He nodded at a little girl with a snug fur collar and short black hair. ‘They’ve already told us that Callio will grow up to ride a horse better than her brother, and Tris here,’ he nodded to a small boy with a mess of ginger curls, ‘Tris now knows that one day he will find a gold nugget as big as his fist. So we’re going to try a game now.’

Aldasair began to deal the cards, but Noon shook her head.

‘I’m happy to watch.’

And she was. Whatever happened this afternoon when Tor poured the golden fluid onto the roots of Ygseril, her past was behind her. The game went on around her and for the first time in as long as she could remember, she felt some of the tension go out of her shoulders. Deep inside, the presence that spoke to her so easily now seemed to stretch like an indolent cat.

Times of peace, it said, should be savoured.

She couldn’t agree more.

Presently, a tall girl with scabby knees came running over to them, a flush of excitement on her cheeks.

‘Callio, the lady is doing the puppets again! Come and look!’

The children immediately abandoned their card game, scrambling to their feet.

‘I’ve heard the puppets are very good,’ said the tall man with the axes on his belt. Bern. Aldasair, she remembered now, had introduced him to her the night they had arrived. ‘Shall we go and have a look?’

Aldasair looked at her, and Noon shrugged. ‘Why not?’

They followed the children as they weaved through the crowds. It did feel like a festival day out here – the smell of roasting meat, brightly coloured flags. There were lanterns and lamps everywhere – some already lit for the Festival of New Lights, others waiting for the evening. One tent had been covered in a piece of fabric sewn all over with pieces of broken mirror so that it winked and glittered like the sea under a summer sun; the people of Sarn were getting into the spirit of the thing. Presently they came to a small crowd of seated children. There was a young man wearing a bright blue hood – Noon noted absently that he looked like her, his black hair shining almost blue under the sunlight, his skin a warm olive colour – and he was dancing a figure on strings between his hands. The children were laughing, enjoying the show.

It was the puppet she recognised first.

Its face narrow and sly, its clothes made of tattered pieces of grey and blue silk so that they tugged and shivered in the slightest breeze. The god of the north wind had so often been the villain in the stories she’d heard as a child, so much so that they had booed him when he came on; arriving to chase the heroes into the sea, or trick the good warrior into giving up her best horse. Noon knew the hands that had made the puppet. She knew them very well.

‘It can’t be.’

Someone else had joined the man with the blue hood. The old woman moved slowly, because she had suffered a terrible injury in the past. That much was evident from the rippling of scars that covered her face and body, and from the awkward way she held one arm away under her coat, but her other hand held the strings of a puppet, and despite her missing eye and the scars, it danced as nimbly as it ever had.

Horror crawled down Noon’s back, holding her in place with an icy hand. Mother Fast was alive. It was impossible, impossible, she had seen the old woman burn. But she was alive, and here in this place, of all places.

Noon took a step backwards, filled with the powerful need to hide, but despite the cheerful shifting crowd around her, Mother Fast looked up and saw her immediately – she met her eyes and there was no looking away, no hiding. The old woman dropped the puppet – the only time Noon had ever seen her do so – and screamed.

It was a hoarse, angry sound. It silenced the crowd with a knife edge.

‘You!’

Noon turned and tripped over her own feet, hitting the cold grass with enough force to wind her. Deep inside, the presence was reeling in confusion.

Why are you afraid? it demanded. She is an old woman, half dead already. She is no threat at all.

Noon moaned, squeezing her eyes shut against the flood of images that came. Not alien ones this time, but memories that were all too familiar: the grasses thick with smoke; a horse running into the distance, lit up like a torch; a woman’s face, better known and dearer to her than even her own, melting and boiling away to bone. And after, the bones and the black ash, the smell of cooking meat.

‘I mustn’t remember. I can’t remember, it would, it would—’

‘You were sent away.’

Noon opened her eyes. The crowd had parted and Mother Fast stood over her, the man with the blue hood next to her. There were other plains people here now, she saw, crowded around them. Aldasair was standing to her back, looking perplexed.

‘Is everything quite well?’ he asked.

Mother Fast’s one good eye flickered up to him, bright and black like a beetle.

‘Quite well, Eboran? This girl here is a murderer. A murderer.’ Her voice shook, and that was the worst of it. Mother Fast was angry, but she was also afraid.

Afraid of me, thought Noon. The smell of burning flesh would not leave her.

‘I’m sure there must be a misunderstanding,’ said Aldasair, mildly enough.

Mother Fast raised a trembling finger. It was a claw, Noon saw, a ruined cadaverous thing.

‘This girl murdered her own mother, saw her burn up like a taper, like a pig on a spit, and she murdered a hundred and eight other souls too. Innocent people of her own kin, and she would have murdered me too, only I would not die.’ Mother Fast gave a choked sob. ‘Oh, I suffered and I burned like all the rest, but I would not die.’

Shaking now and unable to stop it, Noon climbed slowly to her feet.

‘That’s not who I am any more,’ she said, her voice too quiet. Mother Fast was not listening. She had turned to the plains people at her back, shouting now, anger overpowering the fear in her voice.

‘You all know the story!’ she cried. ‘The witch child who killed her own people. You all heard it, tribe to tribe. Passed the story around on icy nights to scare your children with, to scare them into behaving themselves. Well, here she is.’ Mother Fast looked up. ‘Here she is.’

‘I’m not that person any more.’ Noon took a slow breath. ‘I’m not.’

‘You should be in the Winnowry,’ Mother Fast was leaning on the man with the blue hood now. ‘They said that’s where they were taking you. Why aren’t you there, murderer?’

‘The Winnowry is an abomination.’ The words were bitter in Noon’s mouth, and quite abruptly she wasn’t afraid. Her own anger, slow to rise, was filling her chest. ‘It’s a place to punish women for something they have no control over. It’s shameful. Listen to me. I am not who I was . . . that day. Not any more. Don’t you understand?’ Noon pushed past the roiling nausea in her stomach and nursed the flames of anger instead. ‘I was a child. I was a fucking child!’

‘I know what you are, well enough.’ The flat hate in Mother Fast’s voice was like a punch to her stomach. Noon gritted her teeth against it.

Kill her, said the voice in her head. She is an enemy.

‘I was a child,’ Noon repeated, but in her head all the memories were resurfacing, memories she had hoped had been forced down beneath everything else a long time ago. She remembered standing outside their tents, remembered the humming of the wind through the grass. Waiting for something, not knowing everything was about to change. Her mother’s face, lost in green fire. She remembered, too, the terrible anger that had been born inside her that day, greater and more frightening than anything she’d ever known.

With a soft whumph both her hands were gloved in flame. There were cries of alarm all around, and she saw people stepping back from her.

Good, said the voice inside her. You are a weapon, yet they admonish you for killing? Do they not see what you are?

‘No, I don’t think they do,’ she said. She felt light now, as though she were floating away. ‘I don’t think they know what I am at all.’ Holding up her hands, the winnowfire grew stronger, brighter. There were people here, many of them moving away now, crying out to others to get away, but she could hear something else on the edge of that: shouting, the clash of swords, the screams of the dying. The Jure’lia must be stopped. Dimly she was aware that the old woman who had started all this had fallen back, her scarred face caught in a rictus of fear. Noon smiled slightly.

‘Noon? Noon! What are you doing?’

It was Tor’s voice, jerking her away from wherever she had been. She saw his face and the burn she had put there. The winnowfire winked out of existence.

‘Tor?’

His arm came around her and she was being steered away from the crowd, back towards the palace. For a moment she resisted, in her confused state she felt that they must be taking her to the Winnowry – her mother had said that’s what would happen if she summoned the fire, and finally it was happening.

‘Noon, please, let’s go inside. Listen to me.’

His face was close to hers and she could see his scars – the scars she had caused. The fight went out of her and she allowed herself to be steered inside, away from the crowds that were already recovering from their fright.

Inside the palace she seemed to lose track of time. Too many similar corridors, the bright squares of daylight on marble floors. And then they were in a room together, alone. Noon sat on a bed and ran her hands over her face.

‘What happened?’

Tor was wearing the finest clothes she had ever seen him in, a long-sleeved robe of pale grey silk, tightened and shaped around his slim figure. The high collar was embroidered with black serpents, all twisted around each other, and there were smaller serpents at his cuffs too. His hair was shining, brushed back from his temples so that the scarred portion of his face was exposed, and he wore a silver earring in his unruined ear – a three-pronged leaf. She thought she had rarely seen him look more beautiful.

‘Mother Fast was there.’ Noon swallowed. ‘I thought she had died. I thought I’d killed her, just like everyone else, when I was eleven.’

Tor stared at her, and, afraid of what she might see in his face, she looked away.

‘What do you mean, everyone else? You killed everyone? Who?’

Noon looked down at her hands instead.

‘I was born to the plains folk a fell-witch. You’re supposed to be reported to the Winnowry straight away, but I hid it, and then my mother hid it. Not that it helped in the end. I’m a murderer, Tor. That’s the truth. I killed a lot of people – people I knew, who I loved and who loved me – and then I was put inside a prison for it. And then I escaped, because I didn’t want to die there, regardless of all the people I’d killed.’

For a long time, Tor said nothing. He went to a cabinet and retrieved a bottle and a glass, pouring wine and drinking it in silence. Noon found that she missed Vintage, except, of course, if Vintage was here, she would have learned the truth about her too.

‘Noon.’ Tor put the glass down, empty. ‘Noon, I don’t have time for this.’ He turned to her and he looked faintly exasperated. ‘We’re trying the Jure’lia fluid in less than an hour, and I can’t have any distractions. Hestillion won’t stand for it.’

‘Did you hear what I said?’

‘I heard you. How is that woman here if you killed everyone?’

Noon blinked. It wasn’t the question she’d been expecting.

‘How should I know? She must have survived. Another tribe took her in and helped her to heal, I expect.’

‘Well,’ said Tor. ‘That’s unfortunate.’

Noon shook her head slightly. ‘Unfortunate?’

‘For her to be here now, in the middle of this. Never mind, it can be ignored for now, I think. People are too curious to see what will happen with Ygseril. We can continue as before, it’s no matter.’

‘No matter?’ Noon curled her hands into fists, the bones popping like a knot of wood on the fire. ‘That’s all right, then. I suppose, being a people so used to murdering to get what you need, my killings must seem like nothing to you.’

A flicker of anger crossed Tor’s face. ‘We’re back to bloodsuckers, are we?’

‘Isn’t that what you are? Isn’t that what I am to you – a handy vein?’

‘Noon –’ For a moment he looked stricken, and she remembered him on his knees inside the Behemoth wreck, how she had held him and kissed the top of his head. That same vulnerability was there in the set of his mouth and the cast of his eyes, but then she saw him visibly collect himself, pushing those feelings away. ‘I am sorry for your past, Noon, but this is the future of my people I’m talking about here. It requires all of my attention.’ With that, he went back to the door, turning to her just before he left. ‘I’ll let you know how it goes afterwards,’ he said simply. ‘Wish me luck.’

The door closed and, after a moment, Noon heard the rattle of a key turning and a lock tumbling into place. She stared at the spot where he’d been, a cold feeling settling over her like a shroud.
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It was a slow process. All the time that Vintage worked, securing her own rope ladder to the soft cubes of greyish matter, she was all too aware that if she got this wrong – misjudged the length of the ladder or failed to secure it properly – then there was a good chance that she would die in this place, trapped inside the hidden chamber until she died of thirst or starvation. No one knew she was here, and no one would come looking for her. Not in time to save her life, anyway. And even worse – she could be trapped down there forever with the remains of her beloved Nanthema.

‘Some people might call that romantic,’ she muttered to herself as she gave her ties a final, experimental tug. ‘Such people want their heads examined, of course.’

There was no more putting it off. Checking once more that her pack was secure across her shoulders and that the ladder could take her weight, she began to climb slowly down, the travel lamp hanging from her belt. It banged against her hip, sending confused shadows into the chamber below. It was tempting to look down, to glance over her shoulder, but she kept her observations to a minimum so that the ladder wouldn’t twist about. Could she see the floor? Yes, and the ladder would be long enough. Bracing herself to take the impact on her knees, she dropped down carefully, staggering only slightly, and looked around. Down here, the soft nodules of light protruded from the place where the floor met the walls, so that everything was doused in a strange, dreamlike light – light that slid along the edge of the giant, jagged crystal.

‘Well. Goodness me.’

Rather than pink, this crystal was yellow, sickly and off-putting, like jaundice. On the floor by her feet, Vintage saw some shrivelled pieces of fibre and a few sticks of splintered wood – the remains of the ladder brought by her predecessor, of course. Her heart thumping painfully in her throat, Vintage approached the shining surface of the crystal, and just as it had inside the Behemoth on Esiah Godwort’s compound, the slick blankness of it vanished and instead she was looking at a vast, empty landscape, stretching from one horizon to another. It was like looking through a window at something entirely impossible.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to looking at this,’ she said, her voice little more than a rushing sound in her ears. The landscape was different to the one at Godwort’s compound. The sky was yellow and streaked with black clouds, while the stony ground was littered with all manner of strange, unlikely rocks. Boulders as big as houses perched precariously on top of each other, flat rocks with wide holes in their centres stood lined up together as though someone had thought to make a passageway somehow. Everywhere she looked, rocks stood in circles or in lines, or on top of each other. There were patterns everywhere, so many that they broke down, intersecting their neighbours and ruining the symmetry of it. As she watched, she realised that the clouds were moving, as if with a brisk wind.

‘How can that be?’ She moved closer to the crystal, until her fingertips threatened to brush its surface. Her breath pillowed there, reminding her that she stood next to a solid object. ‘The landscape was still at the other Behemoth, although I suppose it’s possible there was nothing to move there, or we left before—’

A figure lurched out from behind one of the tall rocks and Vintage gave a breathy little scream, jumping backwards as she did so. A tall woman with a sheath of black hair falling untidily over her face stumbled towards her. She wore tight-fitting travelling leathers, functional and well used. There was a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles hooked over the collar of her shirt, and she looked no older than thirty, yet Vintage knew her to be much, much older than that.

‘Nanthema?’ Vintage found that she was gasping for air even as tears rolled silently down her cheeks. It was the damn spectacles, glinting in the light of an alien sky. Twenty-odd years later and she still had her damn spectacles.

The woman looked stunned, her eyes as round as moons as she approached the edge of the crystal. Vintage saw her lips move, saw her asking disbelieving questions, and then she broke into a grin. She was speaking faster and faster now, shaking her head.

‘Nanthema, my darling, I can’t hear you, I can’t.’ Vintage went back to the shard and without any thought for what it might do, pressed her hands flat to the surface. She did not fall through into the strange landscape, but when Nanthema placed her hands on the other side, her voice abruptly filled the chamber, tinny and strange, as though coming from a very great distance.

‘– if anyone could find me, of course it would be you, of course it would, I don’t know why I even worried for a moment –’

‘Your voice!’ blurted Vintage. She felt a wild impulse to crash her fists against the crystal, but controlled it. ‘I can hear you!’

Nanthema looked down at where her hand was pressed against Vintage’s, separated by a layer of crystal and an unknowable distance. Cautiously, she took it away, and Vintage saw her mouth move, asking a question. Then she put the hand back.

‘Can you hear me now?’

‘Yes, I can bloody hear you, what are you even doing in there?’

‘It’s the contact, somehow,’ Nanthema was saying, peering at their hands. ‘I would not have guessed that. Of course, I’ve had no way to find out.’

‘Nanthema!’ This time Vintage did knock slightly on the shard. ‘You have been missing for twenty years! Do you have any idea what that has done to me? I thought you had run off, left me, decided I wasn’t interesting enough . . .’

Vintage’s words ran out. Nanthema was standing quietly, just watching her, in that way she had.

‘Oh, Nanthema.’ Vintage gave her a watery smile and they stood in silence for a moment, both pretending the other wasn’t crying. Eventually, Vintage cleared her throat. ‘How can I get you out of there?’

‘As far as I know, you can’t,’ said Nanthema, shrugging slightly. ‘The rest of the chamber is empty, if I remember correctly.’

‘I will be back.’ Vintage left the shard and did a slow circuit of the room, looking for something, anything – some sort of handy lever, perhaps, or a rope to pull. Aside from the remains of Nanthema’s ladder, it was entirely empty. She returned to the shard and placed her hand against the crystal again. ‘You’re right, as ever, but that doesn’t mean there’s no way out of there. I will find it, even if I have to search this entire stinking wreck.’ She took a breath. ‘How did you even get in there in the first place?’

‘Would you believe me if I told you I don’t remember?’ Nanthema looked rueful, an expression Vintage remembered well. ‘I was asleep, Vin, in this chamber. I had spent a good week inside this wreck, barely sleeping, trying to see as much of it as I could, and when I found this place – well.’ She grinned. ‘It’s extraordinary, isn’t it?’

Vintage glanced at the yellow sky above the other woman’s head. ‘It is certainly that.’

‘It’s also quite cosy, or as cosy at it gets in this place. I decided it was safe to have a nap. I woke up on my feet, walking through a crystal that I had previously thought to be entirely solid. By the time I was on the other side, it was too late. I couldn’t get back through.’

‘First of all, exploring this place for an entire week is utterly out of all realms of sense. Secondly, doing it alone it lunacy, actual lunacy. Third,’ Vintage frowned slightly, ‘I have missed you a great deal.’

Nanthema grinned. ‘You haven’t changed at all, Vin.’

At that, Vintage felt a surge of sorrow in her throat so thick that she could not swallow. Not changed at all, except that she had – she had grown older while Nanthema was trapped in here. Her skin had lost that deep burnished luminescence that the young take for granted and there were strands of grey in her hair. But Nanthema had not changed, not even the tiniest bit. Her crimson eyes were still clear, her black hair hadn’t turned grey or fallen out. She blinked.

‘Never mind that. How are you not dead? Is there food in that place? Where are you, exactly?’

‘Vin, this place . . .’ For the first time, Nanthema looked troubled. ‘I’m not sure I can explain it to you, and I know you will hate that. I’m not dead, Vin, because I’m not hungry, or thirsty. I don’t feel those things here. Time itself seems to have no meaning, and I don’t really seem to feel that either. You said I’ve been in here for twenty years? I had no idea. Vin, if I had been sitting here in these rocks for twenty years, wouldn’t I be a gibbering wreck by now?’

‘But it has been that long,’ Vintage insisted, feeling a fresh wave of sorrow at the thought. ‘Look at my face, if you don’t believe it.’

‘I can’t explain it to you.’ With her free hand, Nanthema pushed her hair away from her face. ‘It’s like . . . like I am held in place, in here. Unchanging. This place, is unchanging.’ She gestured behind her. ‘You remember that chunk of amber I bought at the market in Jarlsbad, with the locust stuck inside it? That creature must have been ancient, but it looked like it could hop right away. That’s how I feel, in here. Stuck in syrupy sap.’

‘And have you explored it? This place?’

Nanthema snorted. ‘What do you take me for? Of course I have. This place . . . I don’t think it’s real.’ She shuffled her feet, real discomfort on her face at dealing with something she could not explain. ‘There is an invisible boundary, and although it looks like there’s more of this miserable landscape, you can’t reach it. And if you look carefully at it, the rocks and the ground are blurred, out of focus.’

Vintage felt cold. ‘Nanthema, none of that makes sense.’

‘Oh, that’s the least of it. It’s also stuck in a loop.’

‘You’ve lost me there, my darling.’

‘It’s like an unfinished book, but you can only get up to the third chapter and you must go back to the beginning, over and over. Look at the clouds.’ She pointed upwards. Overhead, the black clouds scudded restlessly across the jaundice sky. ‘I have seen those same clouds, a hundred thousand times. They pass over, drawn by a wind I can’t feel, and then they start all over again.’

‘Nanthema, how could you possibly tell?’

‘Believe me, Vin, with nothing to look at but the clouds, you soon get to recognise them. It’s like this place is someone’s memory, or a dream, and I am stuck inside.’

She stopped talking, and for a moment the only thing Vintage could hear was her own breathing. They were so deep within the Behemoth that even the sea was silent. A thought occurred to her.

‘So what are you looking at now? What does the chamber look like to you?’

Nanthema grinned, although there was little humour in it. ‘It looks like a great shard of crystal, with my dear Vintage sitting within it.’

‘Hmph.’ Vintage shook her head. ‘What is this thing, then? What is it to the Jure’lia? Why would they need such chambers at the heart of their vessels? What does it do?’

Nanthema smiled lopsidedly. ‘That’s my Vin, always two steps ahead. And what do you mean, chambers? Have you seen another like this?’

‘I have.’ Vintage did not want to describe what they had found in Esiah Godwort’s Behemoth wreck – it would be like admitting that Nanthema must stay trapped forever – so she spoke quickly before she could ask more questions. ‘What else can you tell me about it?’

In answer, Nanthema shifted closer to the crystal, bowing her head as though she were going to whisper in Vintage’s ear. ‘I hear voices in here sometimes.’ The Eboran woman swallowed hard, and Vintage realised that she was frightened. ‘You will now declare me a lunatic, I expect, but it’s true. Whispers carried on the wind, drifting . . .’ Nanthema’s eyes rolled back to the rocks behind her, and Vintage had to swallow down a surge of fright. What if she had been driven mad, after all? ‘I think this crystal and the memory it contains, Vin, are integral to the Jure’lia in some way. Something deep, in the bones of what they are. And there’s something else.’

Nanthema turned back, and now she looked very young indeed, her face that of a child waking from a nightmare. ‘Vintage, the Jure’lia never went away. They’re still here.’

Tor had never seen so many people in the Hall of Roots. The sight made him deeply uneasy for reasons he couldn’t quite pinpoint, but he kept an easy smile on his face as he moved among them. All of the diplomats were here, the minor royalty from far-off kingdoms, the representatives of a dozen republics, the men and women from less defined places, the traders and the merchants, eager to see what coin could be made from Ebora’s corpse, no doubt. Aldasair had introduced him to them all, rattling off names and honorifics and locations in a manner that quietly stunned Tor – his cousin had rarely been so collected – and the people he met eyed him curiously, no doubt fascinated to talk to another living artefact from this mausoleum.

Except that wasn’t quite the case. There were a handful of Eborans here too, the last haggard survivors of the crimson flux, flushed out of their rooms and hiding places to be here. Hestillion had insisted that they be seated separately, away from the sharp eyes of the humans, and they were clustered to the east of the room. There Tor saw faces he hadn’t seen in decades, the faces of people he had been sure were long dead. It was unsettling, like sharing air with the ghosts of your ancestors, and mostly they looked like they might die at any moment anyway; he saw skin turned dusty and broken, riddled with the tell-tale red cracks of the crimson flux, and on some faces, the simple signs of old age. He felt a mild trickle of disgust down the back of his throat. They should not be here. For their own health, he added silently to himself.

But of course, who could stop them? Today might see the resurrection of their god, and if Ygseril lived again, his sap would restore them all. Crimson flux would be banished, his scars would be healed, and Ebora would rise from the ashes.

He suddenly realised what was bothering him. He leaned over to speak directly into his sister’s ear.

‘Where are all the paintings? The sculptures and cabinets and so on?’

‘We have moved them.’ Hestillion had washed and brushed her hair and her skin was shining. She wore a white silk wrap over a pale blue dress, but there was a feverish energy about her that he did not like. Her eyes moved too often, and were too wet. Once, Ainsel had come down with a sweating sickness and Tor had moved into her rooms for a few days to nurse her. She had been outraged at first, horrified that he should see her in such a state, but he had insisted. Human illnesses were not the crimson flux, after all. At the height of the sickness she had been fidgety, would not stay in bed, and her eyes had had the same restless brightness of Hestillion’s. ‘The artworks are now stored in some of the outer rooms. We still have plenty of empty ones, after all.’

‘Hmm.’ Tor realised that deep in the back of his mind he had thought the strangers had stolen them. Just spirited away thousands of years’ worth of Eboran artefacts; hidden them under their tunics, perhaps. He pursed his lips. It seemed that Hestillion wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

‘Where is your human pet?’

Tor raised his eyebrows at that. ‘Noon is resting. How do you want to do this?’

Hestillion looked up, and Tor followed her gaze. Above them, the glass roof of the Hall of Roots was filled with bright sunlight. The dead branches of Ygseril hung there, as they ever did, and beyond that Tor could see the ghostly smudge that was the corpse moon.

‘We just do it,’ said Hestillion. ‘We’ve all waited long enough.’

‘I couldn’t agree more.’ Tor raised a hand to Aldasair, who had been standing with a tall man with green eyes, and his cousin came over. Of the three of them, Tor noted, he looked the least nervous – Aldasair looked better than he’d ever done. Together, they went to the edge of the roots, where the Jure’lia artefacts had been set, and they each picked up two of the orbs, one under each arm. A hush fell across the Hall, and Tor knew suddenly that this was right. No elaborate speeches, no declarations or promises. They were simply the children of Ebora, doing what they could for the tree-god. There would be witnesses, whatever happened, and that was good.

The three of them stepped up onto the roots together and walked slowly apart. There had been some discussion about this – they would pour the fluid over the widest possible area, and slowly. Tor stumbled slightly and felt a rush of heat to his cheeks. It had been a long time since he had walked the roots. He looked over at Hestillion for support, but she was staring straight ahead, her pale face as expressionless as a plate. Abruptly, he wished that Noon was here; she would have rolled her eyes at the solemnness of it all, and told them to get on with it.

Eventually, he came to the appointed place. With numb fingers he set one of the orbs down, and then removed the other’s seal. Wincing slightly, he knelt directly on the roots.

‘Please work,’ he murmured. ‘Please just . . . fucking work.’

He glanced up to see Hestillion and Aldasair to either side of him, performing the same slow actions. Ahead of him now he could see the crowd of humans and the handful of Eborans, watching closely. Some had their hands clasped over their mouths.

He tipped the orb, and the shimmering golden fluid poured from the opening. It was thick and slow, like syrup, and it pooled at first on top of the gnarled root he was perched on, before slipping to either side and moving down into the dark. Tor felt tension thrumming in all of his muscles – it was like the pent-up feeling you got just before cramp seized your leg.

Nothing was happening.

Glancing up again, he could see Hestillion to one side of him, her head bent gracefully over her work. To the other side, Aldasair was gently shaking the orb up and down to encourage the fluid out. The crowd were still silent, but he could see one or two people moving from one foot to the other, craning their necks to get a better look, and he knew they were thinking the same as he was. Nothing was happening, and this was a waste of time. Worse than that, it was a humiliation. Fumbling for the next orb, he tore the seal from it with more violence than was necessary, and hurriedly shook the contents over the roots. Still, that terrible silence.

As the last of the syrupy fluid dribbled from the orb he stood up, already thinking of how swiftly they could leave. He would grab Noon, several cases of wine, and he wouldn’t even need to look at his sister again. He had just taken his first step when he lost his footing; the roots under his feet had shifted, and he scrambled to stay upright. There was a chorus of cries from all around the room, a mixture of wonder and fear.

The roots were moving – not quickly or violently, but enough to make it difficult to stand on them. Tor looked up at the branches spreading above the glass roof, and they were moving too, as though a strong wind had suddenly blown up on this sunny, peaceful day. Tor ran for the edge, his heart beating sickly in his chest. Of all the things he had expected to feel if this happened, he had not expected to feel so afraid. He half fell, half jumped onto the marble floor and turned back to look. Aldasair and Hest had had the same thought and joined him moments later, Hestillion’s empty orb slipping through her fingers to smash into brittle pieces. Behind them, the murmur of the crowd was growing into a roar.

‘By the roots,’ breathed Aldasair. ‘We did it!’

‘We did something,’ said Tor. Why was he so afraid?

Ygseril’s bark, grey and silver for as long as Tor could remember, was changing colour before their eyes. The roots were darkening, growing plump and dark, steel warming to a deep burnished copper, and then a dark, reddish brown. The warmth flowed up from the roots to the enormous girth of the trunk, rising rapidly like a tide line. The newly ripened bark shone with health. There was a crackling noise, like a blazing fire on a cold night.

By now, the crowd of observers were shouting, some of them even whooping with joy, and reluctantly Tor felt his face split into a grin. Out of the corner of his eye he could see that several of the ill Eborans had climbed out of their chairs and were staggering towards the roots. Next to him, Hestillion was murmuring under her breath, words that he couldn’t catch, but he did not look at her; he couldn’t take his eyes from the glory of Ygseril.

Up and up the new colour spread, making them all lean back, craning their necks to watch as it flooded up and through the branches, and it was moving faster now, racing to the tips and flooding them with health.

Someone was crying. Tor could hear their breathless sobs, and he didn’t blame them. His own throat was tight with unshed tears.

‘We will be healed,’ he said, his voice thick, and Aldasair took his hand and squeezed it. His cousin was grinning.

‘It wasn’t the end after all,’ he said brightly.

There was movement in the branches high overhead. At first Tor thought that it was light in his eyes, perhaps reflecting off his own tears, but new points of brightness were appearing there; silver leaves were unfurling.

‘He lives!’

The cry came from one of the Eborans, an ancient man with broken skin and his crimson eyes sunk deep into his skull. He had reached the edge of the roots and had knelt to lay his hands on them, his ruined face split into a beatific smile. ‘He has come back to us!’

Tor grinned, turning to his sister with the thought that he would embrace her – not something they had ever made a habit of, but if any occasion merited it, surely this was it – when abruptly he was filled with a sense of enormous sorrow. It had come from outside himself, he was certain of it, and it nearly felled him like a blow to the stomach. He gasped, staggering, and saw Aldasair do the same, the pleasure on his face replaced with dismay. There was such sadness everywhere, such regret. It was hard to breathe, under that blanket of despair.

‘Oh no,’ said Hestillion. ‘Oh please, no.’

His sister was so pale now she looked almost translucent, as though he might see the shifting of her blood under her skin, and for a frightening moment Tor thought she would faint dead away, but then she was pointing at the roots. At what was boiling up through the gaps between the roots.

A black, viscous liquid was seeping up, surging everywhere between the healthy roots, like a dark oily sea coming into shore. Tor took a step backwards, confused. Was it the golden fluid? Had it been corrupted somehow? The cheers and chatter behind them stuttered and died.

The black liquid leapt and spread, moving not like a liquid at all, but like a living thing. Wet fingers of fluid danced and came together, weaving a form in the centre of the roots, a figure of sorts, something taller than an Eboran, something formed of sticky strands and seething wetness. Arms and legs appeared, a torso, a sleek head garlanded with tendrils of the shifting black substance. And a face surfaced there – beautiful, terrible. Pleased.

‘You have freed me. Remarkable child.’

‘It can’t be!’

For a moment Tor couldn’t think who was screaming until he saw Hest advancing on the roots, her hands knotted into fists at her sides. She was glaring at the creature standing on the roots as though it had done her a personal insult, and more alarmingly, the creature was looking back at her with something like fondness.

‘You lied to me!’ Hestillion’s voice was ragged with rage. Tor made an attempt to snatch her back but she shook him off. All around them now he could hear the men and women of their audience panicking, shouting in alarm. Someone had thrown open the big doors and some of them were leaving, but not actually that many. Despite themselves, most of them were still curious. The thing that had formed from the black substance under the roots was still shifting, changing as though forming itself; long hands with fingers like talons, hips like thorns, narrow clawed feet, all sculpted in oily darkness.

‘It is good to see the light,’ said the figure. Its voice was soft and yet still carried to every corner of the room. The voice, Tor realised, and the figure, were female. It stepped forward a little, holding up its hands to look at them. ‘To smell something other than dirt.’

‘You lied to me!’ With a start, Tor saw that his sister was crying. He had never seen her cry; not when their parents died, and not when he left. ‘I would have died for you!’

‘Dear Hestillion, special child,’ said the figure. It smiled. ‘A remarkable mind.’

‘Hest, how does it know your name?’ All at once this seemed like the most important question he’d ever asked. ‘Why does it know your name, Hest?’

He didn’t expect an answer, but his sister spoke without looking at him. ‘I spoke to her,’ she said, her voice soft and dreaming now, as though half asleep. ‘I believed she was our god, but she was a prisoner within his roots, whispering through the cracks.’

‘What is she, Hest? What is this?’

The woman on the roots turned – she hadn’t formed completely, he saw then, there were ragged holes in her forearms and calves, bisected with slimy strings of matter – and gestured, almost lazily. The remaining ooze in the roots surged into busy life again and split into thousands of tiny scurrying things, a tide of them moving out of the shadow of Ygseril and towards them, the people on the marble floor.

Burrowers had come to Ebora, and the figure that stood on the sprawling roots of his god was the Jure’lia queen.

‘Get away!’ He turned and began running for the back of the room. ‘Everyone, get out!’ Most of the guests had got the idea already and were crashing through the doors, but in their panic, many of the chairs had been overturned. He saw people falling, being trampled underfoot, and then he saw them being overtaken by the beetle-like creatures. In moments, the Hall of Roots was filled with screams, and with a wave of horror that was almost like fainting he realised that he had left his sword back in his room.

He looked back, seeking his sister. What he saw was the old Eboran who had knelt by Ygseril’s roots. The old man was writhing as the burrowers surged down his throat and nibbled busily at his eyes; they were inside him already, eating away at his soft organs and flesh and leaving behind their own excreta – black lines of it dribbled from his mouth. Beyond that he could see the rest of the Eboran contingent – some of them had had the sense to get up and were making for the doors, but most were too weak to move. He saw one woman stamping weakly at the beetle-like creatures underfoot, but they were already in her hair, their mandibles slicing easy holes into her flesh. Aldasair’s friend, the big one with the axes – he remembered, his name was Bern and he was from Finneral – had his axes in his hands now. Although they were little use against such a small, fast moving enemy, he stood in front of his cousin as though he meant to protect him.

‘Hestillion!’

His sister jerked at the mention of her name, but she did not turn – she merely shook her head, as if disbelieving. The old Eboran had stopped writhing, and now he was standing up calmly, moving with more grace than he had in centuries. His eyes were empty holes, and he was smiling.

‘Hest! We’ll die if we stay in here! Come away from there!’ Tor shouted.

A crowd of burrowers swerved towards him then and Tor danced back, his heart in his throat. One of them got a purchase on the soft material of his boots and he felt a series of pinpricks in his skin as it scrambled up his leg. Grimacing, he smacked it away, but there were already two more in its place.

‘We have to run,’ he said, although he no longer knew who he was talking to. The Jure’lia were back, they had released the queen, and it would all end here after all; just faster than expected. A bitter laugh twisted in his throat.

And then there came a voice. There were no words, but a series of feelings, impressions – it came, he knew instinctively, from the same source as the great sense of sorrow he had felt moments before. Something enormous was speaking, although it had no mouth or throat, and with a shudder Tor knew what it was saying.

A gift. A final gift.

High above them, in Ygseril’s newly living branches, something silver was growing.
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Noon lay on her back on the enormous bed, staring up at the ceiling. There was a painting there – Eborans were keen on paintings everywhere, it seemed – and if she looked at it, following the lines and guessing at the story it told, she didn’t have to think about Mother Fast, and her missing eye or her melted face. She didn’t have to think about how even the lush grass, full of spring juices, had caught fire, or the look on her mother’s face when she had realised what was happening, or how people smelled when they were burning, the noises they made.

Noon cleared her throat, and narrowed her eyes at the ceiling.

The painting showed tall, elegant figures leaving on a ship, taking a route north, into an unknown sea. The ship had an elegant golden fox at the prow, and the artist had populated the ocean with wild sea monsters; giant squids with grasping tentacles, a thing like a great armoured crab, and women who were half fish, their mouths open to reveal pointy teeth. It was dangerous, their journey, but the artist had painted a tall man with brown skin leading the people, and he looked wise. You looked at him and you believed that he knew the paths around the monsters.

AWAKE.

The voice in her head obliterated all thought, and Noon squirmed on the bed as if she were drowning. She could taste blood in the back of her throat.

‘What is it?’

War, said the voice. It sounded both exulted and afraid. War has come for us again, my friend. Move! Quickly now!

Noon swung her legs off the bed. ‘What are you talking about, war? And where are you expecting me to go? The door is locked.’

But the voice was gone. Noon stood up, feeling warily for the stirring of energy within her. It was still there, banked down to embers now but ready to be called on. She walked over to the door and rattled the handle, just in case, but it was still firmly locked. Leaning against it, she grew still. What was that noise? She held her breath, and it came again: distant screaming. Her skin grew cold all over.

‘What’s happening?’

The voice rushed back into her head, and for the first time it did not sound calm or in control – it was panicked, wild and desperate.

Go! it cried. You have to go now, or you will miss it. You will miss me!

‘You have to tell me what you’re talking about. Talk some sense!’

The Hall of Roots. Please. You must go there, for me.

It was the note of pleading in the normally arrogant voice that got Noon moving. She grabbed her jacket and pulled on her boots, her heart thudding painfully in her chest. The screaming was louder now, and she thought she could hear the thunder of people running. She went back to the door and crashed her fists against it.

‘What’s happening? Let me out!’

There was no reply. Noon turned back to the room. There was a feeling now, a rushing tightness in her chest that had nothing to do with the screams outside or even the voice inside her. There was somewhere else she needed to be. This room was all wrong.

‘I’m stuck in here,’ she said aloud. ‘I can’t get out.’

The bitter amusement of the voice spread through her, making the ends of her fingers tingle.

You believe that this place can hold you?

It was a good point. Noon raised her arms in a slow graceful movement, summoning a churning ball of winnowfire between her hands. She swept it back and forth, feeding it the energy it needed to grow slowly, calling on the discipline of the presence inside her to do so. Eventually, the globe of fire hummed between her arms, a pot waiting to boil over. She ran towards the window and threw it. The fireball crashed into the window and it exploded in a shower of wood and glass. Noon covered her head with her arms, an expression on her face caught somewhere between fright and joy as the debris pattered down all around her. There were cuts on her forearms, stings like kisses over her flesh, but she barely noticed them. Now there was a hole in the wall rather than a window, and through it she could see bright daylight and the embers of her own fire. A way out. It seemed she was pretty good at finding those, after all.

As an afterthought, she picked up Tor’s sword before she left.

The distance between Ygseril and the doors had never seemed so far.

Behind Tor, the Jure’lia queen still hung suspended over the tree-god’s roots, held in place by the stringy black material that seemed to be both a part of her and something she could control. Hestillion had dropped to her knees where she stood, but the burrowers were ignoring her, splitting around her still form like the sea around a rock. He had lost track of Aldasair, somewhere in the midst of the panic, and now Tor was climbing over a mass of overturned chairs, pausing to stamp on the burrowers underfoot or brush them from his clothing. Everywhere he looked, humans were falling to the scurrying creatures, and the great hall rang with the sound of their screams as they were eaten alive. A figure lurched in front of him – a man with a trim black beard, now his face was lined with scratches from the busy feet of burrowers, and his eyes were holes lined with the same black substance oozing out from the roots. He grinned at Tor, and reached for him as though they were old friends.

Tor pushed him away, and then, thinking better of it, punched him solidly in the jaw. The man went down like a sack of potatoes but as Tor stepped over him, he saw that he was still grinning. Tor remembered something from Vintage’s many notes: it was difficult to knock a drone unconscious, because they had no brain left to damage.

‘I need to get my damn sword.’

Ahead of him he saw a pair of drones – they were easier to identify than he’d ever have imagined because they all moved in the same slick and boneless way – standing over a human, an older woman with a red scarf over her hair. The drones were holding her down while the burrowers flowed all over her, seeking their way in, and the poor woman was screaming and kicking. Tor vaulted over the fallen chairs, in the grip of a horror so great that it seemed to fill his throat with a painful heat, but as he reached them he saw two burrowers busily forcing their way down the woman’s throat, and her screams were abruptly muffled. He turned away. There was nothing he could do.

There was another woman on the floor ahead, struggling to get to her feet, and he recognised Mother Fast, the representative of the plains people who had so unsettled Noon. For now, the burrowers had missed her, and he scooped her up by her elbow. She met his eyes with her one working eye.

‘I believe it is time for us to leave, Mother Fast.’

‘And go where, boy? The worm people are back, and there are a handful of Eborans left to face them. We may as well lie down here, and have an end to it.’

‘You’re a barrel of laughs, aren’t you?’ Tor steered her round a pile of chairs, while all around them the screaming went on. ‘I have no intention of dying today, so if you’ll just—’

Ahead of them, the doors to the Hall of Roots blew off their hinges in a crash of green fire. Noon stepped into view, her black hair a corkscrewed mess and a teeming glove of green fire around her right arm. Next to him, Tor felt Mother Fast recoil.

‘That’s it, she’s come to kill us all now.’ Her voice was breathy, on the verge of hysteria. ‘I should have known, should have known that’s how it would end.’

‘Oh, do get a grip.’ Tor stamped heavily on a pair of burrowers skirting around Mother Fast’s feet. At the sight of Noon he had felt his heart lighten, and now he waved at her. ‘Noon!’ And she had his sword.

They met each other by a pile of broken chairs. Most of the audience had fled, with the remainder either drones or in the process of being made into them.

‘I don’t know what’s happened,’ he said quickly, although he suspected that wasn’t entirely true. Hadn’t it always been a mystery, what had happened to the Jure’lia at the end of the Eighth Rain? Hadn’t the question now been answered? ‘We have to get out of here.’

Noon pushed his sword into his hand. There was no confusion on her face now, no uncertainty. She didn’t even appear to be upset by the presence of Mother Fast; she gave the old woman one appraising glance and looked away.

‘Are you out of your mind?’ she said. Around them everything was terror and chaos, with the screaming of the people being eaten alive, the desperate scrabble for escape, and, underneath it all somewhere, the quiet and impossible sound of his sister weeping. But he looked into Noon’s face and he saw quiet amusement, and something else: a challenge. ‘Tor, if we can kill her here, all of this will end, now. Don’t you see?’

With the familiar weight of the Ninth Rain in his hands, he did see. ‘Will you cover me?’

Noon grinned, and he remembered the sweet taste of her blood.

Noon ran ahead of Tor, letting her instincts take over. The voice within her was a steadying presence, keeping her focussed, while a deeper inner voice moved her body. Spinning and sweeping her right hand down towards the floor, her fingertips brushing the marble surface, she built a great swathe of winnowfire around her, a bright green tunnel of vertical light powered by the alien energy inside. When she had been very small, the plains had once witnessed violent storms that looked like her tunnel of fire. Mother Fast – whom Tor had carefully pushed towards the door – had called them ‘gods’ fingers’, tall wavering columns of darkness that would eat up the land. Now Noon was her very own storm, and outside of it she could sense the figures of those already consumed by the Jure’lia, and beyond them the towering shape of the queen.

The drones fell back as her flames licked their spiral of destruction around her. Next to her, Tor was a blur, his sword slicing through the air with precise movements; drones fell to the floor, their heads severed from their necks, their happy smiles still in place.

‘Keep moving forward, don’t look back!’

A flood of burrowers swarmed towards them in an arrow-shape, a direct attack from the queen herself, no doubt. In response, Noon released some of the energy from the green storm circling her, and a curl of fire swept across the marble floor. Scores of burrowers exploded with yellow hisses of flame, and a strange, acrid smell filled the Hall of Roots.

Halfway there now. More drones came, their faces full of an empty contentment, and Noon lit them up like tapers, noting as she did so that the smell of burning flesh no longer bothered her.

Because you are a soldier, came the voice in her head. And then, I am close now. Look for me.

She glanced at Tor. He was heading towards his sister who was still sitting in a crumpled heap at the edge of the roots. His face was caught in profile, his fine brows drawn down in an expression of faintly annoyed concentration as he bloodied his sword again and again – although, in truth, it wasn’t blood that spurted from the bodies of the drones, but the same thick black substance that formed the body of the queen. It was likely that they would both die here, she reflected, as a cold sense of calm filled her chest. Too late to tell him anything, too late to express her particular affection for how his face looked right now – angry, indignant, desperate.

Concentrate on your task, soldier.

‘What is this? The very last warriors Ebora has to offer?’ The queen had walked to the edge of roots, and Noon caught a glimpse of her face; masklike and beautiful, it hung suspended in the shifting black matter of her body like a leaf floating downstream. In response, Noon released the energy of the storm surrounding her to swirl across the remainder of the hall, but the queen gestured and a wall of oily black liquid rose in front of her. The fire hissed against it, and Noon sensed rather than saw the queen flinch. The wall of black fluid dropped.

‘The last, and the best,’ called Tor. He met Noon’s eyes briefly, and she grinned at the reckless good humour she saw there. ‘You can crawl back to the dirt if you like, your majesty, and we can all carry on with our day.’

‘Manners, I like that.’ The queen turned her head to address Hestillion. ‘This one is blood to you, yes?’

Noon saw Hestillion’s shoulders move as she answered but within the roaring of the winnowfire she could not make out the words, and then a flower of pain blossomed on her leg, distracting her. She looked down to see a burrower making its way up her boot. Noon reached down and grasped it in her palm, summoning the fire to crush the creature in a short explosive gasp.

‘We’ll rush her,’ Tor was saying, his voice pitched only for her. ‘Throw what you’ve got up there for as long as you can, and I’ll circle around. This sword should do the trick, don’t you think? This is what it was re-forged for, after all.’

‘The Ninth Rain,’ said Noon in agreement, but she was thinking of something else now. There was some other factor, something else they had forgotten about, that they shouldn’t forget about. As if moving by itself, her head tipped up and, far above them, she saw the branches of Ygseril, spreading out over the great glass roof. Nestled there were silver shapes, bulbous and strange, surely too large and heavy to stay where they were. And when they dropped, they would crash onto the glass roof. Perhaps they would break through, lacerated on the way down by shards of glass, or perhaps they would roll away to land elsewhere in the palace grounds.

Noon stopped.

‘What are you doing?’

Ignoring Tor, Noon summoned the winnowfire once more, knowing that now more than ever she needed to be in control, and control had never been her defining trait. Briefly, she thought of Agent Lin, her steely expression of determination as Noon fled, frightened and weak.

That isn’t you any more.

‘I am a weapon.’ Noon thrust her arms up, and with it went a column of green fire that briefly turned the inside of the Hall of Roots as bright as a summer’s midday on the plains. Meeting the ceiling of glass, it blossomed, curling out in all directions.

‘What have you—?’

Noon threw herself at Tor, knocking him to the floor and into a pile of broken chairs. At almost the very same moment, the glass ceiling above them shattered with an ear-bruising explosion. The noise was extraordinary, and a deadly rain of glass and twisted iron followed it. Pressing her body to Tor’s, she waited for it to be over even as she tensed her body for what had to come next.

‘Did you just destroy the Hall of Roots?’ Tor’s voice was a hot gasp in her ear.

‘Just the glass,’ she replied, ‘not the branches. Can’t touch those.’

‘What?’

But Noon was already moving. Distantly she was aware that, again, she had been cut in various places, but, blotting out everything else was the sense that something was about to happen that she couldn’t miss. A quick glance told her that the queen had retreated behind her wall of ooze again, and that Hestillion was still alive, her slim arms held over her head. They were shaking. Noon looked up. The glass roof was gone, the edges of it smouldering, and Ygseril’s branches were swaying back and forth.

‘What – what did you do that for?’

Tor was by her side again. A piece of glass had caught him and a sheet of transparent blood had slicked his hair to his scalp, but he held his sword as steadily as ever. Noon pointed upwards. The clutch of silver pods were shivering now, high in the branches, nearly ready to fall.

‘It’s their time, Tor.’

She had spoken quietly, but the Jure’lia queen had heard her anyway.

‘You are wrong,’ she said, her colourless lips peeling back from perfect, gumless teeth. ‘It is finally our time.’

The branches of Ygseril were shaking, and the strange silver fruits were beginning to fall.

‘Nothing you’re saying makes any sense, my darling.’

Vintage sat with her legs out in front of her, one hand pressed to the crystal. Next to her Nanthema crouched on the other side of an impossible divide. She was being insufferably calm.

‘Think about it, Vin. Where do they go when they’re not attacking us? They must come from somewhere.’

‘If we knew that . . .’

‘Yes, so many other questions would be answered.’ Nanthema sighed, a short puffing of air between her lips that Vintage remembered very well. It was the sound of her putting a difficult problem to one side. ‘I’m telling you, I hear them, Vin. I can’t make out what they’re saying, of course, it’s like a distant room where a lot of people are talking a language I don’t speak. But every now and then another voice will come, and all the other voices become quiet. Or they all become the same voice.’ Vintage could see her frowning now. ‘But they are not far. Not far at all.’

‘None of this sinister speculation gets us any closer to freeing you.’

‘No, and you will need to go back soon. How much food did you bring with you? How much water?’

Vintage snorted. ‘What do you take me for? Some green-kneed child fresh out of the nursery? My dear, in my pack—’

At that moment the entire chamber shuddered violently. Vintage yelped, falling away from the crystal, and Nanthema’s startled query was cut off mid-sentence.

‘What the . . .?’

At first Vintage thought it must be the wreck finally falling apart – a big wave had loosened it, perhaps, preparing to shake its old bones onto the seabed at last. But the shuddering vibration was too constant, too regular. She turned back to the crystal and pressed her hand to it.

‘Get out now, before it all collapses! You fool, start climbing!’

Vintage shook her head. ‘I’m not leaving here without you, my dear.’ Behind Nanthema the clouds were racing faster across the sky, and a wind began to tug at her hair.

‘It smells like a storm here,’ said Nanthema, her eyes very wide. ‘It has never smelled of anything here before.’

Vintage opened her mouth to reply and a ring of bright white light travelled down the length of the chamber, from the very top to the very bottom. For a few seconds the light burned on the crystal, too bright to look at, and then Nanthema was falling through it, into her arms.

They both screamed.

Vintage recovered herself first. ‘This bloody place is waking up!’ She struggled to her feet, pulling the taller woman with her. She was delightfully solid, warm against her hands.

‘Then I think it’s best we are not here when it stretches its legs.’

Climbing out of the chamber, with the rope ladder swinging wildly back and forth with the vibrations, was, Vintage would reflect later, the hardest thing she had ever done. Knowing that Nanthema was alive and free, knowing that if she didn’t get her arse up the ladder swiftly enough she would doom them both, made her knees turn to water and her fingers turn into numb sticks. She gulped down air, desperate not to panic, and then they were out of the chamber and in the larger room. All around them, lights behind the fleshy material of the walls were bleeding into life, and the shuddering underfoot went on and on.

‘Can you find the way out, Vin?’

‘Of course I bloody well can.’ Vintage grabbed Nanthema’s hand. ‘Stay close to me.’

They ran.

To her surprise and enormous relief, Vintage found that she did indeed remember the way out. It was her observer’s eye, honed all these years on the strangeness of the Jure’lia artefacts. She could get them out, if the whole place didn’t fall to pieces around them, or they weren’t turned inside out by a stray parasite spirit, or they went too quickly and fell down some unseen chasm.

‘What was that?’ Nanthema squeezed her hand hard, forcing her to stop. They stood together in a darkened corridor, breathing hard.

‘Nanthema, we really need to—’

‘Shhh! Listen.’

Vintage stopped. There was the shuddering all around them, and she could hear the distant hiss of the sea now – they were close. And then, from somewhere deeper within the Behemoth, a soft voice, calling. It was female, that voice, and something about it caused Vintage’s insides to fill with ice.

‘How can that be?’ she hissed at Nanthema. ‘How can there be someone in here?’

‘It’s the voice I heard inside the crystal,’ said Nanthema. There were two points of colour high on her cheeks, and her crimson eyes were too bright in her pale face.

‘Come on, we’re nearly there.’

They heard the voice again and again as they ran, seeming to come from all over the broken Behemoth. It was soft, teasing almost, as though they were playing a game, and Vintage felt as though it was coming after them, seeping through the dark places wherever they ran.

Eventually, they saw a splash of daylight ahead, washed out and dappled with the shifting shape of the water, but as they approached it, a thick black substance began to ooze from the walls there. Nanthema skidded to a stop, and Vintage collided with the wall to her right.

‘What is it doing?’

The black substance appeared to be alive. It reached up with tar fingers and seeped towards the broken ceiling. As they watched, it flowed around the panels and tubes there, gently pushing them back into place. Further down, more of the black ooze was smoothing over the yielding material of the floor, healing it in some way that Vintage couldn’t understand.

‘It’s mending itself.’ Vintage blinked. She had an urge to pinch her own arm, sure that this must be some sort of nightmare – surely she must be back at Esiah Godwort’s compound, unconscious on the dirt, her face scorched with winnowfire – but then she heard the soft, cajoling voice again.

‘I’m not going through it,’ she said firmly, tugging at Nanthema’s arm. ‘Let’s go around.’

Edging around the corner they found another corridor leading to daylight, but it, too, was dripping with the substance. It was growing livelier all the time, as if it were gaining strength at the sound of the strange distant voice. The entire structure was groaning now, creaking as things that had not moved for centuries were shifted and eased into new positions. Vintage and Nanthema moved on, still seeking a clear way out, but the stuff was starting to ooze up from the floor, sticking to their boots and slowing them down.

‘It’s no good, Vin. We’ll just have to force our way out.’

Vintage nodded grimly. She unhooked the crossbow from her belt – although what good that would do against the oozing substance, she did not know – and they moved as quickly as they could down the nearest corridor. Vintage kept her eyes on the circle of weak daylight ahead while the walls to either side teemed with busy life. Once, a tendril of the stuff curled out towards her, exactly like a curious finger, and she had to bite her lip to keep from yelping as it brushed her curly hair. It was like being within the busy bowels of a gigantic creature: all the vital systems that kept it alive were churning on, and Vintage was a small piece of food, waiting to be digested. She pushed the image away hurriedly.

‘There, look!’

They had come to the end of the corridor, and from there she could see the rope she had used to climb up into the belly of the Behemoth, and, bobbing below it, her small boat. It was being tossed back and forth violently, as the waves were teased into action by the simmering movement of the wreck. It was around fifteen feet away, across a section of jagged wall.

‘We’ll have to climb it,’ said Nanthema. As soon as she finished speaking, the whole section they stood on tipped abruptly, nearly dumping them both straight into the water. Just above their heads, a smooth piece of greenish metal was being twisted back into place, and further up, similar parts were moving, the pieces of some giant jigsaw puzzle.

‘And bloody quickly. You go first, go!’

Nanthema scrambled down and across, taking fistfuls of the fleshy material and using it to yank herself along; she moved, if not with grace, then at least with strength. Vintage followed on behind, the muscles in her arms still numb with fright. She gritted her teeth against her panic. It would not do to fall now and drown in the black water below, drowned or crushed in the mysterious shifting of the Behemoth.

Ahead of her, Nanthema cried out. At first Vintage couldn’t see what had caused her to do so, and then a series of bright points of light slid through the wall around a hand’s breadth from Nanthema’s head. They looked like the sharp fingers of a glowing hand, filled with blue light. A parasite spirit – perhaps they were leaving like rats deserting a sinking ship? Nanthema cringed away from it and, holding on with one hand and her boots wedged into the Behemoth’s broad side, Vintage yanked her crossbow from her belt again and fired off a shot without pausing to think about it. The bolt struck the creature and it retreated instantly, the bolt itself snapping off and falling past Nanthema to be lost in the water.

‘Keep moving!’

They made it to the small boat, although it was bucking and dipping so wildly that Vintage felt they should be no drier than in the water. Nanthema took up the oars and began trying to manoeuvre them out of the shadowed space within the wreckage, while Vintage used a small pot to bail them out; the waves were slapping at them, threatening to toss them over as the Behemoth shifted and murmured to all sides, a long sleeping beast now awakening. The black substance was running down the walls, up and down and in all directions, and everywhere it went the skin of the creature repaired itself, pulling its scattered innards back from the corrosive seawater and unkind daylight; an uncanny healing.

As they left the main section of the Behemoth behind, the whole thing started to shift forward, meeting the section that stood stranded from it. Black tendrils reached out for it like grasping hands, and identical limbs met them from the other side. Vintage and Nanthema narrowly avoided both capsizing and being crushed between them, and then they were out, the overcast sky a blessed space over their heads.

‘Careful,’ said Vintage. She was still bailing out the boat, although she could barely tear her eyes away from the Behemoth. ‘There’s wreckage under the sea where we can’t see it, and knowing our luck that’ll be moving too.’

‘Right. Keep an eye out, Vin.’ Nanthema’s black hair was stuck to her cheeks with sweat.

The small boat tossed and lurched, and more than once Vintage was sure that they must be turfed out into the unkind sea, but Nanthema kept them moving and they didn’t stop until the shore was dusting their hull. Then, without speaking, they both turned and looked at the wreck they had just escaped.

‘By the roots,’ murmured Nanthema. ‘By the blessed roots.’

As they watched, the Behemoth – and it was a wreck no longer, there could be no doubt about that – began to rise out of its grave. Water gushed from it, a deafening roar as places that had been waterlogged for centuries were suddenly cleared. Portals opened in the side of it and more seawater was expelled, so much that Vintage thought it would never stop. The whole thing rose, clearing the sea in a great dripping mass. To Vintage, who had never truly expected to see a complete specimen of the things she had studied all her adult life, it looked like an impossibly fat woodlouse, segmented and swollen, covered all over in pulsing pores. Tendrils of the black material were still crawling over it, like flies over – well, flies over something very unpleasant.

The Behemoth, nearly whole and newly alive, rose slowly into the sky.

‘What is happening?’ Vintage took hold of Nanthema’s hand and the Eboran woman covered it with her own. They both stared at the vast creature, eyes wide like frightened children. ‘What is happening?’
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The question is: what broke our world?

Better yet: what poisoned it? They did of course. Every place they touch is broken and strange, and everything they leave behind sinks into the very flesh of Sarn to spread its tendrils of poison.

It poisons the world, but where do you put it? It’s not refuse that can be dumped in a distant ravine – the ravine will become poisonous, and the poison will spread. Put it in the sea, and the sea will also be poisoned. Attempts have been made to move the broken pieces of Behemoth, over the generations. They always result in people dying, one way or another. Even my beloved vine forest, and the grapes I have cultivated my whole life, are just as poisoned as anywhere else that has been touched by the Jure’lia.

So, instead, we build walls around our cities, the edges of towns are closely watched, and travel is a dangerous occupation, fit only for the mad and the desperate.

Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

The silver pods, high in the branches of Ygseril, were trembling slightly all over. Noon could see perhaps fifteen of them, and under the smooth silver skins living things were moving sluggishly. She had a moment to wonder if the fall would just kill them outright, and then they were falling, dropping one by one like overripe autumn apples.

‘The Ninth Rain,’ Tor breathed next to her. ‘But it’s so fast . . .’

The pods fell, and, belatedly, Noon realised exactly how large they were – the biggest was the size of a fully loaded cart. She yanked Tor back, looking too late for cover, and then they were crashing to the marble floor all around them, bouncing and rolling in sudden chaos, hitting with deep sullen thuds that Noon felt through her boots. She and Tor danced out of their way while Hestillion cringed against the roots, but miraculously none of them were struck.

‘I never thought I’d see it.’ Tor looked bewildered, and much younger than he had a moment ago. ‘I never thought I’d see them.’

Noon glanced around at the pods, her heart in her mouth. Something was wrong here, terribly wrong, but there was no time . . . she knew which one as soon as she laid her eyes on it, as clear to her as the full moon in an empty summer sky. It was the largest of them all, taller than she was, and the pull towards it was impossible to ignore.

‘Now you have to cover me, my friend.’

Tor blinked at her, utter confusion on his face, but then his sister was standing up and shouting questions at the queen, her voice strong and faintly outraged.

‘This is holy ground you walk upon, creature. What do you think gives you the right to be here?’

Noon saw the mask-like face that hung within the teeming mass of the queen’s body turn towards Hestillion, its perfect eyebrows raised in genuine surprise, but then the pod seemed to summon her again. She walked towards it, no more able to stop than she was able to float up into the sky. Inside her there was a fluttering sensation, as though she were a glass jar with a moth trapped inside.

‘I am here, I am here,’ she murmured. Placing her hands on the smooth skin of the pod, she wasn’t surprised to find that it was hot to the touch, fevered almost. Beneath the taut covering something was shifting, pushing and straining. Distantly, she was aware of both Tor and Hestillion remonstrating with the queen – they were distracting the Jure’lia creature, but she wouldn’t play along for long.

‘Everything hangs in the balance,’ she said to the pod. ‘Here, at the time of your new birth.’ The words weren’t hers, and as each one left her mouth she felt dizzier and dizzier.

Help me, said the voice in her head. You will have to help me. This is too soon.

Noon was momentarily lost. She had no knife, nothing to cut this smooth surface with. Dimly she was aware that Aldasair and the big man, Bern, were somewhere amongst the fallen pods, and she briefly considered asking the Finneral man to let her use his axes; but instinctively she flinched away from this idea. Human steel at such a birthing was wrong. Instead, she knelt by the pod and pressed her hands flat to it, summoning the swirling energy to her as she did so. Not flames, but heat; not the sun, but the fine building of summer within the sun-soaked stone. She poured it into the pod, feeling the surface beginning to blister under her fingers, and then it split, suddenly, like a nut on a fire. Noon pushed her fingers under the edges and pulled, revealing a membranous white material, a little like lace, and then that tore and she was looking into a huge, violet eye, the pupil a black slash down the middle, narrowing at the sight of her.

VOSTOK.

It was like being punched between the eyes. Noon reeled, struggling to stay conscious, and then she was tearing at the pod, and inside it something huge was battering its way out. Pieces of the pod came away in her hands easily now, slippery with an oily fluid, and the lace-like substance disintegrated in her hands. A scaled snout thrust its way through the gap, blasting hot breath into her face, and then an entire head appeared, shaking off scraps of pod material before collapsing heavily onto her lap.

‘Vostok?’

Bigger than a horse’s head, it was reptilian in nature, a long snout studded with pearly white scales, some as big as medallions, some as small as the nail on Noon’s smallest finger. The creature – Vostok, thought Noon feverishly, her name is Vostok – opened her long jaws and panted, revealing lines of wickedly sharp teeth and a dark purple tongue. The top of her sleek head bristled with curling horns, bone-white and tapering to points, while on the bony nubs protruding from beneath the violet eyes, tiny white feathers sprouted, damp and stuck together. A long, sinuous neck led back inside the pod, where Noon could just make out a body, curled and compact but already moving to be free. Noon cradled the head in her arms as best she could. The fluid of the pod had soaked into her clothes, and there was a bright, clean smell everywhere, like sap.

Child, you birthed me in your witch fire.

Noon nodded. The voice was echoing strangely.

You understand I have to take back what was taken.

Noon nodded again. She understood. She welcomed it.

The great reptilian body inside the pod – dragon, exulted Noon, dragon – flexed and the last of its cocoon burst and fell aside. The head rose from Noon’s lap and the snout rested against Noon’s forehead for a moment. The scales felt cool now, like a blessing.

There was a brief impression of movement and bulk – Noon saw great white wings, still wet and pressed to the dragon’s back – and then a long talon pierced her, in the soft place below her ribs.

Pain, and a rushing sensation. The presence within her, and its boiling energy, flowed away, rushing out and leaving her stranded, a piece of debris on the shore. And then on the tail of that, her blood, soaking the front of her jacket. In confusion she thought of Tor. Couldn’t she hear him shouting something now? Wasn’t it her name?

‘Thank you, child.’ The voice that had been carried inside her for so long was now issuing from the dragon. Noon didn’t understand how that could be, but it was. Vostok’s long jaws hung open, panting like a dog. ‘But your service is not over.’

Vostok withdrew her talon. Noon screamed, unable not to – the taking away was somehow worse than being pierced – yet when she looked down she saw her torn jacket, her blood, but no wound; just a ragged silver scar. She pressed her fingers against it wonderingly.

‘No time.’ Vostok thrust her head against her, nearly knocking her over. ‘Get up and fight.’

A war-beast. A real living war-beast, born from Ygseril’s branches.

Tor could hardly drag his eyes from it. The creature was glorious, a confection of pearly white scales and silvered claws. It had wings like an eagle, but each feather was as white as snow, and as yet still wet with the fluid it had been birthed in. Noon was talking to it, her hands pressed to either side of its long mouth, heedless of the teeth and the power in that jaw—

Hestillion’s elbow caught him in the rib and he dragged his attention back to their current problem.

‘This is unprecedented,’ Hestillion was saying. Her voice now was level, control in every word as she spoke to the Jure’lia queen. And, for a wonder, the queen was listening. ‘Our peoples have never spoken before, as far as I know?’

‘Peoples.’ The Jure’lia queen seemed to find this amusing.

‘Why is that? You are clearly intelligent, you can communicate with us.’ Hestillion cleared her throat and held her head up. Her face was still much too pale for Tor’s liking, but there was a stubborn set about her mouth that he remembered well. ‘What I’m saying is, surely an agreement can be reached.’

‘Hestillion . . .’

She elbowed him in the ribs again. She didn’t want his opinion; she wanted his attention.

‘Such a remarkable mind,’ said the queen. Her mask-like face split into a wide smile. Slightly too wide. It made Tor think of hands making her face move; hands that did not truly understand how human faces worked. ‘Always thinking of solutions. You never rest, seeking it. Remarkable. I have so enjoyed our talks.’

Hestillion seemed to ignore this. ‘There is no need to re-live this war over and over again, as we have done for generations. You want land? You can have it. We can agree on land for you to have. Then you will stay there, and we will stay here. In time, we may . . . reach out to each other. Or, if you prefer, we could never speak again.’

The dripping black mass that made up the body of the queen shivered all over, like a breeze across the calm surface of a lake, and then she made an odd, hissing sound. It took Tor a moment to realise she was laughing, or whatever the Jure’lia equivalent was.

‘Your bright little mind does not know everything,’ said the queen, baring her gumless teeth. ‘All must be consumed, for us to live. We do not make agreements with food. You have no idea how close to the end you are.’

The queen gestured up, to the bright sky overhead. Within it, the corpse moon hung like a green shadow and – Tor felt his heart lurch in his chest – it was larger than he had ever seen it. The corpse moon, the long-dead Behemoth in the sky, was coming towards them. Now that he looked, he could see movement on the surface of the thing. Too distant yet to identify, but patches of it that had been in shadow as long as he could remember were growing bright again.

‘No!’ Hestillion took an angry step towards the roots. ‘Why won’t you listen to me? I know you’re not an idiot!’

‘Enough, little morsels,’ said the queen, almost kindly. ‘Ebora ends here, now, forever. And Sarn will follow.’

‘Never.’

At the sound of that voice, Tor felt all the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He turned round to see the dragon stalking towards them, Noon sitting on its back, just ahead of where its wings began.

‘Oh, old enemy,’ said the queen. ‘You have been turned out of your womb too early. You are but a babe in arms, and your brothers and sisters still sleep.’ She pouted. ‘I am sad for you.’

‘My wings may be wet and my fire unkindled, but I can still kill you, parasite. I am not alone.’

The dragon lowered its head as Noon sat up, her hands in front of her. A bright point of green light appeared there, and then Noon seemed to strike it, sending a ball of roaring fire across the hall straight at the Jure’lia queen. The wall of black ooze rose to meet it in a teeming curtain, but the fire exploded against it like acid, blowing it to tatters. The Jure’lia queen shrieked, twisting the black slime around her like a cloak. All around them, the drones and the burrowers that had been still lurched into sudden life.

It was the strangest, and perhaps shortest, battle of Tor’s life. There were around fifteen drones left, men and women with holes for eyes and dreamily blank expressions. Three of them rushed him, trying to overpower him at once, but none of them carried weapons and his sword made short work of them. Two of them went for Hestillion, who produced a short dagger from the folds of her dress, and then she was lost to view as another three came for him. He heard a bellow and a series of thumps and spotted the warrior Bern, his axes flying as he took down the drones on that side of the hall, an expression of horrified disgust on his face. Aldasair was there with him, weaponless but refusing to leave the bigger man’s side.

Tor raised his sword again and was almost knocked flying as the dragon leapt past him, crashing into the group of drones. Tor caught a glimpse of Noon, her hands and arms working furiously as she generated ball after ball of winnowfire. Her face wasn’t just calm; it was exalted. The dragon swept its long tail across the floor, knocking a handful of the drones onto their backs, before Noon drenched them all in dragon-fuelled winnowfire. They went up like tapers, as though being hollow inside made them easier to burn.

Another drone lurched at Tor. This one he recognised; once, it had been Thadeous, an Eboran who had been a good friend of his father’s. When Tor had trained for the sword, Thadeous had been there too; the man had been a legend amongst those who trained with weapons, practising relentlessly, decades of skill endlessly honed. For the ceremony, he had dressed in his old military uniform, despite the ravages of the crimson flux turning his face into a cracked mask, and his sword still hung at his side. Now, his eyes were empty black holes.

‘Thadeous,’ Tor nodded formally, ‘I don’t suppose those creatures ate away your skill at using a sword, by any chance?’

The drone bared its teeth at him and lunged, the blade suddenly in its hands. Tor met it easily enough but found himself pushed away, wrong footed, and narrowly avoided being run through. He staggered, aware now that there were burrowers all around, scuttering across his boots and dividing his attention. Thadeous leapt at him again, and they fought bitterly for a few moments, Tor gradually being pushed back away from his sister and the roots. The burrowers may have eaten the man’s brain, but it seemed that his body remembered his years of training, and Tor found himself at a distinct disadvantage.

‘Too many years,’ he gasped, ‘fighting off – giant bears and – bloody parasite – spirits.’

The old man got in under his guard; too close for a killing wound, but the drone brought up his fist and punched him on the scarred part of his face. Tor felt the skin across his cheekbone split, a bright slither of pain, and that somehow was too much. This day had started so well, with its sunshine and its hope, and now he was here, about to be killed by one of his father’s oldest friends while the Jure’lia spread their filth over Ebora. Enough.

With a bellow of rage he brought his elbow up and crashed it into Thadeous’s throat, half collapsing it in one blow. The drone fell back and Tor swept the Ninth Rain up and round, severing its head from its neck so swiftly it turned a full somersault in the air before falling to the marble floor with a hollow thud.

‘You always were a tedious old fart, Thadeous.’

The joy of battle.

Vostok had spoken of it to her in the quiet moments between dreams, but Noon had not understood. Now, with one hand pressed to the dragon’s smooth scales and the other carving elegant shapes in the air – shapes that summoned flames more precise and powerful than she’d ever imagined – she saw their enemies falling before them and she was filled with a sense of rightness. No question here of what was right or wrong, no concerns over guilt. There was just the joy of battle, of believing utterly in the fight.

Together they had edged closer to the Jure’lia queen, burning or breaking the drones she sent towards them, and now they were on the edge of the roots. To Noon’s surprise, Vostok stepped lightly over them, her enormous serrated talons not leaving a scratch, and the queen retreated, slithering back to the bulk of the trunk. There was a building of excitement in Noon’s chest as the queen threw up wall after wall of her strange black substance, and again and again she burned it away.

‘Bite her or burn her?’ she murmured to Vostok. The dragon’s amusement washed over her.

‘I would not bite such as she. I will be picking it out of my teeth for weeks.’ Vostok shook herself, like a dog in the rain. ‘No, you must burn her, child.’

Noon grinned. ‘Gladly.’

At that moment, the Hall of Roots filled with a desolate roaring. Hot, fetid air was blasted on them from above, and a great shadow fell over them. Noon looked up and saw the corpse moon hanging now not in the distant sky but just above them. Scuttling shapes like six-legged spiders moved busily across its surface, and at the blunt head of the thing, a dark mouth was opening. All joy and certainty fled, and instead she was left with the eerie sense that her dream had come back – the nightmare that had caused her to flee the Winnowry had followed her and here it was. Perhaps everything had been a dream, after all.

‘Pay attention!’ Vostok shook her, tossing her back and forth like a doll. ‘Are you a warrior or not?’

‘But that thing—’

‘That thing is a distraction. Will you look at what is happening here?’

Dragging her eyes away from the rapidly approaching corpse moon, Noon saw that Tor was fighting for his life. With them distracted, the queen had sent the burrowers in a thick wave towards him, and now he was thrashing on the floor, trying to keep them from crawling inside his mouth.

‘Tor!’

‘Leave him. Now is our chance to take the queen. Take what you need from me—’

‘No.’ Noon could feel Vostok’s will pressing on her like a physical weight, but she threw it off. ‘You can’t ask me to do that. Not him. I will not—’

‘Humans! You are more foolish even than Eborans.’ But the dragon turned and leapt, crashing down to stand over Tor protectively. Noon slipped easily from her back and released a wide cloud of green flame, a burst of near-heatless energy that doused Tor from head to foot. Each of the burrowers burst into flame but the Eboran was left unscathed. Dragging him to his feet, Noon shoved him towards Vostok.

‘Thank you, I think. Did you mean to burn just them?’

‘Shut up and get up there.’

Together they scrambled up onto Vostok’s back, but it was too late. The corpse moon now blocked out all daylight, and a thin line of the wet black fluid had descended from the gaping hole in its front end like a rope, and the Jure’lia queen had extended her arm to reach it – the two were one now, a glistening black line from one to the other. She smiled at them.

‘You are running away?’ bellowed Vostok. The dragon reared back in frustration and Tor and Noon had to grasp onto her shoulders to keep from falling off. ‘Coward! Noon, burn her!’

Noon scrambled up, holding on with her thighs only, and threw a barrage of winnowfire at the queen, but she swept away from it, closer to the waiting Behemoth.

‘You will get your fight soon enough, relic.’ Her face changed, becoming, to Noon’s mind, almost conflicted. ‘I said, did I not, that you would not be left behind again?’

Noon frowned, belatedly realising that the queen wasn’t talking to them. She looked up to see Hestillion standing on the roots, her dress ragged and torn but otherwise untouched. In her arms she held the smallest of the war-beast pods.

‘You did say that, yes,’ she said. Her face was very still and pale.

The Jure’lia queen nodded once, and Hestillion and the pod were swept up in a wave of black fluid, borne past them and up, up towards the broken ceiling of the Hall of Roots. There she joined the queen and then they were lost to view, spirited up to the waiting Behemoth at an uncanny speed. Vostok leapt forward, her wet wings beating once, twice against her sides before giving up. The gaping mouth at the front of the corpse moon sealed over in silence, and a dozen spidery creatures crawled over it, smoothing it into place before the whole thing shuddered and roared again, turning slowly away from them.

Noon watched as the Behemoth moved south, edging out of their field of vision until the blameless blue sky filled the hole in the roof again. Small fires burned everywhere in the Hall of Roots, and bodies were strewn amongst the broken chairs. The place stank of smoke and death.

Tor was the first to break the silence.

‘Did the Jure’lia just steal my sister?’

Noon opened her mouth to tell him that she didn’t think ‘steal’ was the right word, but looking at his stricken, bleeding face, she found that she could not.

Instead she took his hand and kissed the palm of it. She tasted blood.
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Of all the places in the palace, Tor had always considered the Hatchery to be the saddest. Even Hestillion, in her passion to keep things running as though the Eboran empire still lived, could not face the Hatchery, and the place had not been opened in at least a hundred years. It was a beautiful, long room, lined with windows on both sides so that the warm sunlight could gently heat the fruits of Ygseril, but the windows were blind with dust now, and the padded silk nests that had been built to house each of the silver pods were half rotted, the silk peeling away like old skin. In truth, Tor had felt embarrassed, particularly under the unnerving violet gaze of the dragon, Vostok. Looking at this room, you could not ignore the fact that Ebora had admitted defeat.

Nonetheless, it was all they had. One by one, he and Aldasair and the big man, Bern, had carried the pods in here, settling them into the musty silk nests. There had been fourteen in all, not including Vostok, but a number of them were small, and cold to the touch. This had been one of many things they had resolutely not spoken of as they set about their work – along with the return of the Jure’lia, where the queen had been exactly all these years, and what had happened to his sister.

It was the next day. The sky was overcast now, and the palace was inordinately quiet. Tor had grown used to the people on the lawns, the gentle noise that you barely noticed, and now most of them were gone. Aldasair had told him that some had left when the corpse moon had charged down out of the sky towards them – Tor could hardly blame them for that – although a few had remained, perhaps out of curiosity, perhaps out of the slightly desperate belief that Ebora could still protect them in some way. Or perhaps the newly birthed pods were a symbol of hope. Tor frowned and touched his fingers to the cut on his burned cheek. We can hardly protect ourselves.

‘This will be the next to hatch, I think.’

Aldasair was at one of the nests. He had a fine purple bruise on his cheek, and a lot of his confidence appeared to have ebbed away again, but he spoke quietly and firmly, with little of the absentness of the old days. The pod that he stood in front of was very large, the size of a small cart, and heat came off it in waves.

‘I think you are right,’ Tor squeezed his cousin’s shoulder. ‘We will be here when they are born, all of them. For what it’s worth.’

‘Vostok said – Vostok said that those that are dead should be given to her, to eat. To bolster her strength.’ Aldasair patted the surface of the pod lightly. ‘She said she can feel them growing, some of them, but that others are absent. They were just the start of something, unfinished.’

‘Is that what she said?’

Tor looked down the other end of the long room. The dragon who called herself Vostok was there, her great bulk curled around on itself, her long head lying on the thick carpet. Noon was there too, also sleeping, curled up against the dragon like a baby lamb with its mother. She had no fear of the dragon – had not been apart from it since the battle, in fact.

‘She also said . . . some other things.’ Aldasair straightened up, grimacing. ‘I think you should talk to her, Tormalin.’

Tor sighed. ‘I expect you’re right.’

‘You have questions, son of Ebora?’

There was no ignoring the summons in that voice. Tor turned away from the pod and walked down to the far end of the room. Noon had woken up too, and the look she gave him was uncannily like that of the dragon – piercing, confident. Certain.

‘More to the point, do you have answers?’ Tor paused, shaking his head. There was too much he needed to know. ‘The other war-beasts. Why have they not grown properly? What will happen to them?’

Vostok grunted, raising her head on its long serpentine neck so that it was on a level with Tor. Noon stood up and leaned against the dragon’s great bulky shoulders.

‘A short question with a long answer. My brothers and sisters and I, we are born from Ygseril, and we go back to Ygseril when we die. Our spirit returns to him, and eventually, our souls move up from the roots, through the trunk, and into his branches, where we are born again. When we are needed.’

Tor realised he was blushing slightly. ‘You have to understand. Ebora is not what it once was. The knowledge we had . . . it has died, with our people. You must forgive my ignorance.’

The dragon tipped her head slightly to one side; it did not matter.

‘The Eighth Rain. New war-beasts were born, and we went to do battle, as is our purpose. There were hundreds of us then, and we flew out across Sarn to drive the invaders back, as we always did. But this time, mistakes were made.’ Vostok’s eyes flashed, with anger or some other emotion, Tor could not tell. ‘The Jure’lia encroached deep into Eboran territory. They came here. The queen herself came here.’ Scaly lips peeled back to reveal shining teeth; there was no mistaking a sneer, thought Tor, even on a dragon’s face. ‘Ygseril took it upon himself to end the war. When the queen sank into his roots, seeking his power and knowledge, he let himself die, trapping her down there in the icy web of his own death. As long as he was dead, the queen could not escape. And she has always been the very heart of what the Jure’lia are. Without her, the Behemoths failed, and all her little creatures died.’

Noon caught Tor’s eye then. ‘When we see Vintage next, we’ll have to tell her this. Can you imagine the look on her face?’

She was smiling, just slightly, and Tor was filled with a terrible urge to kiss her, to take her to him and— he looked away. The blush hadn’t left his face.

‘Unfortunately, when Ygseril died, it left us stranded,’ Vostok continued. ‘We are as deeply connected to him as the queen is to her minions. We died too, yet this time, our souls were lost. With no comprehension of what we were, we wandered, unknowing things of light and sorrow. I . . .’

Vostok trailed off, and Noon carried on for her. It was impossible to miss the connection between them now.

‘They were the parasite spirits, Tor. All along, they were the souls of your war-beasts, cut adrift from their home. Their souls couldn’t return to Ygseril.’

‘Even we did not know what we were. All we had was a sense that the Behemoths were important somehow, dangerous, that we should be . . . near them. We felt a great loneliness, and a need to be within living flesh. Something we could never achieve.’

Tor felt his stomach lurch. That was why the spirits turned people inside out; they were seeking their physical bodies.

‘And this is important, son of Ebora,’ said Vostok. When the dragon spoke, her mouth hung open and the words were there, although Tor did not understand how – she had no human lips and tongue to form them. ‘I am here because Noon carried me back inside her. I know who I am and our history. These others, my brothers and sisters that remain alive in their pods. They will not have their true voices. They will not have their root-memories. In short, they will not be complete. It is important you understand this.’

Tor blinked. ‘Noon carried you back here? What do you mean?’

‘It was in Esiah’s compound, Tor.’ For the first time, Noon looked mildly uncomfortable. ‘When I absorbed the parasite spirit, that was Vostok. I took her inside me, and she has been with me since.’

Tor raised his eyebrows. ‘You didn’t think this was worth mentioning at the time?’

‘I don’t know if you remember, Tor, but you weren’t in much of a state for deep discussions.’ But she turned her head away as she said it, and Tor thought he wasn’t the only one feeling wrong-footed.

‘Hundreds of war-beasts flew to fight in the Eighth Rain, you said,’ Tor continued. ‘We have only fourteen. Fifteen, including you.’

‘You don’t even have that,’ Vostok’s tone was sour. ‘The newly revived Ygseril was far too weak to produce the pods that he did, but he did it anyway, out of desperation for his children. We were not ready. Rightly, we should have had days to gestate upon the tree, but we fell too early.’ Vostok shrugged, a strange movement that travelled down her entire body. Pearly scales caught the subdued light and winked like moonlight on water. ‘You are lucky that I live, and that I was present enough, thanks to Noon, to fight. The others . . . time will tell. If you have more luck, son of Ebora, they will live, and although they may not have their true voices, their root-memories, they will choose warriors to bond with, as I have. Then we may have a chance.’

‘You have bonded? Already?’

An uncomfortable silence pooled between them, Vostok and Noon both looking at him steadily. Eventually, he shook his head, half laughing.

‘I may not know enough about Eboran history, but I do know that no human has ever bonded to a war-beast . . .’

He trailed off. Noon tipped her head to one side, still looking at him, and he cleared his throat. Vostok chuckled.

‘Yes, it is unusual. Particularly as my kind has never had any love for the green witch fire . . . however, having lived inside it for a time, I see it anew. It is a fine weapon, of a sort. And son of Ebora, we can hardly afford to be choosey. How many of you live, now? Bearing in mind that your sister has left you.’

It was painful to hear that. ‘A few live. If we can throw the crimson flux off, there is a chance for us. Speaking of which, this must mean Ygseril lives?’

Now Vostok looked uncomfortable, turning her long head away. ‘He lingers,’ she said. ‘Being dead for so long, waiting with the poison of the Jure’lia suffusing his roots . . . it has left him greatly weakened.’

Tor took a slow breath against the thudding of his heart. ‘Then, the sap? Will he be able to produce it? Will my people be healed of the crimson flux?’ He felt a terrible urge to touch his scarred cheek, and fought it down with difficulty.

‘You must wait, son of Ebora. Ygseril fights – he fights to live. For now, it is taking all of his essence to sustain his link with us, his war-beasts, and as I said before, without that link, we are nothing. I cannot say if he will be able to heal Ebora. You will have a small and weakened force here, Tormalin the Oathless, and a terrible war is about to begin. You will have to fight.’

Aldasair’s shout echoed down the room, the excitement and anxiety impossible to miss.

‘It’s hatching! It’s coming, quickly now!’

Heedless of the dragon, Tor turned and ran back down the chamber. Aldasair was kneeling in front of the pod, his face flushed. The silvery surface was already breached, and behind a thick lacy membrane something alive was moving. Tor knelt next to him and together they began to break away pieces of the pod, scattering them to the floor. Vostok and Noon came up behind them.

‘Will this be another dragon?’ asked Noon as the pieces fell away. Tor glanced up at her, and saw the same anxious excitement on her face as he felt on his own.

Vostok rumbled a response. ‘I cannot say, child. We are all of us different.’

Be strong, thought Tor. The oily fluid inside the pod coated his hands and forearms now. The smell of it was a good thing, clean and sharp, like apples. Be strong, be a weapon for us to use in this war. Help us to survive, at least.

The lacy material split and a huge paw burst through, covered in wet grey fur and studded with four long black claws, wickedly curved like hooks. It landed on Tor’s hand, and a moment later a great blunt head forced its way through the hole – it was an enormous cat, eyes bright and yellow, like lamps, ears folded back against its head. It stared, it seemed to Tor, directly into his soul, and then the thing hissed, digging its claws into his arm. Tor yelped.

‘Looks like you’ve been chosen,’ said Noon, from behind him. He could hear the smile in her voice. ‘I would recommend leather gloves. Elbow-length ones.’

On the third day, they camped in the hills, some distance above the small seaside town. They had been there briefly, attempted to warn who they could, but what could you say, other than run? The people there had been disbelieving, and then they had seen it for themselves, rising like a bad moon over them. Vintage and Nanthema had fled with heavy hearts – the risen Behemoth had moved slowly in the first couple of days, still juddering and uncertain, but despite the gaping holes it still sported in its side, the thing appeared to have recovered some of its appetite.

Now Vintage poked their fire, her eyes returning again and again to what was left of the little town. In the purple light of dusk it was difficult to tell that it had ever been a town at all. Now it was a confusion of thick green varnish, a collection of broken buildings under it somewhere. The Jure’lia had moved on, but not before the Behemoth had birthed one of its terrible maggot-like creatures, a thing that consumed everything before it and excreted the viscous substance they called varnish. Vintage thought that she would never forget the sight of that hideous, wriggling thing being birthed from the side of the Behemoth. She thought it would probably haunt her dreams nightly, for however long she had left.

‘I never really thought I’d live to see the Ninth Rain,’ said Nanthema. She had made a rough sort of stew from their supplies and was pushing it around the bottom of her bowl. ‘I don’t think any of us did, really.’

Vintage felt the corners of her mouth turn up, against her will.

‘What is it?’

‘Oh, an Eboran friend of mine had a sword named the Ninth Rain. I wonder how he’s getting on.’

‘You had an Eboran friend besides me?’ Nanthema had injected a note of outrage into her voice, but Vintage didn’t feel much like laughing.

‘I think you’d like him. We have a lot to talk about, Nanthema.’

‘We do.’ The humour faded from the Eboran’s face, and for the first time she did look older. ‘I need to go home, don’t I?’

At that moment, the wind changed, and, carried on it, they heard a distant, eerie crying. At first Vintage thought it must be an animal, hurt in the forest somewhere, but the wind blew stronger and it became clearer. It was the sound of a great number of people crying out in horror and pain; another town, somewhere near, had discovered that the worm people were back.

‘Yes. But let’s not talk about it tonight.’ Vintage looked up at the sky, deepening towards night all the time. The stars were just coming out, a scattering of shining dust in the heavens, but she found them no comfort. The Jure’lia had returned, and she had lived to see a war that could end them all. Reaching across, she pulled a bottle of wine from her pack, and ferreted out a pair of tin cups. ‘Drink with me, my darling, and let’s keep the darkness at bay for one more night, at least.’


Read on for the first chapters of THE BITTER TWINS
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The Ninth Rain has fallen.

The Jure’lia are awake.

Nothing can be the same again.
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‘What to do with all the flesh, and all the bone? That was the question no one had considered, of course.

‘Human beings are not, after all, simple bags of blood. At the end of all the fighting, the battlefields of the Carrion Wars were heaped with bodies – actual hills of bodies, corpses so numerous that they dammed rivers and caused floods. The crows and the ravens and the other scavenging birds turned the sky black. It was quite a sight. I made many drawings, many paintings.

‘Obviously, once we had taken what we needed, we left them there – it was not Ebora’s problem, what became of those bloodless bodies, and the plains people were, quite understandably, reluctant to come and collect them, so the human corpses stayed right where they were and rotted into the ground. The animals had their feed, and the bones were left to litter the battlefields like grains of rice cast onto the floor. Sometimes, when it is quiet here in my rooms, I listen and I think I can hear the ghosts calling me, crying out in their hundreds, their thousands. I want to get up and sketch them, but I sit with the charcoal in my hand and do nothing. There is no imagining their multitudes, and no way to capture it on canvas.

‘I did not fight in the Carrion Wars, but I was there to witness the horror. Arnia curls her lip at me and says nothing, but it is clear enough what she thinks of that. I think it is important someone is here to witness these things, or at least, I used to think so. Perhaps if I hadn’t been there to witness the slaughter and carry those heavy images in my head, I would have made different decisions and we wouldn’t be where we are now, with the burdens we now carry.

‘I still hear the ghosts sometimes, and they call me unto death, where I belong.’

The words of Micanal the Clearsighted, taken directly from what I must assume is his most personal journal. Quite the gloomy sod, but I cannot deny there is real poetry in his writing – which is not surprising, given that he was Ebora’s most celebrated artist: a genius in a nation of masters. And whatever I might think about his tendency towards melodrama, there are clues here – to the reality of the Carrion Wars and the devastation the crimson flux wrought on the Eboran people – that are without doubt, a staggering gift to my own studies.

Extract from the private journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon

‘What have I done?’

Hestillion clung to the silver pod, hugging it to her chest as though it were the only solid thing in existence. There was a yawning sensation in the pit of her stomach.

‘What is wrong, Hestillion Eskt, born in the year of the green bird?’

Hestillion looked up. She was kneeling on the floor of a room unlike anything she’d seen before. The walls were a soft, fleshy grey, punctured here and there with odd fibrous growths, small lights hanging at the end of each. The ceiling above her was a shifting mass of black liquid; the same black liquid that had reached down for them from the corpse moon. She could still feel the strange prickly sensation it had left against her skin – it had been obscenely hot, like the hand of a person wracked with fever. With a jolt, she remembered where she was.

‘I am inside the corpse moon.’

The queen moved into sight, then, moving languidly on legs of the shifting black liquid. Her face, a white mask resting on a bed of the stuff, seemed to grow more certain as she looked at Hestillion; the features a little stronger, a little more distinct. She smiled, an uncanny stretching of her lips.

‘The corpse moon? That is what you call it?’

Hestillion took a breath. ‘No, not truly. It’s what the humans called it. They never saw it alive, after all. Not the ones that are around now, anyway.’

The queen tipped her head to one side. ‘We like it. The corpse moon.’

There was a hum, and the room shook faintly, a soft vibration that travelled up through Hestillion’s slippers and into her bones. Seeing her look of surprise, the queen stepped over to her – the movement strange and elongated – and leaning down, pressed a narrow finger to the floor. Immediately, the soft grey material grew translucent, bleeding outwards like grease on thin paper until, to Hestillion’s horror, she could see the landscape speeding away below them. She gave a little cry, almost falling backwards.

‘We travel up and away now, you see,’ said the queen. ‘We are worn and broken and old, but we can do that.’

Hestillion swallowed hard. They were so high in the sky she could barely fathom it. Her beloved Ebora was there below, recognisable from its marble and its wide streets, but as she watched, a white shape moved in front of the impromptu window. A cloud. They were above the clouds. This must be what it is to fly with the war-beasts, she thought, and she gripped the pod a little tighter. It was cold.

‘This makes you uncomfortable.’ It wasn’t a question as such, and when Hestillion looked back up at the queen she saw that the creature was peering at her in genuine curiosity. More alarmingly, the ceiling above her was moving, and long glistening appendages began to ooze out of the black liquid; seven of them, like long multiple-jointed fingers. As she watched, pale orbs began to push through at the end of each, rolling wetly to clear themselves of the black mucus.

Hestillion scrambled to her feet and drew herself up to her full height. She very deliberately did not look at the eyes in the ceiling.

‘What is this? Why have you brought me here?’ Before she could stop it, another question leapt on the tail of the last. ‘What are you?’

‘You are interesting to us, Hestillion Eskt, born in the year of the green bird. And you helped us. We shall help you.’ The patch of translucence suddenly grew, racing away beneath Hestillion’s feet; it was as if she stood on thin air, a terrible drop yawning away below. Her stomach tried to climb out of her throat, and summoning every bit of willpower she had, Hestillion made herself look directly at the queen’s face.

‘Stop it. This is not . . . helping me.’

The queen shrugged, and once again the floor was a solid thing. The eyes in the ceiling retreated too, oozing back into the shifting wetness.

When she trusted herself to speak again, Hestillion kept her voice low. ‘You do not owe me anything, Queen of the Jure’lia.’

‘Queen . . . of the . . . worm people. What interesting words you have. It is to be savoured. Besides which, we owe you very much, human. You spoke to us, sought us out and roused us from the chill death of the roots. If you had not done that, we would have slept forever, trapped, and might not even have woken when your stinking tree-god crawled back to life. You interest us, very much, and we would not leave you behind. We have said this.’

Hestillion blinked. This was the first example of emotion she had seen from the Jure’lia queen, aside from mild amusement or curiosity. It was easier, and better, to focus on that than the wave of guilt the creature’s words had prompted. Carefully, she placed the war-beast pod on the floor, letting it lean against her legs. She could not quite bear to be out of contact with it, but her arms were beginning to shake – a war-beast pod was not light.

‘I am not a prisoner here, then?’ Hestillion lifted her chin, aware that even standing as tall as she was the queen towered a good three feet over her. ‘I could leave?’

‘Leave? You are welcome to leave, yes.’ The queen gestured at the floor again, and this time, to Hestillion’s horror, it began to grow not only see-through, but soft. Her foot sunk down into it, followed by the other, and there was a terrible sensation of something easing away beneath her.

‘Stop! Stop it, that’s not what I meant!’

The floor grew solid again, and the queen smiled her cold smile. After a moment, she lifted her long arms to the ceiling and fibrous black tendrils came down to meet her. Rising up from the floor, she sank into the pool of black liquid as though she were sinking into a bath, and then she was gone. Belatedly, Hestillion realised that there were no doors in the room, and no visible way out.

‘Leave, and go where?’ she said to the war-beast pod. Kneeling, she wrapped her arms around it and closed her eyes. ‘Back to the people I’ve helped to destroy? I would be better off falling through this floor, in that case.’

Something was poking into her chest. She reached within her dress and pulled out a rectangular card about as long as her hand. It had been folded so many times it was slashed with creases, but she remembered the picture on the front of the tarla card well enough; green shapes like twisted fingers against a dark background. The Roots. Aldasair had given it to her years ago, and she had kept it, although she couldn’t have said why, and when they had prepared to pour the growth fluid on Ygseril’s roots, she had tucked it inside her gown. For luck, she supposed. Feeling a fresh surge of disgust at her own stupidity, she slid it back where she had found it and put her arms around the war-beast pod again. It remained cold under her touch, and she wondered why she had brought it.
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The ice was thinning.

Peering over the side of the well, Eri could see the smudged shape of his own head and shoulders looking back at him; a dark mirror. He wasn’t sure how he knew the ice was thinner, aside from a blurred memory of a hundred winters asking the same question; he had done this before after all, over and over again. It was possible to think of that as being caught between mirrors. A hundred, a thousand images of himself, the same over and over, caught in this dark mirror forever. Stepping neatly away from that thought, he pressed his hands to the big rock he had lifted onto the lip of the well, and gave it a quick shove. It plummeted down and there was a satisfying crack, followed by a sploosh.

‘Good.’

He would have water from the well again. Through the winter he had taken water from the great steel buckets he had brought indoors just before the cold months truly took their grip on Ebora, and occasionally from handfuls of snow, but mostly he had stayed inside, safe within the walls of Lonefell. But water from the well would be fresher, and not taste of metal. It was one of the things he looked forward to spring for, after all. Mother would be pleased to hear of this sign of the warmer months – she would be glad to get back to the gardens.

The bucket was stiff with frost, but the rope he had kept indoors as well, to save it from the wet rot. In moments he had a bucketful of water as clear as the sky, and before he poured it into the basin he took a mouthful straight from it, grinning as the shock of the cold travelled through his teeth.

‘Brrr.’

Basin in arms, Eri walked back through the frosted gardens. It was too soon yet for shoots, but he could imagine them there, waiting under the ground like tiny green promises. Back inside Lonefell, he took the basin straight through to the kitchens and added more wood to the fire, waiting for the stove to warm. From there he went down the cold stone steps to the larder, grabbing a candle as he went. The larder was a vast place, and the yellow warmth of the candle did not quite light its furthest corners; if anything, it only served to deepen the shadows on the empty shelves.

‘Empty shelves.’

Eri stood and looked at them, a cold worm of worry waking up to twist inside his chest. He had perhaps two shelves of food left down here, if that. Jars of pickled vegetables he had made himself with the last of the vinegar, dried and salted meat from the rabbits he had managed to trap last summer, a pair of ancient cheeses wrapped in thick cloth. He was afraid to open those in case they were completely lost. Time was running out, if there was any left at all.

Eri snatched a packet of the dried meat off the shelf and left, heading up to the kitchens, humming tunelessly to himself, murmuring the occasional word as the fog of forgetfulness lifted.

‘On the fifth day we shall dance, my love . . . and on the sixth you shall sing to me . . .’

He put a small amount of the water on to boil, and put some strips of the old rabbit meat in to soften. A handful of dried herbs and some salt went in next. It would be a warm dinner, at least.

Leaving that to cook – for want of a better word – Eri wandered down the corridor away from the kitchen, walking without thinking to his mother’s rooms. The walls here were covered in bright paintings; of the lands beyond the Tarah-hut Mountains, of the war-beasts in their battle glory, of old Eboran heroes, their armour shining impossibly bright. His mother and father had made the inside of Lonefell bright with paintings and stories, and every room was stuffed with bookcases, each heaving with books. When they took their son into seclusion, they had not wanted him to be bored.

His mother’s room was bright with early morning sunshine – he had already been in here to draw her curtains – and she was a still shape within the bed. The sheets were crisp, and embroidered with a great forest, animals peeping out from between the trunks and branches.

There was a chair by her bed, so Eri sat on it, remembering as he did so that when they had first come to Lonefell, this had been his favourite chair, even though his legs hadn’t quite reached the ground at the time. Now the upholstery was thin, and here and there little puffs of white stuffing were showing through like the thinning hair on an old man’s head.

‘It’s cold, but the ice is melting.’ He looked across the bed at the far side of the room as he spoke. His mother was a series of soft curves that he didn’t quite focus on. ‘Not long now and the garden will be blooming again. Although . . . well, I hope the vegetables do better than they did last year, Mother. I don’t know what it is – maybe it’s just that the soil is tired. Everything around here seems tired.’ Eri stopped, and after a moment he pulled the corner of the blanket back, and with only a small amount of difficulty slid his hand into his mother’s. He still didn’t quite look at her. ‘When we came here, I thought it was all a great adventure. That we were pilgrims of a sort, I suppose, striking out on our own to find our way. You and Father made it seem like that, I think – all of Father’s stories, all the books he brought. He was so excited to read them with me, I remember. And our garden. We were going to grow so many things in it. Exotic foods as well as everything else, and of course I had a whole suite to myself, full of toys. You must have employed every artisan in Ebora, to bring that many toys with you.’ He cleared his throat, and squeezed his mother’s cold fingers.

‘I’m sorry. Now, I realize it must have been terribly sad for you both. Leaving everything behind to come all the way out here. I found some letters . . .’ Eri paused, shivering violently. His stomach growled and when he pulled his jacket closer around his chest, his fingers brushed against ribs that were too prominent. ‘It’s not that I’m snooping, Mother, it’s just that I’ve read every book twice, three times, some of them, and Father didn’t mind.’ He bit his lip, then continued. ‘I found letters from your mother, and from Father’s parents. They weren’t happy about what you’d done, by the sounds of it. Letters full of pleading, and threats. I didn’t realize you had told them they couldn’t see me, but then I suppose I never thought about it.’

A fly had got into the room. It buzzed once past Eri’s ear, making him shiver again, and then threw itself repeatedly against the far window until he stood up and chased it out with a roll of old parchment. That done, he stood by the window and looked up at a clear sky. Nothing up there today, at least.

‘I think I’m seeing things.’ He looked back at his mother, then just as quickly looked away again. ‘Things in the sky. But that can’t be. Ebora is dead – it died a long time ago, probably when those letters from my grandparents stopped coming. Right? I just need to eat more food, that’s all, and that will be easier soon, it will be easier . . .’ Eri raised a trembling hand to his forehead and pushed away the hair that had fallen into his eyes.

‘Oh, speaking of which.’

He straightened his mother’s blankets, bending down to brush a dry kiss against her waxy skull, and then hurried back to the kitchens. His meagre broth had congealed into something that would at least be more flavourful than water, and he quickly slopped it into a bowl. That done, he carried the bowl, spoon sticking out of it, down another long corridor to his father’s study. In here, the books were watchful, too quiet, and the maps on the wall all looked like lies, so he picked his father up and took him back out to the gardens. There was a series of low stone benches facing the frozen pond, and here he sat and slowly ate the hot gruel, his father set upon the ground next to him.

‘You can feel it’s warmer, can’t you?’ The taste of meat, salty on his tongue, had cheered him up somewhat. ‘I didn’t tell Mother, but the larder is nearly empty. This thaw couldn’t come quickly enough.’ He paused to yank a piece of particularly tough meat from between his teeth. ‘Ugh. The rabbits will be back in a few weeks, and if we get some really fine weather, I can range further. I know what you’ll say, but the Wild is still a good distance from Lonefell and there’s a chance of some deer to the east, I’m sure of it. A whole deer would keep . . . would keep me . . . us . . .’

A shadow cast them into darkness. Eri looked up, his heart in his throat, and there it was again. He jumped up so violently his boot hit the bucket of bones, causing a dry clacking noise he automatically ignored. Above them a dragon soared, slow and magnificent in the golden light of the morning. She was low enough for Eri to see the wide pearly scales of her stomach, each as big as his hand, and the fine white feathers of her wings.

‘It can’t be real. Such things don’t exist anymore. I mean, they just don’t. Father?’ Eri looked down, directly into the bucket of bones – something he very rarely did – and the bare yellow reality of his situation was as cold and as shocking as the well water. He gasped, wrenching his eyes away, and looked back up to the dragon. She was turning to the west, banking slowly like an eagle, and it looked as though there was someone riding her. After a moment, the dragon opened her jaws and a bright jet of violet flame leapt forth, like some sort of fantastical flower. It dissipated, and Eri realised he could hear something, something even more extraordinary; the sound of laughter in the wind. It had been decades since he had heard laughter – it was difficult, for a moment, to even remember what it was.

Eri stood and watched the dragon until she was a tiny dot on the horizon, his broth quite forgotten and cold. His father did not venture an opinion.
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The Ninth Rain has fallen. The Jure’lia are awake. Nothing can be the same again.

Tormalin the Oathless and the fell-witch Noon have their work cut out rallying the first war-beasts to be born in Ebora for three centuries. But these are not the great winged warriors of old. Hatched too soon and with no memory of their past incarnations, these onetime defenders of Sarn can barely stop bickering, let alone face an ancient enemy who grow stronger each day.

The key to uniting them, according to the scholar Vintage, may lie in a part of Sarn no one really believes exists – a distant island, mysteriously connected to the fate of two legendary Eborans who disappeared long ago.

But finding it will mean a perilous journey in a time of war, while new monsters lie in wait for those left behind.

Join the heroes of THE NINTH RAIN as they battle a terrible evil, the likes of which Sarn has never known.

Get your copy here
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Footnote

Chapter 12

1 Moon-metal sounds like quite a romantic term, but in truth it’s anything but. Simply put, the oily-looking greenish metal so often comprising Jure’lia artefacts is named for the corpse moon – it, too, shines with a greenish, coppery light when the sun hits it just so. And nothing about that dead creature speaks of romance.
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