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      Para Morgan y sus padres, con amor y avena

      



      
      


            
     
      What can you do against the lunatic who is more intelligent than yourself, who gives your arguments a fair hearing and then
            simply persists in his lunacy?

      
      Orwell



            
      The disease has sharpened my senses – not destroyed – not dulled them.

      
      Poe
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      Lost Souls
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      21 Ilbrin 941

      
      220th day from Etherhorde

      
      It might have been a palace window in Etherhorde: round, red-tinted, firelit from within, but it was a living eye set in a
         wall of sapphire lunging east through a cobalt sea. Beneath the eye, shattered scales, and a wound that gaped long and raw
         as the opened belly of a bull. Lower still a mouth like a sea-cave, and from it a hot, salt, rancid wind that took the little
         skiff in a foul embrace.
      

      
      No one moved. The beast had come upon them so quickly that they’d not yet even turned the skiff about. The quartermaster tried
         to squeeze out a command, but no sound came. On the second try he managed a whisper: ‘Lie down. Lie down!’
      

      
      The others obeyed him, curling down against the deck, and the quartermaster, dropping the helm, did the same. The skiff had
         been tacking neatly across the inlet, but as the monster closed it began to buck and heave like a wild stallion, and they
         clung to the thwarts and cleats and oarlocks for dear life. The creature had a serpent’s body but its head was leonine, maned
         in shell-encrusted hair, the strands thick as old halyards and shedding tons of seawater as it rose.
      

      
      Thasha Isiq lifted her eyes. It was close enough to touch with a boathook; she could have leaped from the skiff right into
         that blue-green mane. She felt someone tugging her arm; she heard the quartermaster, whose name was Fiffengurt, begging her
         not to stare. But she could not look away. The eye blinked, huge and terrible and desperate and sad. She saw chipped fangs
         and a black torrent of tongue. She saw an iron collar buried in the mane, and a bit like a rusted tree-trunk cutting into
         the flesh at the back of the mouth. She saw the chain fused to the bit whipping up out of the foam. All this in a split second:
         just before the chain struck the hull and jerked the boat half-out of the waves and snapped her head sharply back.
      

      
      When the red flash of pain subsided Thasha raised her head again. The waves were smaller, but the boat had sprung a bubbling
         leak. Frightened curses, desperate looks. Pazel Pathkendle, Thasha’s closest friend in the world, was pointing at a spot some
         twenty yards off the stern. A huge loop of the serpent was rising there, turning like a section of a gigantic waterwheel,
         each blue-green scale as large as a soldier’s breastplate. Further east another loop broke the surface; and beyond it that
         terrible head rose again, and the wound flexed and twisted like a second mouth. The beast was heading for the cape across
         the inlet, with its fishing village and a cluster of rocky islets a few miles offshore. Behind the largest of these the Chathrand stood at anchor, waiting for their return. Thasha could just hear the lookouts starting to howl.
      

      
      ‘’Ent no blary end to that thing!’ said one of the Turachs, his eyes on the oozing body of the serpent.

      
      ‘Quiet, marine,’ whispered his commander.

      
      ‘It is dropping lower,’ said the swordsman, Hercól Stanapeth.

      
      So it was: lower, and lower still, until they could no longer see the horizon beneath the loop of flesh. The farther coil
         was lowering too, and the creature’s head was gone from sight. Then Fiffengurt hissed through his teeth. The water around
         the skiff had begun to boil.
      

      
      They were in the centre of a vast school of sharks, trailing the monster like a ribbon of mercury, packed so tight that they
         jostled one another, flicking spray into the boat. The sharks were slender, man-sized, their dead eyes round as coins. Thasha
         could feel the thump of each snout against the hull.
      

      
      Their numbers seemed as endless as the monster’s length. But eventually the school was past, and at almost the same time the
         arch of flesh sank out of sight. Nothing remained of the serpent but a trail of foam.
      

      
      Fiffengurt and the soldiers made the sign of the Tree. Mr Bolutu, the older dlömu, began a prayer of thanks to Lord Rin. But
         Pazel rose carefully to his feet. Thasha watched as he shielded his eyes, studying the creature’s wake.
      

      
      So little to him, she thought suddenly. A boy barely seventeen, the age she’d be in six weeks, dark like any tarboy, and a
         bit darker yet by blood. Thin arms, fierce eyes. Did he care about her any more? Did she care about him? Did it mean something,
         that notion, I care, I love, after yesterday? He might well have despaired. He might hate her casually, as part of hating
         everything: the new world and the old, the Chathrand and the place she’d anchored, the frightened villagers, the savage Gods.
      

      
      When the prayer ended, Sergeant Haddismal, a hugely muscled Turach with skin like boot leather, twisted around to glare at
         Mr Fiffengurt.
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t believe these eyes,’ he said, pointing, as though they might have been confused with some other pair. ‘You dropped
         the tiller, man! What kind of mucking pilot are you?’
      

      
      ‘The kind that brought us safe out of the Nelluroq,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Didn’t ask you, Stanapeth, did I?’ snapped the Turach. ‘But what I will ask, once more, is what in the Nine putrid Pits we’re
         doing out here? What did you lot find yesterday that’s got you too scared to let the men set foot on land? It has to be something
         worse than a few more of these fish-eyed abominids.’
      

      
      The pair of dlömu just looked at him, silver eyes shining against the black, black skin. Their indifference to his abuse only
         fuelled Haddismal’s rage. He shouted at Pazel to sit down, and at Mr Fiffengurt to bail, although the quartermaster was doing
         so already. Looking again at Hercól, the sergeant gestured at the mighty ship that was their destination.
      

      
      ‘Just tell me the Gods-damned truth. Eight hundred men goin’ mad with thirst, and you come back from the village with two
         little parlour-casks of fresh water, and say that’s it, lads, make do till further notice. What do we get by way of explanation? Nothing. Soon
         my men are on riot duty, though they’re so dry themselves they’d lick sweat off a pig. What can I tell ’em? Nothing. And then,
         just to prove that you’re mad as moon dogs, you announce that we’re going to take a jaunt over to the empty side of the inlet, so that you can run about in the dunes. What d’ye find there? Nothing.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll be back on the Chathrand by sunset,’ said Thasha.
      

      
      ‘Sooner,’ said Fiffengurt, ‘if we get back to rowing, that is.’

      
      Haddismal scowled over his shoulder at the western shore, already a mile behind them. ‘Pointless,’ he said. ‘Why, it’s just
         a spit of sand! Any fool can see— Eh, Muketch! Sit your arse down!’
      

      
      But Pazel, as if he had forgotten the hated nickname, remained standing in the bows. He was looking at the waves around the
         skiff, and Thasha noticed that they were ragged and oddly churned.
      

      
      ‘Sergeant Haddismal?’ said Pazel.

      
      ‘Sit down! What is it?’ barked the Turach.

      
      ‘Take off your armour.’

      
      
      The soldier’s mouth fell open. He raised a hand broad as a shovel to strike the youth. But the hand stopped in mid-air, and
         his lip curled as if with an unwelcome thought. He glanced at the other soldier, who was already unbuckling his hauberk, and
         it occurred to Thasha that the previous Turach commander had died in the very act of beating Pazel about the head, and then
         the boat shot skywards like a rock from a sling, and split across the keel, and Thasha was flying, spinning, shards of hull
         and mast about her as the tail of the diving serpent snapped like a whip and was gone.
      

      
      She caught a glimpse of Pazel, arms crossed to protect his face, crashing back into the sea as through a sheet of glass; then
         Thasha herself struck, head first. She barely slowed: the monster’s descent had created a suction that dragged her down, and
         the cold and terror of sudden darkness nearly made her gasp. But she did not gasp: Thasha was an admiral’s daughter, a thojmélé fighter, a survivor of the Nelluroq crossing. She held her breath and tore at her boots.
      

      
      They were large and came off easily. The woollen coat took longer to escape; by the time she succeeded the water was black
         and leaden. Somehow she had the clarity of mind to swim sidelong to the downward current. Eight, ten, a dozen aching strokes.
         Then the current slackened and she aimed for what was left of the sunlight.
      

      
      Dark flames, overhead. The sharks were returning. She pushed through them, heedless; all she wanted was air. When at last
         she broke the surface the dorsal fins were flowing by her like small grey sails.
      

      
      Her lungs made an ugly croak. There was barely room to tread water among the sharks. She waited for the first bite, cold and
         angry. But the sharks were dispersing, their collective mind on the serpent and the greater pickings it provided, and not
         one of them harmed her. On the crest of a wave she saw Pazel, naked to the chest, and Mr Fiffengurt clinging to a broken plank.
         She heard Hercól shout for Haddismal but saw neither man.
      

      
      Her head slipped under again. Her remaining clothes were going to kill her. She clawed at the knot that secured her sailor’s
         breeches, but only managed to tighten it hopelessly. Giving up, she shed her blouse, then tugged off the breeches with brute
         force. Rising again, she found the shore at a glance and knew she would not drown.
      

      
      There was Ibjen, supporting the younger Turach, who was limp. Thasha kicked towards them, doubting that the boy could swim
         a mile through swells and breakers with a dying marine. But before she had taken three strokes the other dlömic man, Bolutu,
         surfaced on the other side of the Turach and caught his arm. Together they bore the soldier away.
      

      
      Thasha’s own battle to reach the land was much harder than she expected. She grew light-headed, and her limbs began to seize
         with cold. The back-swell fought her, urging her away from the beach like an overbearing host. Blackness, death, come and
         see, come and see.
      

      
      When at last her foot grazed the bottom she thought suddenly of her father, signing his letters with the word Unvanquished, and dragged herself up from the waves with a growl.
      

      
      The sand was warm. A mallet smashed at her eardrums with each beat of her heart. She raised her eyes: there were large black
         animals, walrus-like, lurching fearfully into the waves a hundred yards from where she stood. She fell down and rose unsteadily
         and fell again. Then she remained on hands and knees and watched a trickle of blood run down her bare arm. A cut on her shoulder,
         nothing dangerous really. Unless you were swimming, tiring, needed all your strength.
      

      
      Footsteps, staggering nearer. Someone dropped to his knees beside her and made a choking sound. Pazel. He put his hands on
         her back and shoulder, inspecting.
      

      
      ‘You hurt?’ she said.

      
      More choking. Then: ‘No … only the Turach … he’ll live.’

      
      She turned her head. Pazel was naked and shivering and bleeding from the scalp. His whole body caked with sand. Up the beach
         she saw the others, crawling or rising shakily to their feet. Her vision blurring, she counted them. A miracle, she thought.
      

      
      ‘Find … some clothes.’

      
      A fit of retching took her, but she smiled through it. The nearest clothes were six miles off on the Chathrand. She dropped on her side, facing away from him, then reached for the hand that had not left her shoulder and kissed it, and
         got a mouthful of sand for her trouble.
      

      
      ‘No one died, Thasha.’

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      Then she rolled over, facing him. No one died. She began to laugh, and Pazel caught her eye and did the same, and then with a shared impulse they turned their backs to
         each other, no longer laughing exactly, in fact what was it, weeping, fits of pain? Whatever they were about they did it quietly,
         convulsed but voicing nothing, showing nothing, least of all faces that might have acknowledged, inflicted, the truth.
      

      
      *

      
      
      The dlömu, astonishing swimmers both, had not needed to shed their clothes. They brought their shirts to Thasha to cover herself,
         and with an arm over her breasts she thanked them, then looked at each in turn, and lastly at Pazel, until all three turned
         away.
      

      
      Ibjen had struggled not to stare. Even now he made as if to glance back at her over his shoulder, but checked himself. Thasha
         watched him as she ripped his shirt open at the seams. Whatever else they are, they’re men.

      
      But then Ibjen had been staring at the humans since their arrival the day before. He still jumped occasionally when one of
         them spoke. The way humans did, Thasha mused, when faced with a woken animal, a creature who used words when they expected
         brays or screeches.
      

      
      For in his lifetime Ibjen had never met a human capable of more than that. They were animals, dumb animals: every last human
         known to exist in this hemisphere. They had, he admitted when pressed, rather less sense than dogs. Perhaps as much as cows
         or sheep. Thasha, Pazel and Hercól had met a few of these damaged humans yesterday, naked, drooling, clustered about Ibjen’s
         father, gazing at the newcomers in thoughtless fear. He had tamed them, the old man said. He had given them names.
      

      
      She tied the torn shirt about her waist and pulled the other, wet and chilly, over her head. The sun was low in the west;
         in an hour it would be dark, and they would be cold indeed if the wind kept up.
      

      
      Fifty yards along the beach, stranded by some long-ago storm, lay the bleached trunk of a mighty tree. It was a good five
         feet thick, and Thasha saw that the men had withdrawn to the far side, peering over it timidly as she approached. On another
         day she might have laughed. Arquali sailors, for all their crassness and carnal appetite, would rather be hanged than spied
         naked by a woman.
      

      
      But as she neared the trunk she realised that something had changed. Ibjen was talking, and he looked like a messenger with
         so much bad news to impart that he expects to be chased off or stabbed before he finishes. Fiffengurt and the Turachs stood
         motionless, pale. Hercól had decided to tell them the truth.
      

      
      ‘You are—’ Ibjen stammered, embarrassed. ‘They are dying out in the wild, I understand. Winter kills so many. They get sick, they can’t find food, and people – dlömu, I
         mean – aren’t allowed to set up feeding stations like they used to. The war shortages, you see.’
      

      
      Feeding stations. Human beings who scavenged along the edges of woods, the outskirts of towns. Humans who ran like deer when the dlömu approached, or waited, blinking and terrified, for a handout. Humans without human minds.
      

      
      ‘We call them tol-chenni. That’s a foreign word, I forget what it means—’
      

      
      ‘It means “sleepwalkers”,’ said Pazel.

      
      ‘In Nemmocian,’ added Bolutu. ‘How very … evocative.’

      
      ‘We’re breaking Imperial law by feeding them,’ said Ibjen. ‘The Grain Edict, dlömic labour for dlömic mouths. Some of the
         men want to drive the tol-chenni off into the woods, but they won’t cross my father. Besides, there aren’t any laws these days. Not really. Not out here.’
      

      
      Thasha sat down with her back to the tree. ‘Out here’ was the Northern Sandwall: a ribbon of dunes stretching east to west,
         horizon to horizon. On one side, the Nelluroq: the vast, vindictive Ruling Sea. On the other, this Gulf of Masal: warmer,
         infinitely calmer, and such a brilliant blue that it was like the sea a child paints who has never beheld one. Yesterday,
         quite literally dying of thirst, they had limped into this Gulf around a sandy knob six miles to the east, a place that Mr
         Bolutu had recognised with cries of joy as Cape Lasung.
      

      
      They had reached the very margins of his homeland, he declared: Bali Adro, an empire greater by far than the Empire of Arqual,
         which was Thasha’s own country, and one of the two great powers of the Northern world. Bolutu had lived for twenty years in
         Arqual. Twenty years magically disguised as a human; twenty years with no hope of returning, until he joined the crew of the
         Chathrand. Still, it was not surprising that he knew Lasung at a glance, for a singular landmark stood upon the cape: Narybir, the
         Guardian Tower, a weird, waxlike spire of red stone. The tower graced coins, he said; it appeared in murals and paintings
         and books of architecture. No citizen of his beloved Empire could fail to recognise Narybir, even if, like Bolutu, he had
         never come near it.
      

      
      But once ashore they had found the tower abandoned, its doors barred and padlocked, its great stair plunged beneath a drift
         of sand. A few minutes later they had met the dlömu villagers: coal-black figures like Mr Bolutu, skin slick as eels, fingers
         webbed to the first knuckle, hair of a metallic sheen and those hypnotic eyes in which it was difficult to spot the pupil.
         Ten or twelve families in all: refugees, gaunt and fearful, hiding from the war. By day they scanned the Gulf for danger,
         tended their meagre gardens, snared birds and rodents in the stunted forest of the Cape. By night they huddled in the old
         stone houses, plugging holes against the wind.
      

      
      
      Sergeant Haddismal was shouting: ‘—ask us to believe that? I don’t believe it! And why not? Because it’s monstrous and impossible. You’re trying to play us for fools.’
      

      
      ‘Rubbish, Sergeant!’ said Fiffengurt, shouting rapidly and with unnatural excitement. ‘There’s no bad faith here. A mistake
         is what it is. Humankind wiped out? It doesn’t square. We saw a group of men just yesterday, soon as we landed.’
      

      
      ‘But we saw them up close,’ said Pazel. ‘Hercól and Thasha and I, and Bolutu as well. It’s true, Mr Fiffengurt. They’re … animals.’
      

      
      ‘They are tol-chenni,’ said Ibjen.
      

      
      ‘Come come.’ said Fiffengurt. ‘Yesterday a whole devilish armada passed by in the Gulf – you can’t have forgotten that, Mr Hercól.’
      

      
      ‘I fear I never shall,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Right,’ said Haddismal, turning on Ibjen. ‘We’re done playin’ this little game. Or are you going to tell us those ships were
         crewed by your kind alone – dlömu to the lowliest swab? That there were no humans aboard?’
      

      
      Ibjen was at a loss. ‘In cages, you mean?’

      
      ‘Gentlemen!’ said Fiffengurt. ‘This is a mix-up, I tell you. A tiz-woz, a garble-box, you follow, Ibjen my lad? Maybe you
         don’t. Or maybe I’m still not following you. Don’t take it unkindly, but you’re not exactly speaking proper Arquali. Your words start all wrong. Puh is puh and buh is buh, and they ain’t the same thing—’
      

      
      ‘He is not speaking Arquali at all,’ said Bolutu. ‘I told you yesterday, Fiffengurt: your tongue is an offshoot of our Imperial
         Common. You Northerners are the children of Bali Adro emigrants, whether you like it or not.’
      

      
      ‘Well then!’ said the quartermaster, pouncing. ‘If humans from your Belly-whatsit Empire crossed the Ruling Sea and founded
         our own, they couldn’t very well have been animals, now could they?’
      

      
      ‘That was before – many centuries before the change.’

      
      ‘No, no, no!’ shouted Fiffengurt. ‘Hush, listen! I’ve sailed more than any of you; I know how strange tribal folk can seem – why, some
         of them brutes back in the Jitril Isles—’
      

      
      Thasha sank her hands into her golden hair and pulled, pulled, until she felt the roots close to tearing, until she knew for
         certain the pain was real. They wouldn’t believe even this much. How could they possibly face the rest? How was she going to face it?
      

      
      The first part, what had become of human beings: she might still have been denying that, if she hadn’t seen them yesterday,
         in the little square at the village centre. But oh, how she’d seen them. Slack-jawed, fly-mobbed, stinking. Half the women pregnant. The
         men with coarse, matted beards. Out they had come at the old dlömu’s call, shuffling, whimpering, and then—
      

      
      Something had happened to Thasha then. Something frightful and very personal, like those nightmares that erupt in silence
         and last just an instant, waking one with an urge to scream. But Thasha could not for the life of her say what it had been.
         She had not fainted. Several minutes were simply gone.
      

      
      When memory returned no one was standing quite where they had been. Hercól was blocking the gate that let onto the square,
         forbidding entry to the rest of the landing party. Mr Bolutu was staring at his hands. Pazel was beside her, pressing a cup
         of water to her lips, the first long drink she’d had in a fortnight and the most delicious in her life. Pazel told her she’d
         suffered an attack. He spoke with tenderness, but his eyes betrayed another feeling: for a moment, before he checked himself,
         they had blazed with accusation.
      

      
      She had seen Pazel angry, furious, fighting for his life. But she had never seen him turn anyone that sort of look. What could
         she possibly have done to deserve it?
      

      
      A distant boom wrenched her back to the present. The serpent had risen again, this time across the inlet beside one of the
         rocky isles, and with a thundering roar smashed its jaw against the cliff. An echo of steel on stone rolled across the inlet;
         from the island birds rose in clouds. Again the monster struck, and again.
      

      
      It was trying to break free of its bridle, the remains of some entangling war-tack. She winced; even from here she could see
         the fresh blood, scarlet over turquoise. Great shelvings of stone collapsed into the waves; miles away the Chathrand was rocking like a hobby horse. Pain, she thought. Pain and death and madness, and enough fresh water to keep us alive. That was all they had found so far in this new world, this great South they’d reached after months without landfall, half
         of it in storm, a passage through lunacy in its own right, a nightmare. Hercól was right: the truth might trigger almost any
         sort of panic once it reached the ship.
      

      
      They collected driftwood and desiccated grass. Pazel and Fiffengurt, with much swearing and arguing and rasping of twigs,
         coaxed the brush into flames just minutes before it grew too dark to see. There was plenty to burn: the weather, as they knew
         too well, had been mercilessly dry.
      

      
      
      Hercól had gone away into the dunes ‘to be sure they were quite alone’. Thasha went on collecting firewood until the light
         failed altogether, now and then glancing across the water at the Chathrand. They had waved to the Great Ship from the mouth of the inlet, and received a signal in return: Are you safe till morning? A reasonable if disappointing question. The serpent might be gone (it had slipped the bridle at last, flung it high as the
         tip of Narybir Tower, and shot away into the Ruling Sea) but what else might be lurking in this alien Gulf? No, there was
         no justifying a rescue by night. They had answered Yes and trudged back resentfully to the beach where they’d swum ashore.
      

      
      In the darkness a small miracle occurred. The beach was etched with faint, zigzag ribbons of light. Scarlet, emerald, shimmering
         blue: each line no thicker than a shoelace, and fading even as they stared. Thasha walked down to the water, entranced. It
         was the surf lines that were glowing. Each charge of foam reached its highest point, and there disgorged a boiling mass of
         shelled creatures, smaller than termites, which somehow gripped the sand and began to glow. For a few wild seconds they crawled
         and squirmed. Were they spawning, seeking mates? Thasha found she could not touch them: at the approach of her hand their
         light vanished without a trace.
      

      
      It grew cold. The men were still embarrassed, but they could hardly deny Thasha a spot by the fire. They held bunches of dried
         grass against their loins, grass that crackled and poked them and blew about in the wind, and the more the wind blew the closer
         to the fire they edged, until Thasha feared that someone would go up in flames. Only the dlömu, dignified by their trousers,
         sat calmly, warming their webbed hands. Pazel was as foolish as anyone, hiding behind the marines.
      

      
      Thasha found them ridiculous. Hours ago they’d been told that their race was dead or dying across the entire Southern world.
         What were they thinking, how could they care? And yet she herself was glad to be covered. They made for something normal,
         these motions of modesty. Something that had yet to collapse.
      

      
      Hercól reappeared, startling them, for none had heard his approach. ‘I have walked along the north beach,’ he said, kneeling,
         ‘and I found the memorial: it was not in the dunes at all, but on a black rock facing the Ruling Sea. That is what we were
         looking for, Sergeant: a war memorial, one we hoped might tell us something about the catastrophe. Alas, I could not read
         a word of the inscription.’
      

      
      ‘We shouldn’t have come!’ blurted Ibjen suddenly. ‘We told you: even if you could find the memorial, and read it, you’d learn
         no more from it than you would from us. Is that truly why we crossed the inlet? Is that why we almost died?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Hercól.

      
      Overwhelmed, Ibjen turned away and bit his lips.

      
      Haddismal laughed. ‘What you means is, “I shouldn’t have come.” What are you doing with us anyway, boy? Your old dad punishing you for something?’
      

      
      Ibjen looked down at his hands. ‘I was told there were great ones among you,’ he said, ‘trying to do something fine.’

      
      ‘Fine?’

      
      ‘Something to redeem the world.’

      
      ‘Who told you that?’ asked Thasha. ‘Who could possibly have told you that?’
      

      
      But Ibjen just shook his head. ‘We shouldn’t be here, Thashiziq. We explained everything back in the village.’

      
      Haddismal’s lips curled in a sneer. He said, ‘You still don’t see it. Ain’t there a brain behind those fishy eyes?’

      
      Ibjen looked from face to face. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said.

      
      ‘We needed some proof of your story,’ said Pazel. ‘We wanted to know if you were mad.’

      
      The dlömic youth was shocked, then furious. He leaped to his feet and started towards Pazel, hands in fists, only to turn
         on his heel and stalk away into the darkness. Bolutu went after him, shooting an angry look of his own back over a shoulder.
      

      
      In a short time both dlömu returned. Ibjen, eyes locked on the fire, apologised to the humans. ‘I assumed you were like us,’
         he murmured. ‘That was foolish of me.’
      

      
      ‘Like you how?’ said Thasha.

      
      ‘I thought you would know how vicious a thing it is to call a person mad. But Mr Bolutu tells me it is no grave insult in
         your country.’
      

      
      ‘Nor was it here, when I departed,’ said Bolutu. ‘And I’ve no doubt it became an insult because of the catastrophe. By all
         the Gods, a third of the Imperial population was human! No one could have been unmoved. We were one people – dlömu, human,
         Nemmocian, k’urin, mizrald, selk. There were even marriages, occasionally. My cousin Daranta took a human wife.’
      

      
      Ibjen gave a twitch of disgust, clearly involuntary. The wounded Turach laughed, and everyone looked at him. He flinched at
         this concentrated scrutiny, pressed his bunch of grass tighter against his waist. ‘My sister married a bloke from Noonfirth,’
         he said.
      

      
      
      Haddismal looked at him with vague distaste. Noonfirthers were jet black. Worse, their kingdom, though small by Arquali standards,
         was peaceful, fashionable, educated and rich. ‘You’ll keep that to yourself if you know what’s good for you,’ he said.
      

      
      Night brought no rescue, but it brought other visitors. Eyes gleamed from the dune grass. Some low swift creatures loped by
         in the surf, panting like wolves. And when the wind ebbed they heard a rustling all about them, accompanied by a noise like
         the breaking of small sticks. The sound was persistent and strangely unsettling, and in time Thasha realised that the creatures,
         whatever they might be, were moving about them in a closing spiral. At last Pazel tossed a burning branch out of their circle,
         and a half-dozen crabs the size of sunflowers, with translucent eyestalks and the delicate legs of spiders, recoiled into
         the night.
      

      
      ‘Irraketch,’ said Bolutu. ‘Lucky crabs. Don’t hurt them. They can be taught to mimic human speech, like parrots. Some part of them,
         legs or back or claw, is deadly poison.’
      

      
      Ibjen professed to know nothing of these creatures. He did not leave the village at night, he said. A bit later, as though
         reaching some difficult threshold of trust, he stated that he had come to live with his father just the year before. All his
         life his parents had been estranged, he said, and he had spent most of those years with his mother in the city of Masalym
         across the Gulf. But the previous winter she had sent him to his father’s dying village on the Northern Sandwall, to hide
         him from the military press gangs that robbed the mainland of its children.
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell,’ Ibjen pleaded. ‘None of the villagers know. They’d set me adrift in the Gulf, or kill me outright. They’re afraid
         to harbour runaways.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the fighting about?’ said Haddismal. ‘A threat to Imperial territory, is it?’

      
      Ibjen shook his head. ‘The enemy is the realm of Karysk, in the east. Not long ago they were our friends – but we are not
         supposed to say that. In any case I know nothing of the recent war.’
      

      
      ‘Recent,’ said Pazel, in a hollow voice.

      
      The Turach commander glanced at Hercól. ‘I assume,’ he said, indicating Pazel with his chin, ‘that you’ll be taking our genius
         here off to read that inscription at sunrise.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Perhaps?’ cried Haddismal. ‘Damn your eyes, ain’t that what we came for?’

      
      
      ‘He won’t be able to read it either,’ said Ibjen.
      

      
      ‘’Course he will!’ said Haddismal. ‘Translating’s all our Muketch is good for. That runt can speak, read and write every language under Heaven’s Tree.’
      

      
      Hercól said nothing, and Thasha waited, perplexed. The Turach was exaggerating Pazel’s Gift: it only let him learn new languages
         a few times a year, during a few days of magical insight, though he never forgot them afterwards. He had acquired some twenty-five
         languages during these interludes. But they ended in such violent fits that he’d thrown away his savings from five years as
         a tarboy (an amount Thasha had seen her cook spend preparing for a dinner party) on a cure that had failed. Still, Haddismal’s
         question was a good one. They’d come here to learn something. Why not show Pazel the memorial?
      

      
      Haddismal clearly thought his question more than good. ‘You answer me, Stanapeth. Don’t you dare sit there mute.’

      
      ‘My silence is not meant to insult you,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Your blary existence insults me. You’re under sentence of death, you and these two brats and the rest of your gang. A delayed
         sentence, but not rescinded. It’s beyond everything that you’re still at liberty, defying the ship’s commander.’
      

      
      ‘Who?’ said Pazel.
      

      
      Thasha could have hugged him. Even Haddismal looked caught between amusement and rage. Nothing was less clear than who was
         in charge on the Chathrand.
      

      
      The Turach threw up his hands. ‘I can’t talk to you people. You’re all cracked – not you, Mr Ibjen, don’t get sore, you’re
         quite sensible for a fish-eyed freak. Keep the fire burning, for Rin’s sake. Long live His Supremacy.’
      

      
      He dropped on his side. The junior Turach echoed his praise of the Emperor, then his example, and in scant minutes both men
         were breathing deep. The others sat up a long time, listening to the scuttling crabs, the wail of night birds, the surf. Their
         whispered conversations went nowhere; they were, like Haddismal, too bewildered for words.
      

      
      Thasha would remember their smiles. Bitter, perhaps even unhinged. But none of them cruel – not even Haddismal, at the last,
         though she had seen terrible cruelty from the man. She thought: It’s the world that’s cruel, not its poor stupid creatures. It’s the world that stabs a wall of perfect blue scales until they bleed. The world that makes
            you monstrous, holds you by the neck, tightens and tightens its jaws till something snaps.

      
      She looked Pazel over when she was sure his head was turned. He would always be thin, light, something less than a deadly fighter. But he was growing, and he’d embraced the lessons she and
         Hercól had thrust on him. They were brutal, those lessons: every one involved pain, and Pazel had few natural gifts as a fighter.
         But he wanted it, now, and that made all the difference. ‘One day I’ll protect you,’ he’d told her, ‘instead of being protected.’
         From the far end of the stateroom Felthrup had called: ‘You protect us already with your mind, your scholar’s mind! You’re
         a genius, Pazel Pathkendle.’ Thasha had stabbed at him with the practice sword, because he’d dropped his guard to answer Felthrup.
         She could see the scar on his hip even now, above his clutch of weeds.
      

      
      Skinny boy, genius. Someone she loved. Would it happen to him? In three months, six months, tomorrow? Would she wake up and
         find an animal looking back at her with those eyes?
      

      
      Perhaps he hates me. The thought ambushed her again. She knew that no one else suspected, and that Pazel himself would deny it to his last breath.
         Hadn’t they been inseparable for weeks? Hadn’t he shivered when she kissed him last?
      

      
      Yet sometimes people knew more than they knew. Perhaps in his heart Pazel sensed what Thasha was already certain of: that
         she deserved it. Deserved not just his hatred, but everyone’s, deserved to be loathed, tortured, dismembered, dead. Why? Thasha could not bring her thoughts to bear on that question: there was a gauze curtain between her and the truth, and though
         it lurked there like some vulgar actor awaiting his cue, she could not yet tear the curtain down.
      

      
      But she knew this much: if Pazel didn’t hate her yet, she would soon be giving him a reason.

      
      A hand touched Thasha’s foot. It was Hercól, his eyes stern but kind. ‘Brood no more,’ he said, and the command in his voice
         was made healing by their years of trust. His hand withdrew, and Thasha did her best to obey.
      

      
      They fed the fire. At length they found a way to sleep that cut no one off entirely from its warmth. Thasha lay down, her
         head bumping Ibjen’s knees, her foot on Hercól’s shoulder. If anything was still blessed in this world it was sleep.
      

      
      Night sounds, emptiness, a world without people. She drank it in for what felt like hours. Her mind was alert, but robbed
         of will and purpose; her heart drifted in a void. She thought that if the wind rose just a little she would float away, a
         cinder, and nothing in the universe would change.
      

      
      
      And then out of the darkness Mr Fiffengurt said, ‘There’s more to tell, ain’t there?’

      
      Deeper silence, suddenly, as though they were all waiting to breathe. Thasha wondered who would answer first: Hercól, Pazel,
         she herself? And once they answered, who would be the first to go mad?
      

      
      But she did not find out, for the silence held. None of them, it seemed, was ready to admit to being awake.
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      The world is a little house. If you listen, you will hear your country’s exiles, grumbling. They have been in the next room
         all along.
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      Thasha could not recall those moments in the village, but Pazel could. When the tol-chenni stepped into the crumbling square she had turned to him with unfocused eyes, clutched his arm, whispered in terror:
      

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to. It was never supposed to happen. You believe me, don’t you?’

      
      Now, some thirty hours later beside the fire, he looked at her – directly, at last, for no one was awake to catch him at it.
         Only the fire itself was in the way. On one side he saw the bedraggled mass of her hair, not at all pretty, like something
         that had slithered out of the Gulf and expired by Hercól’s knees. On the other side he could see her legs below the makeshift
         skirt. Bruised, sleek, powerful. He closed his eyes and it made no difference; if anything he saw them more clearly. Think, he told himself. Face yesterday. If he didn’t the fear would come back in his sleep, pounce on him, tear him apart.
      

      
      Thasha’s grip had been close to excruciating. ‘An accident,’ she’d said. ‘I tried to fix it, Pazel, I tried so hard.’

      
      With difficulty he had pried her hands from his shoulders, then held her as she shook, repeating her confession and her plea
         for belief. ‘I’m not the devil,’ she’d added helpfully. Pazel was shocked by the coincidence of their thoughts. He had made
         no guesses, diabolical or otherwise. But he was asking himself just who in Alifros she might be.
      

      
      
      He gave her water, the cold, sweet water Ibjen had just pumped from the well. Drink deep, drink slowly, he urged. It was the
         only way to make her stop talking.
      

      
      For apart from the horror of the mindless humans, there was suddenly the horror of Thasha’s claim that she had made them so.
         From the other side of the world, apparently. What could one say to that?
      

      
      He had decided to say nothing at all. Ibjen and his father, Mr Isul, were saying enough. They were as excited as children:
         the visitors were the first ‘woken’ humans the old man had seen in fifty years, Ibjen in his lifetime. Still working the pump
         handle, he cried to Bolutu: ‘Did you bring them from Masalym, brother? Is there a cure?’
      

      
      Bolutu just stared at the tol-chenni. His tongue had been mutilated by Arunis the sorcerer, and he had only recently regained its use (dlömu, like newts and starfish,
         could regenerate lost parts of themselves). Now it was as though the tongue had never grown back.
      

      
      Hercól recovered first. With an oath he sprinted into the gatehouse at the edge of the square, just in time to keep the rest
         of the Chathrand’s landing party from barrelling through. For the rest of his life, Pazel would remember the man’s swiftness, his absolute
         resolve. Hercól was in mourning: just weeks ago the woman he loved had been murdered before his eyes. He had as much right
         as anyone to paralysis, to shock. In the gatehouse the Turachs raised their spears; Mr Alyash, a trained assassin, sidled
         towards him with intent. Hercól did not even draw his sword. They could not enter, he said again. They must go back to the
         ship.
      

      
      Thasha’s mentor was the deadliest fighting man on the Chathrand, with the possible exception of his old mentor, Sandor Ott. But Alyash had also trained with Ott. And the Turachs were lethal: commandos trained to fight and
         kill the sfvantskor warrior-priests of the enemy, and to guard the Arquali Emperor himself. How could Hercól have known they would not attack?
         The answer was obvious: he hadn’t.
      

      
      And yet there was no bloodshed. The landing party, cursing, retreated to the shore road outside the wall. As soon as they
         left the gatehouse Hercól turned and shouted to Pazel in his birth-tongue: ‘Keep them all inside! The dlömu and … those others.
         Keep them out of sight! And bring fresh water: as much as you three can handle alone. Quickly, lad! Without water no one will
         go back to that ship!’
      

      
      Pazel obeyed; at that moment he would have obeyed an order to eat sand or jump into the well, anything to break through the
         drumbeat inside him. All of them animals. An epidemic, a plague. By that point several more dlömu had crept into the square, and Bolutu had recovered enough to beg water for the ship. Good-natured, his
         fellow dlömu had run for casks, but the vessels they returned with were small indeed: not above thirty gallons apiece. Pazel
         and Bolutu rolled these out to the waiting men, and at the sight of the tiny barrels even Fiffengurt lost his temper.
      

      
      ‘That won’t come to half a draught per man! We need ten times that just for starters! And the men are hungry, too. What’s
         Teggatz supposed to cook with, bilge?’
      

      
      ‘We will bring more when you return for us,’ said Hercól. ‘Go now, and ask no further questions. Don’t you think I would answer
         if I could?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Alyash. ‘Ott’s made you as tight-fisted with secrets as I am.’

      
      ‘Sandor Ott’s first lesson was survival,’ said Hercól, ‘and survival is all I am thinking of. Go, Alyash! We are plunged in
         drifts of gunpowder, and you berate me for not striking a match.’
      

      
      They followed (almost chased) the men back to the pilot boat, and watched them row for the Chathrand, where men thronged like beggars to the gunwale. Elkstem had tucked the ship in behind the largest island, out of sight from
         the Gulf. It was a sensible precaution, for they had not been an hour in the vicinity of Cape Lasung when a trio of unknown
         ships had passed: slender vessels, running east by south-east with all the canvas they could bear. They were battle-scarred,
         and too small in any event to threaten the Chathrand, but who could say what followed in their wake?
      

      
      The answer to that question, when it came, had brought with it the second terrible shock of this new world. It had occurred
         shortly after the stand-off at the gatehouse. Pazel and Thasha were searching the village for Bolutu, who had blundered off
         into the streets, like a dazed survivor of a massacre. Ibjen’s father had said something about food and hobbled away. Pazel
         and Thasha were sweating: there was no breeze inside the wall. From sandy lanes and unglazed windows, the dlömu peeked out
         at them in awe. Once a boy of five or six burst laughing from a doorway and collided with Pazel’s legs.
      

      
      He saw the human hands first, then looked up in terror at Pazel’s pale, brown-eyed human face, and screamed. ‘Don’t worry,
         we’re friends,’ Pazel ventured. But the boy fled back into the house, wailing, and the word on his lips was, ‘Monsters!’

      
      The village was small, and in short order they reached a second gate, the chains of its rusty portcullis snapped, the gate
         itself propped open with timbers. Passing beneath it, they found themselves west of the village, on a footpath that led by way of grass-covered dunes into the stunted forest. Near the edge of the trees, his back
         to a small, wind-tortured oak, sat Bolutu. His face was grim and distracted. They were about to hail him when voices from
         inside the gate began to shout in alarm:
      

      
      ‘Hide! Fires out! Wagons in! An armada comes!’

      
      They ducked back inside the wall. No one gaped at them now. Children were running, weeping; a woman swept two children into
         her arms and dashed for cover. Dlömic boys were crouching behind the parapet atop the wall, raising their heads just high
         enough to peer at the Gulf. After a quick scramble, Pazel and Thasha found a staircase and joined them.
      

      
      It was like a vision of the damned. Four or five hundred ships of unthinkable size and ferocity, rushing east to a blasting
         of horns and a thundering of drums. Ships that dwarfed their own great Chathrand, ships hauled by those horrific serpents, or pulled by kite-like sails that strained before them like tethered birds. Ships
         crudely built, dubiously repaired: fitted with blackened timbers, clad in scorched armour, heaped with cannon and ballistas
         and strange, bone-white devices Pazel could not identify. A bright haze surrounded the armada, of a sort that Pazel felt obscurely
         convinced he had seen before, though he could not say where. The haze was brighter in the spots where the vessels seemed most
         nearly ruined: so bright in places that he could not stand to look at all. Fire belched from cauldron-like devices on the
         decks, and swarms of figures tended the fires, goaded by whips and spears.
      

      
      The villagers were as frightened as the humans: they had seen many terrible things, they whispered, but this armada was on
         another scale altogether. Some looked at the newcomers with renewed fright, as if the vessels flowing endlessly past the Cape
         must have something to do with their arrival.
      

      
      ‘They’re making for Karysk,’ said Ibjen, who was among the boys. ‘They’re going to destroy it, aren’t they?’

      
      The boys pointed at Bolutu, shaking their heads in despair. He had not moved from his tree by the dunes, and they had no doubt
         that the armada’s leaders would spot him, and send a force to investigate.
      

      
      But the horrid fleet showed no interest in the village – which was fortunate, because a slight shoreward turn by any part
         of it would have revealed the Chathrand, still as death behind her island. Hours passed; the line of nightmarish ships stretched on, and so did the silence. It was
         only towards evening, when a breeze off the Nelluroq began to cool the village, that the last of the vessels swept by, and the drums and horns began to fade.
      

      
      Thasha and Pazel left the village by the same gate as before. There sat Bolutu, as he had for five hours, digging his black
         fingers into the sand. When they approached him he did not look up.
      

      
      His voice, however, was soft and reasonable. ‘The pennants are ours,’ he said.

      
      ‘The pennants?’ said Thasha. ‘On those ships, you mean?’

      
      ‘The pennants on those ships. The leopard, leaping the red Bali Adro sun. It is the Imperial standard. And the armada came
         from the west, out of the Bali Adro heartland.’
      

      
      Pazel felt sickened – and betrayed. ‘These are your friends?’ he demanded. ‘The good wizards who sent you north to fight Arunis,
         the ones who can see through your eyes? The ones you said would come running to our aid, as soon as we made landfall?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Pazel, of course not,’ said Thasha. ‘They’re impostors, aren’t they, Bolutu? Flying Bali Adro colours in order to fool
         someone?’
      

      
      Now Bolutu did raise his eyes. ‘I do not know who they are – madmen, I would guess. Madmen can fly any flag, usurp any legacy,
         squat on any throne. But listen to me, both of you: this is not my world. This wreckage, these illiterate peasants, this plague on the minds of humans. It is not mine, I tell you.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve been gone twenty years,’ said Pazel.

      
      ‘Two decades could never work such a change,’ said Bolutu. ‘Bali Adro was a just Empire, an enlightened one. The years of famine were behind us. The
         maukslar, the arch-demons, were all dead or defeated; the Circle of the Scorm was broken. Our neighbours posed no threat, and our
         internal enemies – the Ravens I spoke of – they were imprisoned, or scattered to distant lands. We were safe here, safe and
         at peace.’
      

      
      ‘Sometimes things do happen fast,’ said Pazel. ‘Six years ago Ormael was still a country. Now it’s just another territory of Arqual.’
      

      
      ‘Pazel,’ said Bolutu, ‘it is not remotely the same. This world is ancient beyond anything that survives in the North. The
         Codex of the dlömu, from which our laws derive – it was written before the first tree was felled on your Chereste Peninsula.
         And though your rulers were unseated and your city torched, your people did not devolve into beasts.’
      

      
      ‘Well it’s blary plain that we will, if we stay around here,’ said Pazel. ‘It may be too late already. We all drank from that well.’
      

      
      Bolutu shook his head. ‘The disease is not contagious. It was the first question I put to Ibjen’s father. There he is now, by the way.’
      

      
      The old dlömu, Mr Isul, was creeping towards them along the road from the forest, carrying a bundle of sticks and a woollen
         sack. Age had dulled his silver hair, but not his eyes. They were troubled, however, and not just by the hunt for footing
         on the rutted track.
      

      
      ‘How does he know it’s not contagious?’ asked Thasha.

      
      Bolutu kept his eyes on the old man. ‘There were experiments, he says. When it was clear the plague was out of control. They
         locked unaffected humans and tol-chenni together, forced them to share food, water, latrines. But those humans corralled with the tol-chenni degenerated no faster than those who had no contact at all.’

      
      ‘I thought every human south of the Ruling Sea had caught the disease,’ said Thasha.

      
      ‘They have. But not from one another.’

      
      Pazel was losing patience. ‘I don’t care if they caught it from earthworms,’ he said. ‘Something in this land of yours gave
         it to human beings, and made it spread like wildfire.’
      

      
      The old man was just reaching them; he nodded cordially, but with obvious unease. He put down his bundle of sticks, but kept
         the sack in his hands. ‘Not like wildfire,’ he said. ‘More like a snowfall. Everywhere at once, but softly, quietly. We took
         no notice at first. Who minds a few snowflakes on the wind?’ He looked up at them, and his eyes were far away. ‘Until they
         turn into a blizzard, that is.’
      

      
      ‘The plague has to do with woken animals,’ said Thasha. The others looked at her, amazed. ‘Well doesn’t it stand to reason?
         Animals bursting suddenly into human intelligence, humans turning suddenly into beasts?’
      

      
      The phenomenon of waking animals had been a strange part of life in Alifros for centuries. Strange and exceedingly rare, at
         least in the North: so rare indeed that most people had never seen such a creature. But in the last several years the number
         of wakings had exploded.
      

      
      ‘Are there woken animals in the South, Mr Isul?’ asked Bolutu.

      
      The old man’s look of worry intensified. ‘Thinkers, you mean? Beasts with reason, and human speech? No, no more. They were
         wicked creatures, maukslarets, little demons.’ He looked down, suddenly abashed. ‘Or so we were told.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to them?’ asked Pazel, dreading the answer.

      
      Isul drew a finger across his throat. ‘Condemned, all condemned,’ he said. ‘Back when I was a child. And it’s still the law
         of the land: you’re obliged to kill a Thinker on sight, before he works black magic against your family, your neighbours, the Crown. You can get away with harbouring tol-chenni, if you’re careful – in Masalym there’s even a place that breeds ’em – but get caught with a thinking mouse or bird under your roof, and it’s the axe. They’re all dead and gone, is what
         I reckon. And if there are any left you can be sure they won’t let you know they can think. You could be looking right at
         one, a stray dog, a dune tortoise, and be none the wiser.’
      

      
      Now it was Thasha’s turn to look at Bolutu with rage. ‘We should never have trusted you,’ she said. ‘They started killing woken animals when he was a child? That was a lot more than twenty years ago! Why didn’t you warn us? Do you realise what we might have done?’
      

      
      Aboard the Chathrand was a woken rat, their dear friend Felthrup Stargraven. Despite his suspicion that something terrible awaited them ashore
         he had wanted to join the landing party – to share in any danger, he’d said. They had almost agreed.
      

      
      The old man put a hand on the side of his woollen sack, probing something within. He glanced uncertainly at Bolutu. ‘Twenty?’
         he said.
      

      
      Bolutu rose to his feet and dusted off his trousers. ‘Mr Isul,’ he said, ‘be so good as to tell us the date.’

      
      ‘You know I can’t,’ said the other, a bit testily.

      
      ‘The year will suffice.’

      
      It was then that Pazel noticed the tremor in Bolutu’s voice. The old man, however, was put at ease. ‘That much I know,’ he
         said. ‘We haven’t lost our bearings altogether out here. It’s the year thirty fifty-seven, His Majesty’s ninth on the throne.’
      

      
      Thasha looked at Bolutu. ‘You use a different calendar in the South. You told us that weeks ago.’

      
      Bolutu nodded, his face working strangely. He bent and plucked a stick from the old man’s bundle. He squinted at it, picked
         at the bark.
      

      
      ‘Of course, after all those years in Arqual, you’d know both calendars,’ said Pazel.
      

      
      Another nod. Bolutu raised the stick and considered it lengthwise, as though studying its straightness. It was not very straight.

      
      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ said Thasha sharply. ‘What are you trying to tell us?’

      
      ‘If Mr Isul is correct—’

      
      ‘You don’t believe me, go ahead, ask anyone,’ said the old man.

      ‘—we have rather misjudged our time on the Nelluroq. By your
         calendar, it is Western Solar Year Eleven Forty-Four, and we have been two centuries at sea.’
      

      
      
      In the silence that followed Pazel heard the drums of the armada, still echoing faintly from the Gulf. He heard the breakers
         on the north beach, the wind in the forest, the cry of a hawk as it circled the abandoned tower. Then another sound, a faint
         flapping, close at hand. Mr Isul lifted his sack and gave the contents a poke.
      

      
      ‘Wood hens for dinner,’ he said.

      
      Now, lying awake in the darkness by his shipmates, Pazel almost wished the armada had borne down on the village, landed some
         undreamed-of army, slain them all. Eleven Forty-Four. His mind still screamed with laughter at the notion – absurd, preposterous, tell me another – but his heart, his body, his
         nerves were not so sure.
      

      
      There was the Red Storm. A band of scarlet light, stretching east to west across the Nelluroq. They had sailed right into
         it. The light within was liquid, blinding; it had filled their clothes, their lungs, eventually their minds, until they swam
         in the light like fish in a red aquarium, and then it was gone.
      

      
      And later, when he and Thasha and the others began to discuss it, hadn’t they all asked much the same question? How long was
         I in there? Why can’t I account for the time?
      

      
      His friends Neeps and Marila thought it had lasted days. But Hercól felt it had blown past them in six or eight hours, and
         Ensyl, the ixchel woman who had become their friend and ally, spoke of ‘that blind red morning’. Pazel himself had not dared
         to guess, and when he had asked Thasha how long she thought they had spent in the storm, she had looked at him with fear.
         ‘Not so long,’ she’d said. But her voice brought him no comfort.
      

      
      Two hundred years. How could he toy with believing that? If it were true then everyone he’d left behind was dead. No more
         searching for his mother and sister. No more hope that one day his father, Captain Gregory Pathkendle, would return and beg
         forgiveness of his abandoned son.
      

      
      Angry now, Pazel opened his eyes. Rin, how he wished he could talk to Neeps. Pazel felt astonishingly lost without the smaller
         tarboy, his first friend on the Chathrand. Neeps was clever and fiercely protective of his friends, but he was also a hothead with a knack for getting in trouble.
         Look at him now: trapped with Marila and Captain Rose and a dozen others, held hostage in a cabin filled with a poisoned vapour
         that would kill them if they stopped breathing it. What would happen to them? Would they ever leave that room alive? Every
         thought of his friends was black and terrifying, like that plunge into the sea.
      

      
      He studied Thasha again: smooth apple of a shoulder, yellow lock of hair across her lips. Day by day the way he looked at
         her was changing. He wanted to be with her all the time. The fascination shamed him, somehow. Thasha was one of just a handful
         of women on the Chathrand, and if Pazel could not stop himself from thinking of her in this way, could not sleep with those smooth limbs in view, could
         not banish the thought that when the world was ending they could do as they liked in the final hours – then what about the
         rest of the men?
      

      
      But you love her, Pazel. It’s different with you.

      
      That wasn’t the point. Order on the Chathrand was breaking down. Arunis was still aboard her, in deep hiding; they could feel the sorcerer’s presence like a whiff of something
         explosive in the musty air. The hostage stand-off, meanwhile, was in its sixth week, with no end in sight. The captain could
         hardly lead from inside a cage, yet the sailors trusted no one as much as savage, greedy, unbalanced Nilus Rose. He terrorised
         them, but he kept them working for their own survival. Now they were fighting among themselves: a thing Rose had brutally
         suppressed. Could even the Turachs keep the peace? When the ghastly news escaped, would they try? It was awful to reflect
         that their safety hinged on these men, elite killers all, and part of the same Imperial army that had sacked his city and
         beaten him into a coma. If they despaired it meant anarchy, a doomsday carnival. And who would protect the women in that case?
         Who would stop men who wished to die from taking their last, low pleasures with Thasha Isiq?
      

      
      He heard their muttering, vile and explicit (how often they forgot about his horde of languages). What they needed, how exactly
         they wanted her to touch them, who they imagined she already was—
      

      
      ‘Pathkendle.’

      
      Pazel jumped. It was Hercól who had whispered. The Tholjassan lay with his eyes open, looking at him intently, and Pazel blushed,
         wondering how much Hercól had guessed of his thoughts.
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t—’

      
      Hercól put a finger to his lips. Then, after a long, listening moment, he rose to his feet, beckoning Pazel to do the same.
         Pazel stood, balancing carefully among the sleepers. Hercól moved swiftly down the beach towards the Gulf. Pazel followed
         reluctantly. Two steps away from the fire and he was cold.
      

      
      The moon suddenly brightened, and looking back Pazel saw it emerging from behind the twisted snag of Narybir Tower. Hercól
         walked in the foam, through the rainbow threads of surf. ‘Do as I do,’ he whispered. ‘Stay deep enough to hide your tracks. I don’t
         want them waking and following us.’
      

      
      He started west, and Pazel splashed along behind. ‘You’re taking me to read that memorial, aren’t you?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No need,’ said Hercól. ‘I told a lie back there, lad. I could read the inscription well enough. It is in their Imperial Common,
         and even in written form it resembles Arquali. But the message is somewhat terrible.’
      

      
      ‘What does it say?’

      
      Hercól paused in his march. He spoke without looking back at Pazel. ‘“Here two hundred traitors were thrown chained into the sea. Here the Chaldryl Resistance met its demise. We are Bali Adro,
            the Limitless; in time we will conquer the sun.”’
      

      
      Pazel felt the words like a blow to the chest. ‘Oh Rin,’ was all he could say.

      
      ‘I thought it best to spare the others,’ said Hercól. ‘They have heard enough bad news tonight. Come on, then, lad.’

      
      With that he stepped out of the surf and began to climb the beach again.

      
      ‘But where are we going?’ asked Pazel, hurrying after him. ‘Did you find a village, like the one across the inlet?’

      
      ‘Nothing of the kind. Ibjen spoke the truth: this place is abandoned.’

      
      ‘Then what are we doing out here?’

      
      ‘Spying,’ said Hercól. ‘Now hold your tongue.’

      
      They crossed the beach and mounted the dunes, which were tall and crowned with brush and cast black shadows. It was perhaps
         the strangest walk of Pazel’s life: naked, freezing, the enormous crabs darting suddenly across their path, lifting armoured
         claws. Spying on whom? Bolutu had claimed that there were still other peoples, neither dlömic nor human, in his beloved South.
         Was that what lay ahead?
      

      
      They threaded a path through the dunes, Hercól now and then bending to pluck some small twig or shell from the ground, which
         he would examine and then toss aside. In this way they slogged a mile or more. It was hard going, but the exertion lessened
         the cold.
      

      
      ‘Hercól,’ Pazel asked, ‘what’s the matter with Thasha? Do you know?’

      
      Hercól stopped long enough to take a single breath. ‘I cannot say,’ he answered at last, ‘nor have I ever known just what
         ails her, since the day Empress Maisa sent me to Etherhorde, to keep watch over her family. But I think we must expect her
         condition to grow worse before it improves. Worse, or at the very least more intense. Ramachni, Oggosk, Arunis himself – every practitioner of magic she
         has ever encountered – has taken an interest in Thasha, and that cannot be coincidental. And now, when we face a deluge of
         magic, Thasha herself has begun to change.’
      

      
      ‘She’s changing, all right. But into what?’

      
      ‘I will not voice my guesses until I can trust them further,’ said Hercól. ‘Yet of one thing I am certain: Thasha faces a
         trial that will demand all her strength. And as her friend, Pazel – her irreplaceable friend – it may demand just as much
         from you.’
      

      
      He marched on, and Pazel, brooding grimly on his words, struggled to keep up. At last they came to a point where they could
         hear the Nelluroq booming distantly on their right. Before them stood the tallest dune they had yet seen, a great hill of
         sand crowned with sea-oats and brush.
      

      
      ‘When we reach the summit you must move only as I do,’ said Hercól. ‘Flat as snakes we must crawl, and slowly, slowly through
         the underbrush.’
      

      
      It was a long, awkward climb. Halfway to the top, Hercól stopped for a moment, and pointed silently to the south. Pazel turned,
         and felt a thrill of wonder: low on the horizon hung a pale-blue light, smaller than the moon, but larger than any star.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ he whispered.

      
      ‘A legend of the South proved true,’ said Hercól. ‘The Polar Candle, the Little Moon of Alifros. North of the Ruling Sea it
         cannot be glimpsed, not ever. Bolutu tells me that many in the South think it has power over their lives and fates. Come,
         we are almost there.’
      

      
      At the dune’s flat summit, the roots of shrubs and sea-oats bound the sand into a fibrous mat. Hercól wriggled forwards, keeping
         his head well below the height of the grass. Pazel imitated him, cursing inwardly as burrs and thorns began to pierce his
         skin. There were crawling, biting insects too, and many small burrows from which came scurrying sounds. He would have been
         miserable, Pazel thought, even fully clothed.
      

      
      The dune was wide, but they crossed it at last. And suddenly they were lying, side by side, looking down upon a wide sand
         basin. It was about the size of the village square across the inlet, and ringed on all sides by dunes, except for a narrow
         gap on the north side leading down to the sea.
      

      
      In the centre of the basin a fire was crackling, somewhat larger and brighter than their own. And beside the fire three figures
         crouched.
      

      
      
      ‘They’re human!’ Pazel whispered.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Not, not the—’

      
      ‘Not tol-chenni, no. Be very still, Pazel, and watch.’
      

      
      They were roasting a small animal on a spit. They wore tattered clothes – but they were clothes, not scraps and rags like the tolchenni. Indeed, the three figures had an encampment of sorts: crates stacked up like building blocks, a makeshift tent of rough
         fabric, jugs and amphorae squatting in the sand. And the figures were armed: swords, daggers, some kind of club. All three
         looked strong and capable.
      

      
      Two were men. The figure on the left, turning the spit, might have been forty: he had a severe face and black hair streaked
         with grey that fell in curls to his shoulders. Across from him crouched a younger and much larger man, big as any Turach.
         His eyes were shut and his hands folded before him; he might well have been speaking a prayer. The third figure, whose back
         was to them, was a young woman.
      

      
      ‘Then it’s not true,’ Pazel hissed. ‘The mind-plague, it hasn’t wiped everyone out! Hercól, maybe it never struck anywhere but in that village. And if they’re wrong about the plague, they
         could be wrong about the two hundred years!’
      

      
      ‘Gently, lad,’ said Hercól.

      
      But Pazel, clutching suddenly at hope, was not to be calmed. ‘Maybe the village was quarantined – way off the mainland, see?
         – because everyone there went mad together, dlömu and humans alike.’
      

      
      ‘Come,’ said Hercól. ‘The humans become idiots, and the dlömu at the same time fall victim to a shared delusion about the cause?’
      

      
      ‘Why not? It’s more likely than what they claim, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Watch the girl, Pazel.’

      
      Pazel looked: she was lifting a blackened kettle from the embers. Turning, she filled three cups beside her with steaming
         drink. Pazel saw her silhouette against the fire, and thought his heart would stop.
      

      
      ‘Neda,’ he said.

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Aya Rin,’ said Pazel. ‘Hercól, she looks exactly like my sister Neda.’

      ‘Perhaps she is.’
      

      
      Pazel gazed helplessly at the swordsman. He could not speak for fear. It wasn’t the villagers, or Thasha, or half the human
         race who had gone mad. It was just him, Pazel. Actually mad: he would shut his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them
         again he’d be in sickbay, feverish, his tenth day without water; or still tied up in that cave on Bramian. That was the only explanation.
      

      
      ‘When one of the men turns away,’ said Hercól, ‘try to catch a glimpse of his neck.’

      
      ‘You never met my sister. You couldn’t know what she looks like. I think I’m crazy, Hercól.’

      
      ‘Enough of that. I’ve looked at her portrait a hundred times. It hung for years in Dr Chadfallow’s study in Etherhorde, alongside
         your mother’s and your own. It hangs in his cabin now. But that portrait must be ten years old. I could not be sure it was
         her, until you saw for yourself.’
      

      
      ‘But how in the blary howling Pits could she be here?’
      

      
      ‘Look! There’s an answer for you, or the beginning of one.’

      
      The older man was reaching for something on his right. He leaned forwards, and his long hair fell away from his neck. The
         firelight showed a black tattoo, a pattern of strokes and diamonds.
      

      
      ‘Lord Rin above,’ said Pazel. ‘They’re Mzithrinis.’

      
      So they were: three citizens of the Mzithrin Pentarchy, the enemy state, the rival power that had fought the Empire of Arqual
         to one blood-soaked draw after another, for centuries. Dr Chadfallow had always claimed that he’d placed Neda in the hands
         of a Mzithrini diplomat, to save her from becoming a slave or concubine of the invading Arqualis. It could have happened,
         Pazel thought: she might have taken on their customs, their beliefs. In five years she might have become almost anyone.
      

      
      ‘What should we do?’ he whispered.

      
      ‘I brought you here that you might help me decide,’ said Hercól. ‘They are Mzithrini, to be sure. Which means that they, like
         us, have somehow crossed the Ruling Sea. But they are not common sailors. Those tattoos declare holy orders. They are sfvantskor, warrior-priests. And if they choose to attack us, they will win.’
      

      
      ‘Neda won’t attack me.’

      
      ‘Pazel, if she has taken the Last Oath and become a true sfvantskor, she will do whatever her leader commands. In some parts of the Mzithrin the newly sworn are told to leap one by one into
         a covered pit. Most find the bottom filled with rose petals, but one lands on razor-sharp stakes. The rest honour his sacrifice
         with prayers, and taste his blood for discipline.’
      

      
      ‘That’s horrible!’

      
      ‘No worse than what a Turach endures. Those three, however, may have a special reason to detest us: the loss of their ship. The men were aboard the Jistrolloq when it drew alongside us in Simja. I dare say your sister was as well.’
      

      
      ‘She spoke to me,’ said Pazel suddenly. ‘A sfvantskor girl in a mask whispered to me in the shrine – she told me to turn away from evil, as if one could – Hercól, how can they be alive? We sank the Jistrolloq months ago, in the middle of the Ruling Sea.’
      

      
      ‘Months,’ said Hercól, ‘or two hundred years?’

      
      Pazel froze, then lowered his face, grinding his forehead into the sand.

      
      ‘If we decide to speak to them,’ said Hercól, ‘let us take care not to speak of that. So far it has been a secret among the two of us, Thasha and Bolutu. Let it remain so, for now.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not true, anyway,’ said Pazel. ‘That part can’t be true.’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘Because if two hundred years have passed, then the whole conspiracy’s failed. And the war must be long over, if it ever came
         to war.’
      

      
      ‘Certainly,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘And your Empress Maisa is dead, and everyone we cared about, everyone who knew our mucking names.’

      
      ‘Catastrophes are only unthinkable until they occur. You Ormalis should know that.’

      
      ‘I’ll tell you why, then,’ said Pazel. ‘Because if it’s true then I really will go mad. Barking blary mad.’

      
      Hercól’s hand slipped under his jaw. Gently, but with an iron strength, he lifted Pazel’s chin. His eyes were sharp and wary
         in the moonlight.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ he said, ‘don’t.’

      
      The Mzithrinis could smell the rabbit crackling on the spit. It was all they could do not to pluck the carcass from the fire
         and devour it, raw though it surely was on the inside. They had come ashore ravenous, and found only crabs. They had lived
         for four days now on crabs – to be precise, on the legs and eyestalks of crabs: the bodies of the creatures had proven so
         toxic that their leader, Cayer Vispek, had nearly died, his throat swollen until he battled to breathe. When he recovered
         he cited the Old Faith proverb about the glutton who choked on the wishbone of a stolen goose, and the younger sfvantskor laughed.
      

      
      They had laughed again when he showed them the rabbit, and asked if they would not rather wait for morning. Then it was Jalantri’s
         turn to quote the scripture, as he scrambled from the tent: ‘And should the morning never come, how now, my soul?’
      

      
      Their master smiled, but only faintly: one did not make light of the soul. It was man’s claim on eternity, his gift from the
         omnipotence that some called Rin or God or the Gods, but which Mzithrinis would never presume to shackle with a name.
      

      
      Jalantri had scurried like a boy to build the fire. Neda had skinned and gutted the rabbit, while Cayer Vispek walked out
         to the beach to touch the Nelluroq, and whisper quietly to the five hundred brethren who had perished there.
      

      
      By the time he had returned the rabbit was sizzling. Now, sipping their brackish tea, they felt as though the smell was already
         nourishing them, the appetiser to the feast.
      

      
      Jalantri saw the intruder first. A youth, standing in the brush on the high eastern dune, looking down with the moonlight
         behind him. ‘Vrutch,’ he swore. ‘I thought we’d driven them off.’
      

      
      Cayer Vispek stopped turning the spit. ‘He’s the first one to come upon us from the east,’ he said. ‘How peculiar. The land
         ends in just a few miles that way. Perhaps he smelled the rabbit.’
      

      
      Neda glanced up at the boy and shrugged. ‘He can’t have any of mine,’ she said.

      
      Jalantri’s big chest rumbled with laughter. But their leader stilled him with a hand. The youth had started towards them,
         slide-stepping down the dune. They rose, tensing. Not one of the witless humans had ever tried to approach them, even in stealth.
         This one had to know he was being observed, yet on he came. The shadow of the dune hid his features. But there could be no
         doubt: he was deliberately approaching. They scanned the basin on every side: no companions. Neda drew her dagger. Jalantri
         pulled a burning stick from the fire and strode forwards, waving it.
      

      
      ‘Ya! Away!’ he shouted, in a voice for scaring dogs. The youth paused. Then he took a deep breath and continued towards them.
      

      
      Cayer Vispek bent and picked up a fist-sized stone from the fire ring. ‘I am going to kill this one,’ he informed them rather
         sadly. ‘If they lose their fear they will give us no peace. Don’t help; it will be easier if he doesn’t run.’
      

      
      Neda squinted at the figure, intuition gathering inside her like a storm. Then the Cayer walked past Jalantri and waited,
         turned slightly away from the youth, the stone loose in his hand. He was a deadly shot. The rabbit might have been no closer
         when he crushed its skull.
      

      
      
      The youth reached the foot of the dune. He stepped from its shadow, and Cayer Vispek whirled and threw the stone with all
         his might. And Neda screamed.
      

      
      Sound flies faster than any arm – and Pazel lived because the Cayer’s mind was faster yet. He skewed the stone with his fingertips
         as he released it, and the shot went wide. As the youth flinched and ducked, Neda ran forwards, crying his name.
      

      
      ‘Stop!’ roared a voice from the dune-top. A second figure, a grown man, was flying down its shadowed face. ‘Harm that boy
         and I swear I’ll send you to meet your faceless Gods! Damn you, Pazel, I should never have agreed—’
      

      
      The youth looked at Neda. He was more ashamed than afraid, standing before her without a stitch of clothing. A different body,
         but the same fierce, awkward frown. She had seen that look ten years ago, him standing in a tiled basin, and Neda, the older
         sister, approaching with a sponge.
      

      
      The hug she gave him was pure instinct, as were the tears she shed in a single, toothy sob. But before he could return the
         embrace she released him and stepped back, glaring through her tears. A sfvantskor could not put her arms around him. A sister could not do otherwise.
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      The Orfuin Club
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      Who has sown the dark waters in sorghum and rye?

      
      Who has whispered to gravestones and heard their reply?

      
      In the deluge of autumn, who has danced and stayed dry?

      
      Let him gaze on the River, and sigh.

      
      Anonymous Hymn, Vasparhaven


      
      ‘Arunis, what do you fear?’

      
      The speaker was a short, round-faced, pot-bellied man with thick glasses, dressed in clothes the colour of autumn wheat. In
         both hands he cradled a large cup of tea, the steam of which billowed white in the chilly breeze on the terrace. On the table
         before him a red marble paperweight held down one sheet of parchment. At the man’s feet squirmed a small creature, something
         like an armadillo, except that it lacked any obvious head, and instead of limbs, two feathery antennae and countless tentacle-like
         feet emerged from its shell. The creature was foraging for insects; as it moved in the torchlight it became invisible, transparent
         and darkly opaque by turns.
      

      
      ‘I fear that one of us will expire before the woman arrives,’ said a second figure – a tall, gaunt man in a black coat and
         white scarf, ravenous of mouth and eye, who stood near the doorway letting into the club, orange firelight on his left cheek,
         cold and darkness on his right. ‘Otherwise, nothing at all. I have no time for fear. Besides, there is no safer house than
         yours, Orfuin. Safety is your gift to all comers.’
      

      
      The doorway was framed by leafy vines, within which a keen observer might glimpse movement, and now and then a tiny form of
         man or woman, running along a stem, or peering from a half-hidden window the size of a stamp. From within the club came music
         – accordion, fiddle, flute – and the drowsy chatter of the patrons. It was always late at the Orfuin Club; by daylight the tavern’s many entrances could not be found.
      

      
      ‘Safety from the world without,’ corrected the pot-bellied man, ‘but if you bring your own doom within these walls, you can
         hardly expect them to protect you. What is that thing in your hand, wizard?’
      

      
      ‘A product of a sorcery beyond my knowledge,’ said Arunis, displaying the shiny, slightly irregular metal cube. ‘Ceallraí, it is called, or mintan, batori, pilé. The lamp you keep on the table on the third floor draws its fire from some source within the metal. It is a feeble sorcery
         and does not last. This one is dead; the goat-faced creature who wipes your tables gave it to me.’
      

      
      ‘That is why he is always opening the lamp.’ The man called Orfuin chuckled. ‘It was in his sack of trinkets, when he came
         to me so long ago, fleeing assassins in his own world. He loves that ugly lamp. Arunis, you resemble a human being; did you
         begin life as such?’
      

      
      Arunis scowled, then hurled the metal object into the darkness beyond the terrace. ‘What can be keeping her? Does she think
         I have all night?’
      

      
      Orfuin took a languorous sip of tea. He moved the paperweight, glanced briefly at the parchment. ‘You are not a frequent guest,’
         he said to Arunis, ‘but you are of long standing. And in all the time you have been coming here I have observed no change.
         You are impatient. Never glad of where you are. Never cognizant that it may be better than where you are going.’
      

      
      Arunis looked directly at the man for the first time, and there was no love in his glance, only pride and calculation. ‘You
         will see a change,’ he said.
      

      
      The little animal scurried under Orfuin’s chair. The innkeeper looked down into his tea with an air of disappointment. Then
         he lowered his hand and scratched the little creature along the edge of its shell.
      

      
      ‘I thought all yddeks had been exterminated,’ said the mage, ‘but now I see that you welcome them like pets.’
      

      
      ‘They were here before us, in the River of Shadows,’ said Orfuin. ‘They come and go as they please. But they’re rare today,
         true enough. This one swam out of the River while you were inside. He’s quite a bold little fellow.’
      

      
      ‘He is a masterpiece of ugliness,’ said the sorcerer. Then, with a sharp motion of his head, he added: ‘I am leaving; I have
         urgent work on the Chathrand. You will inform the woman that Arunis Wytterscorm cannot be kept waiting, like a schoolboy for his coach.’
      

      
      
      Orfuin took another meditative sip of tea, then rose and walked to the edge of the terrace.

      
      There was no rail, and no wood or garden beyond. There was only the sheer stone edge, a few vines curling up from below, and
         beyond them a roaring darkness, a torrent of rising wind little illuminated by the club’s lamplight. Orfuin leaned out expertly,
         gazing down into the void, and the blasting air held him up. When he pulled himself back from the edge he had not even spilled
         his tea.
      

      
      ‘She is here,’ he said.

      
      Even as he spoke three figures shot past the terrace from below. They were spectral, blurred; but when the gale had carried
         them fifty feet above the terrace they spread their arms and slowed, and descended weightlessly, like beings of cinder. Arunis
         watched them with an expression of nonchalance, but his body was rigid from head to foot. The three figures alighted without
         a sound.
      

      
      They were ghastly to behold. Two bone-white women, one black man. All three were tall – one might even have said stretched
         – with long, gaunt mouths and cheekbones, staring eyes like dark searchlamps and grasping, spindly hands. They wore finery
         fit for court, but it was tattered, filthy, with an air of the tomb. The nearest woman trailed yards of faded lace. She pointed
         a lacquered nail at Arunis and shrieked: ‘Where is the Nilstone, traitor?’
      

      
      ‘A delight to see you again as well, Macadra,’ said Arunis. ‘The centuries have left you quite unchanged.’ He turned his gaze
         on the other two: a stocky woman clutching a dagger in each hand, and a black man, coldly observant, fingers resting on the
         pommel of a sword. ‘Your friends are younger, I think? But not too young to have heard of me.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re not forgotten,’ said the black man. The woman with the daggers sneered.

      
      ‘They must depart at once, of course,’ Arunis continued. ‘You promised to come alone.’

      
      ‘Promised!’ said the tall Macadra. ‘That word should burn your tongue. Ivrea and Stoman are here as witnesses. Though if you
         forget whom you serve your punishment will be too swift for trial.’
      

      
      Then Arunis walked forwards, until he stood one pace from the woman. ‘I serve no one – or no one you dare to contemplate,’
         he said. ‘You may have gained power over brittle Bali Adro, but your Order has stagnated. I have not. Think of that before
         you speak of punishments again.’
      

      
      Macadra’s upper lip curled incredulously. Arunis let the silence hold a moment, and then continued in a lighter tone, ‘But if you refer to my cooperation – well, really, Macadra, how could I have done more? You dispatched me to northern Alifros without gold, or guardians, or
         allies of any kind. Yes, you helped me escape the old regime. But at such a price! You bade me shatter two human empires,
         to prepare the world for its grand reunification – under the Ravens, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Under Bali Adro,’ snapped Macadra. ‘The Ravens are merely advisers to His Majesty.’

      
      ‘And a conductor merely advises his orchestra to perform.’
      

      
      For a moment the woman checked her rage. She looked rather pleased with the analogy.

      
      ‘You have not yet killed the girl,’ she said. ‘Are you that afraid of her?’

      
      ‘Afraid of Thasha Isiq?’ said Arunis, and this time he won a smile of amusement from all three of the newcomers. ‘No, Macadra,
         I do not fear her. She will die at the appropriate time, as will all of her circle. But why should I rush to kill my greatest
         accomplice?’
      

      
      Macadra laughed aloud. ‘You have not changed either, Arunis Wytterscorm. Still working with puppets, are you? Painting in
         their faces, tying your invisible strings.’
      

      
      ‘Shall I tell you something, madam?’ said Orfuin suddenly, looking up from his tea. ‘Life is finite. That is to say, it ends.
         Why not spend it pleasantly? There’s gingerbread fresh from the oven. Leave off this scheming and be my guests. Hear the music.
         Warm your feet.’
      

      
      His gaze was mild and friendly. The newcomers stared at him as if unsure what sort of creature he was. Then Arunis went on,
         as if the man had never spoken:
      

      
      ‘I have been splendid, Macadra – that you cannot deny. I took a harmless madman and built him into the Shaggat Ness, a slaughtering
         messiah, a knife upon which both Arqual and the Mzithrin are preparing to throw themselves. And I managed to let the Arqualis
         believe the entire affair was in their interests – indeed, that they had devised the plot, alone. What general with legions at his fingertips ever accomplished so much? Either Northern power
         could mount a fight to try the strength of Bali Adro – together, they might even have bested you. Instead they think only
         of killing one another, and will soon begin to do so with more determination than you have ever seen.’
      

      
      ‘Your Shaggat is dead!’ screamed the woman with the daggers. ‘A peasant boy turned him into a lump of stone!’

      
      ‘The Pathkendle boy may have started life as a peasant,’ said Arunis, ‘but he is now a Smythídor, magic-altered, blood and bone. The great Ramachni entrusted him with Master-Words, and one of these he used against the Shaggat. But Ramachni’s gamble was a losing
         one, for in so arming Pathkendle he exhausted himself, and had to abandon his friends. And for what? They wish to kill me;
         they cannot. They seek a new and safer resting place for the Nilstone; they will not find one. And the Shaggat – he is not dead, merely enchanted. He will breathe again, mark my words.’
      

      
      ‘Suppose he does,’ said Macadra. ‘Suppose you complete this journey, hand him back to his faithful on Gurishal. Suppose we
         help you to that end.’
      

      
      Arunis bowed his head, as though to say he would not spurn such aid.

      
      ‘What will we gain for our efforts? All I see ahead is the self-destruction of the Mzithrin in a civil war. And afterwards,
         the total victory of the Arqualis. You will leave us with one giant foe in the North, rather than the smaller pair we face
         today.’
      

      
      ‘Not if you do as I suggest,’ said Arunis.

      
      Macadra smiled. ‘I saw that coming ere our feet touched the ground. Show it to me, wizard. I have waited long enough.’

      
      When Arunis said nothing, Macadra swept towards the doorway of the club, never glancing once at the proprietor. She gazed
         into the warm firelight. A hush fell over the patrons; the musicians ceased to play.
      

      
      ‘Where is it?’ she demanded. ‘Is someone holding it for you at one of the tables?’ She turned him a searching look. ‘Is it
         on your person?’
      

      
      ‘My dear lady,’ said Arunis, ‘we must have words about the Nilstone.’

      
      ‘Are you saying that you have come here without it?’
      

      
      ‘How could I do otherwise? You offer me no assurance that you speak for the Ravens. I do not even have proof that yours is
         the same Order that dispatched me to the North so long ago.’
      

      
      ‘But how dare you leave it unguarded! What possible excuse—’
      

      
      She broke off, a new thought writing itself in a frown upon her colourless face. With a sharp sound of rage she drove both
         hands, nails first, into Arunis’ chest. Her fingers sank to the first digits, then she ripped her hands apart. The mage’s
         flesh vanished briefly, obscured by a sudden haze. Arunis stepped back, and the woman’s fingers emerged unbloodied.
      

      
      ‘I told you!’ said the woman with the daggers. ‘We make the dark journey in person; he sends a dream-shell, a mirage! He’ll
         never give up the Nilstone! He means to use it, Macadra, to use it against us all!’
      

      
      ‘As you have just observed,’ said Arunis, ‘I could not very well leave the Stone unguarded aboard the Chathrand. And why not come in trance to the Orfuin Club, this place where all worlds meet so easily – even the worlds of our dreams?’
      

      
      ‘You should have come in the flesh to hand over the Stone,’ growled the stocky woman, ‘as you swore to do two centuries ago.’
      

      
      The black man looked at Arunis with contempt. ‘If you do not track this mage to his ship and kill him, Macadra,’ he said,
         ‘you are the greatest fool who ever lived.’
      

      
      ‘We would not be talking at all if he had already mastered the Stone,’ said Macadra. ‘Say it, monster. What is it you want
         from the Ravens?’
      

      
      Arunis walked to the table and took the parchment from beneath the paperweight. ‘You are quite right,’ he said. ‘I cannot
         yet use the Nilstone, any more than you or Ramachni or any other since the time of Erithusmé. But you have misunderstood my
         purpose. I have never wished to make it mine. No, I seek only to finish what I have begun, what you sent me to accomplish
         so long ago – the ruin of Arqual and the Mzithrin, so that when Bali Adro’s ships next assault the Nelluroq, they will find
         the whole of the Northern world hobbled and broken, and ready for their conquest. And you Ravens, the true power behind Bali
         Adro – why, you shall shape this world to your liking. One rule, one law, one Empire spanning both shores of the Ruling Sea,
         and you at its apex. I am making your dream a reality, Macadra. But to complete it I need the Chathrand a while longer – and the Nilstone.’
      

      
      Macadra smiled, venomously. ‘Of course you do.’

      
      Arunis held up the parchment. ‘This is no mirage,’ he said. ‘Take it, read it.’

      
      The black man leaned forwards. ‘That’s a Carsa Carsuria. An Imperial decree.’
      

      
      ‘Give me a new crew for the Great Ship,’ said Arunis. ‘A dlömic crew, with a dlömic captain. The humans nearly destroyed her
         on the first crossing. They allowed her to be infested with rats and ixchel. They let a lone Mzithrini gunship come close
         to sinking her. They should never have been trusted with such a vessel. Take this to Bali Adro City. Make your slave-Emperor
         sign it, and dispatch a crew to Masalym with all possible haste.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t, Macadra!’ hissed the stocky woman. ‘He’ll just slip away again! Don’t let him!’

      
      Arunis closed his eyes a moment. ‘Your servants prattle like children. I have no desire to slip away. Indeed, I hoped to persuade you to sail with me. You could be of great help with the Red Storm – I know how intensely you have studied it, Macadra – and besides, you could keep your eye on the Stone.’
      

      
      The black man laughed. ‘Sail with him on the Chathrand. Just walk aboard that spell-ridden hulk, straight into his lair.’
      

      
      ‘With a crew that answers to your Emperor,’ said Arunis. ‘As for the humans: simply hold them in Masalym until the charm breaks
         and the Shaggat returns to life. After that they are of no consequence.’
      

      
      Still Macadra did not reach for the parchment. ‘We help you cross the Ruling Sea again,’ she said. ‘We guide you through the
         time-trap of the Storm, and let you take your Shaggat to Gurishal. He rallies his worshippers, leads them into a doomed but
         damaging civil war inside the Mzithrin. And when the Mzithrin stands gasping and wounded over the corpse of the Shaggat’s
         rebellion, their old foe Arqual strikes them from behind, presumably—’
      

      
      ‘Unquestionably,’ said Arunis. ‘Their monarch dreams of it night and day.’

      
      ‘As well he should!’ shouted Macadra. ‘That is where your plan collapses. It will take us two decades to build a fleet that
         could brave the Nelluroq and seize the Northern world. How do you propose to keep the Arqualis from using that time to make
         a fortress of those lands?’
      

      
      For a moment Arunis looked at her in silence. Then he took her arm and drew her towards the tavern door, not far from where
         Orfuin sat glumly, the little animal flickering in and out of sight beside his feet. Looking back to make sure the others
         had not followed, Arunis murmured into her ear.
      

      
      ‘What?’ screamed Macadra, breaking violently away. ‘Are you joking, mage, or have you taken leave of your senses?’

      
      ‘Come,’ said Arunis. ‘Don’t pretend it’s not the solution you’ve been hunting for. The South is free of humans already, unless
         you count the degenerate tol-chenni. This will merely finish the job.’
      

      
      ‘It would finish far more than humankind,’ she said. ‘You cannot control such a force!’

      
      ‘I can,’ said Arunis. ‘Through the Nilstone, and the puppet we call the Shaggat Ness. Help me, Macadra. I know the Ravens
         wish it done.’
      

      
      Macadra stared at the parchment. ‘You speak as though we were devils.’

      
      ‘That is what you are,’ said Orfuin.

      
      He rose, startling them all. ‘The bar is closed. I will give you two minutes to conclude your business here.’

      
      
      The four mages gaped at him. ‘You can’t mean it,’ said the black man, smiling uncertainly. ‘You’re famous for your neutrality,
         old man.’
      

      
      ‘That and my gingerbread,’ said Orfuin, ‘and precious little else. Goodbye, Arunis. Plot your holocaust elsewhere.’

      
      He clapped his hands sharply. At once several dozen tiny figures, shorter even than ixchel, emerged from the vines with brooms
         and began sweeping the terrace before the arch. The guests within the tavern slammed down their mugs and rose, shuffling for
         the exits as though obeying some irresistible command. The little yddek scurried across the terrace and flung itself into the night.
      

      
      ‘This is unprecedented,’ said Arunis, ‘and if I may say so, unwise.’

      
      Orfuin shrugged. ‘Neutral or not, the club is my own.’

      
      ‘But we have nowhere else to meet!’ said Macadra.

      
      ‘Then you have nowhere to meet.’

      
      He entered the bar and began snuffing lights. Stoman, face twisting with fury, stamped dead one of the tiny sweepers; the
         rest fled back into the vines. One by one, like wary dogs, the tables and chairs slid of their own accord through the archway.
         The wind grew suddenly louder. The four figures stood alone.
      

      
      ‘Devils in this life,’ said Arunis, looking only at Macadra, ‘but in the next something else altogether.’

      
      He held out the parchment. Macadra met his gaze, snarled, and took it from his hand. She placed it inside her dress and raised
         her arms.
      

      
      ‘Do not think us fools, sorcerer. We will send you a crew indeed! And when your work is done the Nilstone will return to the
         Ravens.’
      

      
      ‘When my work is done I shall not need it,’ said Arunis.

      
      Somewhere a door slammed shut. Then the archway became a wall, and the vines closed in like scaly curtains, and suddenly there
         was nothing beneath their feet but the roaring immensity of the darkness, cold and mighty as a vertical river, bearing them
         away from one another and towards the lee shore of their dreams.
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      Introductions were strained. The two younger sfvantskors had some Arquali, learned in preparation for Treaty Day; Cayer Vispek spoke barely a word. Pazel, on the other hand, spoke
         Mzithrini better than his sister. Vispek and Jalantri listened with open suspicion.
      

      
      ‘You say you learned such diction, such grace with our tongue … from books?’ the elder sfvantskor demanded.
      

      
      Pazel glanced uneasily at Neda. ‘That’s how it started,’ he said.

      
      ‘It’s the truth, Cayer,’ said Neda. ‘Pazel is a natural scholar. He taught himself Arquali by the time he was eight. Other
         languages, too. But they were mostly just nonsense from his grammar books, until our birth-mother cast the spell.’
      

      
      ‘The one that changed him, but not you,’ said Jalantri.

      
      Neda shrugged, dropping her eyes. ‘It gave me white hair for three months.’

      
      Cayer Vispek shook his head in wonder. ‘And made him able to collect languages as easily as a boy puts marbles in a bag.’

      
      ‘Not that easily,’ Pazel objected.

      
      Neda sat between her brother sfvantskors and looked at Pazel much as they did, with doubt that was nearly accusation. Of course, Pazel was shocked to learn that she
         had become a sfvantskor. But how much greater had her shock been! During the invasion of Ormael she had watched Arquali marines beat him senseless,
         while their fellow soldiers rampaged through the family house, smashing everything they could not eat or slip in their pockets. Five years later, hidden by a mask, she had seen Pazel with Thasha Isiq: daughter of the
         very admiral who led the invasion.
      

      
      Every Mzithrini youth learned to hate Arqualis. There were reasons of history, war stories from uncles and teachers, scars
         on temple walls. But few of Neda’s age had as many reasons as she.
      

      
      Nine of those reasons had crowded into a single hour. Nine reasons who had dragged her screaming into a barn.

      
      Now her brother served those same Arqualis – cared for them, loved them maybe. Neda had known about him since the morning
         of Treaty Day, more than four months ago. But the thought still made her want to scream.
      

      
      For she too had spoken but part of the truth. Her mother’s spell had done more than change the colour of her hair. It was
         an augmentation hex; it took an innate gift, whatever one was naturally best at, and strengthened it a thousandfold. At first
         Neda thought that her mother had nearly killed her only to prove that she was plain and stupid: a girl with no gifts to augment.
         Only years later, in training to be a sfvantskor, had she realised that she did possess one gift: a prodigious memory. And as she aged, and so had more years of life to remember,
         the spell had come into its own.
      

      
      Now her memory was vast and merciless. It rarely obeyed her will. She might try for hours to summon a specific fact, and fail.
         But when she made no effort her memory worked on, like an involuntary organ, pumping, flooding her with knowledge she did
         not want. As it was doing now. The dust sculpting beams of light through a high window in the barn. The nine voices of those
         soldiers. The underside of each chin.
      

      
      Cayer Vispek offered to share the rabbit, but Pazel and the Tholjassan man gently declined; they could see that the others
         were starved. Neda and her comrades attacked the meal in earnest, and as they chewed the man called Hercól Stanapeth began
         to speak. His Mzithrini was halting, like something remembered from a distant time, but with Pazel’s help he told his tale.
      

      
      And what a tale it was: the lie of the Great Peace, the treason plotted in Etherhorde, the riches hidden aboard the Chathrand, the fact that the Shaggat Ness had never died.
      

      
      At this last confession Cayer Vispek had set down his plate. In the darkest of voices he asked Pazel to repeat Hercól’s words.
         Then he put out a hand to the two younger sfvantskors.
      

      
      
      ‘Your weapons. Quickly.’

      
      Neda and Jalantri were astounded, but they obeyed, unbuckling their knives and swords and placing them in their leader’s hands.
         Vispek closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them again they were deadly.
      

      
      ‘The Ness,’ he said to Hercól. ‘You have harboured the Shaggat Ness, the Blasphemer, stained with the blood of half a million
         of our people. The one who broke the Mzithrin family, and beggared us all.’
      

      
      ‘Arqual has done so, yes,’ said Hercól.

      
      ‘And he is aboard your ship even now?’

      
      ‘He is enchanted,’ said Hercól. ‘Turned to lifeless stone; but we have reason to fear that the enchantment will be reversed.
         He is to be returned to his worshippers in Gurishal, to provoke a war inside your country.’
      

      
      A brief silence, then Jalantri exploded to his feet. ‘Give him a weapon, Cayer, and give me mine. The Shaggat! This has all
         been about the Shaggat! They mean to destroy us, to plant their flag on the ruins of Babqri and Surahk and Srag! Don’t you,
         cannibals? Deny it if you dare!’
      

      
      ‘The Father was right,’ said Neda, with equal venom. ‘He warned us that the Chathrand was carrying death in its hold.’
      

      
      ‘Death in the guise of peace!’ shouted Jalantri. ‘Monsters! Cannibals!’ He pointed contemptuously at Hercól. ‘I need no weapon!
         Stand and fight me, stooge of Arqual!’
      

      
      Hercól’s eyes flashed at the insult, but he made no move to rise. ‘Jalantri Reha,’ hissed Cayer Vispek. ‘Sit down ere you
         disgrace us all.’
      

      
      The young sfvantskor’s mouth twisted in fury. He obeyed his master at last, but famished as he was he did not take another bite of his meal.
      

      
      ‘We will not harm you,’ said Vispek. ‘But know this, men of the Chathrand: the Shaggat razed twenty townships along the banks of the Nimga, where Jalantri’s people lived. Sailors in the delta said
         the river was like a vein gushing blood into the sea. Jalantri’s parents met as refugees in the Babqri slums, orphans in a
         swarm of orphans, a generation without hope. And the Shaggat ordered many such massacres. You would be wise to tell us the
         simple truth of this business, and not a word less.’
      

      
      ‘The truth is not simple, Cayer,’ said Hercól. ‘But it is true that Emperor Magad and his servants seek the ruin of the Mzithrin,
         and the expansion of Arqual across the whole world – the whole Northern world, I mean, which is all they comprehend of Alifros.
         They are meticulous deceivers. They held the Shaggat for forty years, after all, before springing this trap. But there is a subtler enemy than Arqual, and a greater threat.’
      

      
      Then Hercól told them of Arunis, the Shaggat’s mage, hiding even now somewhere aboard the Chathrand; and of a certain object that Arunis wished desperately to control. ‘It is there in plain sight in the Shaggat’s hand,’ he
         said. ‘And Arunis has meant all along for the Shaggat to have it, for by its power the mad king might not just weaken your
         Empire but conquer it – and Arqual as well. He has turned the conspiracy back upon its authors. But neither Arunis nor the
         Shaggat has yet mastered this thing, for it is an abomination. Indeed, no more deadly thing exists on either side of the Ruling
         Sea. It has many names, but the most common is the Nilstone.’
      

      
      Neda glanced sharply at Cayer Vispek; her master’s face was guarded and still. The Nilstone! Their own legends spoke of it:
         an object like a small glass sphere, made of the compressed ash of all the devils burned in the sacred Black Casket, until
         the Great Devil in his agonies split the Casket asunder. Neda had never known whether or not the Stone was real; if it was,
         she had supposed it would lie among the other treasures of Mzithrini antiquity, in the Citadel of Hing, protected by arms
         and spells.
      

      
      ‘You stole it, then?’ she demanded.

      
      ‘No, Neda,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘That is one crime for which Arqual bears no guilt. The Shaggat himself took the Nilstone from
         us, in his last, suicidal raid on Babqri.’ Vispek hesitated a moment, then added: ‘We rarely speak of that theft. It does
         no honour to the Pentarchy to have lost the Nilstone, though in fact we wished to be rid of it for centuries. The Father spoke
         of it to me – just once.’
      

      
      Neda closed her eyes, feeling a cold stab of loss. The Father. He was a great Mzithrini mage-priest, and her rescuer, her patron. He had taken her from the hands of a lecherous diplomat
         and made her a sfvantskor: the only non-Mzithrini ever admitted to the fold.
      

      
      ‘What did he say, Master?’ asked Jalantri.

      
      ‘That the Nilstone is more dangerous than all the ships and legions of Arqual put together,’ said the older sfvantskor. ‘“We could not use it, Vispek,” he told me, “and we dared not cast it away. Nor could any power in Alifros destroy it –
         one cannot destroy an absence, the idea of zero, the cold of the stellar void. In the end we guarded it merely to keep it
         from the hands of our enemies. And even in that we failed.”’
      

      
      ‘Not your people alone,’ said Hercól. ‘The very world has failed in the matter of the Nilstone. We have never fully grasped
         its nature. Your legends describe a thing of demonic ash. Others call it the eyeball of a murth-lord, or a tumour cut from the Tree of
         Heaven, or even a keyhole in an unseen door, leading to a place no mortal thought can penetrate. Our own leader, the mage
         Ramachni, tells us it is a splinter of rock from the land of the dead – and death is what it brings to any who touch it with
         fear in their hearts.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve seen that with our own eyes,’ added Pazel.

      
      Neda turned him a bitter look. ‘You’ve seen many things,’ she said, ‘but a few you’ve chosen to forget.’

      
      Pazel looked at her, startled. ‘What are you talking about?’

      
      ‘So many fine friends you’ve made,’ she said. ‘Such worthy pursuits. To return the Shaggat to Gurishal, armed with such a
         weapon! How could you, Pazel? What have you become?’
      

      
      Pazel’s mouth worked fitfully; he was biting back a retort. But Hercól spoke first. ‘Your brother has become what the world
         so sorely needs – a man without blind loyalties. Those who would restore the Shaggat to power are no comrades of ours. Pazel
         knew nothing of the conspiracy or the Nilstone when he was brought aboard the Chathrand, but he has taken an oath to fight these men, and Arunis as well, until we find a way to place the Stone beyond the reach
         of them all. That is our charge. None of us knows how it is to be done, but we would have failed already without your brother.
         Several times already the fight has turned on his courage.’
      

      
      Pazel flushed, more from Hercól’s praise than the sfvantskors’ dubious looks. ‘We have some damned good allies,’ he murmured.
      

      
      ‘Like Thasha Isiq?’ asked Neda with contempt.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Pazel. ‘Haven’t you been listening, Neda? Thasha was fooled along with the rest of us.’

      
      ‘And her father too, no doubt,’ said Jalantri. ‘Tricked into leading fleets against the Mzithrin, all those years.’

      
      ‘No,’ Pazel admitted reluctantly.

      
      But Hercól said, ‘Yes, tricked. Eberzam Isiq loved Arqual and believed everything its Emperor proclaimed. The very Emperor
         who sent a woman to his bed, to become his consort and confidante, and to slowly poison him through his tea. She would have
         killed him as soon as Thasha married your prince. When we left Simja, Eberzam remained, determined to expose Arqual’s plot
         to the world.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense!’ said Vispek. ‘We remained in port for five days after you sailed. I myself was often in the court of King Oshiram.
         There was no sign of Isiq about the castle, nor any mention of a plot.’
      

      
      
      Hercól and Pazel looked at each other in dismay. ‘They got him,’ said Pazel. ‘Oh Pitfire, Hercól. Someone got Isiq after all.
         What are we going to tell Thasha?’
      

      
      The sfvantskors made sounds of amazement. Tell her! thought Neda. She’s alive, then! They lied about her death on top of everything!

      
      Hercól looked deeply shaken by Vispek’s words. He steepled his fingers for a moment, then pressed on: ‘Honoured Cayer, you
         can see that Pazel and I speak in good faith. That we come to you defenceless, when we might simply have waited for rescue
         from the Chathrand, and left you here, marooned as you clearly are. I do not ask for trust—’
      

      
      ‘That is well,’ said Cayer Vispek.

      
      ‘—but I pray that you will see one thing for yourselves. The world has changed beneath our feet. And none of us will survive
         unless we also change. Into what? I cannot imagine. But whatever is to come will try us all, and terribly. We need strength,
         Cayer – strength of mind and heart and hand. The kind of strength your order teaches.’
      

      
      Jalantri laughed aloud. ‘What would you know of our order, stooge?’

      ‘I know it forbids you to challenge another to a duel,’
         said Hercól, ‘unless your master commands it. To do otherwise—’ he closed his eyes, remembering ‘—is to place pride above
         holy destiny, and anger over service to the Faith.’
      

      
      Jalantri stared at him, abashed and furious. Cayer Vispek was surprised as well. ‘How is it that you quote so confidently
         from our scripture?’ he demanded.
      

      
      ‘Every member of the Secret Fist reads the Book of the Old Faith,’ said Hercól. ‘My copy remained with me when I forsook Ott’s
         guild of spies. You see, Cayer, I know something of change. So does Neda’s brother, incidentally.’
      

      
      Vispek’s eyes moved slowly from Hercól to Pazel and back again. He took a long breath, then pointed at the stack of crates
         across the basin.
      

      
      ‘The one on top is full of clothing,’ he said. ‘Go and dress. Then I will tell you of a kind of change you know nothing about.’

      
      They had numbered seven once. Seven: the Mzithrin lucky number, the standard complement of sfvantskors dispatched as a team to a particular Mzithrin King, or an army brigade, or a warship of the White Fleet. The latter had been
         Vispek’s assignment: he was made votary to an elder aboard the Jistrolloq, deadliest ship in the Northern world, as famous for her speed and weaponry as the Chathrand was for size and age. Neda and Jalantri and several others came aboard after the murder of their teacher in Simja, and had been assigned to Vispek’s care. They were still aspirants, barely out of training; by rights
         they should have been returned to the Mzithrin to do just that. But their teacher had planned otherwise.
      

      
      That teacher, the great Babqri Father, had long suspected a trap behind the Arqualis’ offer of peace. He had lived through
         more than a century of war and duplicity, but his knowledge was not merely that of years. He was the keeper of Sathek’s Sceptre,
         an artefact older than the Mzithrin Empire itself, and one the Shaggat had not managed to steal. Crowning this golden rod
         was a crystal, and in the heart of the crystal lay a shard of the Black Casket, the broken centrepiece of the Old Faith.
      

      
      Through the power of the sceptre the Father had come to sense the evil approaching in the belly of the Chathrand. Weeks before Treaty Day, he had come to Simja with his aspirants, and taken up residence in the Mzithrini shrine outside
         the city walls. There he had held council with Mzithrini lords, merchants, soothsayers, spies, as they congregated ahead of
         the wedding meant to seal the Peace. And there, night after night, he put his disciples in a trance and sent them into the
         sea, and by the power of the sceptre they cast off their human bodies and took the forms of whales.
      

      
      ‘Whales?’ said Pazel.

      
      ‘Whales,’ said Vispek. ‘The better to observe your approach, and your doings aboard the Chathrand.’
      

      
      ‘Your crew spotted us,’ said Jalantri. ‘We were a rare sort of whale, blue-black and small.’

      
      ‘Cazencians,’ said Pazel. ‘Yes, I saw you – but it was here, on this side of the Ruling Sea. Neda, was that you?’
      

      
      She gave a curt nod. ‘We trailed you along the Sandwall.’

      
      ‘Until attacked by sharks,’ said Vispek. ‘They were vicious and innumerable; we escaped them only by hurling ourselves upon
         this shore.’
      

      
      ‘And these possessions?’

      
      Vispek gestured with a turn of his head. ‘Shipwreck. Three or four miles west, along the inner beach. A grim discovery, that.
         The bark itself was weird and slender, and partly burned; we thought it a derelict. But inside it was full of murdered creatures,
         like black men except for their hands, hair and eyes. Their throats were slit, all of them. On the deck where we found the
         bodies a word was scrawled in blood: PLATAZCRA. Can you tell us the meaning of that word, boy?’
      

      
      He looked expectantly at Pazel, who nodded reluctantly, knowing his face had given him away. He knitted his eyebrows. ‘Something like “victory” – no, “conquest” is closer. “Infinite conquest”,
         that’s it.’
      

      
      They all looked at him, shaken. ‘The boat was maimed,’ said Cayer Vispek at last, ‘but only partly looted. We found fine goods
         – fabrics, dyes, leather boots of excellent workmanship, even gold coins, scattered underfoot. It was as if the attackers
         had struck in haste, or fury, intent on nothing but the death of everyone aboard.’
      

      
      ‘They took the food, though,’ said Jalantri, frowning at the memory.

      
      ‘Why didn’t you return to the sea, once the sharks departed?’ asked Pazel.

      
      ‘We could not,’ said Vispek. ‘The Father tried to give us the power to change ourselves back and forth at will, but he never
         succeeded. Once we returned to human form, only the sceptre in a Master’s hand could make us again into whales.’
      

      
      ‘And the sceptre went down with the Jistrolloq?’ said Hercól.
      

      
      ‘I told you that we came here with nothing,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘Our elder changed us a final time, even as the sea flooded
         the decks. That is the only reason we survived.’
      

      
      Neda glanced sidelong at the Tholjassan warrior. What a sly one. He knows the Cayer avoided his question. She busied herself with the gnawing of flesh from a bone, thinking how cautiously their leader was handling this moment,
         how attentive they would have to be to his signals. Above all we must say nothing of Malabron.

      
      Inside her the memory blazed, hideously clear. The collapsing hull, the grotesque speed of the inrushing sea, the old Cayerad
         bringing the sceptre down against her chest and the instant agony of the transformation, no pain-trance to deaden it. Squeezing
         from the wreckage, the whirling disorientation before she spotted the glowing sceptre again, in the aperture where the old
         man was working the change on a last sfvantskor: Malabron. She had watched his body swell like a blister. Confused and zealous Malabron; desperate, damned for evermore.
         He had believed in the utterances of mystics, believed they were nearing a time of cataclysm and the breaking of faiths. And
         with the enemy victorious and their mission a failure, Malabron the whale had done the unthinkable: bitten off the arm of
         the old Cayerad, swallowing it and the sceptre whole, and vanishing into the sudden blackness of the sea.
      

      
      They had never seen him again, and Cayer Vispek had not speculated as to what had driven Malabron to such treason. Jalantri
         merely cursed his name. Neda, however, recalled his furious, quiet chatter, his ravings. In the last weeks they were almost
         continuous, in the hours when talking was allowed, and so much of it was outlandish nonsense that the others took no heed. But Neda heard it all, her manic
         memory sorting the drivel into categories and ranks. And in one category, by no means the largest, were his mutterings about
         ‘the path our fathers missed’ and ‘those who fear to be purified’.
      

      
      Neda chewed savagely. You should have spoken. You could have warned Cayer Vispek before it was too late. For Malabron’s words had carried a sinister echo. They resembled the heresy once preached by the Shaggat Ness.
      

      
      She cringed, feigning some bone or gristle in her mouth. I couldn’t do it. Not to any of them. It had taken them five years to trust her, the foreign-born sfvantskor, almost a heresy in herself. Five years, and all the wrath and wisdom of the Father, taking her side. How could she have
         admitted that she did not trust them back – even just one of them? How could she have reported a brother?
      

      
      ‘Neda?’

      
      Pazel was staring at her. Devils, I must take care with him! For her birth-brother’s glance was piercing. Even now he could read her better than Vispek or Jalantri.
      

      
      She was struggling for calm. With an uncertain movement Pazel reached for her elbow.

      
      ‘Do not touch her,’ said Cayer Vispek.

      
      Pazel jumped and shot him a look. ‘I was just—’

      
      ‘Coddling a sfvantskor,’ said Jalantri, regarding Pazel with a mixture of amusement and contempt. ‘Now I see why the Father did not wish the two
         of you to meet, sister. He knew no good could come of it.’
      

      
      ‘Listen to me,’ said Cayer Vispek to Pazel. ‘The one before you is no longer an Ormali, no longer Neda Pathkendle. I do not
         expect this to be easy for you to grasp, but know that every parent, brother or sister of a sfvantskor has faced the same kind of loss.’
      

      
      ‘The same, is it?’ said Pazel, his eyes flashing. ‘I haven’t blary clapped eyes on my family in nearly six years.’
      

      
      ‘Neda has left your family,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘She has become Neda Ygraël, Neda Phoenix-Flame. And she has been reborn into
         a life of service to the Grand Family of the Mzithrin, and the sfvantskor creed. Only if you remember this can I permit the two of you to speak.’
      

      
      ‘Permit us?’ said Pazel, as though he couldn’t believe his ears. ‘She’s my sister! Neda, is this what you want?’
      

      
      Neda held herself very still. The eyes of all the men were upon her. With a ritual cadence to her words, she said, ‘My past
         is of no consequence. I am a sfvantskor, a keeper of the Old Faith, foe of devils, friend of the Unseen. The life before was a game of make-believe. I can recall
         the game, but I am grown now and wish to play it no more.’
      

      
      ‘So speaks our sister in the fullness of her choice,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘You must accept her decision or else insult her
         gravely. Is that your wish?’
      

      
      Pazel looked at the older man, and his dark eyes glinted with anger. But he held his tongue.

      
      The Cayer watched him a moment longer, as though noting a source of future danger. Then, turning to Hercól again, he said,
         ‘There is more I would know. What sort of land have we come to, where men are killed under the banner of infinite conquest? Who are these black beings with silver eyes? And where are the humans? We have only met with miserable savages, hardly better
         than beasts.’
      

      
      When the telling was done Neda felt wounded. As if some crushing harm had struck her body, some venom or germ that stole her
         strength and clouded her mind. She believed Hercól; his voice was too raw and bleeding to be feigned – and she had seen the
         men he called tolchenni, and had thought them imbeciles from the start. But a plague of mindlessness. She squatted by the fire, clenching her fists. Protect us in this, our black hour, she prayed. Defend us, that we may water Alifros with the blessings of your will. She addressed the prayer to the Unseen, the Nameless Ones, in the Mountains of Hoéled beyond the world. But did the Nameless
         Ones care about these strange Southern lands, or was their gaze fixed elsewhere? It was a troubling question, and probably
         forbidden.
      

      
      Hercól looked up at the sky. ‘Dawn comes,’ he said. ‘Pazel and I must return to our shipmates. And you three must make your
         choice, for I expect to see a boat from the Chathrand approaching by the time we reach them.’
      

      
      ‘Choice?’ said Neda, the bitterness rising in her again. ‘What choice is that? To return to your ship and be put in irons,
         or stay here and starve?’
      

      
      ‘We’ll do neither of those,’ said Jalantri, ‘will we, Cayer Vispek?’

      
      The older sfvantskor pursed his lips, and gave a thoughtful shake of his head. ‘Perhaps not,’ he said – and flew in a blur at Hercól.
      

      
      The attack was one of the swiftest Neda had ever seen. Cayer Vispek bore the swordsman backwards off his crate, and by the
         time the two men struck the sand there was a knife at Hercól’s throat. Pazel surged to his feet, but Jalantri was far faster, and deftly kicked the youth’s legs out from under him. Pazel fell inches from the
         fire. The sfvantskor came down on him with both knees, caught his arm and twisted it behind his back. Jalantri looked wildly at Neda.
      

      
      ‘I have him! Aid the Cayer, sister!’

      
      ‘The Cayer needs no aid,’ said Vispek, still pressing his blade to Hercól’s neck.

      
      ‘That’s lucky!’ snapped Jalantri. ‘Neda, you sat like a stone! What ails you? Were you afraid I might give your birth-brother
         a scratch?’
      

      
      Pazel twisted helplessly, grimacing with rage. Neda shuddered. She recalled that look of defiance. He had shown it to Arquali
         soldiers, once.
      

      
      ‘It was not luck,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘The Tholjassan chose to yield. Chose, I say: you saw my intention, didn’t you, swordsman? As plain as though I had drawn it for you in the sand.’
      

      
      ‘I guessed,’ said Hercól, motionless under the knife.

      
      ‘You are too humble. I saw your readiness even as I struck. You might even have disarmed me, but you chose not to try. That
         was an error. You are prisoners now, and it may not go well for you.’
      

      
      ‘What will you do now, Cayer?’ asked Hercól.

      
      ‘We will take the rescue boat, by persuasion or force, and seek the mainland.’

      
      ‘If you take us as hostages on that boat, the Chathrand will know it,’ said Hercól. ‘They can see our encampment plainly through their telescopes.’
      

      
      ‘They will not wish to see you harmed,’ said Cayer Vispek.

      
      ‘You don’t know Arqualis,’ gasped Pazel, turning his head painfully in the sand. ‘Prisoners of the Mzithrin are presumed good
         as dead. They’ll engage you whether we’re aboard or not. They’ll blow you to matchsticks.’
      

      
      ‘We can take the boat alone,’ said Neda quietly. ‘Leave them here, Cayer. The Chathrand will send another for them.’
      

      
      ‘And for you, an extermination brigade,’ said Hercól. ‘There are over a hundred Turachs aboard the Great Ship, and longboats
         that can outrun whatever little vessel they have dispatched to collect us.’
      

      
      ‘We should have struck an hour ago,’ growled Jalantri under his breath.

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ said Hercól, ‘but it is too late now.’

      
      ‘Not too late for one thing,’ said Jalantri.

      
      ‘Cayer—’ Neda began.

      
      
      ‘Be silent, girl! Be silent, both of you!’

      Their leader’s voice was tight with desperation. Neda and Jalantri held still as
         wolves about to spring. But spring where, on whom? The heresy of Neda’s thought appalled her.
      

      
      ‘I fear Neda is right about the irons,’ Hercól continued. ‘The crew tolerates our own freedom uneasily, since Rose charged
         us with mutiny. They will never tolerate yours. Nor can we hide those tattoos on your necks.’
      

      
      ‘Those tattoos are never hidden,’ snapped Cayer Vispek, pressing the knife tighter against the other’s flesh. ‘We are sfvantskors, not skulking thieves.’*

      
      ‘You may be reduced to worse than thieving,’ said Hercól, ‘if you go alone into this country.’

      
      Neda felt the readiness of her limbs, the killer’s focus trying to silence that other voice, the sister’s. Let me do it, Jalantri. If the Cayer commands us, let me end Pazel’s life.

      
      ‘You grow careless with you words,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘If you truly know our ways, you know we cannot despair. For those
         who take the Last Oath it is a sin.’
      

      
      ‘There is a related sin,’ said Hercól, ‘but graver, in your teachings. Will you name it, or shall I?’

      
      Cayer Vispek was very still. ‘Suicide,’ he whispered.

      
      When Hercól spoke again he did so courteously, almost with sorrow. ‘It is a hard thing, Cayer Vispek, but I must request your
         surrender.’
      

      
      It was midmorning before the rescue skiff neared the Chathrand. Her crew was waiting in a ragged mob.
      

      
      Some leaned out to help swing the hoisted boat over the scarlet rail. Most stood and watched. Never in all those months at
         sea had their spirits sunk so low, nor their eyes flashed so dangerously. The thirst! Not one of the eight hundred sailors
         had known such torturous want of water. The men’s very flesh had tightened on their bones. Their skin had peeled and blistered,
         and the blisters had shrivelled from within. Their lips were cracked like old parchment.
      

      
      They had watched in silence as the rescue boat tacked across the inlet, empty now of both serpents and ships. Passing telescopes, they had studied the captives, two men and one young woman
         (‘Look at them arms, will you, she’s a bruiser, a wildcat, a hellion, why is every blary girl who comes aboard—’), and Old
         Gangrüne the purser remarked on the way the strange young woman stared at Lady Thasha: with malice, or something very like.
      

      
      The men had followed the boat with their eyes as it rounded the jetty, passed the great abandoned tower, and finally drew
         up to the landing near the village gate. They had watched ten or twelve dlömu step forth timidly, and cheered with faint derision
         when the creatures rolled out three small water casks and passed them down carefully to the skiff. Another mouthful each,
         they laughed bitterly, while over the tonnage hatch the sixty-foot yawl dangled in her harness, ready to launch, fourteen
         casks of five hundred gallons apiece lashed in her hold.
      

      
      They had watched with impatience as Pathkendle and Lady Thasha spoke with the dlömic boy at the landing. The two youths pointed
         at the Chathrand; the boy shook his head. For several thirsty minutes the sailors watched a debate they could not hear. Then the young dlömu
         had made a gesture of surrender, and all three had climbed into the skiff, and the little boat had started out to the Chathrand.
      

      
      Now they were hoisting it, dripping, above the rail. Six men caught the davit chains, guided her inboard, lowered her gently
         onto her skids. Haddismal shouted a quick command; the assembled Turachs surrounded the boat. The three human prisoners studied
         them keenly.
      

      
      Fiffengurt beckoned at the water barrels. ‘Same ration as yesterday,’ he declared, and the sailors groaned and snarled, though
         it could not be otherwise, and the ration, albeit painfully tiny, had been fair.
      

      
      Pazel Pathkendle and the Lady Thasha leaped first from the skiff, then aided Fiffengurt, who appeared rather bruised. But
         when the quartermaster’s feet were planted on the deck he straightened his back and swept the topdeck with his obedient eye.
      

      
      The sfvantskors’ gaze followed his. The sailors looked where they looked, and then Fiffengurt turned to see where Pathkendle and the Lady
         Thasha were looking, and it was some seconds longer before they all became aware of this circular game, and stopped seeking
         what none could find: someone indisputably in command.
      

      
      Of course, Nilus Rose was still their captain. But Rose and thirteen others were hostages, caught in a trap so devious that
         the men struggled to believe it was the work of ixchel – crawlies – the eight-inch-tall beings that most humans had learned
         to fear and kill from their first days at sea. The crawlies had introduced a sleeping drug into the ship’s fresh water (hence the shortage) and when all were
         asleep had used ropes and wheel-blocks to drag their victims to a cabin under the forecastle, which they had filled with a
         light, sweet-smelling smoke. The latter did no harm until one was deprived of it: then, in a matter of seconds, it killed.
         The hostages, all addicts now, stayed alive by tending a fire in a tiny smudge-pot, feeding it with dry berries provided several
         times a day by the ixchel. As long as the berry-fire sputtered on, they lived.
      

      
      Given his plight, Captain Rose had temporarily entrusted the ship to Mr Fiffengurt. So surely Fiffengurt was in command? But
         Sergeant Haddismal walked free as well – the crawlies had fed him an antidote that morning, fearing the Turachs might riot
         without their commander. Perhaps it was time for the military to take charge? But Haddismal was not the highest military officer
         on the Chathrand: that was Sandor Ott, the Imperial spymaster, the architect of their deadly mission. And Ott remained a hostage.
      

      
      All told, an intolerable situation. Mutiny was the obvious answer – but how, and against whom? Kruno Burnscove or Darius Plapp
         might have led a few hundred gang members in such a rebellion – but the ixchel, thorough to a fault, had seized these two
         rival gang leaders as well.
      

      
      So it was that the roving eyes converged at last on a tiny, copper-skinned figure, balanced on the mainmast rail. He was attended
         by six shaven-headed spearmen, and he wore a suit of fine black swallow feathers that shimmered when he walked. Those who
         were close enough saw his haughty chin, the plumb-line posture, the eyes that managed somehow to convey both ferocity and
         fear. It was galling, but inescapable: the most powerful figure on the Chathrand was this young ixchel lord, a crawly they could have batted overboard with one sweep of the hand.
      

      
      ‘Well, Quartermaster?’ he demanded. ‘Hasn’t my crew thirsted enough? Will you deliver them from misery, or not?’

      
      His voice came out high and reedy: the effect of bending it into the register of the human ear. It was clear from his expression
         that he found the effort distasteful.
      

      
      Fiffengurt scowled and deliberately turned away, busying himself with a davit strap. ‘My crew,’ he muttered.
      

      
      One of the ixchel guards snapped furiously: ‘You will answer Lord Taliktrum at once!’

      
      
      Fiffengurt, Pazel and Thasha exchanged nervous looks. Behind them, Hercól Stanapeth leaped onto the deck and bent to whisper
         in the quartermaster’s ear. Fiffengurt nodded, then turned uneasily to face the crew.
      

      
      ‘Now, ah, listen sharp, lads,’ he said. ‘There’s danger ashore. The villagers can’t let us back inside their walls—’

      
      Roars, howls: Fiffengurt was announcing a death sentence. The only danger anyone believed in was thirst, and the only fresh
         water this side of the Gulf was the well in the village square. The men pressed closer, and their shouting increased. Fiffengurt
         waved desperately for silence.
      

      
      ‘—but they’ve agreed to fill any casks we bring ’em, and to hand ’em off right there at the gatehouse. Mr Fegin, get that
         yawl in the water! Thirty hands for duty ashore! Who’s prepared? Volunteers get their ration first.’
      

      
      Instantly the roars became cheers, this time in earnest. Countless hands shot skywards. ‘Let it be done!’ cried Taliktrum
         from his perch, but no one listened to him now. Already Fegin was ordering men to the capstans, and topmen were loosing cables
         to allow the big yawl to be hoisted.
      

      
      Pazel and Thasha grinned at Fiffengurt, who breathed a sigh of relief. Bolutu descended from the skiff, pushing his way through
         Turach spears. Haddismal directed the prisoners to climb down from the boat. ‘On guard, marines, those are blary sfvantskors!’ he shouted over the mayhem.
      

      
      Haddismal possessed a voice to cut through storm and battle. Yet somehow one of the newly summoned Turachs did not heed him,
         and in the space of five seconds, disaster struck. The soldier was stationed behind Neda, who had yet to rise to her feet.
         Leaning forwards, he prodded her with one hand in the small of the back. Then his eyes found a long rip in Neda’s breeches.
         His hand developed a will of its own, and three fingers groped for an instant over the flesh of her thigh.
      

      
      Neda simply exploded. With a backwards elbow thrust she broke the man’s front teeth, then spun on the bench and delivered
         a lightning kick to the chest of a second Turach before he could bring his spear to bear. Suddenly everyone was moving. Cayer
         Vispek’s boot deflected another spear, then he leaped into the rigging as the startled Turachs stabbed at his legs. Jalantri
         whirled towards Neda, but Haddismal clubbed him savagely across the face, and three Turachs fell on the young sfvantskor like boulders, grappling, while a fourth kicked at his stomach.
      

      
      
      Neda instantly pulled her legs back against her chest, then snapped forwards, rolling over the side of the skiff with a violent
         lurch. She came out of the roll with a twist of her upper body, and rose facing her would-be attackers. To the crew she seemed
         to have passed through the Turachs like a shadow – except that two lay senseless on the ground.
      

      
      The crowd drew back. Neda whirled, as though suddenly aware of the vast, empty deck surrounding her, the futility of flight.
         And now the Turachs had recovered. They did not have the grace of sfvantskors, but they were terrible fighters, and they could spear anything that moved.
      

      
      Neda almost became the proof of this, for eight of the soldiers had taken aim. But before they could let fly Thasha flung
         herself between them and their target.
      

      
      Her friends shouted in horror. But the Turachs froze. Neda seized Thasha brutally from behind, catching the younger woman’s
         throat in the crook of her elbow. Thasha gasped but did not fight back.
      

      
      Half out of his mind, Pazel rushed at them. ‘Neda, don’t! Thasha—’

      
      As Neda’s grip tightened, Hercól lunged forwards and caught Pazel by the arm. ‘Hear me, all of you!’ he shouted, raising his
         black sword high. ‘On Heaven’s Tree I swear it: the one who harms Thasha Isiq will answer to me!’
      

      
      ‘Hold, you dogs!’ bellowed Haddismal. ‘Damn you, Stanapeth, what do you expect of us? The girl went mad!’

      
      ‘I am doing kill!’ shrieked Neda, in rough Arquali.
      

      
      ‘Neda,’ said Thasha, her voice constricted but wry, ‘I just saved your blary skin.’

      
      Then Cayer Vispek spoke from the rigging. ‘The Turach groped at her womanhood. Perhaps Arquali women brook such treatment,
         but ours do not. You gave your word she would suffer no man’s abuse – and yet it begins before she sets foot on the deck.’
      

      
      ‘All the more reason to get her safely to the brig,’ snarled Haddismal. Then he looked down at his fallen soldier. ‘You muckin’
         dullard, Vered! If you’d raised your eyes from her crotch to her blary tattoos you’d still have all your teeth! She’s a sfvantskor!’
      

      
      For an amazed moment the sailors even forgot their thirst. Sfvantskors! It’s true! Look at them tattooed necks! They’re the enemy, by Rin!

      
      ‘Muckin’ Sizzies!’ bellowed someone. ‘Killers! Crazies!’

      
      ‘Animals, is what they are!’ hissed another. ‘It’s one of them what hacked my old man’s arm off in the war!’

      
      ‘We shouldn’t have to share our water—’

      
      
      ‘We should gut ’em, here and now—’

      
      ‘You will place them in the brig!’ cried Taliktrum suddenly. ‘You above there, come down, unless you would fight the whole
         ship’s company. Girl, I will appoint one of my own lieutenants to watch over you – and besides, that part of the ship is off
         limits to humans, unless escorted by us. Have no fear! We ixchel determine the course of events on the Chathrand.’
      

      
      ‘The boy requires a doctor,’ said Cayer Vispek, pointing at Jalantri.

      
      Taliktrum studied the moaning figure. ‘Let him go to the forecastle house. Dr Chadfallow is already there. Now yield, sfvantskor girl. We are in dangerous waters, and this delay imperils us all.’
      

      
      Neda tightened her grip on Thasha’s neck. She looked quite capable of murder. Through her teeth, and still in Arquali, she
         spoke: ‘No … Turach … touching me … again.’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ said Haddismal, waving off his men with a sigh. ‘I’d say you’ve made that blary clear.’

      
      But the other Turachs, and especially the friends of the wounded men, studied Neda with hatred, and their eyes seemed to mark
         her.
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