
[image: cover]


“An intricate and compelling new tale from one of the great original voices of fantasy. Full of fascinating ideas, engaging characters and magic.”

ADRIAN TCHAIKOVSKY

[image: line]

“Talonsister is wonderfully rich and inventive, it takes familiar things and places to make them new and interesting and the tone is perfectly balanced. I hugely enjoyed it.”
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PART ONE

THE LIP TO THE LICH-WAY




PROLOGUE

In our beginning there is yenlin, the slow forming within the shell. Those who are yenlin are the responsibility of all. At the time of yenlin, the unhatched is neither talon clan nor claw, and cannot be held on bond-oath or attached to a feud.

The Griffin Creed, as written
on the Silver Death Peak by
Fionovar the Red

The scent of blood was threaded through the sky like a red ribbon; slippery and quick, but unmistakable.

Flayn tossed his head towards T’vor to see if his partner had noticed it, but T’vor was already folding his wings, his long sleek head bent towards the ground. They were on the very edge of official griffin territory here; the mountains had become foothills, and the human territory of Brittletain lay to the south, although most griffins preferred not to acknowledge that name at all. Directly below was a clear patch of ground, bare save for grass, snow, a handful of trees. T’vor landed with a shuddering thump, scattering dirt and snow, and Flayn dropped down neatly next to him.

‘Blood,’ said T’vor, unnecessarily.

Flayn let his beak hang open for a minute, tasting the air on his tongue. It was an unusually warm day in the deep winter, and he could smell many things at once: pine needles, snow melt, lichen, the sharp scent of T’vor himself. And over and under it all, blood, and also violence. He snapped his beak shut.

‘Human,’ he said. ‘And…’

He stopped as a shriek rent the air around them. T’vor took an indignant step back, while Flayn felt all the feathers on his neck stand on end. The noise was piercing and shrill, awful. Belatedly, he realised that something was moving on the very edge of the clearing. He had missed it initially because it was so close to the ground – only the smallest prey or inedible things were so close to the dirt – and now he padded over to it, T’vor close at his shoulder.

‘What is it?’

At first he took it to be a bundle of something, perhaps of the clothes that humans liked to press around themselves, but looking closer he saw that it had a small, round face, soft and bare, and tiny clasping hands. The hole in the middle of the face was wide, the eyes scrunched up with the power of its call.

‘It’s a cub,’ he said. He lifted his head and looked around. Humans didn’t usually let their cubs out alone, especially not ones this small, but he could see nothing else moving in the dripping forest. ‘The smallest human.’

‘It is yenlin?’ T’vor dipped his head down to the snow and quickly wiped his beak across it, first one side and then the other, cleaning it and making it shine, black like old river ice. ‘We’ll take it back for T’rook. She is long enough out of yenlin to eat hot meat.’ Seeing Flayn hesitate, he snorted with impatience. ‘Hurry up, it is noisy. I tire of it. Pull it in half and we shall each take back a piece. Then you shall not be the favourite with her, as you usually are. Or eat it now, if you must. Just make it quiet.’

The shrieking seemed to double in volume, as if the cub knew what they were talking about. Flayn settled his paw on the thing’s chest, easing out his claws slowly, and to his surprise the cub took hold of his claw with one fist, almost as though it were trying to push him away, or greet him. It would be a good treat on a winter’s day like this, a quick hot beakful of blood and flesh, a few rubbery organs. The bones wouldn’t be up to much, not in a thing this small, but they would add to the texture. Instead, Flayn leaned down to look more closely at its furious face, and then addressed it carefully in the dialect of Brittletain.

‘Are you lost?’

T’vor squawked with amusement. ‘As well ask the cow if it enjoys the sun before you eat it.’

‘It’s strange, though.’ Flayn looked around again, at the dark trees and the dirt. Where T’vor hadn’t scuffed it with his talons, he could see that the snow was marked with prints – the footprints of humans larger than the yenlin cub on the ground. ‘Human cubs are not normally left alone in the cold. And the smell of blood does not come from it. Where are the humans that laid it? Are they dead nearby?’

This had T’vor’s attention. A human cub might make a good meal for their hatchling, but a pair of humans would represent a significant amount of meat for all of them. The big black griffin lowered his head and opened his beak, scenting the area around them, and after a moment he stepped into the line of trees, beyond the screaming yenlin cub. Flayn watched as T’vor stamped around for a time, his partner’s blue scaly legs quickly becoming flecked with mud and pine needles, until he came to a halt and began scratching at a particular patch of earth.

‘Something half buried here,’ T’vor said shortly.

By the time Flayn reached him, he had dragged something out of the mud and was preening at his long flight feathers, oily black under the dappled forest light. It was the head of an adult human, a male, the skin on its face a yellowish-green. There were clods of mud in the black hair that sprouted from the top of its head and the bottom half of its face.

‘It’s dead?’

T’vor snapped his beak together derisively. ‘Humans usually keep their heads attached, Flayn. Here, look, is the rest of the body.’

Flayn came closer until he too was standing over the dead thing. Blood had turned the earth around it a deeper, meatier black. It certainly smelled dead, but it also smelled wrong.

‘One of us did this?’ asked Flayn.

This time, T’vor did not snort. Instead he seemed troubled by the question. ‘From the wounds, yes. Talon or claw, human bodies fall apart before both. But from the smell…’

‘From the smell, not us. And why leave it intact? We would have eaten it.’ Flayn dipped his head and tore open the dead human’s lower half; he buried his beak in the guts, letting the smell overwhelm him. Behind them, the yenlin had grown quieter, making small hiccupping noises of weariness. There was the good, rich scent of human blood, awakening his hunger as it always did, but underneath and over that was another, colder scent, something that smelled deeply wrong. He pulled his head away and snapped his beak a few times, trying to place what it was, but clarity danced just out of reach. Oddly, it made him think of the Bone Fall, the high and lonely place that griffins went to when they felt the ache of their last days. It made him afraid.

‘I don’t like it,’ he said eventually. ‘I cannot smell a poison, but even so, I don’t think we should eat it.’

T’vor shook out his coat and feathers in irritation, sending a brilliant cascade of water droplets to patter against the foliage.

‘Fine. I will trust your word, forvyn.’

Flayn lifted his head, surprised. T’vor usually only called him ‘beloved wise one’ in jest, but there was no trace of his usual affectionate teasing this time. The strangeness of the human corpse had clearly gotten to him, too.

‘We’ll find other game, T’vor.’

‘And we can at least eat the yenlin. Or save it for T’rook.’ He turned away and moved back to the edge of the clearing, lowering his powerful beak to the tiny wriggling shape on the ground.

‘Wait.’

‘What now?’

‘I don’t think we should eat that, either.’ Flayn went and stood over the cub, already feeling foolish. ‘I think we should take it back, let it grow a little, see if we can learn more. Whatever killed that human, I feel like it is a danger to us.’

For a long moment T’vor said nothing, his great yellow eyes narrowed in confusion. ‘You want us to… look after it? In our own nest?’

‘T’vor, many times we’ve listened to my instincts, and it has kept us flying, hasn’t it? We need to know more about what happened here. And besides, it’s yenlin.’ He looked away, too aware this particular argument was nonsense. ‘Yenlin is the responsibility of all.’

‘Listen to yourself! This is a human cub, some featherless, ground-stuck meat bag. It is not worthy of dirtying our nest, unless our daughter is eating it. Too soon I called you forvyn – you know as well as I do that we remember very little from the time of yenlin, and I doubt that humans, with their tiny soft brains, are any different. This thing can grow and it can become more troublesome, but it will never teach us anything.’

‘I don’t believe that’s true.’ When T’vor began to turn away in disgust, Flayn butted his shoulder with his head. ‘We can stand here arguing about it while we lose the light, or we can skip to the part where you let me have my way, as you always do.’

‘Ha!’

‘I have a feeling about this, T’vor. A strong one. I swear it on my bones.’

‘Hmm.’ T’vor shook out his feathers again. Bones were a serious matter, not to be sworn on lightly, and Flayn could see him weakening. ‘Well, you can feed it. And you’ll have to explain to Queen Fellvyn why we are keeping food alive in our nest. It is not hygienic.’

*   *   *

They flew back with the wailing bundle clutched carefully between T’vor’s powerful talons. On the way Flayn spotted a small herd of mountain goats creeping cautiously up the sheer side of Silver Death Peak, and without slowing them down he snapped up a couple of the rangy animals, breaking their necks quickly and efficiently, so that they would have something to eat that night at least. The Silver Death was one of several mountains that punctuated the hazy border between griffin territory – known to them as Yelvynia – and the many scattered settlements of the ground-stuck humans. These lands were strictly forbidden to those prey animals; any foolish enough to venture near the mountains and get caught were killed without trial or discourse, and their stripped, severed heads were left on the southernmost foothills as a warning. Humans, it seemed, did not learn lessons quickly or well, since the southern foothills were awash with ancient skulls, turned white and yellow with the freezing winters and bleaching sun.

A griffin bringing one over the mountains personally was unheard of, and Flayn had no real idea of how the clans would react. Most likely there would be demands the thing be killed immediately, yenlin or no, or if they were really unlucky, someone would decide it was a grievous insult to Great T’vyn the Trickster himself, and they would be driven out of their nest to avoid bringing a curse on them – all three of them, including T’rook, who was too small yet even to fly.

‘The queen may not even bother with exile,’ said T’vor, as if he knew exactly what Flayn were thinking. ‘She could simply tear our throats out for this.’

‘I do not think she will,’ said Flayn. In truth, he wasn’t sure at all, but Queen Fellvyn was claw clan too, like him, and he thought there was a chance she would listen. ‘T’vor, this creature is fate-tied to us, and perhaps to all griffin.’

‘Nonsense. What are you, a witch-seer now?’

‘I feel it in my bones.’

T’vor made a growling noise in the back of his throat, and they flew back the rest of the way in silence, the bundle still clutched carefully in T’vor’s talons. When they reached their own nest-pit, T’rook lifted her head and squawked at them, her feathers still a sticky downy fluff, her eyes not quite fully open.

‘She is too small to understand yet,’ said T’vor. His harsh voice was softer than it normally was. ‘Flayn, she may eat this thing anyway, regardless of your supposed fate-ties.’

‘She might,’ conceded Flayn. ‘And then you can tell me I was wrong about everything.’

Yet when T’vor placed the human cub into the nest-pit with T’rook, the hatchling sniffed at it, then tugged at the material it was wrapped in, as though trying to understand what it was. After a moment, she folded her wings away – bony crumpled things as yet – and curled up next to the wriggling bundle. The human yenlin, which had freed one of its own smooth limbs during the flight, reached out and touched T’rook’s downy head. For the first time it seemed calm, its small eyes closing.

‘Well,’ said Flayn. ‘Would you look at that?’
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SIXTEEN YEARS LATER

The tavern was busy, but Leven had no trouble weaving her way to the front of the crowd. When she got to the bar, a foaming tankard of The Lip’s best ale was placed in front of her.

‘No Herald will pay for a drink in my lifetime.’ The barkeep did not quite meet her eyes, as if embarrassed by his own emotion. Further along the bar, several men and women were nodding furiously at his words, and a murmur rose up all around that a Herald was in the bar. A short woman to Leven’s right placed a hand on her bare forearm, where the silvery-blue ore-lines traced intricate patterns across her skin.

‘You are the pride of the Starlight Imperium,’ said the woman. ‘When you’ve finished that, girl, come and tell me. You won’t go thirsty tonight.’

‘Stars bless you.’ Leven grinned and picked up the tankard. She nodded to the barkeep. ‘Another one of these, if you’d be so kind?’

She made her way back to their table through the attentive crowd. Foro had chosen to sit right at the front, where the bar was open to the outside, the wooden shutters rolled back to reveal the spectacular views beyond. The Lip, as its name suggested, sat at the very top of the vast crater that was the city of Stratum, and its patrons could look out across a teeming landscape bathed in clean golden sunshine. Leven spared it a quick glance as she set their drinks on the scratched table. Right at the very bottom a lake glittered as blue as the sky, and it was just possible to see boats down there, white sails as tiny as the half-moons on her fingernails.

‘It’s true what they told us, Foro,’ she said as she sat down. ‘We never have to put our hands in our pockets for a drink again. One look at the ore-lines and they’re falling over themselves to provide. I think this lot would buy us dinner too, if we wanted.’

Foro did not have his ore-lines on display. Despite the heat of the afternoon, he was wearing a thick hooded cloak, and he wore long sleeves over his burly arms. Even his hands, which bore blue circles of the Titan ore on their palms and on their backs, were covered with fingerless gloves. He glanced bleakly at the tankard of ale, then looked away.

‘Aye.’

‘The war is over, and we’re living the high life.’ Leven took a sip of her ale. ‘Fuck me, that’s good stuff. Do you remember some of the swill we drank on campaign? No more of that Unblessed toilet water they called wine, and no more of that brutal stuff Nines used to brew up through his socks. Do you remember that? More than once I lost all the feeling in my feet after a night of drinking his brew.’

Foro drew himself up, taking hold of the tankard and turning it in his hands. Around them, Leven was still very aware of the men and women watching their table. It had been almost three months since their company of Heralds had returned to the capital of the Imperium, and the novelty of their existence had yet to wear off.

‘Have you seen Nines lately?’ asked Foro eventually.

She shook her head. ‘He said he was going to find a wife, buy some land, settle down. Last I heard he was very enthusiastically looking for a wife in a number of taverns. Have you? Seen him?’

Foro didn’t answer. Instead he took a large gulp of his ale, the hood on his cloak falling back slightly to reveal his weathered, ore-lined face. To Leven’s surprise, he did not look well at all. There were dark circles under his eyes, almost like bruises, and his cheeks were gaunt. As he put the tankard back on the table, she noticed that his fingers had a slight tremble.

‘Do you remember what they promised us, Leven? Glory, gold, our names written in the stars. For every Unblessed nation brought into the warm bosom of the Imperium, our names would live for another age. Remember all that?’

‘Yeah.’ Said out loud, it sounded a little ludicrous, but it was what they had been told, all of them, over and over. ‘Sure.’

‘Our names, to live on. But what does that mean? I don’t even know my name. You don’t know yours, either.’

‘Foro…’

‘Yeah, yeah, I know the numbers we were given. But what’s your real name, Leven?’

‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’

He leaned forward, meeting her eyes for the first time. He looked haunted.

‘A joke. Maybe that’s what the whole thing is.’

‘Foro.’ Leven lowered her voice. She didn’t want the rest of the tavern to see them arguing. ‘What’s wrong? I don’t hear from you for weeks, and then you want to go for a drink, and then you’ve got the hump. Has something happened? Something I should know about?’

He looked away from her, placing his hands flat against the table. Leven had the idea that he knew they were shaking and he didn’t want her to see it.

‘I’ve been having… dreams. Except they’re happening in the middle of the day. Visions of places that, as far as I know, I’ve never visited. Seeing faces of people I’ve never met.’

‘You’re readjusting, that’s all. It’s been… I mean, eight years of war, Foro.’ She forced out a laugh. ‘A few bad dreams are to be expected.’

For a long moment he didn’t say anything at all. Around them the tavern was full of people talking loudly, and beyond the wide open window the dim roar of Stratum was a constant pressure on the ears.

‘They feel like memories, Leven. I think they are memories. Glimpses of my life before the ore-lines took all that away from me. And every time, it’s like being knocked sideways. I’m having blackouts, and when I come back for a little while I don’t know who or where I am.’ Foro turned to look at her then, and she sat back from the table a little, alarmed by the glassy fear in his eyes. ‘We all saw some terrible things during the campaign, yet I’ve never been as afraid as I am now. It’s like my idea of who I am is falling apart.’

‘Perhaps you’re coming down with a fever. Stars only know what you could have brought back from the Unblessed lands. Have you been to a healer?’

But Foro was shaking his head. ‘Do you remember the last battle coming out of Lamabet, that green river that cut through the mountains? What we did on the banks there?’

‘Oh come on, I don’t want to talk about that.’ Leven swallowed the rest of her ale in one gulp and looked around the bar. She wanted to be somewhere else. ‘It’s over. Let’s drink until we fall down, then roll ourselves downhill to a livelier tavern. That’s what we’re supposed to be doing now, not reliving past glories like we’re ancient old gaffers.’

‘Past glories?’ Foro shook his head. ‘Maybe you don’t remember the green river, then.’

‘Of course I bloody remember it.’

She didn’t want to, though. The last remnants of the Unblessed Lamabet armies had been retreating, fleeing from the scene of their last clash with the forces of the Imperium, towards lands in the north that might still conceivably be safe. Many of them had been wounded, and quite a few were being carried by their fellow soldiers, but there were still enough viable enemy combatants – according to Boss, anyway – to make it worth tracking them. It had been a cold, wet day, the river running high and fast, and the smell of water had been everywhere, strong and mineral, a thick taste at the back of Leven’s throat. From their vantage point on the cliffs overlooking the river, the Heralds had watched the men and women passing below with a patience that was edging into indolence. Leven remembered that the enemy’s steel helmets had gleamed like new coins, the dust and the blood driven from them by the rain.

‘It was a slaughter,’ said Foro. ‘I know you remember that.’

Leven shook her head. She wanted another drink, something stronger. Despite the bright clean sunshine of the Imperium pouring in through the windows, she felt cold. It was as if he’d brought back the chill of the green river just by talking about it.

‘Have a drink and fucking cheer up, will you?’

They had lined up along the cliff edges, Boss shouting them to their places. Below them, one or two Lamabetian lookouts had spotted what was looking down on them, and it was possible to hear them calling orders too, their voices floating up from below like the calls of frightened birds. There had been laughter along their line – they were so close to the end of this war, everything seemed too easy now – but at the time Leven had felt an uncomfortable tightness in her gut. The enemy were retreating. They were injured. They were no real threat to the forces of the Imperium.

But when Boss had given the order, she had stepped up to the edge of the cliff like everyone else, and as she leapt into the yawning space beyond it, she had summoned her wings with the same shout of joy she always did. They had snapped into existence at her shoulders, like clear shards of lethal blue glass, and then she was swooping down, her focus on the scattering troops below, and if she’d had any regrets when she cut down the first of them, she couldn’t remember them now. There was no space for regrets on the battlefield; the battlefield was for survival, blood, and the glory of Titan strength at your fingertips.

‘Half of them drowned,’ said Foro quietly, as if he could picture the parade of grisly images currently marching through her mind. ‘After we hunted them across their own country for months, they were so terrified that half of them ran into that river, even though it was swollen with rain and they were wearing heavy armour. We barely had to do anything.’

‘Yeah, I was there too. I remember pulling their bodies out of the water.’ She took a breath and tugged one hand quickly through her hair, making it stand up in messy corkscrews. ‘So what has that got to do with anything, Foro? What does any of it have to do with your… dreams?’

‘I always knew that being a Herald was a chance for me to make a new life, even if I couldn’t remember why I had abandoned my old life in the first place. But now… I think of what we did in Lamabet, and I wonder if it was an honourable way to live after all. Pieces of who I was are returning and it frightens me. What if I’ve always been a butcher, Leven? What if my whole life has been about spilling blood?’

‘Foro, the past doesn’t matter,’ she said, too quickly. ‘What’s done is done. We are the Imperium’s champions. That’s what matters.’ She felt annoyed with Foro. All her pleasure at their heroes’ welcome was being chased away by his gloomy mood. ‘Listen, recovering your memories could be a good thing.’ She tried to make a joke of it. ‘Could be that you’re the lost prince of some newly Blessed country, about to come into a huge inheritance. Right?’

‘You can laugh, Leven, but people who volunteer to have their memories wiped away are not running from riches and happiness.’ Foro shook his head. A cloud passed over the sun, and the light shining on his face dimmed for a moment. ‘I am remembering pain, Leven. Shame, and violence, and terrible mistakes. What if you find out who you were, and you end up wishing you never knew?’

‘That is ridiculous. You are flinching at shadows. Do you want me to take you to a healer? You have picked up a fever, that’s all.’

He shook his head. He seemed less angry and more bewildered. ‘I am a man with no name and a history soaked in blood and cruelty, Leven. I only know I can’t go on like this.’

Leven tried to remember which Heralds she had seen recently. In the months following their discharge most of them had left Stratum, heading for the lush lands directly south, intending to buy land and start building new lives. A few, like her and Foro, had stayed in the city, enjoying the sense of being around a large number of people you didn’t have to kill. They had kept in touch, at least at first, but it had been a while since she’d seen any of them. She had, in fact, been thrilled to get Foro’s message to meet up – without her brothers-in-arms she had been starting to feel alarmingly lonely.

‘Don’t you think it’s strange that they’ve let us go at all?’ said Foro.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The Imperium’s greatest weapon.’ Foro smiled sourly. ‘We’ve presented them with the majority of the Unblessed lands on a silver plate, yet we’re allowed to just walk away, and settle wherever we would like? No more fighting for the empress – just a cosy retirement.’

‘We did our eight years, Foro.’ Leven looked down at the metallic lines etched into the skin of her forearm. ‘That has always been the agreement. They’ve just kept to their word, that’s all. And they can always make more of us.’

‘So they just give up their sharpest blade, to keep their word? When the Titan ore they use to give us powers is so rare, so valuable? Does that sound like the Imperium to you?’

Leven sighed. ‘We are the Imperium, Foro. Their chosen few, taking the light of the stars to the Unblessed lands.’

Foro snorted. ‘Stars’ arses, you sound like Boss.’

Leven scowled. To her own dismay, she was beginning to feel angry with Foro. Why did he have to question everything? Wasn’t it enough to just take what you were given and be grateful for it? Asking difficult questions only caused problems. She lifted her hands in defeat. ‘Foro, I don’t know, do I? I’m just a soldier. I just go where they tell me, except I don’t anymore. We don’t have to think about the Imperium or its ambitions ever again if we don’t want to.’

‘My friend.’ Foro leaned over and briefly clasped her shoulder. ‘Believe it or not, I didn’t ask you to come here just so that I could bitch and whine at you. I want you to be careful—’

At that moment, a giant shape stepped in front of the window, casting their table into shadow. Leven glanced up, annoyed at this interruption, to see an enormous man beaming down at them. He looked to be a warrior from the south, his chest bare and his forearms crisscrossed with scars, and his long yellow hair was braided into plaits. Once he saw that he had their attention, he smiled all the wider, revealing one tooth chiselled into a point. Belatedly Leven realised that there was a group of smaller people standing just to one side of him, wearing a variety of nervous expressions.

‘Small woman.’ He had a thick accent, marking out his origins as even further south than Leven had initially thought. ‘My friends, they tell me you are strong. That you could beat me in an arm wrestle. I have seen many things, small woman, but none as strange as this. So I would like to see it.’

‘That woman is a Herald, and you will show her some respect!’ Leven didn’t see the owner of the voice, but they were clearly agitated, and on the back of the outburst she could hear an undercurrent of angry muttering.

‘It’s alright!’ Leven held up one hand. Next to her, Foro had bent back over his drink. ‘You don’t want to fight me, friend.’

The warrior seemed positively delighted by this response. He pushed his braids back over his shoulders, as if to better show off his muscles, and gestured to her grandly.

‘But you are small woman. They tell me that because of your silly tattoos you are very strong. It is impossible.’

Leven didn’t entirely blame him for this assumption. He was at least a head taller than her, and she was slim, wiry even. She had a handful of scars here and there, but nothing unusual for a soldier of the Imperium, and while her arms showed some evidence of muscle, there were cooks in the army with biceps bigger than hers. She was not, by any stretch of the imagination, an imposing figure. She stood up, pushing her chair back.

‘My friend, not only could I beat you in an arm-wrestling match, I could pick you up and throw you out this window.’

In the end, Leven settled for picking the man up – much to his bellowed surprise – and, holding him up over her head, doing several circuits of The Lip. When the cheering and the shouting had died down and she had deposited the warrior back on a stool, she found that the grateful citizens of the Imperium had been queuing up at the bar to buy her even more drinks; there was a whole line of them, from glass beakers of wine to foaming tankards of ale to a tall green drink she had never seen before. She stood for a moment, bemusedly taking it in, while the southern warrior ordered in even more. When he was finished, he turned back to her, his face rather redder than it had been.

‘So you have shown me the impossible, small woman. It would be a great honour in my life if you would show me a little more?’

‘I think you’ve had enough excitement for one day, don’t you, big man? I don’t want to do you a mischief.’ Leven looked back over the bustling seats to the table where she had left Foro. His seat was empty. She plucked up one of the small glasses from the bar and downed its contents. ‘But you’ll finish the rest of these off for me, won’t you? There’s someone I need to see.’
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‘Thank you for seeing me so quickly, sir.’

‘Anything for our brave Heralds. Such a victory you’ve brought to us, Blessed Eleven – the Unblessed lands have finally been brought into the fold. All the ones that truly matter, anyway, and I’m sure that with the Imperium changing the lives of thousands across the sea, even the barbarians of Brittletain will eventually warm to us.’ Imperator Justinia was an older woman with warm, weathered skin, her dark eyes lined in black and her hair oiled so that it fell in ringlets the colour of old, tarnished gold. The smile she gave Leven was warm enough, but the rolls of parchment on her desk and the presence of an Envoy at her shoulder suggested that the Herald could have picked a better time to come calling on her old employers. The Envoy was a tall handsome man with warm brown skin, a neat beard framing a mouth that was carefully free of smiles, and he wore loose, dark clothes, the only hint towards his station the solid silver pin in the black scarf at his throat; it was in the shape of a stylised comet, a chip of emerald glinting at its heart. The Envoy – whom Leven vaguely recognised on sight – kept his hands behind his back and his eyes on Leven.

‘It’s about Foro.’ At the Imperator’s blank expression, she carried on. ‘Blessed Forty, sir. He hasn’t been feeling well, and I think he needs help.’

‘Ah.’ Imperator Justinia glanced down at the notes in front of her, as if there might be answers there. ‘He is… poorly?’

‘Yes, sir. We don’t have access to the army’s healers now, you see, now that we are officially discharged—’

‘You were paid your victory bonus, were you not?’ Justinia cut in. She picked up a sheet of parchment and nodded at it, a small smile on her lips. ‘Yes, I see you were. A sizeable sum, I should say.’

‘Ye-es that’s true, sir, but I’m concerned that—’

‘There are healers in Stratum, are there not?’ Justinia turned slightly to the Envoy, who nodded. ‘Good ones, I believe. Where would you say the best healers in Stratum are, Envoy Kaeto?’

‘The Street of Bonesaws,’ he replied instantly, his voice smooth and quiet. ‘There are healers with flashier premises of course, but if you’re looking for real practical experience, I would point you in that direction, Herald.’

‘There you are then,’ said Justinia brightly. ‘I’m so glad we could help you today, Blessed Eleven.’

‘Forgive me, Imperator, I don’t think you understand.’ Leven cleared her throat, looking around the room for inspiration. It was a small gilded box, the walls covered in lacquered wood panels, while a narrow channel in the floor housed a constantly flowing stream of perfumed water; it ran around all the buildings of the Imperial Concourse. It was disorientating, a thousand leagues away from the concerns of soldiers, from men and women who went to sleep at night with blood drying under their fingernails. ‘Whatever’s wrong with Foro, he believes it’s a consequence of being a Herald, and, well, I don’t think a healer from the Street of Bonesaws is going to be able to deal with that.’

A flicker of annoyance passed over Justinia’s face. Envoy Kaeto remained as impassive as ever.

‘What is wrong with him, exactly?’ asked Justinia.

Leven shifted on the spot. They hadn’t asked her to sit down. ‘He’s having… he called them waking dreams.’ She didn’t see Envoy Kaeto move, but now he seemed to be watching her much more closely. All at once, coming to speak to the Imperium Office directly didn’t seem like such a brilliant idea after all. ‘Look, it doesn’t sound like a normal illness to me. You know what we are, what the Heralds are. We’re tough to knock down. I’ve seen Foro fight all day and all night without pausing to eat or rest, and now this same man looks ten years older. Is there anything you can do for him, sir? Perhaps he could speak to Gynid Tyleigh directly. Sir.’

There was a moment of silence then, filled with the gentle trickle of the narrow waterway.

‘Speaking to the Imperial Bone Crafter herself is out of the question,’ said Imperator Justinia eventually. ‘But you are right. The empress values every man and woman who fights for the Blessed Imperium, but none more so than our star-touched Heralds.’ She said it smoothly and without much emotion; Leven had the impression it was something she had said before, perhaps many times. ‘We will have healers dispatched to your friend Foro, and he will be given the very highest levels of care. You can be sure of it, Blessed Eleven.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘You may leave.’

Leven bowed quickly, and turned her back on them, glad to get out of the gilded room. As she left, she was certain she could feel the eyes of the Imperator and the Envoy boring into the back of her head.

*   *   *

Envoy Kaeto watched the young woman leave, making a note to himself to look back over her official files. All of the Heralds were known to be ‘unusual characters’ – they were, after all, men and women who had known nothing but war – but even so, he doubted that many of them would come all the way to the Imperium offices to tell Imperator Justinia that she hadn’t been doing her job properly. Leven was the youngest of the Heralds, and one of the least imposing; not especially tall, not especially bulky. She had worn her dark brown hair short during the war, but since they had been discharged she had let it grow, so that her untidy brown waves now framed her face. She had clear grey eyes, and the silvery-blue patterns of the ore-lines stood out starkly against her tanned skin – and there was a look, a stubbornness about her jawline, that was oddly familiar… Yes, he would have to check the records again.

Next to him, Imperator Justinia sighed noisily.

‘These soldier scum are an endless pain in my arsehole.’

‘Yes, Imperator.’

‘And she had the cheek to say “you know what we are”! Yes, I know what you are – a sorry collection of thieves and murderers who were given a second chance by our merciful empress!’

‘Not all of them were murderers, Imperator.’

‘Yes, well. That hardly matters now, does it?’ Justinia poked at the pieces of parchment on her desk as though they had done her a personal injury. ‘What news do you have on our other problem, Envoy?’

He inclined his head slightly and moved to stand in front of the desk. ‘As I understand it, the work is slow, and dangerous…’

Justinia tutted loudly.

‘And everything must be conducted in the utmost secrecy, which means the boats must be manned by our people, the ports must be bribed not to look too closely at our cargo, and the wagons have to travel a long way, over dangerous ground. Nowhere Unblessed, but even so, the risk is still considerable. And,’ he paused, uncertain how his next portion of information would be received, ‘I fear we must keep the numbers of people involved as low as possible, or keep our bribes extremely high. There is no predicting the level of outrage if any part of the Imperium’s business is revealed.’

‘Of course,’ said Justinia, her tone bitter. ‘The Titans must remain untouchable.’

‘It’s inconvenient, but it’s worth remembering how many cultures and nations the Imperium encompasses,’ said Kaeto. He wasn’t quite able to resist delicately hammering the point home. ‘The Titans are considered sacred all over Enonah, Imperator. Even the denizens of Stratum consider them to be the most starblessed of all creatures – they gave us history, stories, the first sparks of alchemy. They gave us language. They are the gods that walked among us.’

‘Yes, yes. I’m quite aware.’ There was a small golden plate of dried fruits on her desk, and Justinia began poking about amongst the small brown pieces. She was looking for dried sweet-apple, her favourite; it was Kaeto’s job to know that sweet-apple was her favourite, in case he should ever need to poison her. ‘And this Foro. I suppose you know where to find him?’

‘I do, Imperator.’

‘Then I suggest you get on with it.’

‘It is not my place to question your orders…’

Justinia laughed. She found a piece of sweet-apple and munched on it with satisfaction for some moments. ‘What is the place of an Envoy, exactly? Who can guess?’ She waved a hand at him dismissively. ‘Go on. Say what you want to say, Kaeto – I know you’ll say it anyway.’

‘The Heralds must be dealt with carefully.’ He let that hang in the air for a moment. He knew that Justinia had certain opinions on this; had watched from a dark space on an interior balcony as she had spoken to the empress herself, her face closed and furious. ‘The empress understands that they are heroes to the people of the Imperium, celebrated everywhere her starlight touches.’

‘And I don’t understand. Is that what you’re saying?’

‘I am just here to remind you of the delicacy of the situation. The agreement was…’ He paused, trying to think how to phrase it. ‘It was agreed that for the Heralds to all die at once would be too suspicious, invite too many questions. We have to be careful.’

‘Celestinia has been cloistered inside her palaces for years. She doesn’t know what real people are like anymore, Kaeto.’ Justinia looked up at him, her dark eyes shining. ‘The people will forget about the Blessed Heralds soon enough – as soon as some other war or wedding comes along to distract them, and those are always just around the corner. And meanwhile, we have cut loose these dangerous men and women to roam freely. Carrying the secrets of the Imperium with them. Blessed Forty believes that his illness is related to his Herald magic, and has gone as far as to talk to another Herald about it. He has become a danger to us, and he’s dying anyway, Kaeto.’ She lowered her voice. ‘We should have ended the problem months ago, but Celestinia wouldn’t hear of it. Now we shall have to deal with each one as they deteriorate. And who gets their hands dirty now? You and I, Kaeto.’

Your hands will remain spotless, thought Kaeto, as they always do.

‘And what of Blessed Eleven?’

‘Oh, let her get on with it. She too will get distracted soon enough, or she’ll find some young farmer to marry, or she’ll sicken and die like her friend. I’m not as bloodthirsty as you make me out to be, Envoy. Until she starts to actively cause us trouble, I am happy to let this particular little bird fly away.’

*   *   *

When Kaeto was dismissed, he left Justinia with her as yet unpoisoned dried fruits and retreated to his own rooms, hidden away in one of the upper corners of the Imperium offices. It was a space he had worked for years to cultivate; far enough away from the main hub to be quiet; enough space for his records – all written in his own version of the Envoy cypher; and close enough to the Tower of the Voice that he could intercept messages coming and going faster than anyone else. Belise, his assistant, greeted him at the door, her eyebrows raised.

‘Anything I should know about, chief?’

‘The Imperator is a fool, the Herald problem isn’t going away, and my afternoon is ruined. Any surprises there?’

‘Not as such, chief, no.’

Kaeto stopped to look down at the girl. He had picked her up off the street when she was eleven, a sharp-eyed street rat with more sense than he usually saw in children of her ilk, but not quite enough sense not to attempt to pickpocket an Envoy on official Imperium business. Two years later and his impulse had proved a wise one: Belise was smart, loyal, devious and entirely unfazed by the darker portions of his work.

‘I’ll need my grey work kit laid out for me as quickly as possible. And here,’ he dropped a small bag of candies into her hand, ‘the Imperator doesn’t lock her treat drawer.’

He was rewarded with a quick flash of a grin, and then Belise was gone, back into the small locked room that smelled vaguely of chemicals. Trusting her to prepare what he needed, Kaeto went to his desk and unlocked a compartment built into its underside. From there he withdrew a slim leather folder, filled with pieces of ragged parchment, some old and yellowed, others still crisp and covered in dark, rich inks. He pulled a few items out and spread them on the table.

It occurred to him that Blessed Eleven would be very interested to see some of the information he had gathered here. She struck him as the curious sort, and these slim pieces of parchment were the only remaining evidence that the Heralds had had lives before Gynid Tyleigh had etched her lines of Titan ore across their bodies. The Herald known as Foro, for example, had once been an overseer in a gladiator complex in Unblessed Caucasore. It had been his job to take the prisoners given to him by the country’s army and turn them into people who could fight for the entertainment of Caucasore’s aristocracy – one of life’s delicious little ironies. He had by all reports been a brute of a man, and those who entered the training grounds were more likely to die – beaten to death, starved, or torn apart by wild animals – than make it to the arena. And then when Caucasore had been absorbed into the Imperium, Foro had fought against them for a while, one of the most vicious captains in their militia. This apparent loyalty, however, hadn’t stopped him taking the opportunity to become part of the Herald programme when the alternative was to die an honourable death next to his soldiers. The man known as Carlen Forgathers had happily switched sides when he saw that the tide was changing. Not that he knew anything about it now, of course.

Kaeto was just frowning over this information when Belise came back into the room and laid his tool belt on the desk in front of him. Her jaw was working rhythmically on one of the toffees he had given her.

‘Thank you, Belise. I hope you didn’t put that in your mouth in the Workroom? No food, no drink, and gloves at all times, remember?’

She rolled her eyes at him and then nodded at the folder.

‘What’s that about then?’

Few people would dare to ask what the Imperium’s master spy was reading, but it was one of the reasons he kept her around.

‘Just secrets and forgotten things.’

‘It’s always secrets and forgotten things.’

‘Yes.’ He paused, flicking through the documents in the leather folder a second time. There should have been a complete record of the former lives of each Herald, yet curiously Blessed Eleven did not seem to have one. Absently, he reached up and unclipped his silver Envoy badge, placing it carefully on his desk. Tugging out his scarf, he pulled it up and over the back of his head to make a hood. ‘Secrets and forgotten things are what we live for, in our dark little world.’

‘Yes, chief.’ He could sense her resisting the urge to roll her eyes again.

‘I have to go out.’ Standing up, he swept the folder and its documents back into the hidden portion of his desk and slammed it shut, before wagging a finger at her. ‘Don’t eat all those sweets in one go, you’ll get a stomach ache.’

‘Pft. You want me to shout up the coach?’

‘No, I’ll go out the back way.’ He picked up the grey toolkit belt and tied it around his waist, making sure to cover it with his long dark shirt afterwards. Through the narrow windows he could see that the sun was well on its way down, and Stratum was slowly being doused in shadows and oily lamplight. ‘I’ll want your help when I come back. Prepare the wet room.’

She grimaced at that, but as he was going out the door he noticed her slipping another toffee into her mouth. There wasn’t much that could ruin Belise’s appetite – she’d spent too long hungry on the streets for that.

*   *   *

Kaeto was gone for no more than a couple of hours. Foro had been renting a room in a boarding house on the Second Ring. It was a well-appointed place with large, ornate windows, standing open in the stuffy evening air – all the better for a quick shot with a poisoned bolt. The key to killing a Herald – something the armies of the Unblessed never quite seemed to grasp – was to do it from a distance, and to do it very quietly.

When the Envoy arrived back at the Imperium Concourse, he took one of the quiet back entrances and allowed a small team of staff to take the body, carefully hidden in an unremarkable travel chest, up to his rooms. There was a shaft in the back with a system of pulleys specifically designed to quickly move heavy, unpleasant things. When he arrived, Belise was already poking at the heavily laden sack.

‘You could have taken him out of the city,’ she said. ‘Dumped him in a river. Don’t see why you had to bring him back here at all.’

Kaeto pulled his hood back and made for the small clay pot by the hearth. One of Belise’s jobs was to keep it full of fresh tea. He poured himself a large cup and doused its heat with a thick slug of milk before taking a sip. It needed honey.

‘This particular corpse is property of the Imperium.’ When she just raised her eyebrows at that, he continued. ‘When we made the Heralds – when Imperial Bone Crafter Tyleigh, dreadful creature that she is, made the Heralds – they essentially signed over their bodies and lives to the Imperium. What are the ore-lines made of, Belise?’

‘The bones of Titans,’ she replied instantly. ‘Long-dead ones.’

‘Yes. And how many Titans are left in the world?’

‘Just the griffins,’ she said, her voice taking on a slightly bored tone. ‘In northern Brittletain. And there’s that one who’s still alive in the south, the giant bear one. But that’s just one.’

‘The Druidahnon, yes, although how much longer he will live we do not know.’ He put the tea cup down. ‘All the other Titan races – the wyverns, the great krakens of the eastern sea, the huge god-boar of the south, the giants, the unicorns, the firebirds – all died out hundreds and hundreds of years ago. The bones of a Titan are special. They are strange, magical. Heavier than normal bones.’

‘I know all this,’ protested Belise. She had gone back to picking at the bag. ‘If you’re going to drone on I’d rather go into the wet room.’

‘You know it all, yet apparently you haven’t thought about it. The remains of Titans are incredibly ancient and extremely hard to find, so the Imperium spent a great deal of coin sourcing enough bones to make the Titan ore Tyleigh needed. Ore-lines, then, are incredibly valuable – imagine if your body were lined with gold. Imagine if your bones were gilded with it.’

‘I would be very heavy,’ said Belise.

Kaeto ignored this. ‘And it’s more than that. Tyleigh’s methods are closely guarded secrets. Enemies of the Imperium might believe that they can learn her secrets by examining the body of a Herald. They can’t, but there’s no reason we should let them try.’

‘What’s to stop the Heralds selling themselves to some Unblessed country now that we’ve let them loose?’

‘Technically? Nothing, except loyalty to the Imperium, and the small fact that after around eight or nine years the magic that Tyleigh grafted onto their skin begins to degrade, leading to confusion, a resurgence of their previous memories and personality, and eventually, death.’

‘Ah.’

‘Imperator Justinia would prefer that we deal with all the Heralds as we have dealt with Foro here – kill them all now, remove the risk of losing our secrets or their loyalty, and invest ourselves in the next generation of Heralds. But to do so would be heavy-handed.’

‘And it would be as popular as a cold bag of sick with the Imperium’s citizens,’ added Belise. ‘They are the people’s champions. It’d be like killing the empress’s children, if she had any.’

‘Quite.’

‘So.’ Belise stopped nudging the linen sack with the toe of her boot and looked up at him. ‘Are we going to strip all the ore-lines from this man’s body now? Can we even do that? Is the stuff reusable?’

Kaeto sighed. The girl liked to pretend the fool, but she had an infuriating habit of getting to the heart of the matter with one fatal stab.

‘No. We’re going to cut his body up into pieces and dispose of them as we always do, because now that the man is dead, the magic is dead.’

‘Then what was the point of any of it?’

‘The point is, child, that Blessed Forty was a soldier of the Imperium, and if anyone is going to murder him and desecrate his body, it will be us and not our enemies. He deserves that much at least.’

‘It doesn’t seem like much gratitude to me, for eight years of fighting and killing.’

Kaeto looked away from the girl. ‘In the end, Belise, the secrets of the Imperium are worth more than any one man’s life, and it is our duty to do as we’re told.’

Belise seemed mostly satisfied with that answer. Kaeto downed the rest of his tea and set the cup back down on the work table.

‘Now. Did you lay out the bone saws?’
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T’vyn the Trickster plucked the moon from the night sky and cast it down into the Last Lake to become an egg. From this, Fionovar the Red came forth, and Yelvynia became ‘the place where wisdom is hatched’.

Extract from the further histories
of Yelvynia, written on the Silver
Death Peak by an unknown griffin

‘You’re hogging the liver, and it’s the best bit!’

Ynis ground her teeth against the tough meat, half determined to bite off another chunk before she gave it to her sister, but the organ flesh was rubbery and difficult to get a purchase on. Instead, she swallowed a mouthful of hot, salty blood and passed the liver to T’rook, who snapped it from her fingers with one darting movement of her beak.

‘Cut it up for me, then,’ she said, rubbing her bloodied hands on the grass. The carcass of the goat was a few feet away from them, its chest and stomach open to the blue sky. ‘I’m starving.’

‘I will slice it into delicate slithers, the better to suit your tiny human throat,’ said T’rook mockingly, but in a few seconds Ynis had several long strips of purple offal in her lap, and she ate them up greedily. For a little while they sat in companionable silence, eating their way through their lunch while a handful of white clouds scudded overhead. They were in the lowest valley of Yelvynia, and it was one of the first properly warm days of spring. Ice had melted on most of the small streams that ran across the valley floor like veins in a leaf, and the first wildflowers were nodding their heads all around, a speckling of white, yellow, pink and orange. Ynis finished all but one of her strips of liver, pushing the last inside the flat leather bag she had tied around her waist. The bag was one of her most prized possessions, the result of an entire summer’s experimentation with the human processes of skinning and tanning. T’vor and Flayn had always encouraged her interest in human crafts and customs, had even brought her home various artefacts found on the bodies of humans who had explored too far. Her fathers then had borne the process with quiet patience, but T’rook had complained endlessly, about the smell and the waste of food and the general indignity of it all, only letting it go when Ynis had presented her with a little leather band to wear around her leg. T’rook was partial to presents.

‘We should get moving.’

‘I suppose so.’ T’rook stood up and unfurled her wings, chasing away the flies attempting to land on the goat corpse. Still not quite fully grown, her feathers edged from warm brown to an oily black, the smaller downy feathers on her chest and belly speckled with dots of grey and cream. Her eyes were golden, like yellow leaves in autumn, and her legs and taloned feet were covered in tough, blueish skin. ‘I don’t want to be flying under the moon if I can help it.’

‘Coward.’

‘Pft. What would you know about flying in the dark, featherless egg? These lower valleys all look the same in the moonlight. We’d get lost.’

‘If I had my own wings nothing would stop me flying,’ said Ynis, with feeling. ‘I would live in the sky. Nothing would chase me from it. Not ever.’

‘Perhaps it is good you do not have them then,’ said T’rook dryly. ‘No one can live in the clouds.’

Ynis rolled her eyes, recognising one of their fathers’ favourite phrases – usually deployed when Ynis had spent a day exploring beyond the borders for human artefacts, or attempting to combine foods with other foods, or even make them hot; a concept the griffins found quite unsettling.

‘You do more talking than you do flying, T’rook. Let’s get back up there.’

Ynis stood up, eager to be back in the sky. She went to T’rook, who bent long enough for her to get a purchase on her shoulder feathers, and then they were up, pelting into the blue, the heavy ground dropping away behind them. I would stay up here forever if I could, thought Ynis. It was a small, fierce, private dream, one she warmed herself with when all else was cold and dark. It’s freedom, to be able to fly like this.

Up above the valley the warmth of the spring sun drained away, turning Ynis’s bare arms bumpy with gooseflesh, but she didn’t mind – if anything she yearned for it, this cold battering silence that only ever belonged to the many-coloured sky. Ahead of them the ground dropped away, revealing a deep crevasse and a series of old nests burrowed deep into the rock.

‘Hoy!’

They were not alone in the sky. A pair of young griffins, both bigger than T’rook, barrelled towards them, calling aggressive battle shrieks as they came. Beneath Ynis’s hands, T’rook grew tense.

‘Just stay low,’ she said, all her usual mockery vanished. ‘Perhaps they didn’t see you yet.’

But Ynis could already tell it was too late. One of the griffins, a talon-clan brute with feathers the colour of blood, was shouting ‘egg’ and ‘stink’. T’rook had decided to try and ignore them, continuing to fly straight as if they weren’t there, but the smaller of the pair flew up and under, nearly knocking them from the sky. T’rook cawed with anger, swiping at them with her blue talons, but they moved easily out of the way.

‘What do you want?’ Ynis sat up on her sister’s back, already angrier than she could say.

‘The yenlin speaks!’ cried the red one in mock surprise. His companion, a smaller white and grey griffin with heavy grey paws and an elaborate crest of silver feathers at the back of her head, snapped her beak aggressively. ‘You have eaten messily, talon-clan – you have a big piece of food still on your back.’

T’rook dropped away from them towards a patch of rocky ground, but they reappeared instantly, chasing up behind her tail like they were on the hunt. When they landed they were laughing, and Ynis felt a hot panicky hand grasp at her heart. This was going to end badly.

‘There is food on your back, talon-clan, but it smells too bad to eat. It must have gone off years ago.’ This was from the smaller griffin, a female with blue eyes.

‘Very clever!’ shouted Ynis. ‘Great T’vyn himself clearly blessed you with brains – it’s a shame they were the brains of a weasel!’

‘My sister was raised in Yelvynia, same as you,’ said T’rook, her voice uncharacteristically quiet. ‘Queen Fellvyn herself granted permission. Think on that before you cause us trouble.’

The big red griffin shook his head. ‘You hide behind the protection of someone else? Perhaps you are no griffin either, little one. Perhaps the human yenlin fed on your yost as you slept in the nest together, and now you are little more than a bird, covered in human stench.’

T’rook hissed, but Ynis was already climbing down from her sister’s back. She had taken the claw-knife from her belt and was holding it in front of her.

‘Look!’ cried the white griffin. ‘It has bared its claws!’ The two of them laughed together. Ynis swallowed down her fury.

‘If I had talons like my sister, you would be bleeding your last in the dust.’

The red griffin laughed heartily at this. ‘What are you, human egg? A claw or a talon? Or is it nothing?’

‘Come closer and I will show you, weasel brain,’ said Ynis.

‘You should leave us be now.’ T’rook shook out her wings and fluffed up her throat feathers, trying to look bigger than she was. Ynis could hear the anxiety in her voice. ‘We have fathers. Do you think they will just hide their heads under their wings if you hurt us?’

‘We should eat this one,’ said the white griffin. ‘We’d be doing them a favour. And we are hungry.’

The white griffin darted forward, her black beak open wide enough that Ynis could see her purple tongue, but Ynis moved faster, ducking away and scrambling up onto the griffin’s back. The white griffin squawked with rage, but Ynis was out of range of her beak. It was a mistake griffins often made with her – she was smaller, faster, and her hands meant she could climb to places they didn’t expect.

‘Get off of me! You are making me stink!’ The white griffin began to beat her wings, half rising off the ground. Her big red partner seemed bemused, taking an unsteady step backwards. Ynis took hold of the largest feathers on the white griffin’s crest in one fist, and with the other she ripped her knife along the place where the hollow quills sank into skin. There was an awful tearing, popping noise, and abruptly she had a handful of loose silver feathers. She caught a glimpse of crimson blood, torn skin, and then the griffin was shrieking, bucking her off. Ynis hit the ground with a thump but was back on her feet instantly. It wouldn’t do to bare the back of her neck to these griffins, even for a second.

‘Get back on!’ cried T’rook. ‘Now!’

She jumped onto her sister’s back just in time. The white griffin was screaming with rage and throwing her head back and forth, not quite able to see what Ynis had done. The big red griffin seemed in shock, as if he couldn’t understand why there were droplets of bright crimson blood on his partner’s snow-white feathers.

T’rook flew up again, as fast as she could, before sweeping back down to fly as low to the ground as possible; if they went straight up into the blue sky, they’d be an easy target.

‘What did you do that for?’ she hissed.

‘You know why! She was about to bite my arms off.’

‘There is always trouble with you,’ said T’rook, bitterly. ‘Those two will not forget this, Ynis, and we’ll both have to pay for those silver feathers at some point.’

Ynis looked down at the feathers still grasped in her fist. There was a thick piece of bloody grey skin still attached, but they were very beautiful, even so. She shook them until the piece of skin fell off.

‘Are they coming after us?’

Ynis turned, one hand still buried in T’rook’s shoulder feathers. There was no sign of the enemy griffins in the sky, but she was sure she could see movement on the ground, even so. Not for the first time she wished for the eyesight of her sister, able to spot a fish the size of Ynis’s smallest finger whilst up amongst the clouds.

‘I… I’m not sure.’

‘Never mind. Look. The cliffs are here.’

Below them, the ground fell away to reveal a great chasm in the earth. At the very bottom was a wide, shallow river, lively with rocks and rapids, but directly opposite were a series of dark holes in the cliff, burrowed directly into the rock.

‘Hide in those,’ said Ynis. ‘But go further down. They’ll expect us to fly into the first one we see.’

T’rook did as she suggested, slowing down and flying lower, moving west along the cliff face. In the end she chose a tunnel entrance that was half hidden with vines and straggly bushes, flying in neatly and landing just beyond the narrow rim of light that illuminated the entrance. She fluffed up her feathers again and Ynis climbed off hastily.

‘We should wait here for a bit.’ She sat back on her haunches and plucked jerkily at her wing feathers. With a stab of guilt, Ynis realised her sister was both exhausted and genuinely frightened. She looked down at the feathers in her hands, and then hurriedly stuffed them into her leather bag. The blood on her hands had dried, griffin blood now indistinguishable from goat’s blood.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t know why I did that.’

‘You did it because they intended to eat you,’ said T’rook, a little testily, in Ynis’s opinion.

‘I made things worse.’ Ynis rubbed her hands down the front of her tunic. She had made it herself, a ratty thing of leather and scavenged human fabric, covered in a layer of brown, black and grey feathers scrounged from her sister and fathers. All at once, it seemed like a stupid thing: a desperate attempt to look like something she wasn’t; to be griffin, to be yost – to be something she could never be. To her own disgust, she felt her cheeks grow red with shame. Another stupid human reaction. Being sorrowful and ashamed wasn’t the griffin way. ‘We’ll wait here for a bit longer, just in case they’re still looking for us.’

‘That white stone-licker won’t be in the mood for fighting anyway.’

Ynis smiled reluctantly – she recognised when her sister was trying to humour her.

‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘If I were a real griffin, we wouldn’t get into trouble like this. I wish…’ She looked down at her hands, so delicate and strange in comparison to her sister’s beautiful talons. ‘I hate being human.’

‘You are what you are,’ said T’rook. In the gloom of the cave, her eyes flashed a burnished gold. ‘You cannot change it. You will always be my sister.’

Ynis turned her head away a little, so that T’rook would not see her wet eyes.

‘And you will always be mine.’

They waited in the cave until T’rook got bored, which didn’t take long, and poked their heads cautiously out of the tunnel entrance. There was no movement anywhere close by save for the lazy hovering of bees and a handful of white birds nesting in the cliffs opposite.

‘They called me a bird,’ said T’rook, her voice dripping with disgust. ‘I should have scalped them myself for that alone.’

‘I do not think they will insult us again,’ said Ynis, although when she looked at the dried blood on her hands, she wondered what price they would pay for winning such a fight. ‘Come on. Let’s go home.’
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If you want more information about the Titan races, you could do worse than to look over Gynid Tyleigh’s notes on the matter. There can hardly be anyone still alive that knows more than she does. And yes, you will have to speak to her directly to access them, there is no getting around it. This isn’t the sort of information the Imperium leaves lying around in a library.

Extract from the memos of
Envoy Kaeto, to a lower-ranking colleague

The night was calm and still, the lights and the noise of Stratum left behind them. Kaeto travelled on his own horse, while Belise sat atop a pony borrowed from the Imperium Office stables. They were on the long straight road to the Indigo Sky Palace, and to either side of it stretched a largely featureless landscape of tall grass and the occasional wizened olive tree.

‘All I’m saying is,’ Belise piped up from behind him, ‘all I’m saying is, this is a long way to go just to sit around outside waiting for you to have your chat, is all.’

‘You will not have to sit outside, Belise,’ Kaeto replied. His eyes were on the softly mounded shapes in the distance, and the great glass dome at the heart of them that was the empress’s beloved observatory. ‘You will be permitted to wait in an antechamber. How many scruffy children from the Fifth Ring get to sit in an antechamber in the Indigo Sky Palace, do you imagine?’

‘Oh it’s a huge honour.’ Kaeto stifled a smile at the girl’s tone. Sarcasm was bone-deep with Belise. ‘I’m just not sure what the point of it is. It’d be much more interesting to be able to see the empress myself. I’ll be quiet. Just sit in a corner. You know I can be quiet when I need to be, chief.’

‘Hmm. That’s debatable. However, it doesn’t matter either way. Empress Celestinia is… uncomfortable around children. It’s better if she’s not distracted.’

Belise snorted at that. She didn’t really consider herself a child. Not like other children, anyway. After all, she had a job.

‘Tell me, Belise, why is the area around the Indigo Sky Palace so quiet?’

The girl sighed. Kaeto let his horse drop back a little, so that they were riding side by side.

‘Come on. This is an easy question.’

Belise leaned forward and scratched her pony behind the ears. ‘It’s because of the great lenses in the palace, isn’t it. The empress likes to look at the stars, and if there were people around here, with their houses and lamps and fires and such, the night would be harder to see.’

‘That’s right,’ said Kaeto softly. ‘There used to be a town here, I would say, oh, ten years before you were born, Belise. A thriving little place, a spillage from the lip of Stratum, but doing well for itself, until the empress decided that she wished to build an observatory some distance from the city. It would need to be a quiet place, no noise, no lights. And so the whole town was crumbled to dust, its people turfed out of their homes. They were left to wander the roads, their possessions in carts or just clutched in their arms.’

Belise turned to look at him. It was dark on the road, with only the blessed starlight and moonlight to illuminate them, but he saw the sheen of interest in her eyes clearly enough.

‘It sounds like you don’t think that was a good idea, chief.’

‘Judgement is not one of our duties, Belise. But there is always something to be learnt, if you are watching closely. You can learn as much from the things that are missing as you can from what’s in front of your nose.’ He gestured around at the empty plain. It was just possible to make out a small broken house, the roof half fallen through. ‘Witness the might of the Imperium.’

When they reached the palace, Belise went with the horse and her pony to see that they were looked after properly in the stables, and Kaeto made his way into the vast, echoing space. The Indigo Sky Palace had only a skeleton staff, just enough people to ensure that it was clean and welcoming, and that the empress had everything she needed. The guards on the observatory door knew him well. He stepped through into the huge circular hall at the heart of the palace, and stood for a moment just taking it in. The walls were of deep blue marble, and on top of that shining surface the constellations had been painted in gold. In the centre of the room was the huge contraption of brass that pointed up at the glass ceiling; it was through this that the empress looked at the Blessed stars, bathing in the light of the Imperium’s most gloried ancestors.

He cleared his throat. ‘Your Luminance, I have come as you requested.’

His voice sounded small in the vast room, but after a few seconds of silence there was a whirring sound from the brass contraption, several of the huge cogs on its outside moved in unison, and a narrow door in the back of it popped open. Kaeto saw a small, slippered foot exit carefully, as though uncertain of the reception it might receive, and then following it came the diminutive figure of Empress Celestinia. She was short – if they stood together, he knew, the top of her shining head could come no further than the bottom of his ribcage – and if seen from a distance it was almost possible to mistake her for a slightly portly child. But then she would glance up, turning her moon-like face towards yours, and the illusion would be lost. Her hair was a dark gold, oiled and combed daily, and set into long braids like ropes, and her eyes were wide and slightly bulbous, as though she were permanently surprised. She was wearing a silk house-gown, a deep dark blue to match the walls, and across her forehead there was a slim band of gold dotted with tiny pink crystals. Under her arm, there was the doll – Kaeto glanced at it once, then fixed his gaze at her feet, just to be safe.

‘Envoy,’ she said. Her voice had a slight whistle to it, like an exhausted kettle. ‘Our ancestors are bright tonight, as they have been all month. I can barely leave the lenses, lest I miss something.’

‘That is good to hear, your Luminance. The Master of Glass I sent you from Blessed Gäul has made improvements?’

‘He has!’ Celestinia beamed. ‘What a keen eye he has. I didn’t think they knew much about glass in Gäul but I am glad to be proven wrong, for once.’ She squeezed the doll under her arm and bent her cheek down to it briefly. ‘Come, let’s sit. I have been cooped up in the observatory for hours.’

They left the observatory hall and emerged onto a long, wide balcony area. Here, the empress’s servants had already prepared a table for them. It was covered with fruits and small pastries, and a huge steaming urn of something that smelled like herbal tea. It was, Kaeto reckoned, around four or five hours before dawn, but the empress had long kept unsociable hours and the staff of the Indigo Sky Palace knew to have a meal ready at any hour of the night or day. The empress tucked her doll into one of the seats – there was a stack of cushions on the chair, so that it may sit properly at the table – and seated herself facing out across the plains. Kaeto, after a nod from her, seated himself.

The empress picked a sugar-dusted plum off a plate and began to cut it into delicate slices.

‘Tell me,’ she said, shortly.

Kaeto cleared his throat. ‘The first company of Heralds were retired around three months ago, your Luminance. A number of them have left Stratum, to start new lives in the Blessed lands to the south. A few remain in the city.’

‘Any problems so far?’

Belatedly Kaeto realised he had managed to sit himself opposite the doll. Against his will his eyes were drawn to its small, shining face – the thing had head, hands and feet made of white clay, varnished and painted with an expression that Kaeto always thought of as shifty. Its loose fabric body was draped in black silk and lace.

‘Only what we expected, your Luminance,’ he continued. ‘Some illness, some weakening. Others have not experienced any changes at all. Yet.’

The empress took a slither of plum and placed it on her tongue. For a handful of seconds they sat together in silence. Somewhere within the palace, a door closed with a bang. Kaeto wondered how Belise was getting on in the waiting room, and whether she’d caused trouble for any of the servants yet.

‘And?’

Kaeto held in a sigh. ‘One of the Heralds, known as Blessed Forty, was deteriorating faster than the others. It was the Imperator Justinia’s decision that he be… removed from the equation early.’

The empress’s thin pink lips twisted into a brief, sour smile.

‘It was her decision, was it? Be careful, Envoy. Sometimes your tone says more than your words.’

‘Apologies, your Luminance.’

‘That woman insists on pushing back, doesn’t she?’ The empress reached out and tugged at the doll’s lace, making it sit a little straighter. ‘She cannot see an order of mine without seeking to tweak it. I wanted the Heralds to be left alone as much as possible. After all they have done for the Imperium, it is the least we can give them. And yet, having said that…’ She touched her tiny, wizened fingers to the doll’s face, as though she wished to smother it. ‘Perhaps a merciful death is the wiser option.’

‘Your Luminance, as I have said before, if all of our freshly retired Heralds met a sudden end, well, it would—’

‘Give rise to questions, yes, I know. Besides, this is not what I wanted to talk to you about today, Envoy.’

Kaeto sat up a little straighter. Many of the higher ranking citizens of the Imperium, including Imperator Justinia, thought the empress to be insane – or at least no longer able to grasp the finer points of running a sprawling empire like the Imperium. Kaeto knew this was not accurate. She was a woman with intense focus and strange passions, and perhaps that was the only way to stay sane in a job like hers. When she spoke, he listened.

‘Do you know Gynid Tyleigh well, Envoy Kaeto?’

‘I’m not sure that anyone does, your Luminance. She’s something of an enigma even to the Imperium. I have done some tasks connected to her work over the years and helped to locate the resources she needed. We have spoken, once or twice.’

‘And what is your opinion of the Imperium’s chief bone crafter and alchemist?’ When Kaeto did not reply immediately, she waved a fork at him. ‘You may speak as you see fit.’

‘She is a terrifyingly clever woman. She understands magic, and the Titans, better than anyone under the Blessed stars. She is also extremely single-minded. Ambitious, certainly.’

‘You would trust her judgement?’

‘On the question of Heralds, Titans and ore-magic? Absolutely. On compassion, fairness, fashion, art, food, or any one of a hundred other subjects? Certainly not.’

The empress chuckled dryly. ‘I suppose that will do. Because Tyleigh has convinced herself that she may have located a new source of ancient Titan bones, far to the north-east of Stratum.’

‘A new source?’ Kaeto leaned forward. ‘What does that mean? I thought we had assured ourselves that the Imperium owns the vast majority of Titan remains at this point. Save for whatever Brittletain is hoarding.’

‘That is what we thought. But Tyleigh thinks these bones may be…’ The empress took a long, wheezing breath. ‘Well, she believes they are the remains of an as-yet-unknown Titan.’

Kaeto sat back, blinking. ‘A new Titan?’

‘It’s a remarkable thought, isn’t it? These new remains, Gynid believes, could have entirely different properties to the bones we have in our possession. They could lead to Heralds who live longer than their current paltry lifespan. Heralds with different powers, perhaps. This is what she tells us.’

‘That is remarkable.’

‘Isn’t it just? If what she believes is correct, it would also mean that our current little project…’ Celestinia let her words trail off. She reached for a silver sugar bowl and began spooning small white heaps of the stuff into her glass.

‘We’d have no more need of it,’ finished Kaeto.

‘I know you have always objected to our actions in Yelvynia.’ The empress took a delicate glass decanter and poured a clear liquid into her glass, dissolving the sugar. The smell of strong alcohol drifted across the table. ‘I believe the words you used were “outrageously risky” and “near suicidal”.’

‘And I stand by those words,’ said Kaeto. ‘It’s dangerous to the life and limb of our operatives, and dangerous to the reputation of the Imperium, if word of it were ever to get out. What are these remains then? And where are they?’

‘I’m glad you are so interested.’ Celestinia took a sip from her glass. ‘You will be travelling with Tyleigh. It will be your job, as it was before, to source for her anything she needs, and to remove any barriers she may face. Do you understand?’

Kaeto held himself very still. The last thing he wanted to do was spend any time with Gynid Tyleigh, or travel to the Unblessed east, but Envoys did not get to choose the missions the empress gave them. Even so, he couldn’t quite stop himself from an unwise question.

‘Have I done something to offend, your Luminance? Have I been unsatisfactory in some way?’

The empress gave a short, sharp bark of laughter. She shuffled down from her chair, and plucked the doll up off its seat. ‘Is she really so awful, Kaeto? I have heard rumours of course, but if even you are moved to obvious dislike she must truly be a character. You leave by the next eye-moon. If I were you, I’d go to her rooms in Stratum and find out what she needs – and perhaps start practising biting your tongue.’ She ducked her head and placed a kiss on the doll’s shining cheek. ‘Come, sister, the stars are waiting for us.’
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Rather than the lethal blades or the wings they can summon, the true secret of the Heralds’ success is their speed. The Titan augments do not last indefinitely, after all – half an hour, perhaps, if you are lucky – and when your time is up the wings and the blades vanish, and the Herald is left in need of rest (this means that Titan powers are not practical for travel, for example. Get halfway across the sea on Titan wings, you’ll find yourself getting wetter than you would like). Therefore every battle must be fought quickly, with devastating might and superior planning, in order to crush the enemy as swiftly as possible. ‘Visit your fury upon them like a summer storm’ was one of the instructions in Gynid Tyleigh’s initial notes for the soldiers. Who would have thought that creature could have such poetry in her?

Extract from Envoy Kaeto’s
private notes

It was late, and Leven had had too much to drink. Halfway up the stairs to her lodgings she slumped against the wall, the world around her tipping back and forth queasily. The novelty of being bought drinks in every tavern had yet to wear off, but she suspected that by the morning – when she’d likely be spewing her guts into a basin – she might feel rather differently about the whole thing.

‘Are you alright there?’ A voice floated up from the landing below. Leven waved an arm in its direction and mumbled at the wall.

‘Fine! I’m fine, just great!’ She waved again. ‘Just regrouping. With my legs.’

There was the sound of footsteps as the concerned citizen moved away again. From below it was possible to hear the general hubbub of the tavern, still going strong now that its guest of honour had left, and someone had even started picking out some notes on the knackered old piano. It seemed she had left just in time.

Straightening up as best she could, she took a few more steps, leaning heavily against the wall. She considered summoning her Herald wings and flying the rest of the way, but even in her inebriated state she knew that was a bad idea; the staircase was narrow, and she’d probably just end up punching out the wall that was at that moment her very best friend in all the world.

Leven had almost made it to her door when the ground appeared to drop out from under her, and for a second or so she was somewhere else; somewhere dark. There was snow, and the ground was uneven with dirt and stones. A freezing wind blew across her back, making her grit her teeth.

‘What?’

She blinked, and she was on her hands and knees in the corridor, her room just a few feet away. The snow had gone, the pitiless moonlight had vanished. Instead the corridor was warm, stuffy even. The smell of wood polish was in her nostrils.

All at once, she no longer felt quite so drunk. Leven got carefully back on her feet.

‘What just happened?’

She took the last few steps to her room, got safely through the door and it happened again: the warmth and safety of her lodgings dropped away and she was in a freezing shadowy darkness. She was small and cold and weak, and terrified of something. She turned around, trying to get some sense of where she was – there were trees, she could see that much, and terrible dark spaces between the trees. Something, she was sure, was watching her from those dark spaces; something that wished her great harm. Taking a step backwards, she felt the soft crump of snow under her boot, and then there was another, stranger noise – a soft clicking, a little like a key turning in a lock, but over and over again. Click. Clack. Click. Clack. Gradually, the sounds grew quicker, and for reasons she didn’t understand this scared her more than the dark, more than the freezing cold seeping up through her feet. She had enough time for one confused thought – I should have run when I had the chance – and then she was in her room at the tavern again, sprawled across the bed.

‘Stars’ arses…’

Leven sat up and rubbed her eyes, trying to smooth away the unsettling images. She looked around, trying to anchor herself to the normality of the room. She had been staying at the Blessed Brew tavern for a few weeks, and she had made herself at home; as much as she could, anyway, given that she had few belongings of her own. Her dirty clothes were slung over a chair, the enamelled basin was still thick with soap suds from that morning, and there were used plates and cups on most surfaces. She dug her fingers into the thick blanket that covered her bed. Everything looked normal.

‘Whatever it was that I was drinking… I think I should avoid that in future.’ She spoke to the empty room, hoping that the sound of her own voice would cheer her, but instead it only reminded her of all the people who were not there. After eight years of travelling with the same group of soldiers, solitude was unnerving. ‘I didn’t have enough to eat today, that’s all.’

But she thought of Foro, and the things he had told her that day in The Lip; about nightmares, and memories resurfacing. And she hadn’t heard from him in weeks.

She stood up and moved cautiously over to the table where there was a large jug of water and a heavy drinking glass. She picked up the jug and took a few big mouthfuls of the water, trying to wash some of the booze out of her system, but it was oddly difficult to hold the jug for long, and when she put it back down, her hands were trembling. She held them up in front of her, glaring at the silvery-blue ore-lines that traced their way across her palms.

‘Alright,’ she said, her voice low. ‘What the fuck is happening to me?’

*   *   *

The next morning was about as rough as Leven had expected, but she forced herself out of bed and out into the streets. It was a viciously bright and loud day, and she kept her head down, letting her hair fall in front of her face – she was in no mood for fans. Foro was staying in a large boarding house on the Second Ring, a rough and ready sort of place with lots of rooms crammed into three overpopulated floors. He could afford better, but he was a cautious man, aware that the money they’d received on leaving the army would not last forever. Leven went directly to the office at the front of the building and found a small, harassed-looking man behind a desk. His fingers were stained a chalky pink from the red weed tobacco he stank of, and he looked at Leven as though she were a long and familiar nuisance in his life.

‘Oh, another Herald,’ he said, although now he was looking over her shoulder. ‘Just what I need.’

‘He’s in, is he? Foro? I need to see him.’

‘Here? I wish he were bloody here. Rudeness, is what it is. Pure and simple.’

‘What?’

‘He left two weeks ago,’ he said, finally meeting her eye. ‘Must have snuck out in the night, because I didn’t see him.’

‘What do you mean, he’s gone?’

The little man raised his eyebrows at that. ‘Do you have extra meanings for the word “gone”, young lady?’ She opened her mouth to reply, but he carried on. ‘He cleared out, took all his stuff with him, no word to me or any of the staff, just like that.’

‘He left without settling his bill?’

The little man’s eyes slid away again. ‘Well no, he left a neat pile of coins there, on the table, just exactly what was due, but that’s not the point, is it? If I’d known he’d vacated, I could have had my lad in there, cleaning up for a new tenant. Instead it sat empty a whole day and a night and half the morning before I realised. It lost me a whole day’s earnings, is what.’

Leven blinked, trying to gather her thoughts.

‘Well? Is there anything else you want? I am a busy man.’

‘No.’ Leven took a slow breath. Part of her was entertaining the thought of reaching over the desk and pulling the little man out of his den by his hair. ‘Just… did he say anything to you at all before he left? Anything strange?’

The innkeeper shook his head slightly. ‘They didn’t pick the smartest citizens to be Heralds, did they? Are you listening to me, girl? He said nothing to me.’

Leven left, walking out onto the busy streets with the beginnings of a thumping headache. Foro had gone, taking everything with him – no word to the innkeeper, and no word to her. Was that really so strange? Foro, like all the Heralds, was the captain of his own ship now. He could do what he liked. He didn’t have to tell anyone.

And yet.

Everything about it made her uneasy.

He’d probably had enough of that little tit downstairs, she told herself. Taken his custom elsewhere.

She was just passing through an alleyway she knew to be a shortcut when the shadowy warmth of the narrow passage faded, and a cold wind cut across her shoulders, sending a blade of ice down her neck. Leven looked up, and instead of the solid brickwork of the alleyway she saw tall dark trees, their trunks bloated and mottled with fungi.

‘Not again…’

There was snow and soil under her boots, and just ahead, there was a set of ruins, something hewn from dark, crumbling stone. And as she looked at it, she had the strangest sensation; the feeling that she had been there before, many times. She knew that just behind that wall there was a ditch, littered with rocks, and beyond that, a well that was rimmed with ice. She was afraid of the well – it echoed strangely at night.

‘Where am I?’

There was a piercing cry from overhead, and she looked up to see a sky the colour of a robin’s egg, and a dark shape moving across it.

‘A griffin?’

The huge beast turned in the sky, as if it had heard her, and she caught a glimpse of its silvery-grey eye as it sought her out. And then the thing was diving down, crashing through the canopy of the trees…

Leven shuddered violently and awoke to find herself crumpled on the floor of the alleyway. A figure stood at the entrance, looking down at her with concern, but as she moved the man seemed to think better of his curiosity and hurried off. She got to her feet, dusting herself down carefully. Her hands were trembling.

A griffin. None of it made any sense. The ruined building in the woods was nothing like any of the places they had travelled during their eight years of service, and yet she had known it, and known it well. And the griffin…

‘The griffin means it had to have been Brittletain.’ The one nation the Imperium had repeatedly failed to invade; the one nation that the Heralds had never even got close to. Standing in the warm alleyway, she shuddered, the memory of the icy woods still breathing down her neck. How is that possible?
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The forest was bracing itself for something.

Cillian could feel it through the tips of his fingers. The lively green fizz that was the living presence of the Wild Wood and everything it contained was strangely expectant, on edge. He found that he kept looking at the shadows, as though a shape might emerge at any second.

‘Do you feel that?’ he murmured.

The older Druin crouching a few feet away amongst the undergrowth glanced at him and furrowed his brow. The morning light filtering through the trees overhead lay dappled against the man’s horns, which were long and swept back from his head – a black goat’s horns.

‘You can’t miss it,’ insisted Cillian. ‘It’s all around.’

‘Will you be quiet?’ Aeden snapped, his voice rising a little. ‘We’ll lose her otherwise.’

Cillian bit down a reply, and instead moved through the thick undergrowth to position himself closer to the Path. From this vantage point he was able to see the Dunohi they were tracking; her vast shape shimmered at the edge of the beaten earth, her wide antlers tangling with the tree branches above. Leaves fluttered gently to the ground around her, and that in itself was a worry – usually the forest souls moved through the Wild Wood as less than a breeze, touching nothing, only encouraging growth. The great beast moved, the long bare skull that served as a face turning slightly as though listening to something. Cillian took a few more steps forward, pausing to pull a twig from his own curling horns.

‘Cillian,’ hissed Aeden. ‘You are getting too close.’

‘She knows me,’ he hissed back. ‘Let me speak to her.’

‘You’re an idiot. Speaking to the Dunohi is for your elders only, as well you know.’

‘We need to know what’s wrong.’ Cillian turned to look at Aeden. ‘Isn’t the fastest way to ask?’

‘If any asking needs doing, it won’t be you that does it,’ snapped Aeden.

The Dunohi did not appear to be aware of them at all. She came out onto the Path, her stance uncertain. Cillian knew this forest soul well, had seen her moving around the woods of the region for years. She was tall, even for one of the Dunohi – at least twelve feet, including her antlers – and her huge shoulders were covered in shaggy green moss and trailing ivy. Her body was wiry and spare; muscles formed of thick bark and pale wood fibres that stood out clearly in the intermittent morning sunshine, and her knees bent backwards, like the rear legs of a deer. Her head was formed of a huge, long skull, like that of a moose, and it had been bleached a stark yellow-white by time. Between her gaping jaws, things moved; worms, beetles, other tiny crawling things.

‘She looks nervous.’ Cillian made note of the trailing ivy that hung from the forest soul’s great arched back; the leaves that brushed the floor were yellowed and shrivelled. ‘I’m telling you, they can sense something. We should ask what it is.’

The Dunohi rarely came so close to the paths humans followed. They preferred to be out in the untouched deep of the Wildest Wood, where the ground was permanently lost under a tangle of undergrowth and decaying foliage. It was the Druin’s job to keep the Paths clear, and to make sure that all was well with the forest souls. Most of Cillian’s Druin brothers and sisters spent their time on the Paths, doing small bits of maintenance or guiding any travellers who needed to pass through the Wild Wood, but Cillian yearned to explore the places unseen by human eyes.
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