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PROLOGUE AEONA



She’d walked their halls of decadence with wonder.


Now she leaned out over the parapet, breathing in the sunlight, the salt air, like amazement. They watched her through their shared eye, their curiosity whetted and mutual.


“But how do you do this stuff?” She turned to face them, bright with attitude. She was defiant, mischievous and confrontational. “Does anyone know? The Great Library, the Bard...”


Anticipation cut through them both, savage and immediate.


I want her, I want -!


No. Denial was absolute. I’m not giving you one this young. She’s mine. You know why. The creature in his soul slavered at him.


Hungry.


I said “no”. Ice-cold, he forced it down. The Count of Time has brought her here for good reason. It glowered at him for a moment, considering, then fell silent.


Patience, he told it.


He turned back to the girl, laughing with her. “I have all the company I need,” he said, amused. “Aeona’s my home -everything’s here; my work, my art, my life. It’s quiet here, I don’t want it invaded.” He joined her, age-spotted hands on worn, pastel stone. Beneath his skin, ink writhed - marks he could never lose slid across his fingers and circled his wrists like serpents.


When he turned to look at her - one eye seeing, the other, the dark one, covered - she caught her breath.


“Shar,” he said her name with affection. “You’ve seen only the beginning.” His gaze caught hers, held it. “Would you like to see more?”


“You can’t have anything else!” Her laugh was casual, thrown away by clean sea wind. Blue water dashed into whiteness on rocks far below. “Why are you even out here?”


Ah, little one. So many questions.


Her lips were parted; her varicoloured eyes shone. He liked her eyes, one blue, one green - they were unusual, they’d caught his interest like a portent. He thought he might keep them.


“Come,” he said.


* * *


Light flooded the high garden, the stone cloisters; a glitter of autumn leaves hung from the pergolas and danced in the breeze. This time, she stared more at the scatter of creatures, his menagerie, his creations and artworks. He walked with purpose and she occasionally ran to keep pace, feet swift on patterned mosaic. Dapples of sun slid over her skin.


“What’re they for?” she asked.


“Themselves.” He gave her an amused shrug. “Me. I like them, and they have a good home here.”


They passed across the shadow of a statue, a creature of hooves and horns loomed above them.


“But why don’t you let them go?”


“To what end?” He raised his one eyebrow. “Freedom isn’t a gift to one who can’t use it.”


She frowned at him.


He pushed open a door. “Here.”


Yes, draw her in. Make her -!


Be silent.


The room was dim, shelves heavy with books. He let her wander, her fingers trailing over their spines. Somewhere in his heart, the creature hissed with heat and helpless fury.


Let me taste her. Or I will rend your insides to bloody shreds. I will tear myself free of your flesh, rip down the skies and rain death on this accursed rock -


Peace. Your melodrama bores me. I’ll bring you what you need - in time. You wait until I say.


I starve; you perish. Where is your learning then?


I won’t let you starve.


He laughed again and the girl turned to look at him, soft in the grey air.


“Come here,” he said gently.


She came, still cocky as she laid a hand on his shoulder. Her chin tilted sideways, assumption and invitation. For a moment, he allowed himself to be charmed by her brazenness.


The creature in him trembled.


And the blade opened her throat.


A single slash, a red line, a ripping, widening smile. A flood of rich darkness that covered his hands, concealed the ever-moving sigils. He caught her as she fell, bubbles on her lips and a final look of shock in those strange, two-coloured eyes. He was sorry to waste her this way, but he - they - sought answers. As if those eyes were a harbinger, a warning from the Count of Time itself, they sought answers now.


They laid her out on the stone floor, life running forgotten to the sea far below.


A single blow shattered her sternum. It took the strength of the creature within him to crack her ribcage and part the two sides like doors - tearing her open to reach the truth that lay within.


Her lungs fluttered; her heart beat desperately, struggled, and was still.


The creature in him pulsed with blood and eagerness; his skin bulged to contain it. Slowly, he raised a bloodied hand and lifted the covering on his darker eye.


Tell me, he said silently. Tell me what you have seen.


It repulsed his clinical nature - but his need for knowledge was absolute.


Foolish! It was laughing, the sound immortal and terrible. The world is wounded, riven to her heart, and now a canker spreads through her flesh. Despite Maugrim’s failure, Roviarath will fall to her knees. Fhaveon lies trembling, her pale thighs wide. Old forces muster at Rammouthe; they have waited so long. And the Bard is gone...


The creature paused.


What?


Ineffectual, his presence or his absence matter not.


Its scorn was like a blade, it severed his consciousness, thought from thought. Under the full onslaught of its presence, he could barely remember who he was - even as it spoke, it pried into his mind with hot, curious fingers, baring his innermost weaknesses, laughing at his doubts and fears. One day, it would tear his soul to screaming shreds.


But not today.


Tell me what you have seen! he demanded.


I know that the world has found eyes, it said, sounding faintly amused. But they’re crazed and broken, and she struggles to focus - to mesh thought and memory once more.


It paused. He found he had to stare at the girl, blood congealing on her skin.


And I have seen something new, something different. It was piqued - he had never heard it sound so... curious. Something that had might enough to thwart Maugrim’s growth. Something dark, cruel, tortured. Something insane. Something that walks as though in a maze of its own mind - and something that -


The creature caught itself.


Something you’ll want, my estavah. Something that may hold the key to the greatest knowledge of all.


The creature could not suppress its hunger: it flooded the man’s mouth like warm red wine. He swallowed.


You can’t fool me, my creature. The want is yours. What are you withholding from me? He pushed back, demanding. How does the world find her vision? Seek her memory? What has happened to the Bard?


It laughed at him then, displaying a cruelty and power so vast he found himself shuddering physically, backing away from the torn-open corpse of the girl.


Ah, my old friend, it said. Do you not trust me, even now?


The girl’s head turned. He thought he saw her exposed lungs inflate, her bloodied lips make words. Trust me, she mouthed silently. Trust -


He dropped the covering over the eye.


The girl was still, ripped open like a bweao’s uneaten kill. She had not moved.


You seek ultimate comprehension, the creature said, its tone enticing, a dark charisma that teased sweat from his shoulders. This - man - believes he has it. You should bring him to us, my friend; my captor.


Struggling, he said nothing, thought nothing. Mind empty, he stared down at the girl. Her eyes were open, that look of shock still on her face. She’d given them answers, but raised only more questions.


Sea birds cried as if in mourning; the breeze rattled the shutters. He shivered.


The creature was hiding something, something he couldn’t touch. It was laughing at him. And yet he needed to know, had to know.


Aloud, he said, “‘...that walks as though in a maze of its own mind.’”


The words echoed hollow in the silence between them. The girl cooled on the floor.


Bring him, it said. Coax him; make him come to us. He cannot be broken, but he is in need of a mentor, a father, and you can make him trust you.


Why do you care, creature? What do you want?


I? The creature was grinning - a white slash of savagery in the darkness. Somewhere, embers smouldered in yellow eyes. Trust me, my estavah, my brother. The greatest knowledge requires the greatest risk. Bring Ecko to Aeona, tear him wide, and you will craft the greatest creations of your life.






PART 1: NODES







1: AFTERMATH THE GREAT FAYRE, ROVIARATH



The Great Fayre, the trading heart of the grasslands, lay ruined.


In the long light of evening, the fading sun stretched red fingers between the ruined stalls, touching at the remnants of lives that had been. Though the surrounding grass burned a thousand glorious shades of autumn, here the ground was churned to muddy ruts, the pathways littered with wreckage.


Scavenger birds circled, their cries harsh.


Surrounding two-thirds of the walls of Roviarath, the plains’ central city, the bright jumble of the bazaar had been shattered to fragments. Gone now were the traders and the tellers and the tricksters, the fakirs and the forgers, the bullies and the beggars. Gone were the creatures that had assailed the Fayre’s vulnerability, that had been assaulted and thrown back by the city’s rallied forces. And gone too were the opportunists, the looters and the pirates that had followed in the wake of the fighting.


About its edges, there remained a scatter of unbroken stalls - now home to the displaced and the desperate. Figures loitered silent, watching through eyes that were hard, or broken, or expectant. They watched the lines of workers that combed the devastation.


Ribald and vocal, the workers paid them no attention - instead, they called jests to each other across the debris. Steadily, they picked over the Fayre’s wreckage - strewn trade-goods, pieces of blackened, superheated stone. Through-routes were cleared, neat stacks were piled, orders were barked and passed along. Bookkeepers noted trade-routes and craftmarks, and took careful tallies of what little remained.


Sometimes, there would be a flicker of fur and shadow, and a skulking creature would steal through the ruins. Then the workers would stamp their feet and throw things - but their archers did not shoot, though they were arrows nocked and heads turning, aware of the rising dark.


Watching them, Ecko had kinda guessed their targets had two feet, not four.


But that was fine - like they could see him anyhow.


Slipping through the debris, his chameleon skin shifting to the colours of sunset and shadow, he was a tattered ghost, unseen, unheard. He’d been out here before, helping himself to the good shit - hell, he had a whole stash to replace - and knew full well that he’d be a porcupine if they saw him. But face it, these guys had about as much chance of seeing him as they did of booking him a ticket back to London Heathrow.


Bring it on, guys; give it your best Robin Hood...


Stranger in a strange world, Ecko had come to realise one thing about this medieval mudbath - no one had seen anything like him before. Might even go as far as saying the culture shock was theirs, not his.


He watched the workers’ progress, grinning.


Over them, the evening light faded, and died. The sunset glow deepened to darkness, and eventually the crews withdrew. The city’s lighthouse tower swelled slowly to a white star of hope.


This is Roviarath, it said, central and victorious. This is the heart of the Varchinde plain.


Yeah, thought Ecko, this is the city whose ass I just saved. Call me “Child of Prophecy”, tick the “Dungeon” box, an’ gimme my fuckin’ gold coins, already.


Yet when the final horn-call sounded and the gate swung closed, he was still outside its walls.


* * *


The great wooden doors gave their final thudding, a reverberation like a heart’s last beat.


Orphaned now, the Fayre looked like some derelict carnival, garish and spooky - a perfect playground for the rising, brain-hungry shamble of the recently deceased.


But this was Ecko’s third night out here, and he’d not yet found a single zombie, shambling or otherwise. He hadn’t quit hoping though - and, hell, if he was gonna hope for zombies, he might as well hope for shotguns and baseball bats while he was at it. He prowled the ruin, his enhanced vision flicking lowlite and heatseeker, his super-charged adrenaline poised, eager, right on the edge. If he couldn’t have zombies, then he’d settle for the local alternatives: for beasties and bad guys, for the Thing-style stone mcnasties that had assaulted the city from the depths of Maugrim’s tunnels...


His hovering adrenaline spiked as he glanced up at the warriors on the walls.


Yeah, Maugrim whose bad-guy ass I kicked.


An’ did I even get a thank-you card? Flowers?


Over the rocklit defences, the sky was starless-black. One moon, full and gold and far too big, hung fat like some Christmas bauble - it streaked the mud with piss-bright yellow and made the garbage hunker like a nightmare. Higher up, its smaller, silver brother shone cold and distant.


Together, they made the moonlight bizarre, cross-hatched and entirely fucking impossible.


Chrissakes. Ecko aimed the thought at the silent city. I did your Noble Quest. I mushed your bad guy an’ saved your world. I found your treasure and got your hot girl - well, kinda. I saw the truth, whatever the hell that was. An’ I get what? A pat on the back? The ends of his stealth-cloak fluttered, laughing at him. Where’s my level-up, for chrissakes? My weapons upgrade? My skills package? My unlocked achievements? He wanted to rail at the impossible moons. An’ why the hell didn’t I score my ticket home?


The cloak billowed harder, agitating. It was a soft mass of folds and layers; had covered him from allies and foes alike, from eyes unwanted. For a moment, the flap was intolerable and he was tempted to tear it off, throw it down amid the garbage... but it was part of him, a shielding layer, something quintessential. He could no more tear it free than he could lose his own skin...


Again.


Chrissakes, enough. Get a fucking grip.


London, the tech he called Mom, who’d undone and rebuilt him, they were a world away, unreachable. Whatever the hell he had to do to get outta this program, this reality, this whatever-it-was they’d plugged him into... apparently kicking bad-guy butt wasn’t it.


Yeah, all right already, like it was ever gonna be that simple...


In his dark heart he knew it: This whole thing wasn’t just about completing some scenario. It was Virtual Rorschach, too complex to be solved that easily. Around him, his reality was an expanding fractal, based on his thought patterns. With every decision he made, every reaction and movement, he shifted those patterns and changed his possible futures. And every one of those futures was projected by the algorithm of Collator’s AI, watched by the therapist Eliza. Put simply, every new pattern was a multicoloured rebroadcast of his tiniest thought, no matter how subconscious or dark or humble. Eliza could see every single thing his mind was doing.


Every. Single. Thing.


Machine, mathematics and medic, in perfect harmony, twining through his brain like some inescapable hangman’s knot.


The city stood silent, not offering an answer.


From somewhere, there was a rising yip-yip-yip of a critter, loose in the Fayre’s ruins.


Ecko flicked out his cloak and began to move again, scanning the wreckage for loot. This fucking program wasn’t just about beating up bad guys, he kinda knew that already. To get outta here, he was gonna hafta tick Eliza’s boxes, prove he was sane.


And he couldn’t even fake it.


Looking at the moonlit ruin of the grasslands’ central market, Ecko wondered if that was even fucking possible.


Or if he was gonna be in here forever.


* * *


The moons slowly dissolved, tumbling under their own weight down towards the waiting mountains.


Cycling his oculars, Ecko was systematically ransacking the debris - with the loss of The Wanderer, down the hole into the Pit of Doom, he’d lost his hoarded stash. He was out of kit, weapons, and food.


The Fayre, though, was just about out of swag, place’d been picked cleaner than a nightclub drunk. He was finding almost nothing, now - fragments of broken pottery and ceramic, edges of fabric, rotting into the mud. The half-eaten corpse of some rodent-thing, its skull gleaming golden in the light. There were pieces of seashell, long since shattered; there was half of some tiki-type carving that seemed to have been made from bone.


As he picked up the tiki-thing, something shuddered in his skin, a subtle creeping, like fungus, a crawling sensation that spread across his shoulders...


And he knew exactly what the fuck that meant.


Shit.


He dropped the carving, pulled out of the thoroughfare and found cover - the remains of the nearest stall. He pulled his cloak tighter, kicked his oculars into the brilliant grey-green of starlites and turned to look for the predator.


Come on then. Heeeeeere kitty, kitty, kitty...


The dawn light was failing. The grey clouds thickened, closing over the fading moons and the city’s lighthouse tower.


The first spits of rain were cold, like gravel.


But Ecko didn’t care. His adrenals had kicked, elation and eagerness; their tremble spread slowly through his system, lifting and charging him, making him shiver. He felt faintly sick - and he fucking loved it.


Trembling with anticipation, he waited.


Just as he was creating the wave, teetering on the very tip, beginning to tell himself there was nothing the fuck there, for chrissakes... there came the sudden crash of toppling garbage.


The sound made his heart hammer, nearly scream straight out through his ribcage. He held his breath for a moment, throttling the immediate need to lash out, that instinctive knee-jerk adrenal reaction...


But damn, it felt so good...


He stayed as still as he could.


A moment later, there was a sharp snarl, close. This wasn’t Yippy, it was bigger - sounded more like a bear than a dog.


Did you get bears in artificial realities? Surely, they’d be in the woods? Or maybe this was gonna be His Greatest Fear Made Manifest.


Yeah, like I did that one already.


Ecko found his grin had spread wider, a slash of darkness.


He looked over the front of the stall.


Though the clouds were really massing now, a rising army of grey, his oculars could still see them clearly - two rangy, bone-thin critters, four-legged and taller than his hip, with heavy, protruding lower jaws. They fought for a discarded horse skull, shredding the last of the flesh from the bones of its nose. Its teeth clattered as they shook their heads, worrying at it.


As he watched, they pulled it to and fro, then dropped it. He could see them, noses lifting, heads turning, their eyes flat as mirrors and shining in the darkness. His breath froze cold in his throat - were they looking for him?


But there was no fucking way they could know he was here. He had no scent, no sweat, no fucking pores, for chrissakes. He made no noise; he cast no light, no shadow. Back in London, his tech had made him to be...


Yeah, right - this wasn’t London. Like the impossible moonlight, these critters could probably do anything. They might have motion detectors. Or radar in their butts. Or -


One of them bared its teeth, and snarled.


Fuck.


Ecko pulled back, realising he’d make a rookie mistake - he hadn’t left himself with a route out of his stealth position. If he needed to flee, he’d have to go over the front of the broken stall - and over the fucking critters.


The second one was slinking sideways, now, shoulders low -it knew exactly where he was, and was flanking him.


Teach me to be a fucking smart-ass. Shit!


He took a moment to scan the stall - weapons, ideas. Gifts of the gods, for chrissakes, a plus-five magical whosit of beastie-skinning...


There was a long, wicked-looking wooden splinter - too light to throw, but perfect for eyeballs - and that was about his lot.


Bloody efficient fucking patrols!


The thing in front of him had lifted its chin, was still turning its head this way and that. For a frantic moment, Ecko tried to remember - was the wind supposed to be going from the critter to him, not the other way around? Hell, he’d never had to pay attention to this shit before.


Yeah, love the learnin’, Eliza, thanks for that. Gimme the download next time, willya?


But his blood was running high, his adrenaline was thundering in his ears as it hadn’t done in days. Hell, this was relief, release - trapped in the city, he might’ve been burning shit down by now, just to have something to fucking do...


Come on, critter; let’s see if you’re smart, shall we?


The creature came forwards, flap-like ears up - what had he said about radar? His starlites could pick out the other one, now to the right, just about visible through a split in the side of the stall.


No sweat. With his adrenaline kicked, he could be over the stallfront and this thing would be a carpet -


It sprang.


And fuck it was fast!


He was taken absolutely by the speed of the thing; his targeters tracked it a beat behind, their crosshairs flashing as if struggling to keep up. It was almost as fast as he was. He went over backwards, one arm raised, smashed into the back of the stall, falling awkwardly, debris scattering over him, the jaws of the thing right in his face, filthy and stinking and layered with shreds of fuck knows what.


The other one was a split-second behind it, slamming into the side of the stall hard enough to come clean through, surging forwards to help hold him down. He felt its heavy jaws slam shut a second away from his other arm.


Spittle slicked him.


Shit!


In the back of his head, something yammered, the litany of suspicion that never left him. Are you trying to teach me something, Eliza? That I can’t do this alone? That I need my friends? That I’m s’posed to be part of a fucking pack? Are you?


But the thought was a moment only; he had bigger shit to be worrying about.


In his raised hand, he still had the long wooden splinter. He flicked it through dextrous fingers and rammed it in the upper gums of the beastie in front of him, rolling sideways as he did so.


It screamed foxlike, burbling blood and drool; the sound seemed to shred the clouds, like the fabric of the stalls themselves. Through the rent, the dawn light was returning, and the back of the stall was splintering under his weight, splitting where he’d fallen into it. One critter off of him now, he flipped to his feet, tangled in cloak and wood bits, and turned back for the other.


It was there, still beside him, teeth bared, breath as toxic as its mate’s had been.


Come an’ have a go, if you think you’re beast enough...


A flash of memory: Kale, the Bard’s werecook, facing the doomed Maugrim - a flicker of over-image that made him think again about friends.


If Eliza was really trying to tell him something, she’d picked a helluva way to fucking ram it home.


Bitch.


But chrissakes, this whole reality was like that. It was like he couldn’t trust anything, like everything was some sorta tutorial, or assessment, or message -


Not now!


The thing beside him leapt, but he was already moving - one kick brought the back of the stall down completely, flapping and awning and all. He leaned down to tear the broken upright free with a savage jerk. Spear, or javelin.


Eat this, you motherf-


It was then that he saw the rest of the pack.


* * *


He came back to the city as the climbing sun streaked pink the tessellated streets. He was hurting, shaking, injured, but he’d taken out five of the fuckers, sent the sixth whining home for Mommy with its tail between its legs. Damn thing had taken a chunk of him with it - he hoped it had fucking choked.


Yeah, I still got it. The fight’s adrenaline had made him feel more like himself than he had in days. Stick that in your bong and inhale.


Around him, the tight streets of Roviarath were already wide awake. Maugrim may have been defeated, but he’d opened his darkness at the city’s border, thrown his monsters at her walls. The city herself was untouched, but her people were unforgetting and restless - and without the Fayre, they’d gotten fuck all to do.


And nowhere to live - for chrissakes, the streets were rammed.


Traders crammed the corners, bodies packed the roadways, the homeless slumped against the walls, hands outstretched. Despite the early hour, a surfeit of bazaar stalls had already grown out of the buildings, like some haphazard and multicoloured mould.


Jade’s soldiers were prowling, watchful - but there was no violence.


Yet.


One hand wrapped over his chewed arm, Ecko slipped through the chaos, a muttering, wounded wraith. He needed treatment - hell, that wasn’t s’posed to be funny - but had no wish to go to the hospice and answer a stack of nosey bastard questions. Besides, his improved antibodies should be enough, proof against tetanus and septicaemia and whatever else you got when a pack of beasties held you down and tried to fucking eat you...


When he got back up to his tiny room, though, he realised Eliza was still testing him - that he was never gonna get away from this shit.


Oh fucksake. Heeeere we go...


They were waiting for him - his erstwhile companions.


His friends.


Triqueta, rider and warrior, slight and warm and golden. Her skin and eyes and hair all gleamed in the light from his tiny window, the stones in her cheeks glittered opal. She was sitting on his bed as if Eliza had put her there, poised and gleaming, just to push his buttons.


Looking out at the city below was the girl Amethea, the leech they’d freed from Maugrim’s cathedral. She stood frowning slightly, her long blonde hair in a braid that reminded Ecko forcibly of fusewire.


Chrissakes.


Their presence made him feel trapped - like they were part of that hangman’s knot. He was never gonna get away from all this, every whichway he turned, he had to face the same conclusion - he had to surrender himself, and learn to be what Eliza wanted.


Dance, Ecko.


Yeah, like on the end of that hangman’s rope...


“Ecko!” Triqueta was grinning, up on her feet as she saw him. She went to clasp his wrist, smack him on the shoulder. “How you doing? Killed anything yet? Burned anything down?”


Her face was leaner; there were dark lines in her sunshine skin. He remembered the daemon Tarvi kissing her, the way the time had bled from her body...


He shuddered, pushed both her and the image away.


“Jeez, get off me, willya? How the hell’d you two get up here?” he demanded.


Amethea turned, a smile lighting her face. She, too, wanted to touch him, she gripped his shoulder as if he’d fade away or something. He flinched from under her grasp.


“It’s good to see you,” she said. Her eyes sparked mischievous. “You’re looking a lot... better.”


“Better than what?” Their warmth was freaking him out, they were too close. “What d’you want?”


“Us?” Triq said innocently, winking at Amethea. “We can’t just come visit?”


Visit.


The word was affectionate - a joke, an embrace. It was camaraderie and friendliness, reunion and welcome. It was everything they’d been through, everything they’d shared, all right there in the tiny room.


Visit.


“Redlock sends apologies, but he’s in the hospice.” Amethea was saying. “He’s still coughing. And dead grumpy.” Her smile was like the sun coming up. “He asked after you.”


Visit. Asked after you.


And that was the problem, right there, it was why he’d stayed away from these people: Redlock’s wound worried him. He fucking cared.


About these people. These pixels.


These ink-blots.


These devices that’d been set here to lead and control his behaviour.


He shrank back from them, said in a voice harsh as fear, “Get the hell outta here. Bonding, bondage, whatever it is, I ain’t playin’. Emotional reunions so not gonna happen.”


“Good to see you too.” Amethea chuckled, pointed at the mess the critter had made of his forearm. “Anyone looked at that?”


“Yeah, you just did.” He was shrunk under his cowl, hiding. “Now you got five seconds before you take a flyin’ lesson. Why’d the hell d’you come up here?”


“Oh put a cork in it, will you?” Triqueta stretched the kinks from her shoulders. She looked tired, weary figments crowded at the corners of her eyes. She’d clearly been drinking, regularly and a lot.


But he didn’t care.


She said, “CityWarden sent us to find you. He wants you to stop upsetting his patrols.”


He snorted. “CityWarden can kiss my ass.”


“CityWarden’s had better offers,” Triqueta said. “You’re rattling around here like a dried grain in a skin drum, scaring the grunts and helping yourself to stuff you shouldn’t be.” She raised an eyebrow. “Larred Jade’s a good man - but you’re pushing his patience. He wants you to do something for him. A little trade for the stuff you’ve collected.”


“Oh, lemme guess.” Ecko crossed his arms and grinned. “He’s got - what? - a sewer rat problem? Local bandit lord needs spanking? Evil necromancer? C’mon, there’s gotta be -”


“Ecko, serious for a minute.” Triqueta flicked a ball of lint at him. “Jade’s working hard to fix this city. The Fayre can’t run from scattered stalls, they’ve got no way of tracking their stuff, knowing what goods go where, or what comes in return. No one can tally or allocate anything. Given enough time, the plains’ whole trade-cycle will come apart.”


Ecko’s targeters followed the lint, he caught it, flicked it back.


“I’ve just saved his fucking city.”


“He’s just saved his city. Personally went out there to fight the monsters. His people think he’s a hero and he might just save this place yet - but you’re making it hard for him. And it’s about to get harder.”


“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”


Amethea said softly, “The plains are diseased.”


That one caught him broadside. “What?”


Amethea shrugged, said, “I don’t know. I’m not sure I even understand it, but when the Monument fell, when the The Wanderer...” Her expression clouded, she changed tack. “Around the edges of the hole, around the pit where the Monument was, there’s some sort of rot. I don’t know how, but the grass is blighted.”


Triqueta was scratching at her hands - her increase in age had given her eczema between her fingers and she agitated at them, flaking the skin. Tiny fragments of her life fell to the floor.


Amethea put a hand on her friend’s wrist. “And it’s not only here,” she said. “Jade’s sent flying bretir with messages, riders. To The Hayne, Fhaveon, Annondor, Idrak,” she named the Varchinde’s outermost cities, “to Rhark, Blinn, Aldarien at the foot of the Kartiah, Darash on the shores of Lake Fytch.” Her face was clouded fully now, darkened with tension and uncertainty. “They think it’s the same blight everywhere, creeping inwards from the edges of the grass.”


The words fell heavy, lay stone-naked on the floor.


Ecko said, “So what the hell does that hafta do with me?” His voice cracked and he was silent. Then he spat, like a last line of defence, “Jesus, why should I even fucking care?”


“Because we did this.” Triqueta said. “I don’t know how, but we made this happen. Dammit, Ecko, I was only waiting here for Redlock - I just want to go home. To pull the blankets back over my head and forget everything that happened. But how can I? How can any of us just not care? After everything we’ve been through and everything we’ve lost.” The lines in her face were as clear as if they’d been drawn. “I may be older, Ecko - but apparently I also have to grow up.”


“Ouch.” He glowered at her.


“The Bard trusted you,” Triqueta shot back. “For all your horseshit, he believed in you. He died believing in you.”


He died believing in you.


Ecko’s adrenaline spiked, hard enough make him stagger, swallow bile. That hurt like hell, like she really had punched him, like his nose had crunched under her fist, like he couldn’t fucking breathe. Somewhere in his head, he could see that hangman’s noose, a silhouette against a clouded sky.


You bitch, Eliza. This whole fucking thing...


Somewhere, he could hear Eliza laughing like broken glass, surrounding him with a hundred sparking shards of mockery. Ah, but there’s the choice, Ecko! If you want to leave the program and come home, then you’ll do as you’re told. You’ll play nice with your friends, eat all your greens and be in bed before 10 p.m. You’ll go sane, Ecko, go safe - you’ll learn to be normal.


And Collator: Chances of successful scenario currently rated at -


“Oh, you are taking the fucking piss.” His words were soft, but vicious. Both women looked at him, then at each other.


He died believing in you.


He found that he was holding Lugan’s lighter, cold and square, like an anchor. He was trapped. Not by some preordained path, some questing goal of necromancers and gold fucking coins - but by a new target, one that was as much anathema as it was unattainable.


You’ll learn to be normal.


He could see himself now, his own pale skin and red hair, his scrawny wire frame in a suit, his little Pilgrim tablet every morning... I am happy in my servitude.


He wanted to scream, throw things, burn the fucking place down, but he held himself still.


Somewhere, in the darkest parts of his mind, somewhere deep enough that not even Collator could find it, an idea was beginning to take shape.


Something that would take that noose away.


Mildly, he said, “So - okay, we did this. Whadda we do now?”


“You’re running messenger,” Triqueta told him, “to Amos. Lord Nivrotar needs to know about this and it’s too complex to send by bretir.” She grinned. “Time to trade for your keep.”


“Christ.” His hand was cramping; the lighter was cold. He stood still for what seemed like an age, his chin up and his hood falling back, letting his face shift to the colours of the rising sun. “And - lemme guess - you’re comin’ with me.” It was a statement - he already knew the answer. “Just to make sure I don’t go AWOL.”


“We are,” Amethea said, grinning. “We’re going on a little river trip - Jade had a bargemaster make space.”


“A boat?” His flash of genuine horror made Triqueta chuckle.


“A boat.” Amethea said. “The city’ll give us what we need - think she can spare that much. And Redlock’ll catch us up -”


“No shit.”


“And I need to see my family,” Triqueta said. “Ress and Jayr went to the Amos Library, looking for stuff about centaurs. I’ve missed them. I want to know what they found.”






2: HARVEST FESTIVAL FHAVEON



Harvest time had come to the great city of Fhaveon. Celebration danced drunken through her zig-zag streets.


Harvest was a time of thankfulness, of rejoicing in family and abundance, of celebrating the incredible wealth of autumnal colour that washed the open Varchinde. The crafters and the traders, the storytellers and the warriors of the city amassed their wares and moved to their tithehalls, waiting for the incoming wagons of meat and bone and clay and leather. The bookkeepers of the Terhnwood Harvesters’ Cartel went through their notes and records for the previous return, and stole down to the city’s sanctuary to assure themselves that the security stockpile, hoarded against crop failure or extreme winter weather, was enough to guarantee them safety.


Harvest was also a time of sorrow, for the colours in the grass meant it would die, that the vast emptiness of the Varchinde would be scoured back to barren soil and bared rock and scattered scrub, waiting, bereft, until the spring growth came again. Everything the people of the Varchinde needed for the winter had to be gathered when the double harvest moons rose from the eastern sea. If they failed to gather enough to survive, there was no contingency plan.


Like the ancient rule of Heal and Harm, the harvest was both life and death - and it told that there must be balance in all things. The people of the city’s manors knew this in their blood and bone.


In the city herself, though, where the wild colours of the grasses were hung from garland-banners and woven into decorations, such traditions were sometimes easy to forget.


Surrounded by the noise of Fhaveon’s bazaar, an ageing scribe sat beneath a pale awning, spectacles perched upon his nose. His parchment was pinned to its easel by ingenious fibre clips. He drew with a deft hand - not letters, but swift curves and features, charcoal lines of body and face. The parchment flapped occasionally as the wind chased through the tent, but the scribe continued with his work.


Above him, upon one of his upright support-poles, a long pennon fluttered like a live thing, snapping in the salt wind. It bore a symbol advertising his skill to the people of the topmost streets of Fhaveon, the people who had left kiln and needle and hall and workshop to enjoy the festival. The scribe’s name was Mael, and he was a well-known character of the sunlit street-sides. Once, he had kept records for the hospice, but he was too restless for the methodical work. Now, he made his living raising a smile and a gift from those who watched him draw.


Around him, Fhaveon’s decorous walls and shining, tumbling waterways shone with rare autumn warmth. Wreaths of grass, studded with berries like drops of blood, adorned the stonework proclaiming the city’s double holiday with indulgent glory. More garlands, red and yellow and umber and ochre, wove through the wide streets, covering the city’s topmost heights as if they’d grown from the very clifftop.


Beneath them was the wine and food bazaar: stalls that offered gifts and jewellery, most made from ubiquitous and gloriously decorated terhnwood, some few pieces of real ravak, red-metal worked by the craftsman of the distant Kartiah. Gamblers called to passers-by to roll their dice, try their fortune. Storytellers flourished and boasted. Animals were here, too: exotic beasts in embroidered collars, doomed and squeaking esphen, bright birds in cages. The smells and the noise were incredible.


Harvest time - the celebration of the Varchinde grass.


And a perfect time for the city’s new powers to take advantage.


The crowds stirred and eddied. In among them were performers, troubadours and jongleurs, attracting gatherings when they paused for a song and a jest. The tales they performed were carefully selected: the lineage and beauty of the new Lord Foundersdaughter, the necessity of trade and terhnwood, the long wisdom of the Council of Nine. Some sang of lively rogues and troublesome maidens, older tales chosen for both fiction and familiarity, each accompanied by the pulse of the drum or the skirl of pipes.


The people gave them food and wine, sometimes trinkets.


Sometimes things rather less savoury.


At the heart of the revelry, a huge, abstract mosaic lay basking under the fat, autumn sun. Here, the wind was keen and the area was free from the bazaar; here, the people broke away from the crowds to eat and wander, to watch the sparkling fountains and look above them at the tip of the city, the ten shining windows of the High Cathedral, the valour of the Founder’s Palace, both flawless against the azure sky. Up there, looking away from the plaza and out over the sea, stood the imperiously motherly statue of the GreatHeart Rakanne, keeping her eye upon the silent shores of Rammouthe Island.


The Lord’s face was blunted and salt-rimed with age, though its decay could not be seen from below. Had she but turned, behind her and to her left, she could have looked down into one of her own creations, one of the joys of the city - her sunken, half-circle theatre. This morning, the tiers of seats housed a scattering of people, shaded by canvas roofings, like horizontal sails, that flapped tightly in the breeze. The theatre was behung with flying pennons of more woven grass - like all the others, they would be burned when the evening’s dancing began. For now, though, they framed the single herald and the pair of sparring fighters that occupied the stage.


The harvest tourney, a long city tradition, had begun.


Ousted combatants wandered freely back into the stalls and the roadways, garments stuck to their bodies with sweat, garlands hung about their necks. Some sought wine in solace or celebration; others eyed the kaleidoscope of wonders on offer, and plotted how to win in the following return.


One of these paused by the awning of Scribe Mael.


Intent on his sketch, Mael did not look up as something large blotted out the sunlight. He was putting the finishing touches to a picture that was unmistakably the new Lord Foundersdaughter, her face petulant, her curves overstated, the grasslands behind her rippling under a dramatically stormy sky. It was accurate enough to show Mael’s artistic talent, cutting enough to be funny, funny enough to ease the inherent disrespect.


Several people were tittering behind their hands, but as they saw the fighter approach, they stopped and sidled away.


Eventually Mael glanced around, saw that his audience had gone, and scowled.


“You damned great oaf, Saravin,” he said.


“I’ll have you hauled in. Look at that picture.”


The two men had been friends for more than thirty returns, one settled in the hospice records room, the other roaming the city’s tithed farmlands as one of Fhaveon’s few warrior freemen, a sort of one-man Range Patrol.


Mael pulled the picture from the easel, and handed it over.


“Here, keep it if you want.”


Saravin took it, grinned. “You trying to get me in trouble?”


The scribe stood up from his stool to stretch his back. He was a small, slim man, stooped from returns of peering at manuscripts, and lately framed with a faint atmosphere of nervousness. Beside him, Saravin was as big and as furry as a northern bweao. The contrast was marked, but there were similarities in body language, in inflexion, which marked their very long friendship - in many ways, they’d grown up together.


“Her Lordship going to show her face, later?” Mael asked. “Join her party?”


Saravin eyed the picture. “Doubt it. Reckon her days of freedom are over, poor love.”


“Love?” Mael sniffed, began to tidy up the inside of the tent. “Love is for -”


“Poets and fools, I know.” For a second, the big man’s grin broadened. “I taught her everything I could - think my days are just as done as hers.” The grin vanished below his beard. “Being... deniable has its downside.” He eyed the picture thoughtfully. The young Lord’s hair and skirts flowed free in the wind - the same wind that rippled the autumn grass, that was even now -


Mael grunted humorous assent with an edge of resentment that caused Saravin to frown and study his friend more closely, but the scribe shooed the warrior from the front of his stall, followed him out. He began to let down the flickering, shifting curtain.


“And how did your heat go?”


Saravin chuckled. “Was drawn against Lithian, first thing this morning.” Saravin cast his eyes above, then his grin broadened and he winked. “I’m through again. Next bout this afternoon.”


“Interesting,” Mael said.


A collection of young, off-duty soldiers knocked into them, spilling wine from skins and goblets. They caught Saravin’s eye and muttered an apology before moving off into the crowd once more, spluttering with laughter.


“You think you’ll get it?” Mael said. Again, that hint of annoyance.


With a quick, impish chuckle completely at odds with his size, Saravin shrugged.


“Get what?” the warrior said, with a wink. “Foundersdaughter’s Champion? Rhan’s empty seat on the Council of Nine? Can’t think what you mean.”


Mael hissed, and Saravin chuckled again, a brief, sweet sound, oddly boyish. Then he lowered his voice, and said, “Someone has to do something, Mael. If not me, then...” He shrugged, let it tail away.


The curtain was stuck, and Mael tugged at it harder, speaking as he pulled.


“This is all madness. Haven’t you heard? There’s something wrong with the harvest.” The old scribe glanced up at the garlands - a veneer of hope that concealed a leering, unspoken fear. How much grass had been wasted in their making - in the celebratory burning that would come? “The city’s still in shock from Rhan’s death, we should be in mourning.” His eyes flicked to the palace above them, back. “So much is happening around us...” For a second, he glanced about them at the revelry. When he spoke again his voice contained a knife. “I can’t find my feet, gather my thoughts.”


Saravin chuckled again. “You? The young prodigy who’s unlawful learning once cured a warrior doomed?”


Mael frowned at the memory, said nothing. He tugged harder and suddenly the curtain came free, closing off the tent with a sharp slide that nearly made the old scribe stumble. Saravin caught him easily, then indicated a long pennon that flew from one side of the plaza.


“You need an ale.”


“You’re fighting this afternoon - get drunk and you’ll be a warrior doomed all over again.”


“I’ll stick to water. Save you saving me twice. You’re a bit long in the tooth to be remembering those forbidden books now, old friend.”


“Don’t you ‘old friend’ me.”


Saravin laughed.


They wandered slowly in the direction of the pennon, pausing to admire the stalls they passed on their way. The stallholders nodded at them, knowing both of them well enough by sight.


“Pure terhnwood resin, straight from the plantation itself. Craft with this, it’s smoother than a maiden’s...”


“First round’s always a winner, seek your fortune...”


“Paints and colours, inks and powders! Dyes all the way from Southern Padesh...”


The scribe hesitated for a moment to look at the colours offered by the dyer’s stall.


“This is all crazed,” he said, his attention on the display before him. “You mark my words.”


“Prophesying doom again?” The stallholder, it seemed, knew Mael’s ways. “What ails you this time, Brother?”


The scribe shot a glance at Saravin, but the warrior had moved to the next stall along the row, where he was chatting with another of the morning’s fighters. Saravin slapped the woman sympathetically on her tanned shoulder.


Mael turned back to the dyer, picking up a fragment of coloured cloth.


“I’m afraid,” he said. “Afraid of the future. And afraid of -” He caught himself, but his eyes must have flicked to the palace - or to the statue - because the stallholder leaned forwards.


“Hush!” He grabbed Mael by the shoulder of his tunic and leaned to speak into his ear. “Your thoughts are well known, Brother, to many of us here today. We stand on the brink of a new age, a new fear.” Tension rode his words. “The harvest has not been rich enough. The Council can’t help us - that poor girl...” The trader’s voice was fast and low. “She’s a child, she’s not ready to rule! We have to help ourselves!”


Mael backed away, suddenly unsure of the trader’s urgency.


“What are you -?”


“Quiet!” The stallholder peered about him, face etched with concern. He noted Saravin, still talking to the woman, and lowered his voice to an intense thrum. “The Angel on the beachfront, next Calasday, at highsun - ask for Fletcher Wyll. And don’t bring him with you!” “Him” was obviously a reference to Saravin, noted with a quick jerk of the trader’s chin.


Suddenly changing attitude, he picked up the fragment of cloth that Mael had let drop.


“The brown, Brother?” Now, his voice was loud enough to carry. “A perfect shade, don’t you think?”


Catching on, Mael made a show of examining the colour in the sunlight, squinting at it, and wishing he hadn’t left his spectacles in his tent.


“No, I don’t think so, too sombre. I want something -”


“This cloth has crossed the Varchinde, Brother! From the farthest south, it has been marked by merchant after merchant, it has fought its way past brigands and pirates, past bweao and...” The shadow cast over the trader by Saravin was unmistakable; the trader’s voice grew brittle. “Good morning, there.”


For a moment, Saravin said nothing. When he spoke, his tone was so mild and affable that Mael was not sure if his question was a threat or a jest.


“Would you care to face a test, trader?” he asked.


Conscious of a sudden tension, the scribe held his breath.


“You may forget,” Saravin went on, “how sharp a man’s ears become when he spends thirty returns listening to the plains wind.” The trader’s eyes flicked to the peace-bonded weapon and back to Saravin’s face. “You may also forget that ‘that poor girl’ learned much of her rural lore at my side, and that I grew very fond of her. You may forget, but it’s probably wiser if you don’t.”


“On the contrary,” the trader said, smiling with all innocence. “I have a very good memory. And I remember you, Saravin.”


“Delighted to hear it,” Saravin said, beaming. “Then you’ll remember that I’ve told you to leave the girl be. Let her do her job.”


“Let Phylos do her job.”


The dyer’s mutter was barely more than a breath, but Saravin’s hearing was as sharp as he’d claimed. Still affable, he grasped the man’s shoulder in one huge, hairy paw. His voice was bare-edged. “Tread careful, trader.”


The trader folded his arms deliberately, looking up into the fighter’s face.


“Everyone treads careful round you, Saravin.”


Tension locked them together for a brief, silent moment. Then Mael laid a sun-wizened hand on his friend’s arm. “Go easy,” he murmured, “you’re seeing things.”


For a second, Saravin didn’t move, but the trader sat in bland-eyed innocence, and the warrior let him go, glowering.


“You’re too long in the plains, old friend, too long alone,” Mael said softly. Under his hand was the scar that had nearly reft Saravin of his life some thirty returns before - the bite of the gangrene from which Mael had saved him. “I’ve seen what that open space does to a man’s mind. It changes you, ’Vin, remember?”


Saravin grunted, patted Mael’s hand as if it were a child’s, smiled. “Remind me how to think city?”


Mael laughed quietly. “At least you’ve got the city’s respect. But if you win this afternoon, win anything, you’ll have responsibilities.”


Shaking his mass of hair, Saravin turned away. “Maybe I’m seeing shadows,” he said. “Arta ekanta; figments that aren’t there when I turn to look close. But these rumours of disease -we’ve got no -”


“This is a city, Saravin, you can’t treat its people like pirates.”


With his flash of his childlike grin, Saravin quoted a Fhaveon axiom. “‘Guilty until proven guilty.’”


Mael moved him away, catching the trader’s eye as he did so. Almost imperceptibly, the trader nodded in acknowledgement, then turned to a couple of brightly clad ladies who were examining his colours. He did not look up again.


“It’s all games.” Saravin smiled and shook his head as a younger woman pressed herself against him, her eyes vivid with kohl and sincerity. “If the harvest really is threatened, then we must stand together, city and farmlands both, or we’ll all die.”


Mael wasn’t so optimistic, but he let the matter rest.


* * *


At the edge of the plaza mosaic, a simple bar had been erected - no more than a waxed cloth roof and a makeshift wooden table. Behind it, warm in the unlikely sun, a small, walled garden gave a place for drinkers to loiter and chat. Even though it was early, the space was packed and people had scattered outwards into the sunshine, needing to make the most of both weather and break.


Scribe and warrior began to shoulder their way through to the bar.


Conversations paused as Saravin passed; gatherings of traders and workers and celebrants were silenced by his presence, then fell to muttering at his back. Mael’s hearing was sharp enough to catch fragments of words, tantalising hints of public opinion, concern about the harvest, several comments about the city’s new Lord. He could only imagine how much Saravin could overhear, but the warrior’s face was stone hard under his heavy beard. They reached the bar without comment.


“A tankard of the tempest,” Mael said, “and -”


Before he’d finished his order, the girl thumped two leather tankards down in front of him, spilling ale on the bar top. Her eyes did not meet his.


“Won’t you...”


But she had gone to serve another, further away.


Saravin stared after her, checked a sigh. By the tension in his movements, he would far rather be in the garden than clustered in with all these people - Mael saw him watching the light dapple the green space with a certain well-disciplined wistfulness.


Mael picked up his drink, and turned to lean his elbows on the bar. Unlike his friend, he avoided the outdoors whenever possible - the inadequacy of the harvest was an almost academic problem to the scribe, one of numbers and weights and allocation rates. He understood that any shortage meant the farmlands would struggle with the winter. It meant their manors wouldn’t hit their required autumn quotas, that the city would decline full recompense, refusing to exchange with them the goods and materials they needed. He understood how this could become both complex and disastrous. But he had not seen the failure, had not felt it in the soil as Saravin could.


Tensions stole through the crowd like figments, stole through the city entire.


The creeping blight was not the only problem.


Lord Foundersdaughter Selana Valiembor, only child of her dead father Demisarr, was painfully inadequate for the role to which she had so abruptly ascended. Her father murdered, her mother raped, her family’s timeless guardian accused and condemned. Selana’s grooming had been good - but she was too young, too traumatised, and she was an open opportunity for exploitation.


Her increasing reliance on the Merchant Master Phylos was both apparent and worrying - and it didn’t take a scribe’s wisdom to know where this story of a new and naïve ruler could end.


Mael listened to the fragments ebb and flow, took a thoughtful sip of his foaming ale.


Something about Rhan’s absence was deeply, fundamentally unsettling. He had always been here; his presence like the stone the city was built upon, the wall that defended her cliffside face from the water. Yes, he had been irreverent, his behaviour was both legendary and humorous, but his loyalty was unquestioned and his defence absolute. Without his experience - his authority to balance Phylos’s manipulation and ambition - the city was rocked to her foundations, trembling headless and vulnerable. Out there, right now, a heady mix of fear and drink was working upon the people’s anxieties - one strong voice could lead them almost anywhere.


Had Rhan really been a champion? Or had he been as Phylos painted him, the stagnant deadweight that prevented the city - and the Varchinde - from developing? Had he murdered Demisarr? Forced his wife? Caused the harvest to fail? Who would take his critical seat upon the Council of Nine? With Phylos in ascendance, would this promise of a new age really come to save the city, the grasslands?


Saravin had drifted away, gone to find the open air. His head full of questions, Mael continued to idly observe the crowd.


And what of Fletcher Wyll’s meeting? Priorities warred within the old scribe. Though young, Selana was the only child of her father, and Fhaveonic traditions were as deep as her wells. Enough people would support that principle to make insurrection scattered and unlikely.


People like Saravin. His heart was true, but his loyalty...


Mael found himself looking through a gap in the drinkers -following the direction that Saravin had taken. The big warrior stood in the garden with his bearded face turned up to the sunlight, feeling the cool wind of the autumn, brisk this high above the sea. The seethe of plant life around him was almost overgrown - an oddity for the upper reaches of the city where the soil was thin.


At the very rear of the garden, on a stone bench with a gargoyle grimacing at one end of it, sat a young woman, cloaked, hooded, and alone. She sat silent, her hands and most of her face concealed. Mael gazed at her blankly for a while, not really seeing what he was looking at, until something crossed his line of sight and he suddenly blinked, aware.


There was something wrong with the woman’s skin.


It was hard to see - the sun was behind her, behind the low wall of the garden, and her face was in the shadow of her cowl. The stonework over her was hung with vine and creeper. There was something wrong with her hands -


Good Gods.


Mael’s grip tightened on his leather tankard and he found himself staring, breathless and wordless, the blood draining from his face.


The girl’s hands were in her lap, in a dapple of sunlight. They were soft and uncallused, yet her skin was blotched and suppurating. There were patches of rot, like lichens, growing through and in her flesh. As she raised her face and her hood fell back, he saw her hair was matted with it, that her mouth was full of... he swallowed in spite of himself, felt sick... her mouth was full of moss.


Saravin, closest, must have seen Mael’s expression. He seemed to turn with almost comedic slowness, his hands going to the peace-bond that held his belt-blade. The woman parted her lips, tried to speak to him, but no voice came. She lifted those hands, tried to reach for him but the creeper held her back and she struggled like a trapped thing, and the people were looking up now and wondering who she was, why she was trapped with her hands reaching outwards...


Mael stared, stunned.


Then someone pointed and screamed, and suddenly all around him was disbelief and scrambling, scrabbling bodies. Someone tried to scramble over the bar, and was forcibly repelled.


Saravin was moving, but something in Mael could not. He was...


Fascinated.


He didn’t think about why.


As the people backed and fled, some of them panicked, hissing like water over stones. Mael moved forwards, out of the bar and into the garden, towards his friend.


“’Vin?” he called softly. “What’s that?”


“Damned if I know...” Saravin’s voice was hoarse. Mael had never heard him sound scared before. “You?”


A thrill of terror went through Mael’s blood.


The woman tried to speak again, but whatever was growing in her mouth had coated her tongue and her teeth, the insides of her cheeks, and no air would come.


“I’ve never seen anything like it...” Saravin tailed off, his hand still on his belt. “What in the name of the Gods is the matter with her?”


The bar was empty now, people had fled shrieking across the plaza outside and the soldiery would arrive any moment.


The woman opened her mouth again. The overgrown plant life of the garden seemed to reach for and through her.


The scribe edged closer, ignoring Saravin’s combatant bark of warning. Mael had no weapons, couldn’t use one anyway, but he needed to see her close-up - needed to see what was happening. In long returns at the hospice, he had seen many illnesses and injuries, many types of grief and pain, but he’d never seen anything like this. And if Saravin, also, had no idea...


Something in him moved - like pity.


And then she came for them.


* * *


She was thin, savage and slavering; her eyes glowed like windows into the Rhez itself; and her gnarled hands slashed, desperate and claw-like. She came at them as though she’d been waiting. She thrashed and tore herself from her cloak, arms reaching and fingers outstretched as though frantic to tear the skin from their faces.


She was trying to speak.


Unreal in the gentle dapple of sunlight, patches of her skin shone cold round areas of roughened darkness. She wore garments overgrown with moss, fibres rotting and torn by the garden’s plant life.


“Gods!” Mael breathed.


Both men had fallen back - the change was so sudden, so wrong.


For a moment, she paused in her struggles. She opened her mouth again and exhaled, a long stinking breath. She snarled.


A tremble went through Saravin’s body, a pulse of absolute, focused fury.


Softly, Mael said, “Wait!”


Shivering with tension, he crept closer, until the overgrown garden had swallowed his boots to the ankle. He paused, transfixed, studying. Something about the fecund reek of this thing’s breath, something...


...familiar...


The woman met his gaze. She half-heartedly swiped at him with one arm - as if she knew he was out of reach. Her eyes were pure madness now, burning cold.


“So,” he said softly, watching her, “this your garden?”


Saravin muttered, “What are you doing?”


The woman cocked her head to one side, gave a second, open-mouthed hiss. In the still air, it stank like a farmer’s compost pile.


“There are herbs for that,” Mael said.


In response, she gave a plaintive whine and stretched one hand slowly towards his mouth. Yearning.


Now that was creepy.


“Mael,” Saravin said. “Come away. Come away now.”


The hiss became an inhalation, a sucking of air, a seeking. The woman coiled back, watched them through crazed, unblinking eyes. Then she hurled herself forwards, tugging frantically, struggling, shredding her own skin. Ripping the bramble clean from the dark, city soil.


Wearing it like a blood-garland.


Mael backed up sharply, tripped over his heels and went down on his arse. The woman threw herself at his face, clawing to reach his jaw and mouth, inhaling, her lips parted as though to drain his very breath. And Saravin was there to meet her, punching his blade’s quillons straight into her eyes and grappling for Mael’s collar with the other hand.


“I said, come away!” he gasped.


One eye popped in a splash of darkness but her hands caught Mael’s shoulders. They clung, clawed - she was trying to pull him into her embrace. Her other eye was fixed, glaring-chill.


Viciously, Saravin slammed the blade into her ribs, undercutting. She keened, a horribly human noise.


But she opened her mouth anyway.


The sweet, lush stench was overpowering, a grass-harvest pile left too long on a hot day, a farmer’s vegetables rotting by the roadside. The stench smothered Mael’s breathing, breakfast and fear roiled in his belly - he was going to throw up.


And Saravin was there, blade discarded, hands closing on the woman’s shoulders, bodily dragging her from Mael. With a vicious shudder, he threw her down to the overgrown path and slammed his boot into the side of her head.


A wet, cracking sound.


Again.


For a second, she seemed confused. The tension left her body, the crazed blue light faded from her eye. She blinked, tried to focus, her mouth worked as if to say something, but only a flood of dark fluid came from her ears and lips.


Kneeling, Saravin punched his oversized and hairy fist clean through the front of her skull. Almost unwittingly, Mael rolled to the side to throw up.


And he saw.


The young woman, now faceless and broken, was still in the regulation garments of a Fhaveon city servitor.






3: FAMILY AMOS



Amos, largest and oldest city of the Varchinde, a dark sprawl about the mouth of the Great Cemothen River.


Over the jumble of her tiled and tessellated roofs, the yellow moon had shrunk to half-full, liquid and gleaming; her smaller, higher brother now faced away from her as if sulking, glittering white in the starless sky. Melding with the moonlight, torchlight pooled across the cobbles, flickering, and bright rocklights glinted from shadowed doorways. Grass-garlands danced from window to window, fluttering, beckoning the milling crowd down toward the river and the heart of the city - then onwards to the broad, bustling spread of the Estuary Wharf.


Over the river’s myriad mouths, music skirled like night wind. Carried by its promise, the people laughed and danced.


Somewhere among them, hemmed in by tight and gleeful bodies, the slim, bright figure of a woman caught a toe in the hem of her skirt and half-tripped, splashing wine down her embroidered bodice. The movement was almost clumsy, as though she was unused to fine dress.


About her, ale and humour ran freely - the accident was greeted with cheers.


She did not acknowledge them.


Triqueta blinked as the streets seemed to waver in her vision, then downed the last of her wine. Staggering, she found herself caught in the centre of a great crowd, laughter all round her, buoyed tidal through widening roadways. Pressed close, the people of Amos drank carefree, their hair woven with coloured grass.


From somewhere, a hand produced a pottery carafe, and refilled her goblet.


Rumour raced round her; boasts and dares. The Lord Nivrotar, CityWarden of Amos, had herself been seen dancing in the streets. She was unarmoured, they said, jesting with those who came close. Her prowling bodyguards were few and seemed unworried by the masses. As Triq was carried forward to the huge swath of the Estuary Wharf, the mood around her was expansive, and lavish.


Yet some part of her was withheld, and unable to let go.


She should be revelling in it, she knew that, she had every reason. She had success and fortune. She had notoriety. She had wealth to squander and no reason to withhold. She was a cursed hero, for the Gods’ sakes, reunited with family she’d missed and now carried high on their shoulders...


Family.


The word was bitter.


Triqueta found she’d stopped. The crowd tutted and pushed to get round her, heady smells of scented flesh and spiced food, but she didn’t move. She had a shadow in her heart, something that hurt like a bruise. She had seen things she could never unsee.


She had family hurt, and no idea how to help them.


With a gesture like need, she threw back the wine. It was sharp, almost made her splutter. She shook herself, shrugged the shock away, started to move - and tripped again on the hem of her ridiculous, whimsical finery.


What in the rhez had she been thinking, wearing this?


That she was some great lady, some cursed champion? Going to some carefree revel?
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