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DRAMATIS PERSONAE



Domudess: a wizard


Gorb: a half-giant


Huldeel: a villiage chief


Luhan: a traveller


Shadow: a mythical being


Stranger: a magician of some kind


Stuart Casey, aka Case: a changed man


Mayors’ Command:


Anfen: former First Captain of the castle’s army


Doon: Faul’s nephew, killed by Kiown


Eric: a journalist (and fan of Superman comics) who went through the door


Far Gaze: a folk magician


Faul: a half-giant


Lalie: an Inferno cultist


Loup: a folk magician


Lut: Faul’s husband


Sharfy: one of Anfen’s band


Siel: a low-level happenstance mage


Tii: a groundman



Castle:



Arch Mage/Avridis: Vous’s advisor, confidante, and overseer of ‘the Project’


Aziel: Vous’s daughter, imprisoned in the castle; heir to rule, in theory


Blain: a Strategist


Envidis: a Hunter


Evelle: a Hunter


Ghost: a conglomerate of five personalities housed in Vous’s mirror (and other glass surfaces)


Kiown: a Hunter


Tauvene: First Captain of Kopyn


Thaun: a Hunter


Vashun: a Strategist


Vous: the Aligned world’s Friend and Lord


Council of Free Cities:


Erkairn: spokesman of the Scattered Peoples


Ilgresi the Blind: mayor of Elvury


Izven: mayor of Yinfel


Liha: mayor of Faifen


Ousan: mayor of High Cliffs


Tauk the Strong: mayor of Tanton


Wioutin: advisor to the mayor of Tsith


Gods/Great Spirits:


Nightmare: young god


Valour: young god


Wisdom: young god


Inferno: old god


Mountain: old god


Tempest: old god


Dragons:


Dyan: a Minor personality


Ksyn: one of the eight Major personalities


Shâ: one of the eight Major personalities


Shilen: a minor personality


Tsy: one of the eight Major personalities


Tzi-Shu: one of the eight Major personalities


Vyan: one of the eight Major personalities


Vyin: one of the eight Major personalities








1
THE CHANGE



In the doorway of Vous’s throne room the Arch Mage leaned upon the forked point of his staff. The odd flash of lightning from outside sent his shadow madly dancing on the floor behind him. His thick curled horns dragged his head down.


Vous was a long way from the young aristocrat of centuries past, lusting madly and without understanding for the very power enveloping him now. A long way even from the tyrant who, with his own hands, throttled out lives rather than share that power. Losing Aziel may have been what burned out the last old shreds of himself; but he had no thought for his daughter now, no memory of both the grief and pleasure with which her sad song had filled him, as it drifted faintly up through his high window each day.


Still the Vous-things scuttled over the lawns far beneath, bloodsmeared and mindless. Vous had no thought for these creations either; nor any for the drake in the sky ahead battling the winds with Aziel and the Pilgrim on its back. When she and Eric fell into the sky, when they were drawn by his power through the air towards his balcony … even then, Vous did not see them. The human part of his mind was gone, subsumed by something larger.


Vous’s body split into several aspects. Some ran through the castle to the lower floors. Only one remained out on the balcony with its hands splayed to the sky. The Vous before the Arch Mage seemed to float just above the carpet, its thin electric form turning slowly, like a dancer making letters with his curved arms and hands. How thin and fragile the translucent body appeared. As if his skin were thin glass which one flung stone could shatter. A swishing windy sound filled the air, in conversation with itself.


‘Friend and Lord?’ the Arch Mage whispered through dry lips. Vous did not seem to hear, but the Arch did not dare speak louder.


The split canisters of foreign airs lay like popped-open seed pods on the ground. He’d thrown them into the chamber in a fit of emotion and did not understand why nothing had happened when they’d burst apart. He did not understand much of anything, any more. The foreign airs should have poisoned the hidden dimension where spells were made manifest, should have changed the entire world and all of history.


A part of him locked away and hidden from sight knew it had been his last desperate play in the game called power. A still deeper part of him knew that the dragons had used him from afar all along. All along, he’d had masters he never even knew he served.


As the Arch Mage watched Vous, four Strategists watched the Arch Mage. Four men ancient in years, hunched and broken by the magic their bodies had abused. They were as dead-looking as statues of burned wood and bone bent into mean shapes; each was dressed in finery but was now only distantly human. It was as though the wars they’d made and the terrible pleasures they’d indulged in had slowly twisted their very bones. Now and then their hunching shoulders twitched, or their shaking hands would convulsively strangle the staffs they held. Their wheezing breaths filled the silence like whispering snakes.


Vashun – the tallest and thinnest of the Strategists – had stowed the real canisters of foreign airs for transport to his hiding place in Yinfel City, where he had a very good use for them. Those the Arch had flung into Vous’s chamber had in fact been filled with ordinary air. The Arch had thought in his arrogance he would rip holes in the past, changing all of reality like a child spilling a bowl of his most hated meal across the table. Now Vashun understood why Blain had left the castle while the rest of them were caught in furious squabbles with each other. Clever old Blain!


There are no friends close to a throne. Like the other Strategists, Vashun knew that today was his last within the castle. They all now knew that the Arch Mage had been the one who’d brought down the Wall at World’s End. Despite this, Vashun’s mood was light. And he sensed humour in the others too, as they watched Vous dance gaily beyond the Arch Mage’s outline in the doorway. For power is a game, however seriously played.


So intently was Vashun watching the Arch, enjoying his confusion and suffering (with a skeletal leer uglier than death, bathed in the blooming lustful red of Vashun’s Strategist robe), that he hadn’t noticed the other Strategists make their discreet exit. It would soon be quite unsafe to stand this close to a god being born. Already the airs were performing in ways he’d never seen, the wild plumes seeming like life forms unto themselves, curls of misty colour flung from wall to wall. ‘Arch,’ Vashun said gently, placing a long thin hand on the Arch Mage’s shoulder. ‘It would seem the Hall of Windows has things to show you.’


The Arch Mage slowly turned to him. On his face – one half like melted wax which had cooled again – was the look of someone lost in strange country. Ah! Vashun sipped of his pain and found it exquisite. There was more to come, much more. ‘Come, Arch. There have been … developments. In the war. I suspect you will find events, shall we say, surprising.’


Like a servant given instruction, the Arch Mage hobbled along behind him. Vashun filled the silence with chatter of the books and accounts, and other everyday matters of the castle’s running. Each word of it was a careful needle in the Arch’s flesh, for it was all over and both of them knew it.


They paused before a non-magical window overlooking the Road-side lawns. Down there a large pile of bodies was heaped, the slain Vous-things which had run rampant through the crowd during the wilder moments of Vous’s change. The rogue First Captain stood in their midst, small with distance but recognisable, his sword drawn. Anfen raised his head as if he somehow knew which window they had come to – and perhaps he did. Both wizards fancied he saw them there. A glint of piercing light shone up from his armour to spear into their eyes. ‘Who do you suppose he is here to see, O Arch?’


‘All of us.’


‘Ah. I wonder, who will he visit first? O, to know the grim man’s mind.’ Vashun could not contain it – he wheezed with helpless laughter for a minute or more. ‘But ah, your pardon. Maybe he can be stopped. There are … how many war mages in the new batch?’


‘Many hundreds. Many hundreds more roost in the lower holds.’


‘How many do you suppose we’ll need? For one errant First Captain? He is rather, shall we say, formidable? Brazen too, mm. A little power to that sword, that armour, I’ll venture. How many war mages, Arch, to kill a lone man?’


The Arch Mage shrugged and leaned more heavily upon his staff.


‘Well, why don’t I send them all? Just to be sure. Besides, the new ones are overdue for their first flight.’ He got no argument. Vashun whistled for a servant (who was a long time coming, since most had quite wisely fled), and gave him the instructions. Vashun would not allow that First Captain to end the Arch Mage’s torment swiftly and mercifully with a sword. The very idea was heinous.


He and the Arch Mage walked on to the Hall of Windows, Vashun’s long spidery strides making no sound, the Arch’s clattering hobble echoing more than usual in the empty corridors. Vashun knew what they would see in the Windows, and he believed the sights bore no deception this time.


Sure enough, across the screens were the ruined bodies of men from the force they’d sent south, sent to conquer the last few Rebel Cities. The ground was wet with blood over many miles. Supply carts and war machines of all types were ruined. Tormentors stood like peculiar tombstones over these fields of death, their dark spiked bodies bright with blood. Now and then, one or two would sway or move their arms with peculiar grace, body language the handlers had never managed to interpret or understand. ‘I had no idea you created so many of these, Arch,’ said Vashun mildly. ‘My memory fools me, these days. I recall a strange dream, where we spoke of “controlled release at strategic points”. And only to slay the returning forces. After their fighting was done. Yet, behold! Thousands. Loose about the realm, with not all cities yet subdued. Nearly every Window boasts of the creatures. Thousands of them. Enough to wipe out an army. As it were. You are a master of discretion, Avridis.’


‘These ones aren’t ours,’ said the Arch Mage dismissively. As if this meant the creatures hardly existed at all.


Vashun came closer, making his customary sniffing noise, which neither of them noticed any more. He had learned to discern the scent of many kinds of fear and suffering, and longed now for this new untried flavour: Avridis Sinking in Defeat. He said, ‘How do you tell, O Arch? Are “ours” given collars? Brands? Saddles, castle colours to wear? It would appear these beasts have rescued the southernmost Rebel Cities.’


‘The Windows lie. Vous said so. The Windows lie.’


Vashun reflected upon this. He did find it curious that the Windows revealed these sights at this time, as though they shared his own delight in the Arch Mage’s failure, and wished to rub his nose in it. There did indeed seem some consciousness at work in them, a thing he’d never considered before.


‘So, the Windows lie. A relief to know it, O Arch. For if they were showing the truth … well! It would mean we have nothing left, nothing against the arms of three or four Rebel Cities. Do you suppose our position may have weakened a fraction? Or am I missing something, O Arch?’


‘Here!’ Avridis spun, a triumphant red gleam in his eye socket’s gem. He stood before a Window which showed Tanton under siege.


‘You have found an honest Window?’ Vashun enquired, moving closer to look.


‘As planned. The city is besieged. The war is ours, you paranoid fool.’


Vashun examined the Window’s scene, shown from high above. A good number of the castle’s forces surrounded Tanton’s high walls, but no siege towers or trebuchets had arrived.


‘Just the vanguard. Where are the rest?’


‘The vanguard will be enough, even if they are all we have. Vous is ascending. Don’t you feel it? We have created a god! Vous will not forget his enemies when he steps forth from the castle. He will clear the realm of those Tormentors, whoever made them. He will bring Aziel back to me, and she shall be next to ascend.’


‘An historic day, then.’


‘You don’t believe it?’


‘I think the Windows here invite us to leave the castle, O Arch. We must find a place to hide. Just as the schools of magic were made to hide, long ago.’


‘I shall not leave. Never! You truly feel we have lost?’


Vashun let a silence draw out, which answered the question perfectly well. The gem in the Arch Mage’s eye socket gleamed red and twisted around. A tear fell from his other eye. Vashun watched it slide down the wrinkled skin with utter astonishment. It’s Aziel, he marvelled. She did nothing to him, yet she has broken his mind.


Distantly there began a shrieking chorus as the war mages were roused and given their task.


‘Easy, Case old man.’


Loup tried to wrench the drake’s head but Case kept straining into the wind towards the castle. So much wind! So much chaos and magic and colour in the air he could barely see Eric and Aziel. They’d been pulled from Case’s back towards Vous’s balcony, but something else had grabbed them and now drew them skywards, to the dragons’ sky caverns. They seemed to float slowly and serenely amidst all the turbulence, as if whatever pulled them up wished to do it with the utmost care. Their feet vanished, sucked up into a fat mass of high cloud. They were gone. Loup was too busy trying to control the drake to be sad about it yet, but he knew it was probably the last time he’d see Eric in this lifetime. (And Aziel too most likely, but he’d shed no tears for that …)


The drake moaned in protest and spat a gout of orange fire with a sound more like a belch than a roar. ‘I said, easy!’ Loup yelled above the wind’s howl. ‘Whatever’s taken them up there in the sky, it don’t want us. You know as well’s I what took em. Dragons! Go on, keep trying. Feel that air push back at you? You ain’t invited, silly old man. Don’t go whining and burping fire at me. Away! Off south; I know a place to keep us a time. She who lives there, she loves critters with wings.’ Loup was uneasy at the thought … Faul the half-giant also loved holding a grudge.


Still the drake strained to follow Eric. ‘Listen here!’ Loup yelled, clutching one of its ears tight in his fist. It was stiff as boot leather. ‘Let em go, you fool sky pony. There’s mighty great dragons up there! You might not be fraid of me when I’m mad but what about them? Turn us around right now, old man, or I’ll rip this ear off.’


Case wheeled about, but Loup did not think it was because of what he’d said. More likely it was due to the sight which took his own breath away as much as it evidently frightened the drake. The skies grew dark with moving shapes. From hundreds of the castle’s windows, war mages poured, and an orchestra of deathly shrieks rose over the winds. The sound was a nightmare Loup would not forget. Case may have been aided by the wind, but Loup had never seen him fly so fast.


‘See that?’ Loup murmured to himself, looking back over his shoulder. ‘Was like kicking a stump full of flying bugs.’ He realised he was still clutching the poor drake’s ear. He let it go, patted Case’s leathery neck. ‘Stay calm, old man, don’t tire yourself. They’re not following. We don’t matter much, not you and me. Be glad of that. Nothing wrong with that.’


Anfen and Sharfy saw the same thing.


Far above where they stood on the castle lawns, Vous had become like a statue with arms splayed. He was naked and his body brightly glowed. His scream no longer carried above the tumult. He no longer conducted the lightning and clouds with sweeps of his thin arms – now they were open as if waiting for an embrace from something in the sky.


Beings fled around them. Some were people, the last few of those from the castle’s lower floors to avoid the Vous-things’ massacre. Most of the Vous-things too had fled, although now and then they came close in groups of two and three, blood and filth smeared on their clothes and faces. Their eyes burned with light.


It was up to Sharfy to brandish a weapon at them and frighten them away. Anfen, it seemed, was done with fighting. Anfen’s strange blade right now appeared no more than a length of normal steel, bloodied with more deaths than Sharfy had been able to count. The sword had not a single notch down its edge. Its tip gouged the dirt by Anfen’s spattered boots. Sharfy gazed with powerful longing at the sword which could cut foes from afar. How he thirsted to wield it! He’d be a king. He’d march up through the castle gates, slay the Arch, slay Vous, make the world better.


Here came two Vous-things now, threading through the corpses, their Friend and Lord’s face hungry, sneering, atop a feeble old woman’s body. Sharfy waved his sword at them, but only one fled. The other ran with thrashing arms right at Anfen, who didn’t bother to even look at it. Sharfy stepped towards it, blade raised, and let the horrid thing skewer itself. Only as his hand made contact with its ribcage, the blade poking clear through the back of a plain dress, did the creature seem to notice him, its baleful eyes peering into his, breathing a warm breath of rot into his face. The moment drew itself out for a long time.


Those eyes were two long tunnels of light, with a small writhing thrashing shape at their very ends. The tiny shape was Vous, he saw: Vous’s body convulsing in a small bare room. It took effort for Sharfy to look away.


The Vous-thing fell from his blade and slumped to the ground. He wiped blood from his hand. Some kills in battle one kept in mind like the favoured page of a story, to retell many times. This was not one of them. The Vous-thing stared up at him, hotly, hatefully, as its last two breaths shuddered out. The light of its eyes extinguished slowly.


Serve him well, echoed the god Valour’s words in Sharfy’s mind. Serve him well. ‘Just did,’ he muttered to himself. ‘How many times now? Saved his life. Kept him fed. All pointless.’ He wiped his new sword on the grass. He’d taken it from a fallen Elite guardsman: a fine blade, well balanced, though he’d shave a fraction of the weight off if he could. He said, ‘Anfen. What’s Valour want us to do now?’


‘Witness.’


Sharfy wanted to weep at the vagueness of it, but the singleword response was more than he usually got to his questions. He sat down on the soft lawn and gazed up high at the balcony where Vous stood with arms extended to the storming sky. Mad, he is. Everyone in this world. Me too? Must be. Look how I lived. Could’ve had a little farm. Tended a field, kept a herd, married. Pa wanted a fighter. Grandpa too. They got one. ‘Will you kill the Arch?’


Anfen dropped his sword to the ground as though by answer.


‘S’that mean you won’t? Come on, bastard. Talk. They’ll kill us. Right on the grass here. It’s where I’ll die. I can take it. You can talk to me at least. Not expecting any thanks.’


Sharfy’s hands tensed on his sword as two Vous-things came near.


‘Is Shadow here?’ said one, then the other.


‘Off south,’ Sharfy answered. One of them snarled; both scurried away.


Sharfy was surprised to feel Anfen’s palm on his shoulder. ‘The Arch doesn’t matter,’ said his captain, voice hoarse from the battle cries that had torn from his throat. ‘I understand now. Why speak of him? He was used. He never mattered. The spells only ever cast him, Sharfy. That’s how it really works.’


‘Not true. And you know it. We fought im. He knew what he was doing. All on purpose, all planned, everything he did. He knew what war is. Knew how to kill, make men slaves.’


Anfen sat down on the grass beside his fallen sword. ‘He did not use his power, the power used him. From where did the power come? That stuff mages see in the air, what is its purpose? Does it have no life or intention of its own?’ Anfen began to say more but a coughing fit cut off his words. At the end of it he spat blood.


Mad, mad, mad. Everyone. ‘We can’t sleep here for the night. Unless we’re going in there.’ He nodded at the castle steps nearest to them. ‘But I know this. I might find a bed and some drink in there. Put my legs up, relax. Then some old commander will come. Make me march to World’s End, probably. Without pay. He’ll polish some bones. All cos a god told him to.’


At that moment the wind died down. A cry issued from Vous that was like the long note of a beautiful eerie song. All Vousthings in sight went instantly still with their heads raised.


Overhead a red drake flew, its wings labouring into the powerful wind. Two of the drake’s riders fell free, but somehow didn’t fall. Instead they floated on the air, just as debris floats on a river, their bodies drawn towards Vous. ‘Looks like Eric,’ Sharfy remarked. Then it occurred to him that it might actually be Eric, and his heart beat fast. Who the woman was, he had no idea. But when the drake’s body angled forwards, he saw clearly that Loup was on its back. ‘Loup!’ he yelled, loud as he could. ‘Down here!’


But his voice was drowned out by the high deathly shrieks of a thousand war mages. They poured from scores of the castle’s windows, blackening the skies like great streaks of shadow.


‘They come for us,’ said Anfen mildly. ‘Farewell, Sharfy. My redeemer has willed it.’


‘What? No! Get us in the quiet. They can’t see us there.’


‘Let it end. I am tired.’


‘Give me that armour then. Quick, before they come.’


Anfen made no move to do so. Above them Eric and the woman had got nearly halfway to the castle when they changed direction. Steadily they floated skywards, away from Vous. Two Invia flew wide circles about them as they were carried higher and higher, until lost from view in thick clouds.


The war mages were soon close enough that the yellow gleam of their slitted eyes could be seen through faces of twisted ropy beard. As one, the mass of them shifted direction and flew up, in pursuit of Eric and Aziel. From a distance it looked as though the flocking mass of them assumed a formation of an arm and fist rising from the castle to strike skywards. Vous’s beautiful sung note grew mournful, as if he were sad that Eric and Aziel were no longer coming towards him.


Sharfy knew he’d live, for the moment at least. He also knew he owed Anfen no thanks for it. ‘If that was really Eric,’ he said, ‘that’s the last of him. Never seen that many war mages. We have to get under cover. They’ll come back. Fuck you and your redeemer. Stay here and die.’ He left him sitting there without a moment’s pause, nor the faintest hint of guilt or regret.


Anfen stared up at a high castle window, and did not appear to have heard or noticed.





2
SKY PRISONS



As strong as the cold wind through Eric’s hair was the sense of unreality which blasted from his mind the present moment, the past, and every experience he’d had since Vous’s eye peered through the little red door’s keyhole, fell upon him and named him Shadow.


None of it was real any more. The wind numbed his skin with its cold and ruffled his clothes. He was just an object being moved; that was all. The ground was lethally far beneath. The castle looked like a huge white dragon, huger than huge, tail curled round about itself, head resting on the ground, its great mouth opening out onto the Great Dividing Road. From innumerable windows came reflected glints of lightning. On the balcony with arms spread, Vous sang beautiful notes after them.


Beings on the grass, tiny with distance, stared up at Eric till the cloud concealed them. Close by the storm spat lightning at the castle or tossed it about with great flickers of white. The air held him and Aziel aloft as easily as someone’s invisible palm, slowly raising them away from the castle, where Vous had attempted to draw them to himself.


Aziel’s voice brought Eric back to himself. He missed what she’d said. She clutched at him in fear, fingernails digging into his skin hard enough to leave small crescent cuts. He took her hand and told her a lie – they’d be all right – and a truth – it would all be over soon.


He made himself see the air’s magic and was overcome by the frantic movements of fierce colour, a many-armed wheeling star spinning slowly and enormously about the castle. One arm passed right through them, though they felt nothing more than the cold of the wind. His last sight of Vous before the clouds took them was of the man-god’s eyes, two points of light, locking onto his own, seeing him but not understanding what they saw. At once Vous was fascinated by and deathly afraid of Eric. Eric had thought it a dream long ago, when he’d first heard the words You are Shadow. He heard the same words again now, Vous’s voice carrying through the storm and the wind, spoken softly and uncertainly. ‘I’m not Shadow,’ Eric answered. ‘I’m not Shadow. Help me. I’m not Shadow.’


Aziel’s hair whipped his face. She’d covered her eyes with her hand, though there was not much more to see than the cloud’s white mist. There was a sense of falling upwards. The two Invia – the ones who’d shadowed their flight from the wizard’s tower – wheeled around them, conversing with each other in joyful, whistling calls. They were suddenly drowned out by the terrible noise of a thousand shrieking war-mage voices, growing louder, coming nearer.


They came through the upper band of clouds. As in the dragonscale vision Eric had had at Faul’s house, he saw the sky was a dome, a roof of stone spread as far as sight. It was not yet lit with the full force of daylight but was still painful to their eyes, this close to it. Great areas were cracked, broken and stained. Parts hung loose as though they might fall.


Beneath them, where there were gaps in the clouds, the world was a haze of green and blue. Distant peaks stuck their tips up like small islands in a white sea.


There behind the castle was the tall valley where the door, the Entry Point, had been. Two sheer cliffs cupped the high ridge of rich green grass, cliffs which rose till they joined the domed lightstone roof. That green valley had been filled with bodies, that first day, slain by the same creatures which pursued them now.


‘They’re coming,’ said Aziel, still covering her eyes with her hand. A face covered by a mane of tangled ropy beard poked through the cloud, two horns exuding pencil-thin lines of smoke, black slits in its yellow eyes flickering from one of them to the other. Its mouth opened, its scream loud and high. The cry was answered a dozen times from close by. More distantly, hundreds more war mages called out.


The two Invia swooped from elsewhere in the cloud and tore the war mage to pieces with a bloody thrashing blur of motion almost too quick to see. They flung its body parts in all directions. But more war mages came, their faces surfacing through cloud soon crackling with orange fire. The unearthly cry of a dying Invia tore across the world.


Whatever force pulled Eric and Aziel through the sky wrenched them up with more urgency. Their bellies lurched. The lightstone dome rushed at them. A gap in it appeared just ahead, and then they were through it, and set down on a ledge in the upwards-leading tunnel. The ledge was only a stride deep into the dark stone, as wide as an armspan. The second Invia’s dying wail soon reached them. With a rush of air, shapes shot past them from above: five, six, ten Invia or more in a blur of white wings and streaks of vividly coloured hair.


So that was why they’d been set on this ledge – to make room for the Invia rushing down at lethal speed. Beneath them the bird-women dived into clouds and fire. Dizzy, Eric clutched Aziel and instinctively drew her back a little from the edge.


‘Don’t be so free with your fingers,’ she snapped, slapping at his hand.


He stared at her, stunned. ‘You’re worried about that? Look down there, Aziel. Look at where we are.’ Overcome with disbelief, he grabbed at her breast and squeezed it.


She shoved him off the edge without an instant’s hesitation.


He fell only for a second or two – enough to register his amazement that she’d been willing to kill, to actually kill him for trying to prove a point – when the invisible hand caught him again on its palm and lifted him upwards, with Aziel floating just ahead of him. They were pulled urgently through the grey stone tunnel till it opened out into a vast cavernous space. Here was the place Case had been told by an Invia was the Gate of Takkish Iholme, sky prison of the dragon-youth.


It was not long before the Invias’ death wails rang out: they were slain by the war mages in the clouds.


Eric’s eyes soon adjusted to the vast gloomy space, unlit yet somehow still visible, as if this were a place where light had no purpose. All about them was nothing and no one, just the naked stone until the edge of their vision, where there were outlines of some type of building. Wind piped eerie music through tunnel mouths bored into the curved walls and roof. The cavern’s age pressed down on him like heavy hands on his shoulders.


He bit into his bottom lip to keep from passing out – for some reason he’d grown dizzier. He swayed on his feet till Aziel grabbed his hand and pressed it to the metal of her necklace. At the charm’s cold touch all dizziness flushed out of him. Warmth filled him.


‘Do you know where we are?’ she asked him.


‘Where the dragons live. Only I don’t see any.’


The boom of an enormous weight being dropped came from some way away and gave them both the odd feeling something had been listening in. This was its answer: We are here, all right. The stone floor gave a faint shiver. Eric stood, felt for the gun out of habit. He got the usual familiar comfort from its touch, then thought about that for a moment: How much fucking good is this likely to be against dragons? Maybe about as much good as blowing them kisses …


The scream of a war mage wound up the tunnel they’d been brought through. Now he was glad he had the gun – except the scream was chorused many times, so many times it seemed there must be a small army coming. Eric grabbed Aziel’s wrist and they ran. Aziel was out of breath before they got very far at all and he had to drag her along at a fast walk. Back where they’d just been, the first of the war mages poked its shaggy head through the tunnel and clawed its way up. Tendrils of smoke wound from its horns, its eyes glowing yellow. Its mouth hung open in apparent surprise as it gazed around. Its scream almost seemed a question.


Eric pulled Aziel to the floor. He half expected her to reproach him again for touching her. ‘Don’t move, no sounds,’ he whispered, taking the gun from its holster. Directly overhead came a blast of wind, a long low note. Three Invia tumbled out into the air. One turned, spied Eric and Aziel, made a shrill querying sound.


The war mage was soon joined by four more of its kind. Their screams too held questioning notes. Sudden as a bottle uncorked, there came a streaming mass of them pouring out through the tunnel and into the cavern.


‘Well, nice knowing you,’ Eric said. ‘Some of the time, anyway.’ He looked to her, hoping to at least trade a smile before their impending death. Aziel didn’t speak; her skin had turned faintly blue. Coldness poured from her rather than the charm about her neck. Her eyes glowed with silver light. ‘Aziel?’


‘For a brief while, I shall hide you,’ she said in a voice that was not her own. It was deeper than her real voice, and though her mouth moved in time with it, it seemed to come from far away. ‘I cannot hide you for long. Keep your touch upon the charm.’


‘Who are you? Is that Vous?’


The silver eyes turned slowly to him and sent shivers down his spine. ‘I’ll not through human lips speak the name humans call me. You should not be seen by he who approaches. When he comes to the Gate, the intruding swarm will not have mind of you. You must run from here. Run now. Go to the nearest Invia roost. He who comes will not go there.’


‘Who comes here? And who are you? Are you a dragon?’


‘He who comes, men’s mouths call Shâ. You must not be seen by him or it may begin a war among the Eight. He knows not that you are here. I must leave you for a time or he will sense my presence with you. It is not known whether you shall live beyond this day. His motions disturb the futures as would his steps throw silt clouds up in water. Flee now while I may hide you, or you shall die and I shall find others to perform your work.’


The three Invia over their heads rushed suicidally to the horde of war mages still pouring into the cavern. The Invia moved fast through them, each leaving a trail of destroyed bodies behind them, till a storm of sparks and fire erupted. In quick time came the creatures’ dying wails.


A sudden silence filled the cavern. Even the wind-music through the tunnel ceased. The war mages stopped screaming and seemed to wait, listening. A very real sense of something watching – or more than one thing – seemed to sweep over the bare rock walls, invisible but as real as any beaming searchlight.


Still the cold emanated from Aziel; still her eyes glowed silver. Hesitantly Eric said, ‘Have you possessed Aziel before?’


He shrank back from her stare. ‘Great risk I take to bring you here, against the man-god’s will. My Parent’s law forbids such deeds. I crafted this thing that she wears, this that helps protect you. A thousand eventualities I foresaw, and did prepare for each. But what has come about, I did not foresee. She shall not be slain when she wears this charm. You do not have such protection, though you may soon find gifts of your own. Her gift took a century to make.’


‘You’re … you must be Vyin. You’re our friend, aren’t you? Our only friend among the dragons.’


‘Name me no more, for Shâ has left his hold. Most of my siblings now agree that we need your aid at this time, Favoured one. We shall have it for you need our favour. Five of my siblings have hatred for you that is cold, patient and deadly. Shâ has hatred for you hotter than ever burned Inferno’s fire. He comes now. Flee for the Invia roost. You are expected there. This girl cannot abide my thoughts much longer. She will perish if I stay with her. Ever it seems I know your kind less well than I suppose.’


The light went out of Aziel’s eyes. The strength went out of her too and she lay limp, shivering with cold. Eric rubbed her arms, whispered her name. There was from different directions the heavy thud, thud-boom of massive weights shifting. Coldness swept through the cavern. The silence grew heavier, more watchful. The war mages seemed oppressed by it too – now and then the odd confused cry sounded among the scrape-scratchscrape of their claws on the stone.


Scores of Invia suddenly poured through those openings directly overhead. None of them cried out – not even their beating wings could be heard. Yet more Invia came from elsewhere across the dome ceiling, their wings so white they seemed to glow. Among them were a rare few larger than the others, still of human shape but twice the others’ size. It was one of these larger ones that first swooped at the war-mage horde like a diving bird, then all the others followed. Their dives began gracefully then became a blur of destruction, snapping war-mage bodies like pieces of brittle wood.


The war-mage screams went suddenly deafening. The air was full of fire, of glowing orbs and huge whip-crack sounds. The Invia began to fall from the sky and land in burning heaps. Some who dived down came up with their feathered wings blazing. Shrieking, they made off through the roof’s tunnels, which now hummed with deep booming notes like war drums playing.


With Aziel in his arms Eric began to run. But the despair he felt at the Invias’ dying wails made him stop. He watched them being slain with tears streaming down his face. Aziel moaned in his arms as though the same sadness pierced through her faint.


As the last Invia was killed, larger shapes suddenly reared up among the war mages. A black spread of pinioned wings unfolded against the backdrop of their fire. A dragon trampled them, larger – though not by much – than that one Eric had seen in the woods conversing with Stranger. Eric glimpsed fiercely burning golden eyes on a large head rearing back like a serpent’s. Out from its jaws came a stream of many brilliant colours. The strange fire’s light revealed a second dragon, smaller than the first, thrashing its head and tail through the crowd, trampling them, clubbing broken bodies to skitter across the bare cavern floor. One was hit so hard it slid a stone’s throw from Eric and Aziel, body rolling like a tyre, its spine broken. The war mage’s mouth still rasped and its yellow cat eyes fixed on Eric’s as it came to rest, smoke pouring from its blackened horns. One hand extended, it said something unintelligible, then the light in its eyes went out.


Humans might have fled such a battle. But war mages did not comprehend their own mortality and knew no more fear of death than ghosts. They burned the dragons in turn with their own magic and fire, far less brilliant, but cast from hundreds of them at once.


Eric did not know whether either of these dragons was Shâ, the one Vyin had warned him about. But it was soon clear these dragons were in trouble. Hundreds of war mages were dead but there were as many still casting, hurling their fire against the dragons’ hides. Holes were torn in their wings, the leathery flesh soon cut to hanging flapping threads. War mages climbed on their backs, straddled their necks, biting and clawing. Like a sinking ship the larger dragon fell, issuing a bellow of pain which dwarfed for a moment all other sound in the cavern, and left Eric’s ears ringing. (He knew the sound was a cry for help; he heard also a note of reproach, like that of a loyal servant complaining he was sent needlessly to war and death.)


The remaining dragon fell in turn, rolling slowly over the ground in a way that seemed playful compared to the thrashing speed with which it had fought. Hungrily the war mages scuttled over the bodies, still casting on them and clawing at them long after their heaving and rolling went still.


Eric carried Aziel away, not bothering to run. She moaned and stirred in his arms. There was less cold about her now and her normal colour had returned. ‘Aziel, come back,’ he whispered, surprised at how powerful was this sense of duty to keep safe someone he didn’t especially like.


Then he felt something else. Dread fell on him, a fear like none he’d known before.


The war mages had gone quiet after the battle, crouching to rest from their casting and let their bodies cool. But now all of them screamed at once. In Eric’s arms, Aziel’s eyes opened and went wide. Instinctively he put a hand over her mouth, which had opened to scream, then turned. He staggered back from what he saw, then fell, Aziel landing on top of him and winding him.


It fell from the cavern’s ceiling. A rush of wind swept over them, wind cast up by wings spread wide behind the enormous dragon like vast sails. It was huger than any living thing Eric had seen. Poisonous shades were interwoven on its speckled hide from white to light brown to black, all glistening with the wet sheen of a snake with newly shed skin. Its open mouth seemed to grin. Its neck was short and bullish, its body squat, its head wider and flatter in shape than the other dragons’. Nor had it any of the others’ elegance or almost feline grace. Beneath its legs hung a belly as bloated as a spider’s.


Eric recoiled with as much revulsion as fear. The ground shivered and groaned as the thing landed. Those war mages nearest to it stood not much taller than the claw of its foreleg. Not sane enough to flee, they began casting on it. The dragon’s eyes glittered, its mouth snapped open and a brief obscene sound came out. The twisted rising note was at once mocking, inquisitive, indulgent, and many other things besides. All the war-mage fire and magic was snuffed out. They ceased their screaming and each one went still.


In the perfect silence that followed the war mages were picked up in their hundreds. They spun through the air in a wide circle around Shâ’s body. The curling wave of them went still, leaving all of them suspended motionless in the air. With each passing second they resumed motion, went still, resumed, went still.


Eric and Aziel ran. Both were all but mindless for that sprint while the great unclean beast loomed mountainous behind them, distracted by its new playthings. And yet only naked air was between it and them – it had only to turn its head and notice two small shapes fleeing across the bare stone floor. The distant collection of buildings they headed for seemed to get no closer. Neither of them paused to look back, but they heard the dragon’s thumping footsteps, felt the stone shivering, and they could not tell whether it merely moved among its captured things or whether it pursued them. Eric was a child again, caught in a nightmare free of reason’s limits, unable to wake. They both wept in helplessness as they ran. Now and then came more exclamations in Shâ’s terrible voice. Eric caught only portions of each outburst’s mocking meaning, but what little he understood was far too much.


It was surely just minutes but it seemed far longer, the time of running until the first of the structures they’d seen from afar came within reach. It had appeared they got no closer up until the moment their breath ran out and their run became an exhausted stagger. Then they were cowering behind a column made of the same stone as the cavern floor, shoulder to shoulder, their hands pressed against its wide cool surface, coughing as they tried to catch their breath. Fine dust coated the cold stone floor they pressed their bellies upon. The stone still shivered from Shâ’s footsteps.





3
THE MAYOR OF YINFEL



Like storms which had skirted its land to strike elsewhere, Yinfel City was untroubled by the latest outbreaks of war. Its people had spent the days since Elvury’s fall, and since the Wall’s destruction, as if nothing much had happened at all, besides a dramatic rise and fall on the markets of various metals, crops, cloth, enchanted goods, potions, and so on. In fact, times were good. The city was flushed with Elvury’s cash. Many merchants – some who’d prepared for Elvury’s fall with uncanny anticipation – grew rich enough to begin eyeing off not just the nicer homes in the Third Section, but the smaller dwellings within Yincastle itself.


Refugees from Elvury kept trickling in steadily from the north. Most were allowed within Yinfel’s gates to resettle, and charged a hefty one-off tax to pay for extra slum housing in the ghetto near Shield One. Failing the tax – and many did fail, having abandoned their wealth in the rush to flee – they were turned away, sent to fend for themselves in the outskirt farming villages. Once-wealthy hands were now required to dig through dirt for their keep.


The city itself was larger and grander to behold than Elvury City; without the natural defence of mountains, its walls were by necessity very tall, made from slabs of enchanted black stone, guarded over by four enormous Shield Towers, two per gate. Yincastle, the massive crown in the city’s middle, was inaccessible to all but the wealthiest, and money alone was not enough to live there. One had to have an insider’s mind and morals too, and the ability to keep one’s mouth shut on seeing something that would disturb the citizens below, should rumour escape. A few bloodline families – and those they now and then plucked from the civilian areas of the city – had kept the place to themselves for millennia, throughout all the wars no matter who won or lost. They’d held Yincastle for themselves long before Vous was conceived.


The city’s two worlds were shut off from one another. The inner world was safe, if the outer world was fed and comfortable. If the outer world was fed, if there was enough amusement and gossip to sate their curiosities, why would they care how Yincastle was run? Why would they care who ran it?


Yincastle itself had many layers. The outer folk – newcomers grown excessively rich and therefore allowed in – were almost as ignorant of the place’s inner workings as were those in the civilian realms. One learned to close one’s ears and eyes to strange comings and goings through the high arched doorways. And to ignore the distant sounds heard from the high windows which glowed orange late at night. One learned to ignore rumours of underground chambers far beneath Yincastle, tunnelled so deep below that magic air existed there, and where improbable things were said to be done by the city’s elite. It was true that every now and then, people vanished as if plucked off the prosperous streets. But the same, surely, happened in every city.


It was in Yincastle’s highest tower that the orange windows glowed at night, a place from which one could survey the entire city below, active as an insect hive in daylight, a sparkling nest of lights by night. Here, out of reach of any war machine, the smooth silvery bricks still bore drake-claw marks from a long past war, the same war which had made room for Yincastle’s current elites.


Izven peered out through one of those very high windows now. The pulsing orange light behind him bathed the chamber in glowing warmth. Naked, his body looked soft and vulnerable as he surveyed the city’s night lights, spread beyond him like a web full of struggling morsels he was in no hurry to bring closer and consume. The visitor he expected was late.


Behind him there was a clink of chains as Lalie shifted on the huge bed. She was not concerned about the chains clamping her wrists, the belt about her waist, nor indeed her own near nakedness. She had leeway enough to crawl about on the bed a good distance. She was released whenever she wished to relieve herself. She was fed luscious, beautiful meals – the best food she’d ever eaten in fact. Hot baths were insisted upon twice daily.


There were others here of course who did not enjoy the facilities as much as she did. They too were chained up throughout the chamber, to beds and couches, always frightened and wanting to return to their homes and families, not yet understanding there was simply no way that could happen after all they’d been through and witnessed here. Lalie was quickly tiring of their complaints.


This chamber – though it didn’t bother her – had seemed quite peculiar at first. She had thought mayors were like stern parents: boring, straight in their ways, pushing papers around, blathering about taxes and grain supplies, now and then parading in front of people like roosters proud of their feathers.


She was no stranger to some of the games men enjoyed, either. The high priest had used her for many peculiar sexual rituals, involving other women, involving Offerings. The trick was to understand your flesh was just a plaything of the spirit inside, the spirit already pledged and therefore owned by sleeping Inferno, who would one day waken and claim it. What happened to the flesh didn’t matter, as long as the mind was undamaged. As long as the spirit stayed keen, pure and hot as a candle flame. Pure enough to be brought within Inferno’s divine fire.


The sexual games played in this chamber had therefore been no shock to her, but she was surprised to find a mayor, along with his high officials and friends, so very preoccupied with them. All day, in this large, circular chamber, and in the other rooms adjoining it, the games went on and on. She had begun to wonder: did they even bother with taxes, laws, wars and all the rest? Was all that just a clever disguise?


The others held here were mostly women and girls, with just a few men for those with different tastes. A high official – some friend of Izven, some important guest of the city – would walk in and gaze about with the air of a person quite familiar with this fondly remembered place. They would sometimes disrobe, do whatever they wanted to any of the sexual servants on display. Or they’d ask for one – there were dozens in this chamber, many ages and sizes, mostly young and sleek, like Lalie – to come with them, somewhere private. The chosen ones would usually return, but sometimes they didn’t. Those who came back often wore welts, bruises, cuts. Perhaps they’d be vomiting, pale, shaken, needing tending by the nurses.


Of course Lalie had known the minute Izven guided her out of the Mayors’ Command meeting at Elvury, reserving for her a place in his personal caravan, that his charity was not pure kindness. He made a good show of it, the half-bald, pot-bellied man parading her before as many of the other cities’ officials as he could, practically spoon-feeding her like an underfed lamb he was caring for. No fool, she’d played along, peering up at him with eyes large and adoring. She’d expected to pay for the meals and shelter on her back or knees, to either Izven or one of his men. Such a prospect had mattered little to her, mere motions of the pretty suit her spirit wore, garments briefly crumpling here and there, at times even enjoyably.


At any hour of the day – mostly at night – the mayor would appear, would guide people in, some times whole groups of them. Izven had kept many guests from choosing her for their pleasure, all bar one or two whom he instructed to use her with care. This made her suspect he had something else in mind for her. She had remained here, after all, while many others had departed to make way for fresh arrivals. And he spent time speaking with her, but never with the others.


It was an honour, the mayor had explained, for her and these others to be chosen and brought here, even if they died in their duties – some of the mayor’s friends had such tastes, that was all. He spoke to her of many things, seeming to enjoy his own voice. Of history he spoke, and of Otherworld, of magic.


He left the window and came to her bed now, and began to speak of such things. She mostly blanked out his voice, pretending to listen, until he said, ‘I even dabble in a little spell craft myself.’


‘There’s no magic in cities,’ said Lalie.


The mayor toyed with a curling strand of her hair. It was growing long and thick again, already responding to the good food she received here, the lotions and oils brought in on trays. ‘Usually not,’ said Izven in his scholarly voice. His voice never changed, however excited he became. His eyes lingered on the man – perhaps a relative – mechanically fucking someone at the other end of the chamber, to the sound of whimpering and rattling chains.


Lalie knew a little of spells, especially slow-cast ones, which one did not need to be a mage to cast. She repeated, ‘There’s no magic in cities.’


Izven kneaded her breast, his stubby fingers digging in to the point of pain. She squirmed since that was what he wanted, but if he really hurt her she’d bite and claw him, and he knew it. He said, ‘There is a space below, Lalie. Below Yincastle. Deep below. I go there now and then. With certain friends. Are you thirsty?’


‘No.’


‘Call me “Mayor”, Lalie. Titles are important.’


‘I’ll give you a title of my own,’ she said, smiling with bared teeth.


He looked at her with no change of expression. ‘You delight me. Do you know, Lalie, that genuine, committed followers of Inferno are quite rare? I mean those who practise the hidden rites, as you did.’


Izven gestured at a servant to bring a drink. ‘O, we have some Inferno people here in Yinfel,’ he went on, ‘but they’re not committed. They’ve not taken the vow of property. They think they have, but most don’t know the true words of that vow. Do you remember telling me those words when I asked you what they were, on our trip here from Elvury? That was when I knew you were genuine. A noble and misunderstood Spirit is Inferno, Lalie. I do not swear to him myself, understand. But I appreciate him, and his followers. Do you feel he will awaken in our lifetimes?’


She shrugged, the chains clinking. Whether or not he did, her flame would join his fire.


‘I feel he may,’ said Izven, fondling her more gently now. ‘I expect a visitor tonight. A very important visitor. Can you guess where he’s from? The castle. The castle. Where Vous lives.’ He examined her surprised look. ‘Yes, it is a well-kept secret. We are Aligned with the castle now, here in my city. But really, we always were Aligned. Soon the people will learn of it, and there shall be changes they will not like very much at all. It won’t matter. A lot of them will die.’


She thought of Anfen, and all the other men like him, how fanatical they were in their fight against the castle. What Izven said was impossible. She scoffed.


Seeming to gauge her thoughts, he said, ‘It is all a game, Lalie. There is a lot of pretending. There must be, or people would not play it as we wish them to. And only a couple of hundred people truly understand that it is a game, and understand how we play it. It grew much easier when the schools of magic and half-giants were gone, you see. But even when they were here, our game was played the same way. The Mayors’ Command did their work against the castle in earnest. But they were only generals, Lalie. Generals whom we selected, trained, whose very minds we created. They know warfare well, such men, but that is all they know. They used the men and tools we gave them. They reported all they did to us and they answered to us. But we do not share our private designs with them. All this time, there were only one or two cities left who weren’t secretly Aligned.’


She couldn’t understand it. ‘But, all the wars …’


‘Never mind those! People must be managed; herds must sometimes be culled. The world had to be kept busy while the Arch Mage did his work and created a new Spirit. His own armies and ours, for what if they turned their attention inwards instead of at some outside threat? Men feel they need to fight. So we let them, as long as they do not fight us. That’s all, Lalie.’


How could the whole war have been orchestrated? It was impossible. Such a thing was too big and chaotic to truly control. She refused to believe it. ‘Do you mean that your city … and all the cities who fight with each other … are really friends?’


‘Friends,’ he said contemplatively, settling back on the bed beside her. He ran a finger over the chains holding her wrists as though they were a sensual part of her. Over in the corner, the other man’s mechanical fucking went on and on, his body like a machine someone had forgotten to switch off. ‘Think of it, Lalie, as a game we mayors and lords all play. It is a serious game, of course. When the army of my city battles another, I wish earnestly for victory. I am proud when we win; I am upset when we lose. But ever I remain here, in Yincastle, safe and comfortable, managing Yinfel’s people. We Free Cities were earnest in our game against the castle for a long while. But all along we understood it was indeed a game. Fighting men do not see it that way. We cannot let them. If they did, they would not fight and die as they do, all to be just minor pieces on a board.


‘Avridis – the Arch Mage – is someone I partly admire. He has always played the game differently. He was just an apprentice wizard, not born into any of the ruling families, and so not invited to play our game at all. But through his talents in magic he fought his way to a place at the table with the rest of us. For a long while, he played as a winner – a better player in fact than many of us. His part may be over now, but he has surprised us before. We shall see.


‘Lalie, the only real rule of the game is that we, the game’s players, are to remain high-placed no matter what else happens. At the very least kept in honour and comfort, away from the toiling rabble. It is a rule usually adhered to, but not always. Some mayors are foolish. Now and then – even for a decade or two – fools of one city or other get a place of power, fools who don’t understand the game. They would, if they could, change the rules altogether. Tauk the Strong of Tanton is one such fool. Liha of Faifen is another of them. She is probably dead now, when she could be enjoying life as I do. Earnest people, admirable in their way, but limited by silly ideas. Foolish.’ He sighed.


Lalie curled up beside him, no longer sure what to believe. ‘Ilgresi? His city fell. Did you …’


Izven laughed, each ha so controlled it was practically spoken. ‘Ilgresi the Blind is no fool. We are distant cousins, he and I. He is now in Tsith. He knew very well Elvury would fall. He helped. He made a deal with Avridis. Do you really think, Lalie, that such a wealthy city’s inner workings could have been so rotted through without its ruler knowing? He was surprised only by the timing of it – we all were. It happened a few days early. Those horrid creatures are as difficult to control in large numbers as they are to kill. Few things go to plan perfectly. It did not matter, our “dramatic escape” looked good for the generals.’


‘You knew Elvury would fall?’


‘All of us knew but Tauk and Liha. We lingered in that city only because of this unexpected business with the Pilgrims.’


Lalie nodded. The mayor had quizzed her repeatedly about Eric and Case, not seeming to mind that he got the same answers each time.


Izven’s drink arrived in a small glass, and he gulped it down in one swallow. It made his face flush and pupils dilate. He dismissed the servant with a gesture like flicking away an insect. ‘You have more questions. Ask, Lalie.’


‘Are you friends with the Arch?’


‘Friends is a peculiar word. It is all a dance, Lalie, every action, every word. Some of the dance’s moves are courteous and graceful, even seductive. Other moves are swift and brutal as a cudgel’s blow. We dance about each other all the while, Lalie.’ To her astonishment, a tear came to Izven’s eye. It slid down his cheek. She understood a moment later it was just an effect of the drink he’d consumed. He said, ‘If I told you the Arch Mage would come to visit us, would you be surprised, Lalie?’ Verily, she was speechless. ‘Ah, but not quite him,’ said the mayor. ‘A Strategist comes, Lalie. Vashun is his name. I have expected him a while, but he is late. It does not matter, does it? For we may find ways to pass the time as we wait.’


He surprised her with the suddenness with which he pinned her body beneath his, his hands about her throat, squeezing air out of her while his pale soft body pressed down, entering her with violence he’d not before given a hint of. Lalie gasped for air as his hands now and then eased to let her draw a partial breath. A distant part of her rebelled against being used this way: I am one of Inferno’s chosen, she thought; I am she He spared from the hall of death! I am for Him, not you!


Then as if in response, Izven’s words echoed again: A noble, misunderstood Spirit, Lalie. Do you feel he will awaken in our lifetimes? I feel he may …


A smile spread across her face in spite of her lack of breathing air. She could not be certain, but she believed she understood what the mayor had meant.


There was no knowing how much time had passed since she’d blacked out. A group of men surrounded Lalie’s bed in quiet conversation. One of them was far taller and thinner than the others. His clothes glowed with shifting colours. His voice was a rasp filled with ugly humour: ‘We have learned that even entities as great as dragons can and do … miscalculate, shall we say.’ There was wheezing laughter. ‘So this is the girl, yes, yes. How much is it that she knows of their practices?’


Izven said, ‘Much, Strategist. All the common rituals, all the waking ones. Many Offerings too, though of course …’


‘We need not trouble with that.’ The tall thin one dismissed the others with a nod. They went and browsed like folk at market through the other chained women and girls. The Strategist reached out a long finger, so white and thin Lalie thought it was bone. It touched her belly, sending a ripple of cold through her. ‘The waking rites may be useful. There is less to it all than one might think, Izven. Especially in this case. The Spirit’s personality already lives. It is only diminished. It is difficult to explain the science.’


Stiff and wooden, the Strategist leaned over Lalie’s body. His rustling voice seemed to savour itself, broken here and there with wheezing gasps. ‘Being human at first, Vous was … difficult. A fire is a misleading but … sufficient analogy. With Inferno we need but pour fuel upon it to reawaken it. There is no need for the long process we had. To attract and build that initial … spark.’ Vashun touched Lalie again, though no cold ran through her this time.


She swatted feebly at his hand.


Surprised to find her awake, Vashun wheezed laughter. He said, ‘Rest, little one. A long trip is before us, but I am sure you will … enjoy … its destination. Think of it as the final stretch of a journey you long ago set out upon.’ He twisted a long thin hand, questing for words. ‘The less pleasant scenery is behind you now. Ah, but all our journeys have such, for a stretch. A little trial is needed, here and there. To sort the … devoted, from those who merely … posture.’


Not knowing what he meant, Lalie bared her teeth. Vashun stepped back a pace, smiling as if pushed by a blast of pleasant warmth. He breathed deeply. ‘Ah, mm! You would ask, had you speech, where it is that we go? To the Ash Sea, little one, to the Ash Sea. There is someone there we must, ahh … awaken.’


Lalie gasped. A wave of chills rippled through her as understanding struck. She clung tightly to this part of the dream, cherishing its warmth, hoping more than anything else that she would awaken to find it real. By night, to the clopping hooves of the steeds that drew the wagon, she did so.





4
IN THE SKIES



What Eric had taken to be a city was no more than a cluster of stone monoliths, menhirs and upright slabs fashioned not unlike large gravestones, all made of the same basalt grey skystone of the cavern’s walls, roof and floor. Although Vyin had called it an Invia roost, no Invia were about. Some white feathers littered the floor between the thirty or so stone pieces, some of which – like the bulbous trunk they presently hid behind – had been made in imitation of trees, with delicate stone lattice leaves fanning from trunks either squat and round, or tall and lordly. Many pieces were broken, smashed upon the ground, partly dissolved by time to dust. There seemed little order to the roost … it was as if the structures were placed with the randomness of tossed stones, or pieces left upon the board of an unfinished game.


They were too far now from Shâ to see whether or not any war mages still lived for the dragon to torment. They could faintly make out the dragon’s huge silhouette, with just glimpses of its poison colours. It remained perfectly still for stretches of time, then trampled into motion. It was unreal to see something so huge move with such nimbleness.


Eric had never been so winded and exhausted as when they finally came to rest after their sprint to the roost, nor had he ever known such terror. Nor had Aziel, judging by her shivering and quiet weeping. He tried to understand the fear the great dragon had given him, but he could not. His death had seemed just as likely, or more so, when he’d gone through the door and lay clutching his briefcase in the corpse-strewn field while a war mage murdered nearby. And death had seemed just as likely before he and Case had been rescued from a Tormentor in the woods, or when they’d stumbled into groundman traps, and several other times besides. This time, though, the fear had gone beyond such a trivial concern as whether he lived or died. He did not know how that could be so.
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