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  To my grandmother Nela


  Artisan, Reframer and Sage,


  To Loki, Pico and Riki,


  The familiars of my journey,


  And to the One-That-Never-Was,


  Taken too soon by the Dragon of Chaos;


  I dedicate this book, this journey, these words...
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  Foreword


  For those of you who are new to this fantasy book series, “Vivian Amberville” is a vast world where the fabric of reality is not set in stone.


  At the heart of the series is a magic system I dubbed “Weaving” (imagination made flesh) that uses various Weaving implements (distaffs, spindles, pocket looms, palladium thread, etc.) to influence the world by “Weaving Threads of influence into the fabric of reality”.


  “The Book of Chaos”, the 2nd instalment in the saga, features new characters, unforeseen challenges, and a massive plot – woven exactly like a tapestry – that will make your head spin.


  In parallel to the magic of “Weaving” into the fabric of reality, the sequel introduces its shadow-twin, “Chaos Weaving”, a magic system that relies on the dark side of imagination.


  Unlike Weaving, which exerts influence over objective reality, Chaos Weaving affects only subjective reality. This gives room to characters that can:


  
    	
manipulate luck, odds and circumstances (the ODDS WEAVER, Vivian Amberville);


    	
remove, store and control physical pain (the PAIN PUSHER, Wolfgaar);


    	
strip both objects and subjects of their shadow (the SHADOW STEALER, Djaar);


    	
reduce the physical world to concepts and abstractions (the CONCEPT BREAKER, Gold);


    	
create shifts in perception and/or gravity (the REALITY SHIFTERS, Yuresne and Circense);


    	
pluck sound out of thin air and store it inside containers (the THUNDER BRINGER, Antuun);


    	
absorb, hold and release darkness (the VOID WEAVER formally known as Allspice);

  


  But it’s not just about reality-manipulation.


  The Vivian Amberville series also features people who can rewrite history using a special type of “Ink”. It includes individuals who manipulate entire nations by “putting words into people’s heads” and watch those exact words take over. We explore the art of “imbibing” and “imbuing” one’s intention into an object, and many more mind-over-matter powers.


  If all this sounds too complex, well it is. Standing at over 230K+ words and nearly 600 pages, “The Book of Chaos” has taken over five and a half years to write, and even longer to conceptualize.


  If you’re a fan of epic dark fantasy, with a new adult cast of characters, magical realism set in vast psychedelic worlds, rich Jungian themes and just a touch of Cosmic Horror, you’re in for a real treat.


  While it’s not entirely required to read the first book in the series to make sense of it all (i.e. “Vivian Amberville - The Weaver of Odds”), “The Book of Chaos” does build heavily upon previous storylines opened in the previous book.


  There are also returning characters whose stories are explored in the first instalment, so there’s that.


  All in all, I’m quite proud of this one. I can only hope you will give this epic great sequel a try!


  Louise Blackwick
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  “Mind is the Master power that moulds and makes,


  And Man is Mind, and evermore he takes,


  The Tool of Thought, and, shaping what he wills,


  Brings forth a thousand joys, a thousand ills:


  He thinks in secret, and it comes to pass:


  Environment is but his looking-glass.”


  ― James Allen
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  Part I


  Write silver. Write gold.


  The Writers of History


  Many people believed they could write history. In reality, it was history that wrote the people.


  Stories, specifically, were treacherous things, known to tip-toe on the edge of reality while they searched for the right mind to host them. And once they had found it – that sharp, perfect mind – they would bury themselves root and stem between the unknowing ears of their victim.


  Yes, stories did that to people, and heaven forbid you caught one in your mind, lest you were consumed from within. For stories filled you up with all manner of passions, from ambitious new instincts, to the most dangerous desires, until you were nothing more than a manipulated destiny; a flesh-suit bent on acting those stories out.


  Stories were infectious. Stories were virulent. Try as you might, you couldn’t stop stories from being passed on, for to stop the Grand Narrative was to unravel the very fabric of history.


  And without the Grand Narrative, history couldn’t exist.


  ‘The ending is quite alright,’ said the Grandmaster, poring over a massive tome written in loopy handwriting, ‘but the middle is somewhat lacking in subtlety.’


  ‘I put the ‘b’ in subtle. Besides, a Story should invoke wonder!’ the young Scribe protested, crouching over his chair to better look at the book. ‘And why is subtlety important, Grandmaster? We are to write history, not stories.’


  Grandmaster Egrett’s beard was a mess of breadcrumbs and pencil shavings. He dusted them off with a veiny old hand; the kind of hand whose every wrinkle and fold had been drowned in black ink.


  ‘You are here to do both, Mir Fandeem. History must be believable. How else can we expect anyone to accept it as truth?’


  Mir Fandeem dipped one corner of a cloth in turpentine.


  ‘Is it still the truth if we fabricate it?’ he sighed, working the turpentine cloth between his own ink-spattered fingers. ‘History is the product of our Ink, for everything we Ink down comes to exist, as described. We have the power to erase “war” out of existence, but no. We use Scripting to keep war going.’


  ‘We use Scripting to keep everything going,’ Grandmaster Egrett corrected him. ‘Reality is a never ending story that must be written by us, devotedly and continuously. As writers of history, our duty is to pen a healthy narrative, for life itself nestles within our tales. As Scribes, we study the Story of Stories, the cosmic Grand Narrative that keeps the universe turning. For in the Grand Narrative, every living thing is a character, and every detail, essential. Just like the Weavers’ Loom gives reality shape, the Grand Narrative writes the history of the cosmos. Light and Dark; Good and Evil; Life and Death, always in perfect balance. When we cannot write gold, we write silver. We Ink only as much Evil as it is necessary to keep Being alive.’


  Mir Fandeem’s fist gripped the turpentine cloth. A few ink bottles on his writing desk rattled angrily.


  ‘Is that what we do, Grandmaster? We keep Being alive? By Unquoting people? By killing the innocent?’


  ‘No person is innocent if it affects history, Mir. There is much grief in the history of the cosmos—’


  ‘—because we write it into existence!’


  The boy rolled up his sleeves. The words “Write Silver” had been tattooed in platinum tints on his left wrist, whereas “Write Gold” shone a lustrous yellow at the heart of his right wrist.


  ‘Write Silver, Write Gold!’ exclaimed Mir Fandeem. ‘I thought we were guardians over the folds of reality. Enlightened scholars, meant to write things true with grand purpose. Scribes, not killers!’


  ‘That’s the job, Mir Fandeem. We live and die by the Quill.’


  Grandmaster Egrett lowered his head. For the tiniest moment, Mir Fandeem saw the grisly shadow of cruelty descending upon his old Master’s features. But when the Grandmaster spoke next, his voice revealed only kindness.


  ‘I don’t remember you ever doubting our Great Work, Mir,’ he sighed, his metallic eyes riveting on the boy. ‘This isn’t about Scribes or rewriting history, is it now? What changed you, my dear boy? Whose Story did you end today?’


  ‘Hers,’ said Mir Fandeem sorrowfully, retrieving a tome five times as thick as any other book in their collection. Light fractals were escaping its age-worn and slightly tattered pages. Lavishly inked across its front was the name VIVIAN AMBERVILLE, and right underneath, “She who Imagines the Unweaving of Reality”.


  ‘Ah,’ the Grandmaster Scribe sighed, giving the ancient book a knowing look. ‘It seems you have met your very first Storyteller.’


  ‘I don’t understand, Grandmaster. Her destiny seemed so important. Why did she have to die?’


  Grandmaster Egrett shot the book a look of contempt. ‘My dear boy, you know why.’


  The young Scribe sighed deeply and resumed the act of wiping his fingers on the turpentine cloth. The ink seemed disinclined to come off.


  ‘I was reading about the Grand Narrative the other day,’ said Mir Fandeem staring pointedly at his shoes, ‘how its Scripture foreshadows every cosmic event, past and future. How it’s a Story our Guild has studied extensively, but understands very little. Some say the Mother of Reality was its original author; that Her Holiness Scripted it before the universe was created. Others identify Karura, the Father of History, as its author.’


  ‘All true,’ confirmed the Grandmaster. ‘The Grand Narrative is a complete mystery. The truth is, not even our kind knows its true ending. All we can hope for is to work within its narrow narrative frame. Scribbling on its margins is all we can do. Sure, we can Script new characters, new events and new meanings, but they won’t “take” unless the Grand Narratives lets us.’


  Mir Fandeem slumped over his desk. ‘Then why are we doing this, Grandmaster? Why do we Script that which cannot be scripted? Why did we judge Vivian Amberville as “the biggest threat in cosmic history”?’


  The old man pinched the bridge of his nose. Between his steel eyes were two dots of midnight-black ink. The glyph of the Chronicler: a mark of Egrett’s high station among the Indigo Cloaks. Not that he needed it. The Grandmaster could patronize any odd Scribe just fine, glyph or not. For reasons long decided by the cosmic Grand Narrative, Mir Fandeem hated the sight of it.


  ‘A threat? That she was, my dear boy.’


  ‘Why, Grandmaster? What did Vivian do to deserve our ire?’


  ‘Why, she messed with the cosmic narrative, my dear boy. Her actions contradicted our conventions of Scripting. Like being a Storyteller, for instance. A hero.’


  ‘What’s so bad about heroes? Don’t they give people hope?’


  ‘Hero’s journeys are but a ruse to make us root for powerful individuals. And if too much power were to concentrate in the wrong hands—‘


  ‘But Vivian didn’t seek power—’ Mir swallowed.


  ‘She came by it anyway, at the cost of The All. Had you paid attention to your training, you would know—’


  Mir Fandeem angrily swept his hand across his writing desk. Assorted notes, quills and spare bits of parchment fell upon the immaculate floor.


  ‘I won’t hear it, Grandmaster! I refuse to live in a reality that rewards vices and punishes virtues. Please have the Guild make a note of it. Storyteller or not, I won’t Unquote another person again!’


  Grandmaster Egrett turned his face to the room and sighed. His was a hardened face, currently taut with disappointment.


  The Great Library of Inkshia was a grand, handsome room. Sundry pages littered the freshly-waxed floor, softly reflecting the angled outline of a 1001 writing desks. The air was heavy with the smell of fresh ink and eraser shavings. Perched upon five hundred rows of mahogany benches, the Indigo Cloaks were hard at work, their palladium quills scratching away at some piece of history-to-be.


  Set on either side of an indigo carpet stood a vast and most unusual bookcase. Its rickety shelves – which could only be described as “measureless” – hosted not books but slabs of dark granite, each one of them representing a slice of timeworn history.


  Hanging overhead was a palladium chandelier coated in fine, graphite dust. Indigo candle stubs rested in its old sockets, their solidified drip hanging in thin stalactites of wax. Their long shadows rippled across the infinite Shelves of History.


  The Grandmaster circled the edge of Mir’s rectangular desk, before drawing up a chair by his side.


  ‘Believe me or not, I have once been where you are,’ the old man sighed, massaging his frown. ‘In fact, every Quiller, Scribe and Unquoter has felt your brand of pain. I, myself, am no stranger to it.’


  Mir Fandeem blew his nose in his sleeve. ‘Y-you Grandmaster?’


  ‘Me. But that is a story for another time, Mir Fandeem. All you need to know is that Chaos grows in the Dark, as does madness. Reality had a hole in Vivian’s shape; a hole that invited the Unweaving of All. In every possible future, reality was destroyed. And in every possible future, Vivian brought about the End of All Things. Every time. No exception.’


  ‘But how could she possibly—?’


  ‘Vivian Amberville carried within her the most dangerous Story of all. A Story bold enough to undermine the Grand Narrative.’


  Mir Fandeem turned to contemplate the infinite Shelves of History. ‘B-but Grandmaster, doesn’t a Story affect the Grand Narrative only if it is Shelved? Say we don’t… Shelve Vivian’s Story. Say we burn the book that will become her destiny… or-or-or just put it away, somewhere. Out of mind, out of sight—’


  ‘NO!’ cried the Grandmaster, in a voice like the tolling of a funeral bell. ‘WE MUST SHELVE EVERY STORY.’


  Mir Fandeem said nothing. A single tear rolled over his cheek.


  ‘Listen to me, Mir. There is nothing more dangerous than an Unshelved Story. If someone were to have an Unshelved Story, another will inherit that Story. What’s more, they would inherit it in secret, and without our knowledge. It is for this reason that our Guild must resort to Unquoting certain undesirable characters. We must protect reality from Storytellers; from characters who only exist to undermine the cosmic Grand Narrative.’


  Egrett jerked his head towards the massive tome and its collection of frayed, greying pages. History was quiet about what those pages contained… only that it concerned Vivian Amberville’s past, present and future.


  ‘It was our duty to keep the Narrative alive by putting an end to her Story,’ said the Grandmaster in the kind of pointed voice the Architect of the universe had likely used once or twice.


  He had a measured way of speaking, Mir noticed. His every spoken word felt emboldened.


  ‘There was no other way around it, my boy. Vivian Amberville had to be written out of existence, out of history. Remember that name – Vivian Amberville – for the name makes the destiny. And history takes no shortcuts, Mir. It is written.’


  ‘It wasn’t woven though, was it?’ Mir inquired, his ink-stained hands caressing the book’s leather-bound covers like the face of a lover. ‘Try as they might, the Guild of Weavers tried and failed to unweave Vivian’s thread from the fabric of reality. Rather curious, don’t you think?’


  ‘The Weavers serve their own designs, as do we. It is clear as snowmelt that Vivian’s thread wasn’t theirs to remove. Vivian’s Story is now in the hands of our Guild. And by our hand, it must end.’


  The young Scribe rolled his eyes and mockingly clucked his tongue. ‘Oh, there it is again… the old rivalry. The Orange Cloaks Unwire and the Indigo Cloaks Unquote. Scribes above Weavers. Scripting over Weaving. A poor pissing contest, no less.’


  Grandmaster Egrett’s smile faded a little.


  ‘Boy, you better listen to me now and listen hard too. The poison is in its tail; the darkness in the eye. Vivian was a formidable Weaver of odds and circumstances. Even among Weavers, she was most unusual. Some claimed she wasn’t much of a Weaver at all, but something else entirely. Something sinister. Vivian’s thread was unravelling the loom. Her Story was erasing our history. Unquoting her was our only option.’


  Mir Fandeem’s face was a picture of horror. ‘B-but she could Weave, couldn’t she?’


  ‘Unlike anyone else in existence,’ said the Grandmaster. ‘But darkness without light was the thread that possessed her. Everything the Weavers wove, Vivian unwove, including the threads that wove the Tapestry of Reality. Loops within loops within loops. A whole ball of yarn, in and out. Fortunately, we are not Weavers,’ he winked reassuringly. ‘We are Scribes. Our will prevails over all of creation. Scripting over Weaving, as you said. What the Weavers may weave with painstaking effort, Scribes can undo with the stroke of a pen. The pen is truly mightier than the distaff. From greater to smaller, we Write Silver and Gold!’


  The scholar heaved a sigh. ‘Is it ethical, though? Rewriting the course of history, as we do?’


  ‘Ethical? Gods no, my dear boy. It is merely necessary.’


  A dusty silence settled over the Great Library. For a few moments, the only sounds available were the distant screeching of quills and the soft shuffling of elbows as Mir Fandeem worked his turpentine cloth over his profoundly stained hands.


  ‘You can’t wash your hands of it, Mir,’ said the Grandmaster through a thin smile. ‘That stuff’s worse than blood. It is Ink.’


  The young Scribe gazed through his ink-splattered fingers and blanched. ‘Karura be damned, I should’ve worn gloves!’


  Grandmaster Egrett eased the turpentine-soaked rag out of Mir’s hands. When he spoke next, he sounded a touch more understanding.


  ‘No glove could have protected you from its reality-sculpting effects. After all, it’s no regular Ink, our Shäängrija. It writes people, you know. Writes them into stories. Stories that write into being the very history of the cosmos. Ink makes the characters in our stories real. Part of history, part of life.’


  The young apprentice considered his blackened fingers. A blotchy red suffused his thin cheeks. ‘So… it won’t ever come off?’


  ‘Never,’ confirmed the Grandmaster, demonstratively lifting his own Ink-tainted fingers. The skin on the back of his hands was one black smear; a black so penetrating it seemed to absorb any remnant of light found in its vicinity.


  ‘But you needn’t despair, my dear boy. To be marked by Ink is an honour. It’s like having your hands stained with history.’


  ‘Yes, Grandmaster,’ Mir Fandeem mumbled into his chin. ‘Thanks for explaining it all to me. I hope you forgive me, but I cannot help feeling a little low. Storyteller or not, I’ve… I’ve never Unquoted someone before.’


  ‘My dear boy, I’d be worried if you didn’t feel off. None of us joined the Guild to waste lives. And yet, to maintain order across the cosmos, it is important that we follow a script. You did the right thing in ending Miss Amberville’s Story. She was the Adversary. Chaos incarnate, the Æbekanta, Death by Water, She who Saw the Abyss,’ he enumerated. ‘In a word, an enemy of reality,’ he added finally, twisting his ashy beard around his jet-black index.


  ‘Yes, Grandmaster.’


  ‘Now, there is one thing left to do. Will you do your duty to the Grand Narrative? Are you ready to give Vivian’s Story a place on The Shelf?’


  Mir Fandeem picked up “She who Imagines the Unweaving of Reality” – the book that contained within its pages Vivian Amberville’s implacable destiny – and gently replaced it on The Shelf. Once Shelved, the book stopped emitting bursts of spiralling light and transformed into a solid block of granite.


  The Grandmaster smiled and placed an encouraging hand on his shoulder.


  ‘Good lad. Vivian’s fate is now set in stone. Her death-date is placed, and nothing we Ink can ever erase it.’


  Mir Fandeem buried his face into his Ink-stained palms, trying to hide his tears. ‘It’s our job,’ he muttered, ‘we Scribes… we live and die by the Quill.’


  ‘I’m proud of you, boy. You did the necessary thing,’ Grandmaster Egrett beamed, his metallic eyes twinkling proudly. ‘I had my doubts about you at first, but an old man can only admit when he is wrong. You will do well in our Guild. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there is another Story that requires my craft. Vivian was not the only plot hole in the Grand Narrative.’


  And in a swish of mouldy cape, Grandmaster Egrett disappeared into the bowels of the Great Library, leaving his young scholar to his Scripting routine.


  As soon as his supervisor vacated the scene, Mir Fandeem exhaled with relief.


  He had played it so perfectly: the doubt, the tears, his shaken faith in the Craft. Sure, it had cost him a patronizing telling-to from the Grandmaster, but he had pulled it off, hadn’t he? The skin cover, the bone binding and most especially, the ink-that-wasn’t-Ink.


  The Grandmaster must have grown senile in his old age. He didn’t even notice the slight change of texture!


  ‘Stupid old man,’ laughed Mir under his breath. ‘Just because my hands are stained by Ink doesn’t mean I’ve been using it. Not on You, Esse,’ he said to the empty air. ‘Never on You…’


  He bent over his mahogany desktop, and with a criss-cross gesture, he tickled the belly of his small writing desk. The desktop burst into fits of laughter, spitting out sheets of yellowed paper as it writhed its four wooden legs like a cornered spider.


  Only after his desk’s shiny finish had become a mess of goose-pimples did Mir Fandeem flip the concealed switch by his thigh. The writing desk coughed, revealing a secret compartment hidden in its dark, wooden navel.


  Mir stared down his front. There were fractal bursts of energy emanating from the ejected drawer. Inside it was an enormous book, identical in every aspect to the one he had just placed on the Shelves of History.


  Except this Story hadn’t been set in stone. Not yet.


  Written across its dark front in outlandish handwriting were the words “Esse’naar”. Mir gave the book an infatuated look.


  ‘Change but its title and the story is Yours,’ he laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Esse. I won’t allow anything bad to happen to You. The story I Shelved wasn’t Your Story. It wasn’t Your life. It was gold, but a fool’s gold. It was not Ink,’ he gave the fake granite book on the shelf a scornful look.


  ‘Short-sighted Scribes. They don’t understand. The Weavers didn’t understand either. Your destiny is much, much greater than any of them can imagine. Esse, my love. One day cannot erase you from the memory of time.’


  Mir Fandeem bent over himself and planted a small kiss upon the book’s leather front.


  ‘I’ll see You when I’m old, my love…’


  And with a deep look of satisfaction, he flipped the switch by his thigh. The secret drawer silently retracted into the bowels of his writing desk, melting into its mahogany flesh seamlessly.


  ‘Now, where was I? Oh, yes!’


  Mir turned his attention to the book on his left. It was an old one... a few eons old, more or less.


  It was the thickest book in the Great Library. Generations of Scribes had lived and died at their post, trying to complete this work of enormous proportions, which had made the book taller than it was wide. Ascribed between its age-worn pages was the Story of a man who craved death beyond anything else – an immortal soul who couldn’t be killed by any worldly means.


  Mir Fandeem stirred fretfully as he opened the book. He was one of the few Scribes in Inkshia to know the true identity of the man about which it was written.


  ‘History is not done with you,’ he whispered to himself, staring at the Ink marks surgically penned into its timeworn pages. Fifteen blank pages had materialized since its last entry. ‘History is definitely not done with you, Dominus Ashlar.’


  Mir picked up his palladium fountain pen and gave it a gentle tap. The wooden flap by his elbow parted, revealing an inbuilt inkwell filled to the brim with a black liquid of a deep, oily texture. He gently flicked its cap off and the pen in his hand came to life. Rivers of reality-carving Ink shot through its palladium nib, only to nestle within its heart-shaped reservoir.


  ‘Out of Chaos comes Order,’ he smiled, sucking on his knife-pen with bold anticipation. ‘Time to write history!’


  Mir Fandeem lowered the palladium nib onto the page and allowed his intuition to guide his hand. In the most exquisite handwriting he could muster, he wrote: “The Man who Fell from the Sun”. The nib squeaked, sinking Ink into the coarse texture of the paper; cutting into the flesh of forthcoming history.


  The most dangerous man in the universe should be introduced, wrote Mir Fandeem.


  Somewhere in the infinity of the cosmos, history was being made.


  She who Imagines


  It was the night before Christmas in the divided city of Milton and Keynes.


  Under the whipping blizzard, the citizenry of Milton cowered inside their festive dwellings to celebrate the impending coming of Santa.


  And why wouldn’t they celebrate? As long as they had a roof over their head, ample food on the table and a reliable connection to the hypernet, life was appropriately jolly.


  Sure, the roof was leaking, the food synthetic and the hypernet full of ads, but it was the idea that counted. At the end of the day, the Nobs of Milton were blessed with good luck.


  The Neds of Keynes weren’t as lucky.


  More precisely, they were about as unlucky as the number thirteen if it had midnight-black fur and slept under a ladder. They were poor too. Poor as dirt, which should have – by all accounts – made them quite wealthy, as the world post-Collapse was mostly dirt anyway. To the average Ned, “cardboard shelter” was a synonym for home, and “stew-a-la-boot with shoelace spaghetti” was close to being a nutritious meal.


  There was, nonetheless, a place in Milton Keynes where the rules of society – and for what was worth, the laws of reality – didn’t apply in the slightest. A house that did everything in its power to defy the Madahardic State of Great England.


  A house unlike anything else in Existence.


  For once, it was red. A flaming, eye-soring, ostentatious red, drowned in a sea of grey, lifeless concrete. From afar, the Red House looked like the rotten cherry atop the fat garbage cake. From up-close, it looked hollow. A fire had caused its western wing to collapse, leaving an ugly hole in its masonry that made it look unfinished.


  It was out of place too. With its exotic rose gardens and its immaculate lawn, the Amberville Manor was a place between worlds. Between richness and poverty, between Nobs and Neds, between the city of Milton and the ghettos of Keynes, it was an islet of Order under the foothold of Chaos.


  Atop its hill, the Red House was smiling. It was but a trick of the eye, brought about by a play of shadows that ever danced across its unblemished façade. From the downs, you could still see where the Tall Waters had eaten into the bedrock, pulling filth and mildew into its crimson brickwork.


  And yet muds of the Floods had cowered away from its face, as if deterred by a magical barrier. Its lavish gardens too seemed untouched, attended by the same magical entity that had staved off the muds.


  At this late hour of midnight, the magical entity known as Angus Trimmings was snoring magically in his bed, unaware of the real magic about to take place.


  Unaware that reality was being turned on its head.


  On the last window of the second floor, a light burned dimly. Inside: the warmth of a fire and the herbal scent of a forgotten tea tray. A tiny shadow stirred by the fireplace.


  Pip-pip.


  The white mouse emerged from behind a staple of books and made a quick dash across the floorboards, its silver whiskers astir.


  The floor was a labyrinth of miscellaneous clutter, which allowed the rodent to pass by unnoticed. For the smallest of moments, it froze, its only functioning eye taking in the three humans huddled together on the far corner of the bedchamber, too absorbed into their conversation to notice its presence.


  ‘When something leaves reality, where does it go?’ said a voice.


  ‘To a place where time is infinite in all directions,’ said another.


  ‘They call it the Subexistence. The path that leads to all paths,’ said a third.


  The one-eyed mouse climbed over a pair of old boots whose shoelaces had been tied together. The left boot gave a quick jolt, and with an angry wallop, catapulted the mouse ten feet away, onto a pile of rags.


  The mouse quickly regained its footing and gave the pair of boots a scowl. Boots weren’t supposed to move on their own, were they? Then again, a pair of sentient footwear was the least curious thing going on.


  Strange things lived among the rags: hand sketches, open journals, newspaper clippings and the faded paper of many rolled-up manuscripts. There were strange writings too; curious-looking runes that faded in and out of phase, constantly moving between dimensions like shiny tokens on a slot machine.


  The mouse leaned over a large book left open on the ground. Feeling watched, the letters scurried to one side of the page and disappeared into the binder, leaving behind greasy trails of light. Some distance away, a paragraph of wobbly runes left their page to form an aggressive line of defence. A few of them shifted to UPPERCASE and began angrily flinging their diacritics.


  Hit by a string of ïs, şs, ţs and čs, the rodent scuttered away in retreat.


  In the darkness of the bedroom, the runes glowed a painful orange of victory. Many of them refused to settle upon a singular instance of space-time. How can writing be sentient? It was an impossible fact that gave the white mouse a headache.


  Across the room, a not-a-cat was watching the mouse through bile-yellow eyes. Fortunately, the not-a-cat was too busy licking its eyeballs to care. The mouse promptly closed its only good eye. Somewhere in its primitive mind, it thought: “Eh.”


  Unaware of the mouse, the coven of young women continued to chat in the background.


  ‘Right you are then. Does everyone have something solid at hand? Something good to hold on to?’ said the youngest of the trio.


  The other two girls nodded, tightening their grip of the armchair and nightstand respectively.


  ‘Here goes nothing.’


  The first girl pressed her lips to a plastic die and thought with all her might, “Show me.”


  At once, the world flashed a painful orange, causing everyone – human and rodent – to avert their eyes and duck for cover. From the depths of the floorboards came an ominous rumble. It felt like the long rattle of heavy tectonic plates, and the sudden undoing of the fabric of space. The orange light filled the air with the sulphurous smell of brimstone and made the soft surroundings of the bedchamber flicker.


  There was another flash of light, followed by silence.


  The white mouse exhaled. Reality gets to live another hour, it thought. Then it brought its front paws upon its snout and combed its silver whiskers.


  ‘Well, that didn’t work,’ said the first girl.


  ‘Try again!’ urged the second.


  The first girl tried again.


  The power hit her like a brick. She could feel it lifting her half-an-inch above the floor. Discharges of orange light crackled in the air around her. She tried to steady herself against the coat rack, but the ancient wood stirred in her fist and began sprouting leaves. A cyclone of light swirled around the bedroom, picking up dust, cobwebs and spare sheets of paper.


  ‘Don’t worry about it. We’ll clean up later. Just keep going!’


  The first girl kept going.


  A vitrified darkness – solid, pulsating, alive – descended upon the room like a large bird of prey. It had no mouth to speak of, and yet it bit, chewed and swallowed, shrouding the left of the bedroom in thick, rippling shadow. The porcelain teapot exploded into a million fragments. Across the tea tray, one cup of tea turned into something abominable and slunk away on a million pale legs.


  The trio of girls jumped on their stomachs, their hands over their frightened faces. Whatever the darkness was, it had taken up residence in but one half of the room.


  ‘Everyone, to me!’ the first girl called to the others, and the trio of women reconvened under the large, double-bed. ‘Kate, watch out!’


  The Wandering Dark was now on the move, crawling across the ceiling as it stifled sound and inhibited light. The girl whose name was Kate let out a piercing scream, watching the living darkness whip across the room, de-shelving books and rattling the crockery.


  The white mouse weaved its way through the cluttered floor and disappeared into a nearby cranny. Before anyone could take a proper look at it, the Wandering Dark had taken residence in the walls.


  Night turned into day. The floor underneath them bled seawater, its surface oily and murky like tar. The smell of salt bogged down the air. On the far side of the room, fruit rotted, crumpets blackened and chamber plants withered.


  ‘That dark stuff— what the hell is it?’


  ‘Dunno, but it’s changing the room. Look!’


  Everything the Wandering Dark touched turned cockeyed and gnarly.


  One girl watched the living darkness corrupt every third object. Under its sinister touch, furniture warped and fixtures twisted, with various chairs and tables sprouting spindly, knobbed legs. The corner settee grew course patches of porcupine hair, and the linen bedding shed its skin like a lizard.


  Living creatures soon followed. Transformed by the Dark, one chamber plant produced thousands of eyes, all bright red and lidless. The girls recoiled at a sight of a half-cockroach, half-hairbrush scurrying across the oily floorboards.


  ‘It’s gone wrong. Take it back! Take it back!’ Kate pleaded, while fighting a mosquito-cheesecake-button amalgamation that had developed a sudden interest in her nose. ‘Take your Weaving back now!’


  ‘I’m trying!’ the black-haired girl cried in panic.


  For more than a minute, objects and animals continued to fuse together, creating monstrous cross species whose existence defied cosmic logic. It wasn’t until the girl with black hair stepped forward – a shard of orange light in hand – that the darkness dispersed.


  There were scratch-marks into the felt of the settee. The perpetrator of the act lifted her sea-green eyes uncertainly.


  ‘Thanks. I really wanted to taste my dinner twice,’ Kate puffed. ‘Gods, Vivian. What was that? Will it come back? I mean, since when can it change things?’


  The one they called Vivian clutched at her chest. Whatever the Wandering Dark was, it had awakened her panic.


  ‘Not a clue, Kate. According to Weaverson, Dark isn’t supposed to be dangerous.’


  Vivian quickly sat on the floor, taking deep breaths and wheezing.


  ‘You alright?’


  ‘Fine,’ Vivian muttered, trying to steady her breathing. Having a panic attack was such a pain in the—


  ‘You’re quite right, though. The Dark did seem different this time. It… it felt alive. By golly, look at the state of this place!’


  Now that the dust had settled, Vivian could have a proper look at the place. One half of the room was a prism of shimmery, geometric perfection; the other half a rotten, chaotic and gnarled amalgam.


  Split perfectly down the middle, the bedchambers were ethereally dreamlike on one side, and foully nightmarish on the other.


  ‘D-did any of that Subexistence business work, though?’


  Vivian shook her head. ‘Strike three, I’m afraid. We’re still very much in Existence.’


  It was a strange phrase to speak, considering up until recently Vivian would have invited anyone who claimed there was more than one reality to have their heads checked. Yet seeing as the universe loved a good laugh, she came to discover reality was far stranger than any work of fiction.


  Having travelled beyond the fabric of reality, Vivian was introduced to Ælorria – to Non-Existence – a shadow reality situated a thought away from her own. She came to learn that Non-Existence was home to the oldest civilization in cosmic history, the Alariankind, and that she was essentially one of them.


  To Vivian Amberville, the border between Existence and Non-Existence was stretched so thin, she could easily see through the Shroud between worlds.


  She was thirteen of age – at least according to one system of measurement – and had long black hair and deep-set, dark eyes. Ever since she could remember, she had been short, small-boned and meagre, with rather pale, sunken cheeks and eyes that looked perpetually haunted.


  Having been born in one reality and raised in another, Vivian essentially belonged to both. That knowledge gave her a permanent spooky appearance, which Vivian loved somewhat, since it diverted attention from her small, crooked teeth.


  ‘Uff!’


  From under the coffee table emerged a third face. It was a delicate brown face with cheeks like ripened fruit and eyes like molten toffees. She was holding a twisted piece of wood covered in thin, spider legs.


  ‘I think I killed the nightstand,’ said the girl sheepishly. ‘Sorry.’


  ‘No apology needed, Ayesha. Probably for the best that you put it out of its misery. Plus, Miles hated that old thing. It actually looks better this way,’ said Vivian, giving the viperish nightstand a wistful look.


  Ayesha Ananda’s hand quickly jumped to her mouth. With a voice that struggled to stifle a laugh, she said, ‘Vivian, your eyebrow...’


  Vivian gave the left side of her face a gentle stroke. Something about it felt asymmetrical.


  ‘Great.’


  ‘It’s all wrong!’ huffed Kate. ‘If anyone had bothered to ask me, I would have told them we picked the wrong Pattern to weave!’ she held up a piece of paper containing a complicated diagram of colourful lines and ever-shifting runes. ‘We should have tried a Substitution Pattern instead of a Displacement one!’


  ‘We did everything Weaverson said we should do,’ said Vivian through a one-browed frown. ‘We followed that book of his, word for word.’


  ‘Weaverson writes fiction, Viv.’


  ‘Alarian fiction, which is more loose with the laws of causality,’ Vivian countered. ‘Like a broken Triglas, Weaverson does get it right, every so often. That “Show me” trick works well enough with basic wish-summons. When I use my die, for example, I can—’


  ‘No more wish-summons, thank you!’ Ayesha folded her arms and gave the half-amalgamated bedroom a sweeping look. ‘I mean, they never really work, do they?’


  ‘Of course they work,’ said Vivian, emboldened. ‘I simply hold my objective in mind and encourage reality to “show me” my goal. Basic Weavework right there. Works well with my Kiscube too. It gives me clues, it does. Besides, we don’t have much of a choice. We need to enter Subexistence, and Weaverson is the only Alarian who’s ever written about it.’


  Kate crouched and picked up an itinerant piece of apple pie. It looked at her through an angry pair of eyes.


  ‘You know, I reckon there’s a reason the Guild teaches Weaving on a remote floating island, far-far away from any people and settlements,’ she said, dropping the apple pie on the floor, which scuttered away out of sight. ‘Willing things into being is no joke. We shouldn’t have tried to open Subexistence. Just look what it did to the room!’


  Ayesha raised her eyebrows inquisitively. ‘That dark stuff, what is it exactly?’


  ‘I don’t rightfully know. But sometimes it shows up when I weave,’ said Vivian. ‘Lately, it’s been showing up more and more. Never like today, mind you.’


  ‘I still think we ought to have given that Substitution Pattern a go,’ said Kate.


  ‘You do, do you?’


  ‘Mhm.’


  Patricia Kate was fifteen years old and Vivian’s best friend from the orphanage. She was also otherworldly beautiful and a proud graduate of the University of I-Know-It-All-Better.


  Vivian folded her arms. ‘Oh, get in the sea! Are you an expert in Weaving now too?’


  ‘Well, no,’ said Kate defensively. ‘But seeing as you refuse to go back and learn proper Weavework—’


  Vivian’s disgruntled snort prompted Kate to quickly change the subject.


  ‘—mind you, something has happened. While you were using that “Show me” trick, I thought I saw someone prowling about.’


  Vivian’s eyes widened. ‘You… you don’t reckon it might’ve been Ashlar, do you? Was he wearing his gold mask?’


  ‘No. Yes. Gah, I don’t know!’ Kate twirled her long silver hair. ‘There was someone there, though, and I’m sure I saw a glint of gold. But if I really did see him, that means we’re closer, right? Closer to Subexistence? I mean, that’s where we last saw Dominus Ashlar. You sort of… banished him there.’


  ‘I suppose.’


  ‘You suppose?’


  ‘What do you want me to say, Kate? I don’t have the faintest idea of what I’m doing!’


  ‘Good progress though,’ Kate pointed at the misshapen bedchambers. ‘For an unproven Weaver, I mean. My socks melted clean off, see?’


  She demonstratively raised her bare feet. They were smoking.


  ‘Yeah, but that dark stuff nearly killed us.’ Vivian tossed “Fifteen ways to access the hidden dimension of Subexistence” on a discarded pile of old books and scrolls. ‘Another dud.’


  Kate shook her silver hair from side to side. ‘At least this time around we didn’t open holes into the fabric of space-time. Alarians love to pin that on you.’


  ‘The Weavers would blame the end of the world on my shoulders, if it suited them,’ said Vivian, picking up another one of Klaus R.R. Weaverson’s masterpieces. ‘Anyway, here’s something we haven’t tried—’


  Ayesha suddenly looked horrified.


  ‘Please, no! No more Woven Patterns! How about a good healthy dose of let’s-never-try-that-again? That was darn awful, it was. I could feel my bone-marrow churning. Plus, it’s nearly Christmas! Can’t you just… take a break for once?’


  ‘No,’ said Vivian.


  ‘It’s alright, Ayesha,’ Kate said reassuringly. ‘Vivian will use her knife to stabilize the process. You will, won’t you Viv? Æbe’trax makes for more stable weavework.’


  ‘No!’ Ayesha protested. ‘None of us should toy with a ten-inch chunk of that Abe—Aeebee—’


  ‘Æbe’trax,’ voiced Vivian in Æurlek.


  The alien word gushed out of her like the cracking of horsewhips, fleshing shapes out and adding sharpness to texture. Ayesha shook her head and tried to hold onto something.


  It was a strange and odious tongue, Æurlek. Officially spoken by Alarians on their interdimensional world, Ærria, Æurlek’s written form consisted of highly-calligraphic runes that moved between dimensions without ever settling upon a definite form.


  Not only could its runes not be observed with the naked eye, but it also gave anyone crazy enough to attempt it severe bouts of nausea. Without the help of an Orange Lens, humans could never make sense of its letters.


  Speaking Æurlek wasn’t any easier. Many words were pronounced with a velar trill, a sound most unsuitable to the anatomy of a human throat. Aided by dental fricatives, apical consonants and full glottal stops, Æurlek continued to move in your head long after it had passed through your ears.


  ‘Eebehtraxx, yes,’ said Ayesha flippantly. ‘I mean, I know it’s Vivian’s fail-safe, but it’s also the reason that dark stuff keeps showing up. I didn’t like it one bit! For a moment there, it looked at me like it knew me.’


  ‘Æbe’trax can’t create life, sentient or otherwise. It only amplifies what is already in your awareness.’


  ‘I don’t know, Vivian,’ said Ayesha, giving the prowling Apple Crumble a glare. ‘You’ve never summoned this much dark stuff before. It’s all getting a bit too dangerous.’


  ‘Yeah well, I didn’t sleep well last night,‘ Vivian lied. ‘At any rate, I reckon we should try again—’


  ‘—I’m with Ayesha on this,’ Kate interrupted. ‘I want to undo history as much as the next person, but we might as well admit we’re groping in the dark here. An entire shelf of Alarian lore at our fingertips and hardly any reference to “the path that leads to all paths”. Nothing about Subexistence or how to open it anywhere. Let’s face it, Viv. We’ve no idea what we’re doing at all.’


  Vivian lowered her head and gave the pile of discarded books a pitiful kick. Her foot nearly missed the white mouse, which scampered across the floorboards with panic at its heels.


  ‘Should I give up then? Throw in the towel? I mean, if it weren’t for me...’


  …they’d still be alive, she added in the privacy of her mind, her eyes darkened by memories.


  A tall fire rose before Vivian’s eyes. The burning silhouettes of her adoptive parents swam into view, their good-natured faces dissolving in flames.


  The image of Aniya and Darien’s carbonized features had been haunting her nightmares ever since her return to Existence. Vivian swallowed, fighting the sting of tears.


  She had never told anyone the truth about the Manor fire. Ayesha, Miles, not even Kate knew how it had all come to be.


  ‘Should I just… give up trying to find Tylorria?’


  Tylorria, or Subexistence, was a hidden pocket dimension that contained an impenetrable labyrinth of discarded choices and paths not followed. It was a slice of potential reality, where Time flowed in every direction and history could be rewritten at will.


  The first time Vivian opened Subexistence, it resulted in the Ambervilles’ accidental death by fire. A horrid death caused by Retrocasual Weaving.


  ‘Vivian?’


  Indeed, Vivian’s Weaving was the reason the Manor had no western wing at all. Why Darien and Aniya Amberville were sleeping under the grass instead of in their beds. Not a day went by without Vivian regretting their passing. The fault was all hers, after all.


  Yet paradoxically, the loss of her adoptive family was also the very source of her Weaving. For a Weaver to be made, they needed to be un-made in the deepest and truest form of suffering.


  The rare gift of Weaving came through trauma or grief. Often both.


  ‘I think we all agree Subexistence is dead useful,’ said Kate, catapulting Vivian back to the present. ‘None of us would be sitting here if it weren’t for you opening it, Viv. The Gold Mask Man tried to unravel reality and you stopped him.’


  ‘Luck stopped Ashlar,’ grumbled Vivian, picking up a random book from the pile and leafing through it.


  ‘Course it was luck. Luck you created. Luck you controlled. You’re a Weaver of odds, for crying out loud! Subexistence is an endless labyrinth of discarded choices. One cannot hope to navigate Subexistence without luck,’ Kate flexed her shoulders.


  ‘Yeah,’ Vivian sighed, her eyes looking beyond the frost-sprinkled windowpane of the bedroom, to the three marble tombstones below.


  In the farthest end of the garden, beneath the snows of late December, slept the last of the Ambervilles. If it were up to her, she’d trade all her Weaving for a chance to see Darien and Aniya again.


  Ayesha gave Vivian a searching look. ‘Are you alright, Vivian?’


  ‘Viv’s knackered, is all. Ten days straight, she’s been working herself stupid getting that Shelter for Strays back on track.’


  ‘Miles did all the heavy lifting.’


  ‘He did a mighty fine job, then. It’s no longer the same orphanage we both remember.’


  Ayesha frowned. ‘I thought they closed Ala Spuria down.’


  ‘No, no. Viv turned the whole tricycle around,’ Kate pushed back her platinum curls. ‘The Children Shelter is a prison for orphans no more. For once, it doesn’t operate under state curfew, and the children are free to go about as they please. New rules, new cooks and more importantly, new management. That abusive Burlington woman was given the boot. I heard she lives in the Floods now. Hope the wicked old hag catches Filth,’ she maliciously added.


  Vivian said nothing. She merely dragged a copy of “A Comprehensive Herbarium of Alarian Mosses, Fungi and Herbage” under her posterior, her thoughts still straying away.


  With her back to the room, she retrieved two small objects from her pocket: a silver badge and a plastic die.


  ‘The Alarian School of Thought… I’m supposed to attend it,’ she said, tracing the infinity symbol carved into the silver badge with her index finger, ‘and learn to control, whatever this is.’


  She opened her fist and out fell the second object. It was the plastic die – an icositetrahedron – with coloured numbers painted on each side.


  Across the sleeping chambers, the one-eyed mouse watched the 24-sided Kiscube roll across the wooden floor, only to stop upon the orange-painted number “23”.


  ‘Why won’t you go back?’


  Vivian wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Every step she took towards the School of Thought further consolidated her destiny as a Weaver. As long as she could Weave, her parents stayed dead.


  She was no longer sure she wanted to exercise control over reality. Not when it came at the cost of her loved ones. If she could find a way to open Subexistence, she could undo the history of their passing. Her parents may yet live again.


  Then again...


  ‘Is it a good idea, though? The School of Thought.’


  ‘Oh, it’s a terrible idea, Viv. Godawful, truly. But the next logical step. You’ve completed the Weaver Trials. You’ve earned the right to study Weavership. The right to alter reality,’ said Kate, eyeing the infinity badge in Vivian’s palm. ‘Want it or not, you are meant to be there. Omnia causa regga, and all that. Well, if you believe in that sort of thing.’


  Vivian scooped up the Kiscube and gave it another roll. The left side of her face was contoured by long shadows.


  ‘Yeah, Weavers do like to toss that phrase around, don’t they? Everything happens for a reason. Easy for them to believe in fate, isn’t it? When their fingers hold the strings on each individual destiny?’


  The plastic die rolled across the floorboards and stopped. The result was 23 – always 23 – on a 24-sided die. What that number meant, Vivian didn’t know.


  ‘You need to go back there, is what,’ said Kate. ‘Learn how to stop summoning darkness. You even do it in your sleep now, for crying out loud. You know you need schooling, Viv. Develop your Weaving technique. What else can you do? You can’t back down now. Not with knowing what you know. Not after everything that’s happened. The Weaver Trials have awakened your powers. You can’t walk it back. Crazy as it may sound, you were meant to Weave.’


  Vivian sighed. She was rather sure her Weaving had awakened at the orphanage, during the Children Adoption Lottery, when her adoptive family was still very much alive. The a-temporal nature of Subexistence had made her weavework both the cause and the effect of their death.


  She gave the plastic die in her fist a punishing squeeze. Something about that didn’t add up.


  ‘My point is,’ Kate continued, determined to fill every pocket of silence, ‘if you’re going to Weave, then be a Weaver. Take the Hole-in-the-Wall, for instance,’ she indicated the sleeping lump of fur, snoozing among all the Weaving paraphernalia. ‘Kaap does not adapt to his environment. He adapts his environment to him. Think about what you want, Viv. Be an actor in your own life.’


  Vivian studied the plastic die with the glare of a microscope. ‘I just want a life I don’t regularly need to escape from.’


  ‘That’s fair. But you can’t keep on living like a scared rabbit, cornered inside its too-narrow hole. You got to risk it for the biscuit!’ Kate went on, through a wide smile. ‘You’re much too strong to cower away in shame. You’ve been given a gift. Use it.’


  ‘It worries me. This so-called gift,’ said Vivian, turning the plastic die between her fingers. ‘I’m a loaded canon. More gunpowder is the last thing I need. This whole Weaving School business... is it the right choice?’


  ‘Is learning to control your powers safely the right choice?’ Kate shook her head from side to side. ‘You’re a Weaver, currently hiding on the wrong side of reality. There isn’t enough Alarian literature that explains what that entails. What if it keeps building up inside of you until you explode? You need to go back there. Stop trying to open Subexistence to rewrite the past. You need to face the future. Face whatever it is you are, before that dark stuff gets worse.’


  Once again, Vivian said nothing.


  Yes, it had been getting worse, hadn’t it? She could hardly weave these days without having the Wandering Dark rear its ugly head. Where the Dark had come from, Vivian didn’t know. All she knew was that every time the Dark was present, her weavework felt broken.


  Moreover, her surroundings seemed to break too, turning reality inside-out.


  Something felt terribly amiss with her Weaving. She could barely do it without putting everyone in the Manor at risk. She hadn’t slept well in days, terrified that the Wandering Dark would explode out of her and throttle everyone in their sleep.


  It wouldn’t be the first time her Weaving had killed someone by accident.


  Vivian closed her eyes. Beyond her veil of memories, Aniya Amberville’s carbonized features contorted into a scream. Yes, a life without Weaving would be a better life, she decided. Everything would resolve itself if she simply lost the power. If Subexistence was open, and her powers reversed…


  ‘Kate makes a fair point,’ observed Ayesha. ‘Vivian, you cannot wield what you don’t understand, and let’s face it. We don’t understand half of it.’


  ‘If the Artisan were here, she’d urge me to jump right in,’ Vivian reflected, her dark eyes twinkling in the firelight. ‘When life hands you something, you take it, she’d say, for in all likelihood there’s a large crisis heading your way.’


  ‘Wise woman, that Lady Saah.’


  Vivian gave the Infinitas Badge in her hand a sympathetic look. ‘There’s more. Lady Saah’s son… well, he was a secret Seer. And before he passed away, he spoke to me about choices,’ she added in a guilty whisper. ‘Matijas said that with every choice, the worst of me must die to validate the better me. He said great choices will demonstrate my morals, but bad choices will show me my purpose.’


  ‘Matijas suffered from Black Flu Delirium,’ said Kate.


  ‘Be that as it may—‘ Vivian scooped up the Kiscube and gave it another roll, ‘—what if I don’t choose at all?’


  Once again, the die spun across the floorboards, missing the mouse by a hair. It tumbled over and over in a rush, rolling on and away from Vivian’s odds-altering fingertips. Only this time, the die did not stop, but continued to spin away, its many faces endlessly rotating in a blur of colour and shape.


  The white mouse lifted its whiskers. Every time Vivian Amberville rolled her die, reality sizzled and the air grew denser with the burnt smell of change.


  It was a strange affair, living with the Ambervilles: things often exploded, vanished or moved on their own, and if you weren’t too careful, you could wind up a whole different species than you originally started. Every critter on a hundred-mile radius knew that within the grounds of the Manor, reality couldn’t be taken for granted. The food, on the other hand...


  The one-eyed mouse lifted its pink nose and sniffed.


  All strange things aside, there were few cheeses in the world capable of releasing such heavenly odours. The mouse tasted the air with its whiskers. The smell was so corporeal, it very nearly formed a floating hand that lifted it off the ground by the skin of its chin and carried it forward on a pillow of flavour.


  Such happenings were nowhere near natural, but the mouse wasn’t one to question the logic of a semi-translucent, beckoning hand. Kindled by the promise of cheese, the mouse traversed the maze of sprawled-out books and open journals, ignoring the various illustrations of otherworldly flora and fauna, its beady eye affixed on the prize.


  On the other side of the bedroom was the largest, smelliest piece of dairy ever to be discovered by mousekind. The chief obstacle was the large bundle of fur sleeping by the fireplace. Was it a not-a-cat? A barely-a-badger? Whatever species it pertained to, the animal appeared to be on the wrong side of evolution.


  The golden eyes of a chameleon, the head of an overgrown rodent and the body of a chimpanzee rode on a pair of seven-toed legs. The not-a-cat looked like it had been put together by the God of Too Much Mulled Wine. Its most curious asset, thought the mouse, was the ever-changing colour of its fur, which seemed to fluctuate between blue and red.


  But now was not the time to admire the work of a drunkard creator. The cheese was at paw!


  The mouse pushed its nose up, and with the temptation of food at its heels, lunged forward. It skidded across the floorboards, stopping every so often to ensure the trio of humans had not detected its crossing.


  In a triumphant leap of faith, the mouse dove off the “Sentient Creatures of Non-Existence – an illustrated bestiary” and sank its teeth into the golden-tinted, Swiss-fermented Emmentaler.


  ‘Om, nom—click!’


  Underneath the wooden platform, the air cracked like a whip and a sharp squeak followed. The mechanism had sprung to life, bringing the mouse – and its unsuspecting rear paw – under the crushing weight of the spring.


  ‘What was that?’


  ‘What was what?’


  ‘Didn’t you lot hear a voice just now?’


  ‘A voice? N-no,’ Ayesha shook her head, holding back her words.


  ‘And what did the voice say?’


  ‘Nothing. Just… well, he – it sounded like a he – asked to be released.’


  ‘Released?’


  ‘Released,’ Vivian confirmed, ignoring the look of scepticism on everyone’s face. ‘Releaseeee meeee,’ he said.


  ‘Mighty specific, that,’ Ayesha eyed the bundle of fur sleeping soundly by the fireplace. ‘Umm, Kaap’s probably having a nightmare again.’


  ‘Kaap doesn’t talk in his sleep. He doesn’t talk period.’


  ‘Course he doesn’t. He’s just an interdimensional shape-shifting, colour-changing, reality-altering, telepathic, sentient creature—’ Ayesha inhaled deeply, having just run out of breath, ‘—capable of projecting his sneaky little thoughts right into your unsuspecting subconscious!’


  Squeak.


  ‘There it went again!’


  ‘Viv, there’s no one here but us.’


  But Vivian Amberville had long accepted that hearing voices was just something she was terribly good at. She sat bolt-upright and searched the room, her dark velvet hair pressing so heavily on her neckline, one might have thought she was lugging around the weight of the cosmos.


  In the silence of the room, her eyes like two black marbles revealed a shimmer of hope.


  ‘You don’t reckon it... worked, do you?’


  ‘How d’you mean?’


  ‘Subexistence.’


  ‘Can’t have!’ chorused Ayesha and Kate together. As Vivian peered under the half-scaly bed, the two exchanged looks. ‘And there’s no one there either.’


  ‘Something is here,’ said Vivian, craning around. ‘I can feel it think.’


  ‘Is it the Wandering Dark again?’ Kate folded her arms. ‘Or is this one of those by-the-pricking-of-my-thumbs situations?’


  Vivian shushed her. One could have bent a crowbar around her concentration. Miles’ late night stories had taught Vivian the following: what you dismiss in chapter two will gnaw your leg off in chapter twenty. Moreover, it will likely bring its friends.


  Something was there. Something sentient. Peering into the gloom, her one remaining eyebrow formed an oblique line.


  ‘Anyone there?’


  ‘Listen here—’ Kate began in the kind of voice reserved for misbehaving toddlers and the legally insane.


  Vivian ignored her. With her back to the others, she addressed the room.


  ‘Look, I know you’re in here. I can hear your thoughts. My friend, Kaap is exceptionally good at sorting that kind of thing,’ she craned around, giving the shapeshifter in the corner a weak smile.


  The room said nothing.


  Vivian sighed. Well, there was one last thing she could try. And it should be safe to use; just as long as her Æbe’trax knife-shard wasn’t involved, of course. At the heart of the room, she lifted the still-spinning plastic die and pressed it against her forehead.


  Her lips moved soundlessly, as though in prayer, and with a determined gesture, she opened her fist.


  ‘Show me!’ she said.


  The Kiscube dropped at her feet with a dull plonk and rolled across the wooden floorboards. Reality rolled with it, passing between various states of cylindricalness and trapezoidness, only to stop on the unlikely number “23”.


  Vivian scooped up the die and gave it another roll, sending reality into a rapid spiral.


  ‘Show me the Voice!’ she repeated.


  This time, she spoke like the blade of a knife, bent on engraving the future of humankind in 10-inch-deep grooves of history.


  And once again, the polyhedral die rolled uncontrollably across the floor, weaving in and out of the pillars of hand-written journals in which Vivian had recorded her adventures beyond the fabric of reality.


  After the third attempt, the die hit something on the far left side of the room and came to a halt.


  With her chin in her chest, Vivian followed the random trail left by its rolling, cutting through the labyrinth of Alarian books, kits and keepsakes. She found her Kiscube – the number 23 side-up – propped against the foot of the wall, and returned it to her fist.


  ‘Can’t be right...,’ she said under her breath, examining the empty stretch of wall before her, where the die had led her. ‘There’s nothing here, but I swear I can hear—’


  A shimmer of gold caught her eye. Vivian spun around to see a dark-hooded figure soar across the giant wall mirror hanging over the dressing table, only to disappear into its ornate frame.


  Dominus Ashlar, she thought, her eyes keeping silent vigil for more signs of movement. Was that him, just now? Was Ashlar here, in the Manor?


  Sweat ran down her neck as she warded off recollections of her last encounter with the mysterious Gold Mask Man. Ashlar can’t be here. He’s trapped in Subexistence, Vivian reminded herself. I locked him in there myself, and he can’t get out without Weaving.


  She reeled her mind in, forcing herself back into the present. The ominous, disembodied voice called for its release once again.


  ‘Show yourself!’ she commanded.


  The white mouse let out another agonizing scream, the smear of Emmentaler still dangling from its trembling whiskers. In the silence of the room, Vivian let out a sigh of relief. Her posture promptly relaxed.


  Of course, she had forgotten all about the Taal’kai in her neck. How could she have been so daft to think Ashlar was back?


  ‘Cor, it was only a mouse. I really thought—’ but the rest of her sentence became a slur as Vivian’s hand jumped to her hip.


  A blade like an orange sun cut through the darkness of the bedroom, making the dry air sizzle and pop. Somewhere in the infinity of the universe, an unseen hand was busy rewriting the natural order of things, one scientific principle at a time.


  There was a sudden change in the texture of reality. The air tasted like Palladium.


  Vivian Amberville stepped forward, the light of a thousand sunsets protruding from her fist. Her long black hair framed her sunken complexion. It was a terrible idea – that much she knew – but she wasn’t about to let another innocent soul die under this roof.


  Not again. Not ever.


  ‘Better keep back,’ she warned the others. ‘The knife is a complete pain to wield on a target this small.’


  Kate and Ayesha needn’t be told twice. They stepped over the pile of open journals, clearing a path between Vivian and the trapped rodent.


  The mouse was promptly lifted into the air by invisible strings, with the death trap still painfully dangling from its rear paw. A tiny click later, the metal spring jumped aside, releasing its limb from its crushing grip. With a firm swish of hand, the trap fell onto the hardwood floorboards, and the one-eyed rodent was left to contemplate its sudden bout of levitation.


  Vivian lifted the shard of orange light. Floating on a pillow of air, the mouse promptly gravitated to her eye-level, a few droplets of scarlet in tow.


  ‘Leg’s completely gone, tsk. Poor Mister Pipsqueak.’


  ‘Pipsqueak? Thought we agreed to call him Mousewheeler,’ said Kate.


  Vivian examined the floating white mouse. There was nothing left of its back paw but a little red stump.’


  ‘Judging by those scars, his left eye was taken by one of Angus’ traps. Man hates everything whose head’s not covered in leaves. As for you, Mister Pipsqueak—’


  Squeak.


  ‘You’ll live. But I’m afraid there’s little I can do for your leg.’


  Kate loomed over Vivian’s shoulder, her hands over her ears. ‘Will you stop talking to that mouse? It’s splitting my head, it is!’


  Vivian’s left hand automatically touched the back of her neck. ‘Sorry. He keeps saying he’s terrified of you,’ she told Kate, returning the orange-glowing shard to its sheath. ‘Never realized the Taal’kai included mouse speech.’


  ‘Well, they weren’t kidding when they named it the thread of all Tongues.’


  Ayesha zoomed in on Vivian’s nape. There, a tribal-looking tattoo was barely visible under a tuft of black hair. The symbol reminded Ayesha of two calligraphic ‘V’s – or perhaps arrowheads – joined together at the tip.


  ‘So this is what turned you into a walking dictionary,’ she said jokingly, her eyes tracing every curve and line of the symbol. ‘How does it work exactly?’


  ‘The Taal’kai? It translates things for me,’ Vivian stroked the back of her neck. ‘Anyone who’s been woven upon can look at a foreign text and be able to read it in their native language.’


  ‘What about spoken tongues?’


  ‘Any language foreign to my mind can enter my head without passing through my ears.’


  ‘So the voice you’ve been hearing—’


  ‘—the mouse, yeah,’ said Vivian, trying her hardest to hide her embarrassment. ‘Stupid, isn’t it?’


  ‘The Artisan wove that thread into Viv’s spine on our first trip to Non-Existence,’ Kate explained.


  ‘But— that’s some advanced tech, that is!’ said Ayesha. ‘I thought Alarians didn’t have technology.’


  ‘No, they’ve something better. The ability to convert thoughts to things. Mind over matter,’ Vivian added, turning the squeaking white mouse over and giving its bleeding paw the once-over.


  Ayesha’s eyes widened. ‘Reality-manipulation? How does that work exactly?’


  ‘The Alarians found a way to harness Kaalà – their word for imagination,’ Vivian explained. ‘They call it Weaving. The act of affecting solid matter from a distance.’


  ‘But… if Weaving is control over physical matter, how come you control stuff like luck, or the odds of something happening at a given time?’


  Vivian removed a flask from her hip pouch. The liquid inside it appeared so white, it seemed to inhibit nearby darkness.


  ‘Well, there are some who say my Weaving is… unusual,’ she sighed, pouring copious amounts of potion over Mr. Pipsqueak’s bleeding leg.


  In her mind’s eye, soul-cutting insults such as “child of chaos” and “Weaver of terrible odds” glided across her memory lane.


  Kate bent over her shoulder. ‘Artisanship won’t cut it, Viv. Poor sod needs a new leg.’


  ‘Kate, that’s Blood Weaving.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So you know I can’t.’


  ‘Can’t or won’t?’


  ‘I’ve only ever used that on Acciper’s hawk.’


  ‘And Shéy is only alive because of it.’


  ‘Alive, for now. Living on borrowed time.’


  ‘Use Æbe’trax then.’


  ‘Æbe’trax is too dangerous for living things.’


  ‘Too dangerous for humans, you mean,’ Kate corrected her, giving the white mouse an encouraging look.


  Vivian threw back her head. As she leaned over, her voice was barely a whisper. ‘Weaverson reckons Æbe’trax can steal your soul.’


  She indicated the mess of Alarian books and manuscripts that covered every inch of the bedroom floor. Propped between two decorative pillows was a leaning tower of leather-bound books. Staring at her from fifteen different binders was the name Klaus R.R. Weaverson: Ærria’s most popular – and only – fiction author.


  Weaverson’s most recognized titles included works such as: “Zero to Mastersmith in twelve strokes of hammer”, “Weave and grow rich: A guide to Weaving ridiculously large bags of æns” and of course, his number one best-seller “Become a Weaver in just 10 restings: I will make you a Weaver in 5 easy steps or your ruvi back guaranteed!”


  Vivian didn’t think much of Weaverson’s work, but he was the only author ever to mention the rare Alarian ore, Æbe’trax. Or the mythical dimension of Subexistence, for what mattered.


  ‘Weaverson is a big old fraud and you know it. He makes a bloody profit by writing about taboo subjects. He’s a businessman, not an artist,’ said Kate venomously. ‘You never really learned how to wield Æbe’trax, with it being illegal in Ærria. How else will you learn? Regrow its paw, Viv. It’s bloody good practice!’


  Vivian exhaled, and with a defeated gesture she unsheathed the knife.


  Cantaloupe light flooded every corner of the bedroom, enveloping Vivian’s pale complexion in a strong, orange haze. Mesmerized by its phosphorescence, Ayesha drew herself closer, her caramel eyes filled with interest. A few feet away, the creature called Kaap opened its chameleon eyes.


  Vivian Amberville’s knife was not so much “knife” as truncated shank. Ten inches long and with a bone handle finish, the blade Vivian had nicknamed “Agi” – from the Alarian verb “to bite” – inspired both awe and dread in anyone caught at the end of it. The incandescent orange light emanating from its unbreakable blade was ridden with thin, pulsating veins of red and yellow. Like the blood and lymph vessels on something alive.


  “Thought made flesh”, the Alarians called it. The most dangerous metal in cosmic reality.


  ‘Pretty, ain’t it?’ said Kate, her sea-green eyes capturing the deep orange light of the blade.


  ‘Hypnotic,’ Ayesha mumbled without lifting her eyes from the blade. ‘Is it true the knife takes its energy from the imagination of its wielder?’


  ‘A little less talking, please.’


  The others fell silent. The bedchambers slowly filled up with textured light. There was now a honey-colour look to everything. Vivian closed her eyes and began painting the desired outcome on the canvas of her imagination.


  Bone and tissue, she thought to herself, focusing every bit of willpower on bending the laws of biology to materialize the impossible. Fur and sinew...


  There was a change in the natural order of things. On Vivian’s lap, the white mouse squeaked. With her eyes still closed, Vivian struggled to hold on to the image in her mind. Her grip on the knife tightened.


  Bone and cartilage—


  There was a light tremor in her knife-hand, but she paid no heed to it. Knife or no knife, Weaving required extraordinary precision. There was something else too. Every time Vivian wielded Agi, she felt the weight of a million eyes, staring at her from behind an unseen veil.


  Someone or something had Vivian in their thoughts.


  With her eyes tightly shut, Vivian pointed her knife-shard at the writhing Mister Pipsqueak. Her eyes were locked in concentration.


  Blood and—


  Terror filled the inside of her mind. It felt hot and inviting. A shadow of endless confidence projected across the caves of her subconscious. It was a pulsing, buzzing, oily darkness. Darkness so cold, it extinguished the light of her thoughts.


  Blood. Blood. Blood.


  In the dark of her mind, terrible thoughts were being cast into shape. Like a teapot under pressure, the Dark was spilling outwards, leaking into the space between thoughts.


  For the first time in her life, Vivian felt supremely sure of herself. The little rodent was no issue at all. Why, she could build herself a universe if she so wanted. Reality was whatever she wanted it to be. Anything whatsoever.


  Blood.


  Her bad thoughts were in freefall.


  Vivian continued to roll the knife-shard between her fingers, feeling its coldness, absorbing its tingly texture into her fingertips. And the alien material rejoiced at her touch, with its smooth, glassy blade arching outwards as it refused to steal heat from her hand.


  Thoughts made flesh, or perhaps imagination made solid.


  And just like imagination, the knife was darkening, a shadow creeping across its incandescent edge. It crept over the blade like an unstoppable sadness; like intrusive thoughts calling towards the Abyss.


  Death.


  Wonderful and terrible thoughts tore across Vivian’s mind. For the briefest of moments, she felt like a million explosions, hell-bent on deleting reality…


  …just so she could build it anew, more glorious than ever before. A reality of peace and prosperity; of endless warmth and goodwill. A perfect reality, forever united…


  …In the deep, dark abyss.


  Vivian grinned, her free hand clenched into a fist. Never had she felt more at ease with herself. Never had she experienced such confidence. She wanted to scream – to sing and dance and – ravage – and spread boundless joy – and wreak havoc against the very structure of being.


  ‘S-something’s happening,’ said Kate, but Vivian didn’t open her eyes. She needed to keep her desired outcome in the foreground of her mind.


  Kill him, said the intrusive Dark Voice, you know you want to.


  The Voice reminded her of the Gold Mask Man.


  What? No, no, regrow its paw, regrow its paw, Vivian desperately thought to herself, the pressure in her head mounting. Bone, flesh and sinew—


  Mister Pipsqueak’s claws pushed hard into her skin.


  Deface him. Yank out its skeleton. Turn him inside-out!


  No, I—the paw. Regrow its paw—


  ‘Vivian, I— I think you should stop!’ chimed the frightened voice of Ayesha Ananda.


  Vivian’s eyes sprang open. The intrusive Dark Voice had dispersed, cowering away behind a thread of old memories. The feeling of endless confidence vanished along, leaving behind an anxious and slightly green-looking Vivian behind.


  Mister Pipsqueak lay still. Vivian gave it a gentle prod with her finger. A spoonful of salt water escaped its minuscule lungs.


  ‘No…’


  The tiny white mouse was dead. Drowned, it would seem, in non-existing seawater.


  ‘Mister Pipsqueak, p-please!’ Vivian shouted, pointing her Agi blade at the mouse’s unfeeling body.


  But not even Æbe’trax could bring back the dead.


  Vivian gave the knife-shard another flick. Something was wrong. For once, the skin on her arm had turned a deep shade of orange.


  ‘What the—’ she swore, and was shocked to see her very breath fluoresced.


  The knife was no longer dark. It was now glowing with the intensity of eight sunsets. And yet, for all intents and purposes, the metal was as cold as it had ever been. Vivian looked down her chin.


  Tendrils of orange light had taken over her knife-arm, mapping her veins as roads and her arteries as highways. It made her forearm look like a branching web of glow-in-the-dark threads.


  ‘What is wrong with this thing?’


  Her hands shone as though cupped around a candle in the dark. Vivid orange light glowed through her fingers. Vivian attempted to replace Agi on the broken nightstand, but the knife refused to leave her hand.


  Try as she might, her fist remained locked onto its bone-handle.


  ‘Girls, a little help here!’ she gasped, and another cloud of amber light escaped her mouth. ‘The knife… I can’t let go of it!’


  ‘You mean it’s glued to your hand?’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Lay back, Viv,’ said Kate. ‘Good. Now hold up your arm like this and then— hey, watch where you’re pointing that thing!’


  ‘S-sorry.’


  More light-giving vines appeared on Vivian’s forearm, dowsing her skin in a poisonous haze of glow-in-the-dark orange. Her fingers became deathly cold.


  ‘Please hurry. My nose’s itching something awful!’


  ‘I’ll pry it off you now. Stand very still,’ offered Kate, but there was no letting go of the knife; not with Vivian’s fingers spasmodically locked onto it like a vice grip. ‘Well, load of good that did. Let me try something el—’


  Vivian sneezed.


  There was a sound like a loose cannonball. The Wandering Dark at the back of her mind exploded in a flavour of palladium and brimstone. The knife flew out of her hand and landed on the floor, where it launched itself into an uncontrollable spin. Ayesha’s body automatically assumed the plane-crash position.


  Reality folded in on itself. The dimension of Non-Existence, always the breadth of a hair away from Existence, exploded into a vat of geometric patterns and shapes. The air around them was boiling, and freezing, and then boiling again, all in rapid succession.


  The knife continued to spin.


  So did reality.


  Ayesha was screaming, her brown face bouncing between two temporal nodes. Vivian hiccupped loudly, looking at the others through bloodshot, streaming eyes. Kate copied her, peering through the tangerine mist at what appeared to be the back of her own head.


  And then the familiar environment of her bedroom dissolved in a dizzying swirl, and Vivian was left alone in the dark.


  But this was no ordinary darkness. This darkness oozed, and sloped, and for all intents and purposes, thought. And now the Dark was both around her and inside of her, until her very eyes were filled with its greasy, black presence.


  There was something else too. Something watching her from beyond the impenetrable darkness. Not one thing, but many. An entire legion, perhaps. Vivian could feel their million eyes upon her, following her every move.


  ‘Hello? Kate? Ayesha?’ Vivian said tentatively.


  The Darkness provided no echo. The invisible things behind the veil of darkness chittered loudly. It was euphoric chittering, filled with savage relish.


  ‘A-anyone?’


  And now her Æbe’trax knife was back in her pocket. Its faint, orange glow gave contour to the place. The curtain of Dark was briefly swept aside, revealing a low stone dais surrounded by a pond of black water. She tightened her grip on the knife. At the top of the dais was a solitary Dark Door.


  Vivian looked around. This was a liminal place, like the empty backrooms of reality.


  The Door was black, carved out of smooth, polished stone. Through the impenetrable gloom of the place, Vivian groped for a doorknob, but the Dark Door had none. Around its geometric edges, the Darkness had liquesced, condensing and sublimating across its monolithic exterior.


  The bas-relief of a tree disturbed its smooth surface. Hanging from its branches were eight pictograms.


  The first one – a circle – was radiating an eerie, red light.


  Vivian ran her fingers over the glowing circle. Something about the symbol reminded her of her childhood, but she couldn’t remember why.


  Other symbols looked familiar too, like the Æbekanta, an ancient Alarian glyph that Vivian had come to associate with “the end of reality.” This symbol appeared twice, the second time upside-down. Other symbols were less abstract. Vivian studied each pictogram, one by one: three open gates, two black eyes, a blood-covered knife, a pair of broken wings and the number “1000”, written in Æurlek runes.


  Someone was moving ahead; someone whose face was a featureless mask of gold.


  ‘Ashlar!’


  It was, without a doubt, the Gold Mask Man. The world around him looked dusty and distorted. He was pacing nervously. The dust around him clung to his bare feet.


  Dust… or ashes?


  There was a circle of black sand around him. It seemed to be keeping him in place.


  ‘Vivian Amberville.’


  His voice was dark, like the turning of great grindstones.


  Like a ghost floating on water, Ashlar stepped off the stone dais. Without leaving the circle, he approached with a slow, rolling gait. In the light of Vivian’s knife-shard, his gold mask took a coppery glint.


  ‘You are running out of time, Odds Weaver,’ said Ashlar, tapping the red-glowing symbol with his a gauntleted finger. ‘One of eight locks is open. And counting…’


  Vivian fingered the bone handle of her knife. The Dark Door before her was giving off a low hum. ‘What the hell is this place?’


  Behind his mask of gold, Ashlar cracked a smile. ‘Do you not know, Odds Weaver? You, who wonder the Path of All Paths. Do you not know the significance of this place?’


  Vivian automatically unsheathed the knife. The things hiding in the darkness clicked their pinchers and chittered. The Dominus stared down Vivian’s knife without flinching.


  ‘A bit keen for blood, aren’t you? But surely you know you can’t kill me. I do so very much wish you could.’


  Behind the Dark Door was a lake, covered with a film of black ice. It was surrounded by crystalline vegetation, made from the same glossy-black stone as the black monolith. Vivian gazed into the inky-black waters of the tarn and heard muffled screams.


  ‘What is this place?’ she repeated.


  Inside his circle of sand, Ashlar made a full pirouette.


  ‘The Threshold,’ said the Gold Mask Man. ‘The door between life and death. I am disappointed in you, Odds Weaver. Stumped, if you will, by your lack of knowledge. You, of all people, should know this meagre truth. After all, the Threshold wouldn’t exist without you.’


  ‘I— I beg your pardon?’


  And now Dominus Ashlar drew himself to full height and moved toward her defiantly. His bare feet stopped at the very edge of the circle. Vivian lifted her knife-hand.


  ‘I’m warning you… you’d— you’d better stay back!’


  ‘You have something of mine,’ said Ashlar, in a voice sharp enough to cut protons on.


  A blink would have missed it. Dominus Ashlar grabbed the point of Vivian’s knife. Under his fingertips, the blade of Æbe’trax became crimson-red and pointy.


  Vivian stared at the man whose face she had never seen. Even under a half-inch of gold, she could tell he was smiling.


  ‘Tick-tack, tick-tack,’ he whispered in a voice that could rip reality open. ‘She is coming, Odds Weaver.’


  ‘Who’s coming?’


  For a while all Ashlar did was stare back, his mailed fingers fumbling the flat of her blade. The things that dwelled beyond the black veil clicked and clacked, but the Gold Mask Man didn’t mind them.


  The Wandering Dark rippled around him like a cloak of midnight. Vivian felt herself shrinking under his gaze.


  ‘One of eight, one of eight,’ said Ashlar in a singsong voice. ‘Count-count-counting to our inevitable fate.’


  Vivian sneaked a peek at the Dark Door on the dais.


  ‘That door, you mean? You said it was a countdown from eight? What is it counting down to?’


  ‘The End, of course. When all the eight symbols are lit, reality will cease to be, as it should,’ Ashlar whispered in a voice that could rip reality open. ‘I should be thanking you, Lady Fortune. The only way out is through.’


  ‘Wait, what do you mean—?’


  ‘Tick-Tack. Tick-Tack. Tick-Tack. I will see you soon…’


  And then, as quickly as he had arrived, Ashlar let go of her knife and vanished.


  The world imploded back into shape.


  Kate and Ayesha were thrown backwards with the force of an anvil. They landed hard on their back, their ears ringing.


  Vivian lifted her knife-shard. It was no longer glowing red. A volumetric amount of Dark was seeping away from its jagged edge. It pooled at her feet, covering the floor with a greasy, black film. As it touched the dead mouse, it turned its little corpse inside-out. Vivian’s eyes widened in horror.


  ‘Get down!’ she called out.


  There was a loud kraaak, and the floorboards underneath them caved in. The Wandering Dark bounced across the bedroom walls and made a beeline for Kate.


  Kate screamed. Vivian braced for the worst. Ayesha, who had kept her fingers over her eyes throughout the commotion, seized hold of the tea-tray and hoisted it in front of her face like a shield.


  Reality did a backflip… then stopped.


  Ayesha peeked between her fingers. At the very last moment, some kind of shield had come between them and the collapsing floorboards.


  ‘T-thank you Kaap,’ Vivian stroked the shapeshifter. With the corner of her eye, she spotted the Wandering Dark slink down the hole in the floorboards. ‘Everybody alright?’


  The cloud of white dust dispersed. Kate resurfaced, coughing and spluttering like a clogged-up engine. Ayesha re-emerged from under the tea-tray, her thumb pointing upwards. Under a half-inch of plaster, her dark hair was almost as white as Kate’s.


  ‘All fine. Nothing broken,’ she picked a piece of rubble out of her hair. ‘Mind you, when the floor caved in, I thought we were goners. What happened?’


  ‘Knife went berserk, is what happened,’ said Kate. ‘And we got a handful of that dark stuff again.’


  ‘What about that creepy Dark Door? Did you not see the—’ Vivian begun.


  The other two looked back in confusion.


  Vivian’s eyes jumped away from the floor. Where was Ashlar? And what was that dark place with the chittering things and the creepy Dark Door? Had it all been a dream?


  The Wandering Dark was gone too. But unlike previous times, it didn’t just vanish. It downright bolted. Seeped through the hole in the floorboards like a greasy puddle of tar.


  She exhaled in relief. Well, that just about settled it. No more Weaving. No more using that stupid knife either.


  ‘Thank goodness Kaap saved,’ Vivian gave the animal an appreciative smile. ‘Are you alright, Kaap?’


  Kaap, whose body volume had doubled upon replacing the missing floorboards, gave a double thumbs-up. With his golden eyes closed, he rolled up like a carpet to reveal the massive hole in the floor.


  ‘Great. Angus’ll kill me, he will.’


  Vivian drew herself to the mouth of the gap. Not only had the knife eaten through the floor of the bedroom, but two more storeys below. She inched herself closer, her belly pressed against the splintered wood, and pulled herself forward. With her nose over the opening, she peered down...


  ...and found herself looking into a face of red anger.


  ‘Vivian Amberville!’ it called out, ‘droch áird chúgat lá gaoithe!’


  Vivian rolled her head back a fraction too late. The thread woven into her spine had already captured most of the insult. At the back of her mind, she heard the rapid tumble of English words, as the Taal’kai translated:


  “May you be badly positioned on a windy day!”


  Chaos from Order


  On the first day of Christmas, the muddy cobbles of 3 Sulgrave Court received a festive makeover. Its inhabitants had long understood that sweeping wasn’t going to keep the swamp at bay, but that didn’t stop them from trying.


  Everywhere you looked, you saw people in jolly Christmas sweaters and thigh-high rubber boots wielding brooms, brambles and twigs as they hacked away at the incoming mud.


  When the red snowflakes start falling


  My dark memories come calling


  Bringing dreams of the blue slaughter


  Death by water, water, water.


  Only two lampposts had survived the Great Floods of 2219, when the oceans had risen two hundred feet and brought the entire shoreline under sea level. It gave the lampposts of Keynes a veteran type of status; a status the Nobs of Milton celebrated with yearly strands of tinsel and a fresh coat of paint.


  I remember that it’s Christmas


  Jolly hour of forgiveness


  And the pale face of my daughter,


  Underwater, water, water—


  There was a sudden fulmination of white sparks, followed by the burnt smell of circuitry. The lamppost light shattered violently, showing the sweepers to a world of deep darkness. The singing ceased.


  In the new-found window of silence, they thought they heard a thundering of raised voices. Who would be arguing on a Christmas morning? As one man, they turned to face the likely culprit: the ostentatiously red building atop the lonely hill. Their noble features arranged into comical frowns.


  Of course it was them. Those evil, godless people of Red Manor Hill—


  But by golly, what on earth had become of their Manor?


  The damn house looked as though the devil itself had brought its cleaver upon it. Half of the building was misshapen and gnarly; the other half like it was built with a spirit-level. Halfway orderly, halfway chaotic.


  Was it witchcraft? A poor makeover job? Alby Beggarson from down-floods swore the house looked normal just yester-night. And how come its walls, frames and shingles only got crooked halfway? Whatever devil had cursed the old place, did he use the angle ruler to do it? For how else would a house be split up so evenly?


  Over the bustling city of Milton and the stale floods of Keynes, a new sun was rising. Angus Trimmings – gardener and part-time caretaker of the Amberville Manor, grounds and domains – had shrieked himself into a stupor. His goatee brimming with spittle, he yelled and yelled until he brought forth the orange of daybreak.


  ‘Oopset? Oopset? Too reit I’m oopset!’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Vivian for what felt like the fiftieth time. ‘I know I messed up—’


  ‘—doon care, doon care. Tha hoole in the floor—’


  ‘It’s fixed now, isn’t it? Knife stitched it back in a heartbeat!’ Vivian fought back, dusting the front of her pyjamas with the most inconspicuous gestures available.


  Unfortunately, the effect was ruined by the incriminating layer of plaster dust that had taken residence inside the sitting-room.


  ‘Lookit ‘er! Look! Ain’t no oil paintin’, ain’t it? Ol’crib never looked moar worse fer wear!’ Angus lamented, pointing a very dirty fingernail at the half of the house that sported gnarly barbs and sharp scaly bristles. ‘Need a year ta undo whut ye’ve doon!’


  ‘I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’


  Behind her, Kate and Ayesha nodded in unison. With a gaze that made gawking seemed almost genteel, Angus gave all three of them The Look. Kate called it the “round the bend and into the sand once-over”.


  ‘Win’t ‘appen again, Maistar Angus!’ he corrected Vivian in a voice that gave her second hand smoke. ‘An’ ya can bet yar bellows it win’t. Yer word, rosepetal. Yer word.’


  ‘You have it. It won’t happen again, Master Angus,’ Vivian repeated, adding a string of unspoken vulgarities within the comfort of her mind.


  From the top of the sofa, Kaap went through the pain of growing eyebrows just so he could furrow them in protest. As a natural telepath, the shapeshifter had never approved of profanities.


  ‘What aboot dat shadoo I soo?’


  ‘Shadow, what shadow?’ said Vivian through unblinking eyes. It faced two blank stares and an enraged look.


  ‘Gubbins! Quit actin’ the maggot, petal. I knoo when aim bein’ roped!’


  ‘I’m not lying, Angus—’


  ‘—Maistar Angus. T’was dat weird fing yeh doo, wasn’t it? Dat ‘oole reality-shiftin’ doohickey.’


  Vivian sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to get this far out of hand. As for the house... Please don’t be cross, Angus. I’m awfully sure I can fix the rest.’


  ‘Ye are tae address me as MAISTAR!’


  The late Aniya and Darien Amberville had taught Vivian to be civil. If it weren’t for her desire to preserve their memory, she would have loved to give the old Irishman a piece of her mind.


  “The people living under our roof are our family.” Aniya Amberville had taught her as much. Vivian had done everything to uphold her late mother’s word, but all it did was make others uncomfortable.


  The only one who seemed to relish in being called “Master” was Angus Trimmings, who had made a habit out of picking Vivian’s sentences apart. There was no reason behind his hostility, other than a long history of giving Vivian hell. They had never hit it off, the gardener and her.


  ‘Afore that neif of yers, ye been throoin’ shapes left, right and center!’ he raged on, giving Vivian a meddlesome look. ‘Yer oul dear Missus wouldna stood fer a fing like that, hear?’


  ‘I truly am sorry, Master Angus,’ Vivian repeated robotically. By now, she had apologized so many times, “sorry” had been reduced to mere punctuation.


  ‘Sorry win’t cut it, tummy-bug! Oim doon makin’ excuses for ye! Oim doon trustin’ ye, hear? I wan that devilry outta ‘ere afore ye lose us oor limbs!’


  ‘Fine. I’ll get rid of it. Won’t ever touch Agi again,’ Vivian said quickly. ‘I’ll lock it away, and give you the key, and I’ll do as you say, Master Angus. I swear on my mother’s memory!’


  The definitiveness of her tone opened Kate’s mouth. Something about her expression begged further consideration.


  Angus gave the black-haired girl a piercing look. ‘Ye’ll... ye’ll get rid of yer neif for good?’


  ‘Today,’ said Vivian, and later on added, ‘Master Angus.’


  ‘Expect me tae trust the word of a Ned?’


  ‘That will do, Angus,’ someone at the door asserted, making the gardener jump. Vivian craned around.


  ‘Good morning, your ladyships,’ the butler said courteously.


  The hunched form of Miles Fenn inched itself into the room, a walking stick in one hand and a breakfast tray in the other.


  ‘Morning Miles,’ chorused Kate and Vivian as one.


  The butler’s countenance reflected a look of transcendental worry. He anxiously perused the half-and-half chamber and the layer of white powder covering every bit of its surface. Finally, his gaze stopped on the ghostly shape currently slumped over the armchair, trying to break a record for the longest chain-sneeze.


  ‘Lady Ayesha,’ bowed Miles, his great old face creasing into a smile. ‘Forgive me. I did not see you under all that Rhapsody.’


  ‘Wotcher, Miles,’ said Ayesha, wiping her nose and helping herself to a salty crumpet, ‘umm, you do know it’s just plaster, right?’


  With utmost care, the butler lowered the tray onto the coffee table. The smell of warm milk and butter biscuits enveloped the room.


  ‘An old man can hope,’ Miles picked at his bold spot. ‘Say I were to ask what came about last night, would the answer horrify me?’


  ‘After a fashion,’ said Ayesha, as she struggled to dislodge a piece of grit from her nostril discretely. ‘If it’s of any consolation, it was the most normal night we’ve had in a week.’


  ‘Dear you me, that is troubling.’


  ‘Vivian used the knife, sir, even though Angus told her otherwise—’ Ayesha erupted, in spite of herself.


  ‘Is that so?’


  ‘Yesser. There was this house mouse, see? Poor bugger got caught in a trap. It was all so very sad, sir, but then Vivian tried to regrow its leg, sir, and the knife went berserk. Mouse died. Then this Wandering Darkness came out, you see. It’s been showing up more often of late. Almost every time Vivian tries to weave, sir. Or whatever it is she does. Anyway, the Dark corrupted half of everything, sir. Swear I saw a mosquito with buttons for eyes, sir—’ but the rest of her explanation was reduced to a string of Punjabi swearwords, whose creative profanity baffled even the million-language thread in Vivian’s spine.


  Vivian lowered her head. Kate fidgeted by her elbow, her expression unreadable. There was something about the butler’s impeccable manner that made people reconsider their life choices.


  In all the time she had known him, Miles had never raised his voice nor lost his temper. It was all rather annoying.


  ‘It’s all true. Sorry about the house, sir,’ began Vivian, looking at her feet. ‘I shouldn’t have, sir, and I want you to know I take full responsibility over the situation. I know I did a very bad thing, sir, and on Christmas Eve of all days.’


  ‘All forgiven, little miss,’ said Miles kindly.


  A few feet away, Angus Trimmings’ face experienced a mild stroke. Vivian seemed to be thinking along the same lines. She forced her gaze upwards.


  ‘Umm sir, as my legal guardian, this is the part where you hand me a punishment. And sir, you make sure it’s right proper harsh, sir,’ she insisted, which attracted a number of looks on Kate’s part. ‘Just so, you know, I don’t do it again, sir.’


  ‘I’m sure the little miss feels remorseful enough,’ Miles said cheerfully.


  ‘I’m sure I don’t regret it enough, sir,’ said Vivian quickly. ‘Please, sir. A year’s worth of chores should do it, no trouble. In fact, make it three.’


  ‘What about your ladyship’s education? Shouldn’t you be attending the School of Wrought?’


  ‘The School of Thought, sir. Yes sir, but there’s no real reason to hurry. I can Pledge at any time, see?’ Vivian smiled broadly.


  A few feet away, Kate’s mouth fell full open.


  ‘I mean, it’s the winter holidays, sir. I’m sure I could linger a good couple months. As I recall, there’s repair work to be done in the west wing, and the rear gardens could do with a de-snaking. Oh, and last I checked, it was my turn on the chore-wheel.’


  Save the gardener, no one seemed pleased with Vivian’s suggestion.


  ‘Could it be oor tummy-bug learn’d ‘er place? Has she mebbe left ‘er Ned lifestyle behind—’


  ‘Kindly refrain from using that hateful word in my presence, Mister Trimmings,’ Miles said gently. ‘As for her ladyship’s punishment, I rest safe in the knowledge the little lady has learned her lesson. As I see it, she takes her domestic responsibilities very seriously. It would be unwise of us to delay her learning.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘Then it is settled!’ Miles rubbed his gloved hands together. ‘You leave the heavy chores to us, little miss.’


  ‘Bah, ye trees hae no forest. I’m goon!’ Angus announced, before removing himself from the sitting-room, a rusty shovel over his shoulder.


  The moment he was gone, Miles beamed.


  ‘I will, however, hold the little miss to her promise. She will return to Non-Existence and resume her education. Her ladyship is to be ready to take leave by New Year’s, and make haste on it too. Now that Miss Brims has been taken ill with Black Flu, her ladyship’s education must resume. Are we understood?’


  Vivian stared right into the butler’s deep blue eyes and saw nothing but honesty. This side of reality didn’t deserve Miles Fenn.


  ‘As you wish, sir,’ she grunted, making Kate wince. ‘Well, this mess won’t clean itself. Thankfully, Ayesha taught me how to work the RoboVac without creating event horizons. I’ll go fetch it right now, sir—’


  Miles’ gloved hand descended upon Vivian’s shoulder. His face suddenly looked more serious.


  ‘A word first, little miss.’ His creased forehead turned to the much-taller figures standing in Vivian’s shadow. ‘Lady Kate, Lady Ayesha, would you kindly give us a moment?’


  Ayesha jumped out of the chair.


  ‘I’ll go check if Chef Benoît needs any help with the scallop,’ she was at the door when Ayesha turned around and added: ‘Oh, I almost forgot. Happy Christmas everyone!’ and rushed out of the sitting-room in a cloud of white dust.


  Her departure was shortly followed by Kate’s composed gait.


  The butler dragged his old feet across the floor, leaving a pattern of cane-and-footprints in the white plaster. With laborious effort, he sat in the black velvet sofa, his back to the fireplace. Vivian followed suit and took her place at the coffee table. Kaap quickly joined at her side, his fur now matching the texture of a stormy afternoon. Miles studied the creature with unbroken interest.


  ‘Magnificent animal,’ he said, peering over the top of his glasses. ‘Incredibly clever, too. Memorized all the 434 lines of “The Waste Land” in less than an afternoon.’


  ‘Yeah, he’s really something, isn’t he?’ Vivian scratched the Hole-in-the-Wall behind his large ears, which made the animal puff up. ‘Two weeks ago, Kaap discovered he could occupy the small space between realities called the Shroud. It’s how we got back, sir,’ she explained. ‘If Kaap can imagine it, Kaap can do it.’


  ‘Your ladyship’s connection to the neighbouring universe is the very reason I wanted a word,’ Miles said solemnly. ‘Is your ladyship familiar with something called “the Dark behind the eyes”?’


  Vivian shook her head.


  ‘It’s a primitive term. Ancient, of course, and rather full of “dissent”. At least as far as the Madhad ideology is concerned. The Dark behind the eyes is simply said, the perpetual darkness within the human soul. Try as we might, it can never be completely eradicated, nor can it be thoroughly conquered. When merely repressed, the Dark finds a way through the cracks of the mind, spilling its malice unto the world. When left unchecked, it will exert unconscious control over one’s thoughts, emotions and actions.’


  Vivian lowered her gaze. ‘You’re speaking about my knife,’ she said.


  ‘Your ladyship is as sagacious as ever,’ Miles smiled gently. ‘Indeed I refer to the shard of alien metal whose properties are to enhance that which lies dormant within the depths of your imagination. It is my belief – nay, merely a suspicion – that anything capable of calling thoughts into being may also put flesh on the shadow within.’


  Vivian’s mind immediately jumped to the foul and terrifying Dark Voice she heard while trying to regrow Mr. Pipsqueak’s paw. It had sounded so alien, so unlike her thoughts, it seemed unlikely to have originated in her mind.


  Then, there was the Wandering Dark she had been seeing ever since her return from Non-Existence. One of Weaverson’s books had identified the mysterious black substance as “Dark”. It was a name for when one’s Weavings went foul.


  But like all Weaverson’s books, it didn’t explain the origins of “Dark” any further. Under its constant threat, Vivian was feeling more and more discouraged to Weave. Was “the Dark behind the eyes” the non-Weaving equivalent of Dark? If not, what was Miles trying to tell her? More importantly, how did he know?


  ‘As I said, sir. I won’t use the knife again. I really won’t. I agree it is dangerous—’


  ‘Oh, but your ladyship must!’ Miles said so unexpectedly, it took Vivian by surprise. ‘Forgive me, for I am an old man and all I know is old stories. But one does not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness conscious. The Dark behind the eyes is not a foreign entity, little miss. It is not there to corrupt you. It is there to complete you.’


  ‘But shouldn’t I try to avoid—’


  ‘Your ladyship shouldn’t. When avoided, the Dark lurks like a furious dragon in a prison of stone. When circumvented, it majors in both strength and cunning, getting taller and larger by the hour, until it grows to fill out the frame of the world. You can only subdue it by confronting it. By taking it apart, and then following the Dark to its lair. By seeking out where the darkness is in its hiding. Your ladyship should always find herself where the darkness is at its thickest.’


  Vivian furrowed her only brow. ‘You mean me to use the knife.’


  ‘I do. If your ladyship ever hopes to control it,’ said Miles cheerfully. ‘The Dark behind the eyes incurs mastery over the powers of darkness. But to penetrate darkness, an understanding of darkness is needed. Summon evil to defeat evil.’


  ‘And if I turn into a monster?’ said Vivian, thinking back on the Dark Voice. She had never felt more powerful in her life.


  ‘Sometimes you need to become a monster to keep the real monsters away.’


  ‘But… but shouldn’t I be a good person, always?’


  ‘Your ladyship can try,’ said Miles Fenn, staring at his gloved hands. ‘Yet what is the value of a good person in an evil world? Can one truly hope for salvation, when damnation is nigh? My father, may his soul rest in hell, only believed in problems that could be fixed with a belt. The long years of suffering I endured taught me all about monsters. I learned everything about the Dark behind the eyes at his knee. From what I gathered, your ladyship’s foray beyond the fabric of reality has imparted a similar lesson,’ said the butler through a knowing grin.


  Something in his creased smile gave the appearance of a man who was really enjoying himself. Vivian leaned in.


  ‘Sir, if I may ask… why are you telling me all this?’


  ‘Because someone should, little miss. Someone should,’ said Miles, his cataract-covered eyes staring out of the eastern window.


  It was the place where the last of the Ambervilles enjoyed their eternal peace. Miles cleared his throat.


  ‘If the little lady would be so kind, there was a second matter.’


  Vivian lifted her dark eyes, questioningly.


  ‘Her ladyship may recall her asking me upon her arrival to take care of a few... administrative matters at the Ala Spuria Shelter for Strays.’


  Vivian sat up. ‘Yes, sir. Is it done, then?’


  ‘Despite the lack of time, I am happy to announce it’s all been taken care of.’ Miles carefully balanced a stack of paperwork on the edge of the coffee table. ‘All in accordance to the ladyship’s instructions.’


  ‘Then you’ve done the impossible, sir! My parents’ legacy is— They will finally—,’ Vivian swallowed, fighting the sting of tears.


  ‘Your late mother and father would be proud, little miss.’


  ‘Thank you, sir. For everything. I know the last few days haven’t exactly been easy—’


  ‘Raising a teenager is never easy, little miss,’ Miles smiled warmly. ‘Least of all, a teenager from another reality.’


  Vivian avoided his eyes. Since her return from Non-Existence, the butler had been the fastest to accept the impossible fact of her Alarian heritage. When Miles Fenn spoke next, he sounded both playful and serious.


  ‘I know your ladyships plan to leave again after the holidays. Whatever it is you and lady Kate are up to again, I need you to do something for me.’


  ‘S-sir?’


  ‘I want you to bring back a story,’ said Miles, pressing down on his walking stick. ‘Your ladyship knows I am a sucker for tales. They keep my knees warm in the cold winter nights,’ he added in a wink, before rising up from the armchair. ‘Supper will be served at the usual hours. Don’t be late, little miss.’


  ‘I’ll be there, sir!’


  ‘Good, good.’ Miles picked up the breakfast tray.


  On his way to the door, his walking stick accidentally nudged against the foot of the coffee table. The tall stack of paperwork tumbled over the edge, spreading assorted bills, statements and invoices all across the solid oak floor.


  ‘Dear you me. I beg you the pardon—’


  But Vivian was already on her knees, her hands stretched out before her.


  ‘I got this. You go on, sir. I’ll finish here.’


  Miles Fenn leaned forward and curtsied, his ancient bones creaking under the strain. ‘Happy Christmas, little miss!’ he graciously bode and in a rush of clanking breakfast tray and thumping walking stick, he was gone.


  But Vivian didn’t seem to have acknowledged the butler’s departure, nor did she hear his jolly words. In fact, she wasn’t the least bit aware of her surroundings. She merely crouched on the cold wooden floor, balled-up on all fours, her black eyes widened in consternation.


  ‘This— this can’t be real...’


  Between her fingers she clutched a single sheet of yellowing paper. It read:


  “INVINTORY OF POSESHUNS REMOVD FROM NEDS ON ARIEVAL.”


  Someone had scratched out “NEDS” and added “ORFUNS” underneath. Vivian’s gaze glossed across the old paper. Apart from the godawful spelling, the list included various items that had been confiscated from the orphans of the children shelter, prior to their arrival.


  Behind it all was Martha Burlington, the illiterate supervisor of the Ala Spuria Shelter for Strays. Every so often, phrases like “homeless children” and “Shelter for Strays” sprang from the page, filling her insides with bile.


  She curled her right hand into a fist and pushed it into her mouth. The horrors of Ala Spuria still seemed so near. With her fist between her teeth, Vivian went through the list of confiscated objects:


  “Num. 8 – a wad of old gum; rustee spring; sticky wrappa. Boy of age 14 [5’2”, black hare, grin eyes.]


  Num. 23 – Necklus shaped like the leter ‘K’. Esceptional circustamces invoked. Number 23 alaud to keep poseshuns. Gal of age unknown. [5’8”, curlee white hare, grin eyes.] Mute as a fish. Talks only thru gurgles and hisses. Recieves dailee help from Blossom Corporashun. Well-behaved. Schedoold fer relocashun to Room 208.”


  ‘That’s Kate!’ she exclaimed, unclenching her fist from her vice-grips teeth. ‘She had that old necklace long before she got dumped at the shelter. I’m surprised Miss Burlington let her keep it.’


  A trickle of warmth ran the length of her forearm, collecting heavily at her elbow. Vivian looked down at her bleeding hand and saw a pattern of crooked teeth-marks embedded into her fist. It was a bad tic she had picked up during her orphanage days. Shrugging off her wounds, she pressed her nose into the aged paper and continued to read:


  Num. 208 – mouldy loff of bred (leikely stolen). Boy of 12 [4’11”, blond hare, bloo eyes.] Lad eets tah much. Needs transfer to Room 23.


  Num. 209—”


  Vivian’s heart skipped a beat. It had been a couple of years since she won Ala Spuria’s Adoption Lottery. Her life had been the typical rags-to-riches narrative. The Ambervilles had taken her in as a Ned and had made her into a Nob. In her heart of hearts, though, Vivian was the same frightened little girl of Room 209, at the mercy of Martha Burlington and her disciplinary stick, Old Lumbersides.


  She had always associated Ala Spuria with gruesome beatings and artificial paste-meals. Could it be there was something else tying her to the orphanage? Something she had previously overlooked?


  With her heart in her throat, Vivian read on:


  “Num. 209 – a large book wiff stone covers; can’t pry it open. Gal of age unknown [5’2”, black hare, sooty eyes.] Amneesja, otherwhise well-kept (gal has known wealth). Beehavs like a dissenter (incl. but not limited to: mouthiness, bad-tempramment, disobedeince, the holdin’ of opinions at variance wiff those offishully held by the Madhad State of Great England.) If unable to rehabilitate, permishun to you-ta-nize.


  NB: the moos unusual fing about Numba 209 is a predilecshun fer—


  —CONTINUES ON NEXT PAGE—”


  A predilection for what? Vivian hastily flipped the page, but there was nothing written on the other side. With trembling fingers, she dived into the mess of paperwork, her eyes frantically darting from invoice to invoice, throwing them time after time over the breadth of her shoulder.


  The next page was nowhere in the pile.


  ‘We actually had possessions?’ she kept repeating under her breath as her fingers weaved in and out of the paperwork.


  In her mind’s eye, the words “book with stone covers” and “can’t pry it open” perambulated across her imagination in grey, faded ink. Was all this true? Had this mysterious book truly been in her possession before Burlington locked her up in the orphanage?


  Vivian shut her eyes. She could hardly remember anything about the day she had crossed the Shroud between Ærria and Lorria, between Non-Existence and Existence. The journey had cost Vivian the bulk of her memories, a partial amnesia that affected her to this day.


  Her last memory of that night was the electric sizzle of the cosmic Loom, the cold rains of Lantana whipping across her face, and the cracking voice of a young Acciper Sparrowhawk, raging through the storm:


  “You can’t leave! Princess Sunya, you’d forget yourself!”


  “I must!” Vivian the child had yelled back.


  Acciper had tried to stop her – to restrain her even – but her Weaving had been too fierce. With him out of the way, the young Vivian had torn a hole into the Pattern of Threads, and with crazed determination, had stepped through its middle right into Existence...


  ...only to walk head-first into a MSGE curfew patrol.


  A slightly older Vivian opened her eyes in the present. Her arrival at the Ala Spuria Shelter for Strays was as far back memory lane could carry her. She couldn’t remember anything about a book with stone covers, nor it being confiscated by Miss Burlington.


  Did such book exist? How could she know the paper wasn’t lying?


  Kate’s necklace was real, Vivian reassured herself, her thoughts on her friend’s serpent-adorned pendant. The necklace was everything Kate had ever owned, and she had never taken it off, not once. Not until the Turquoise Army had stolen it, anyway.


  My book must have existed too, otherwise that horrible Burlington woman wouldn’t have made a note of it.


  A book with stone covers.


  Vivian knew that post-Floods there were few physical books left in the world. The very last copies currently resided in the Manor’s secret library – a collection her adoptive family had hidden away from the world. Since the Floods, humanity had moved its worldly knowledge to sky-high digital databanks.


  A book that couldn’t be open.


  Sounded like the sort of thing one would find in Non-Existence. An Alarian book perhaps? As far as Vivian knew, she only crossed the Shroud between worlds to escape the tyranny of her birth mother. She didn’t take possessions, and if she did, she couldn’t remember why.


  A book with stone covers.


  Whatever it was, Miss Martha Burlington had been quick to confiscate it.


  ‘I wonder—’ Vivian’s dark eyes widened, ‘—if it’s still there.’


  Into the Floods


  With her heart in her mouth, Vivian bent over the armchair and took the Hole-in-the-Wall into her arms. At the back of her mind, she heard Kaap’s squeaky voice inquire, ‘where Vivian going?’


  ‘My old orphanage,’ said Vivian aloud, ‘and you’re coming along.’


  His golden eyes displayed a wet sadness. Kaap the shapeshifter grew an overly-bulged lip, just so he could wiggle it dolefully. Inside her mind, his small voice echoed mournfully.


  ‘Vivian leave Kaap in orphan house?’


  ‘No silly, I need to retrieve something. An old possession. Provided it’s still there, of course,’ she gave the shapeshifter a loving caress. ‘Might be easier with your help.’


  ‘Kaap always help!’ were his last thoughts to Vivian before he climbed on her shoulder and fastened his paws around her neckline.


  At once, the animal’s flimsy body began to elongate, his hide stretching and expanding to extraordinary sizes, until it very nearly tickled the top of her ankles. His small torso then sprouted a pair of long sleeves – which promptly enclosed Vivian’s arms – and his dwarven face changed into a high collar that stretched to cover her mouth.


  Vivian ran her fingers across what used to be Kaap’s fur. It was no longer fur, but fabric, and living fabric at that. More remarkably even, the back of her long coat appeared to billow behind her. Even in absence of wind, it curled, twisted and undulated in mid-air like shadows on the water.


  ‘Colour me impressed!’ said Vivian, and the coat on her back let out a soft coo.


  Under her fingertips, it felt soft and leathery like suede, and at the same time as strong as Æbe’trax armour. Not even the most experienced tailor would have guessed Vivian’s impromptu coat was the same creature from before.


  That was the beauty of Shadowhide, Vivian thought. It could become anything your imagination dictated. And right now, her imagination dictated—


  ‘Kaap, does it... umm have to be so... flamboyant?’ she gave the traveling coat a one-browed look. Kaap seemed to have turned himself into every imaginable colour, and a few exotic ones situated right on the edge of human imagination. It gave Vivian quite the headache. ‘We’re going into the Floods.’


  On one side of the cape, a sad pair of eyes emerged.


  ‘Kaap think of colours that not yet exist,’ said Kaap the Every-Colour-Coat in the thought equivalent of a sigh. ‘But Kaap understand if Vivian want more camouflage.’


  In a matter of seconds, he had dialled down the hue of his skin until each colour matched the sooty-black shade of Vivian’s eyes.


  ‘Thanks. The billowing’s a nice touch, though.’


  ‘It is? Kaap merely copy Arend the Wanderer from down-Floods.’


  With a sheathed Agi anchored to her belt, and the Ala Spuria inventory sheet safely tucked inside her shirt, Vivian tip-toed her way upstairs.


  She found Patricia Kate in her room, standing before her dressing mirror, picking spots on her minuscule nose.


  ‘Filth!’ she hissed, without lifting her green eyes off her reflection. ‘I’m telling you Viv, the filth of Existence no longer agrees with me. Been here long enough for the rot to set in—’


  Kate promptly lifted her head and gave Vivian the go-by. ‘Well, look at you all ornate and festive like a wedding cake. By the by, do you know your coat is billowing?’


  Vivian’s fingers snuck into her shirt, from which she retrieved the old inventory document. With bated breath, she said, ‘you’ll never guess what I just found,’ before filling her friend in on everything.


  ‘What about the butler?’ Kate suggested after a while. ‘Shouldn’t we ask him first?’


  ‘Already have,’ said Vivian. ‘Miles doesn’t know anything about a book.’


  ‘Up to us to find out, then.’


  Curiously-shaped shadows moved across the frost-sprinkled grass. Two of them were Vivian and Kate.


  The shadows tip-toed their way across the Amberville domains, here and there cutting a shortcut through the overgrown rear gardens while keeping an eye out for their foul-tempered caretaker.


  The roots of Angus’ bushes twisted underfoot. Branches snagged their clothes and thistles caught in their hair. They had drawn blood by walking through a dense patch of hawthorn, yet they pushed on regardless, making their way past vegetable plots and rows of plastic-veiled tulips.


  Kaap winced every time his Shadowhide skin got hinged on a branch. Still, he refused to complain, his tattered skin bravely absorbing the damage every step of the way. It was imperative they remained unseen by the gardener.


  They continued to tramp through the undergrowth, giving the rose gardens a wide berth – “Kaap want no more thorns!” – until they reached the familiar surroundings of the orchard. The harsh snows of winter had stripped the orange trees of their foliage but the sweet-sour smell of fruit still lingered around.


  ‘Vivian, look!’ chirped Kate, looking up at the amber skies. ‘It’s a sundog!’


  Vivian stared into the waking light of Christmas dawn and saw not one, but two rising suns.


  ‘They’re rare, these. Must be the low-hanging ice crystals creating an echo. A mirror to the sun.’


  Like an enormous blade of Æbe’trax, the parhelion had parted the sky in two sectors: one small and made of dawn; the other large and shaped by nightfall. Each side was dominated by its own sundog, strung across the low firmament like two Christmas baubles.


  Vivian squinted. The larger sun was grazed by a shadow.


  ‘Reminds me of Ikko and Jaari shining above Lantana,’ chirped the melancholic voice of Patricia Kate. ‘Never thought I’d miss the old place.’


  ‘Yeah,’ whispered an absent-minded Vivian.


  Her head was consumed with questions about the book with stone covers. What was it? Where did it come from?


  ‘Hope they still remember us,’ Kate lumbered on. ‘I mean, ‘s been two weeks for us, but an entire year – pardon me, a full Alarian leap – for them.’


  ‘I’m sure Lucian Blossom will remember you just fine,’ Vivian said slyly, reducing Kate to a red-cheeked silence.


  With Kate by her side and Kaap billowing on her tail, Vivian crouched behind a flowerless Forsythia shrub and checked whether the coast was clear.


  Chef Benoît, the Manor’s genial cook, was fumbling in the kitchens. His apron was a canvas of food stains, and his sausage fingers were stuck in a particularly large mollusc. Through the steam-blurred pane of the kitchen window, the cook noticed Vivian and Kate’s harassment of the Forsythia shrub.


  ‘Oi!’


  Chef Benoît freed his hand of the mollusc to make room for a waving hand. His large face split into a friendly grin.


  The girls didn’t wave back. In fact, their body language tried to soundlessly scream something along the lines of “we-were-never-here”. They desperately shook their heads from side to side and pressed their fingers to their lips, pointing at the orange-bearded figure looming in the shadow of a Citrus Reticulata.


  It was Angus Trimmings, entertaining what looked like a trio of ambulatory trees. Under his armpits he carried a skinny watering can and an enormous dead plant. He looked happy.


  Angus had an unusual way of gardening. He would keep any plants green through sheer force of fear. He didn’t need fertilizers or mineral pellets, either. All he required was an empty pot with a dead plant inside and the initials “R.I.P. Figgie”. Most plants got the message.


  From behind the Forsythia bush, Vivian and Kate caught Benoît’s eye. The cook pressed a finger to his lips, returned a conspiratorial wink and carried on seasoning his mollusc.


  Vivian peaked from behind a tall birch and saw Angus Trimmings lurking about Le Jardin de L’Orangerie.


  Few people could manage a lurk quite like Angus. In between a skulk and a sidle, with just the right amount of shuffling, Angus had perfected the art of conspicuous lurching in a way only he could. He would often hide in plain sight only to spring up on you – eyes agleam, spade in hand – making you wish your ankles were elsewhere.


  On this side of the orchard, the grass was funny-coloured and some of the trees had scuttled away. Vivian silently cursed the day she gifted the gardener a bunch of special Alarian saplings. Leafy, Barky and Stumpy, he had named them, and he greatly preferred them to the company of people.


  Now Angus barely left the orchard unattended. He had made it his life’s mission to make his moss-bearded, vertically-challenged children happy. That meant, keeping them from smoking catnip and laying waste to the coffee-bush.


  He had never succeeded.


  ‘You should’ve known better than give that nutcase a bunch of sentient trees,’ Kate’s voice breathed into her ear. ‘Now what?’


  ‘Leave that to Kaap!’ echoed the voice of Vivian’s coat.


  Without any hesitation, the creature enveloped himself around both Vivian and Kate, covering them from head to toe in Shadowhide. His whiskers stirred with anticipation as he waited for Angus to look the other way. The moment the gardener was distracted, Kaap made the pigments in his skin match the exact colour and texture of the environment.


  There was now a mosaic of snow-sprinkled greenery patterns moving about the Amberville precincts.


  It was tall and lumpy and completely invisible unless you so happen to know it was there. Without ever disturbing the snows, it slalomed its way between the orange trees, inching itself across the front lawn like an oversized snail. It slipped past the maze of topiaries unnoticed, until it reached the Iron Fence that surrounded the Manor.


  ‘Sods. I don’t have the key on me,’ Kate added sotto voce, ‘do you?’


  ‘No key. But maybe Kaap could—’


  But the Hole-in-the-Wall was already two steps ahead, having just turned into a Hole-in-the-Fence.


  Under Kaap’s reality-burrowing hide, the pair of them tunnelled through the Iron Fence, and onto the uneven cobbles of 3 Sulgrave Court. It was the kind of road built for those who were tired of living.


  ‘Alright Viv, we’re about to dive in,’ Kate pointed out, pushing a pair of goggles down her nose. ‘Goggles on, collars up, shallow breaths only!’


  Copying Kate, Vivian lowered her goggles and pulled the collar over her mouth. Out of the walled garden we go, she thought to herself, and together they plunged into the pestilence of the ghettos.


  The Amberville domains fell behind to make room for the musty swamps of the Floods. Outside its red-bricked paradise, everything was rotting.


  Venturing into Ned territory was always a gamble. If your chances were favourable, you could end up on the black market. If your chances were unfavourable, only your kidneys would. It all somewhat depended on your ability to influence luck.


  Fortunately, they didn’t call Vivian a Weaver of odds for nothing. If there was anyone capable of making the least likely outcome likely, it was Vivian Amberville.


  In the early hours of morning, the road to Keynes was abandoned.


  Above them stretched a vast canopy of copper pipes that Neds had repurposed into clotheslines. Bits of moth-eaten rags, discoloured laundry and tattered garments hung from the pipes supplying the Nobs of Milton with clean water. Flanking the road from two sides were rows upon rows of improvised dwellings built from plywood, cardboard and plastic.


  ‘Look at all these shelters,’ whistled Vivian, looking around. ‘And they say Neds have it bad.’


  ‘Everyone has it bad, Viv.’


  Objectively speaking, nobletons had it better than most. For once, they had electricity and running water – all twenty-fourth century miracles the other half of the world could only imagine.


  And imagine they would, if only the Neds’ many lacks allowed space for imagination. For in the game of life, the Neds of Great England – a vulgar contraction of “Non-Educated Demographics” – had been stuck on survival.


  Vivian loved Great England. It was a good country to be an Alarian in.


  The road was sloping downwards, leading into a hairpin bend. With her goggles tightly pressed against her eye sockets, Vivian advanced through the muck of the Restrict. On the cracked facade of a dilapidated building, Neds had graffitied the phrase “STOP THE NEURO!” A few cardboard shelters away, someone had spray-painted the phrase: “If you’re taken with Filth, we don’t want your mirth!”


  With mud squishing underfoot, the girls continued along a narrow alleyway.


  ‘You know, I really thought we’d have flying cars by now,’ said Kate, ‘instead, we’re walking – nay, muddling – through a swamp that used to be a road, that used to be a city. How did we get here, Viv?’


  ‘We stopped paying attention. Flying cars? Cor, I’m yet to see a regular car’.


  ‘You’d think there’d be boats,’ said Kate. ‘Boats or rafts. Rather odd, don’t you think?’


  As a matter of fact, it was odd, thought Vivian. Well, of course vehicles were illegal. Provided you could get one to navigate the interminable wastelands of mud, vehicles screamed individual autonomy. Such objects were something akin to a virus, capable of infecting the citizenry with dangerous thoughts of dissent. In the philosophy of the MSGE, freedom of movement was one freedom too many.


  Moreover, why would anyone want to leave a madahardic utopia?


  Kate and Vivian continued to make their way through the ghettos. In view of recent snowfalls, the muds were less tacky but runnier. Vivian pinched her nose.


  ‘Blimey, what’s that godawful stench?’


  ‘The year of our lord, 2324. Take a whiff!’ said Kate slapping her on the back. ‘No seriously, don’t breathe that. It’s been known to cause nose-bleeds. And that’s never good, on account of the sharks. I learned that living on the streets.’


  Vivian stopped dead in her tracks. ‘Get in the sea, Kate. Sharks? In the Floods?’


  ‘Alligators too,’ said Kate with a pale attempt at humour, ‘don’t forget the alligators.’


  ‘You’re yanking my leg, aren’t you?’


  The scarf around Kate’s mouth twisted into a smile. ‘Please take everything I say with a dose of natrium chloride.’


  The end of the world had come by water. Thankful for their knee-high rubber boots, Vivian and Kate muddled through a blanket of sewage, their eyes briefly distracted by the occasional rectangles of dark glass popping up from behind heaps of trash.


  In a place where everything was covered in centuries-old grime, the lustre-black screens were nothing short of an eye-sore. They seemed to be everywhere.


  ‘Oh no, not again,’ said Vivian, averting her eyes from the screens.


  Kate’s albino eyebrows met in the middle. ‘What’s up? Your earmark giving you trouble?’


  The word “cravings” hardly did them justice. They were about as potent as a Rhapsody withdrawal. Vivian’s eyes began to water.


  ‘I feel like a Cap’n Roger Sea-Flavoured Lickable-Pegleg,’ she said through a straight face. Patricia Kate stared.


  ‘Are you getting ads in your brain again?’


  Vivian nodded. The microchip in her earlobe frizzled and sparked. ‘Ever since I told my therapist I’ve been stress-eating, they’ve been coming non-stop. The food ones are the worst.’


  ‘I told you not to take AI Therapy. Better avoid looking at the screens, then,’ Kate pulled Vivian’s sleeve. ‘Come on.’


  They ventured deeper into the Floods. The crepuscular light of dawn had placed a burnt sienna overlay over the Restrict. Frogs croaked in the distance. The girls trudged slowly through the knee-deep mire, their rubber boots swishing and swashing the mud as they paced.


  In the mists of the Floods, a large shadow stirred. It was quickly followed by the sound of fast trotting hooves.


  Kate turned her platinum head. As the shadow approached, the outline of a mounted man detached from the mist. Vivian beheld the horseman through a pair of fogged-up goggles.


  The word “tall” popped into her mind, though “towering” was more fitting.


  From hooves to ears, the horse was covered in mud, save a tiny patch on its breast that revealed snow-white skin. The girls watched the dirty horse toil across the grime of the bog, its knees submerged, its gait athwart.


  On its back was a man dressed in the unkempt garb of the Neds. With a brass quiver on his back and a short bow at his armpit, the horseman braved the muds, his eyes scouting for straggling coots, grebes and waterfowl.


  As the rider straddled past, Vivian was struck by queasiness. Something about the man turned her stomach. Kate quickly pulled her away from his path.


  ‘Keep away from him! That one’s poorly.’


  ‘What’s… what’s wrong with his skin?’


  ‘Black Flu,’ Kate whispered in her ear. ‘Don’t touch him! Don’t even breathe near him!’


  Vivian took a measured step back. The mounted man looked like a walking case of botfly infestation. Maggot holes of uneven sizes peppered the most of his skin while hexagonal pus-belching hives disrupted his otherwise healthy features. She quickly recognized the irregular clusters of small and large holes as the trademarked symptoms of Black Flu, more popularly known as “Filth”.


  It was an incurable illness, Filth. Its virulence was no joke either, having culled entire populations in only decades, Kate’s adoptive mother and Vivian’s step-sister among them.


  Vivian wiped the mud off her goggles with her sleeve. Her eyes took a moment to get used to the smog. The shifty horizon gave the appearance of movement. Through the swamps of the Restrict, a second man was moving at speed, a begging dish at his armpit.


  Kate’s hand jumped to her mouth. Vivian took a few steps back. She had just identified the man as “Arend the Wanderer”, a frail old beggar with a great white beard and differently-coloured eyes. His groin area was covered by a tinfoil toga. In place of shoes he wore two plastic bags.


  From the barred window of Vivian’s orphanage, Arend had seemed happy and free. Up-close, not so much.


  ‘It’s alright. He’s not sick.’


  ‘Alms!’ spat the beggar, pushing his begging dish into Kate’s stomach. ‘Alms for a poor ol’ sod!’


  Kate automatically pulled her collar over her nose. There were two types of reactions to meeting a Ned: compassion or disgust. Kate had settled on the latter.


  ‘Sorry sir,’ murmured Vivian through a sorrowful grin, ‘—don’t have any food on me at the moment. Nor does my friend here. Mind you, I do have some money—’


  ‘No food?’ repeated Arend the Wanderer, ignoring her purse. His mismatched eyes bored into Vivian’s like an auger. ‘Two young dames on Christmas Day, starve to death? Oh, but I won’t have it, hear? I say, yous need is greater than mine. Here, take it all. Take it!’


  From under his toga, Arend whipped something out and unloaded it into Vivian’s hand.


  ‘Kept it warm for you, haven’t I?’ he said through a wink. ‘Now, how can ol’ Arend be of service to yous?’


  ‘That won’t be necessary—’ Vivian began but Kate cut over her.


  ‘We’re trying to get to the Children Shelter. We usually take the main road, but yesterday’s flood has pushed too much muck. Is there any way past the valley—’


  ‘Arend knows the way!’ said the old beggar, tapping one side of his nose. ‘It’s left, then right, then right again, past the Neon God’s chapel. Yous may ‘ave to brave the deep muck, I’m afraid. The only way out is through.’


  The only way out is through.


  The only way out is through.


  The beggar’s last sentence cut through Vivian’s mind like a hot iron poker.


  ‘The only way out is through,’ she repeated robotically, her pupils dilated, her face slightly off-colour.


  ‘Oi, what’s up? Are you getting advertisements again?’


  Vivian said nothing. Arend’s words kept churning inside her head, on repeat. She couldn’t, for the life of her, get the phrase out of her mind. Kate snapped her fingers in front of her face.


  ‘Hello? Hello? Vivian?’


  And just like that, Vivian snapped out of the trance. Arend the Wandered gave the girls a drunken curtsy, and before anyone could stop him, he tottered away into the Floods.


  Kate folded her arms. ‘What was that all about? Were you having a fit or something?’


  ‘Dunno. Felt a rush through my head. Low blood sugar, maybe.’


  ‘Maybe Arend was on to something, giving that to you.’


  Vivian looked down at the orange between her hands. It was a little muddy and smelled strongly of groin, but other than that, still fresh. Kate gave the fruit a pitying look.


  ‘Maybe. Blimey, that must’ve been all he had.’


  From the depths of the Restrict came a song. Kate pushed down her collar and craned around. ‘Hear that?’


  ‘Yeah. Death by water. Really popular in the Restrict.’


  ‘Would they kill them to sing something more cheerful? It’s Christmas day, for crying out loud.’


  Vivian massaged her forehead, hoping for her headache to subside. ‘Not much reasons for cheer, is there? The Tall Waters took everything from them, didn’t it?’


  ‘I suppose. Mind, I wonder what they were like before the Floods,’ said Kate dreamily. ‘Shoreline cities, I mean. New York, Amsterdam, and all those old cities that are now underwater?’


  Vivian gave her a sympathetic look. ‘There’s no one alive to answer that. But what do I know? The Alarians locked me in a tower; the humans in an orphanage. Haven’t been out much, have I?’


  ‘My adoptive mother, Lara had this old calendar,’ Kate confessed, picking up a rock and throwing it in a ditch. ‘Dug it out of the trash, she did. Kept it hidden for years. It had coloured pictures of the old cities, before the Tall Waters. For years, I imagined myself walking through Paris. That old picture made it seem so radiant, so full of light. For the people of Oldworld, electricity must’ve been a non-issue.’


  ‘What happened to Lara’s calendar?’


  Kate blew a raspberry. ‘We burned it, of course. Wasn’t worth getting killed over it, was it?’


  Suddenly, Kate stopped dead in her tracks. ‘Wait a second, I know this place. That’s Pennylost Beek!’


  Vivian narrowed her eyes, trying to determine what Kate was pointing at. It was a steep ditch full of overgrown weeds contaminated by all species of garbage.


  ‘Used to come here all the time, as a lass! A bloody goldmine, it was!’ reminisced Kate. ‘We wove fishnets out of our hair, Lara and I. Stronger than any nylon fishnet, ours was. Fished my very first pair of boots from this spot! Dug for lost pennies in the soft muds of the Floods. That was, of course, before Lara fell ill—’


  Her voice broke, and for a few moments Kate’s pain became tangible. A light mist descended upon the rubbish-strewn ditch. It made the buildings ahead look a lot more menacing than Vivian remembered.


  One structure in particular stood out from the rest.


  It was a five-storey house with narrow doors and barred windows. Above a large-pillared entrance, the words “The Ala Spuria Shelter for Strays” had been heraldically carved into a plate of black marble. On the side of the entrance, right above a massive brass Door Knocker, hung a beautiful escutcheon of a white dove airing its bloody wing.


  Arend’s directions had been spot on.


  ‘We found it!’


  Vivian felt a sudden pang of fear, as her memories of the orphanage rushed in. She steadied herself, one hand pressed over her heaving chest. Oh please no, oh please no, not now. Not here, of all places.


  ‘Evil place. Didn’t think I’ll be back here again,’ said Kate, watching through her colourless lashes.


  ‘Mhm,’ said Vivian, biting into her glove.


  ‘You okay?’


  ‘No. But I need to do this. I need to know if I left something behind. A piece of my old life. Might be important.’


  ‘Reckon the book came from Ærria?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘Why care, though?’


  ‘Because it might be the only piece of my past left intact,’ said Vivian, taking deep, even breaths. ‘I need to know what a younger me brought back through the Shroud, all those years back. Before I started calling myself Vivian. Before the crossing erased all my memories. Maybe this book knows why I crossed into Existence in the first place.’


  ‘Maybe you were trying to outrun your horrible mother. Queen Alaria had the Unwirer kill you, weren’t she? Maybe you thought this reality was the only safe place.’


  ‘Maybe. But I have this nagging feeling I came here for a different reason. Like there was a… purpose to my crossing the Shroud. I mean, I must have known I’d lose all my memories, so why risk it? Why bring back a book?’


  ‘I, for one, am more interested to know how Ashlar showed up in our room last night,’ said Kate gravely.


  ‘You… saw him too?’


  ‘Sure did. So did Ayesha, if I am to consider her story. There was something else too. A… Dark Door on a dais. Or maybe I just dreamt it,’ Kate shook her head. ‘Maybe the Dark was playing tricks on my eyes.’


  Vivian peered across the mudbanks of Pennylost Beek without taking anything in. ‘Haven’t the faintest,’ she sighed, drumming her fingers on her thigh.


  If she counted the taps, she could control her anxiety.


  ‘Can’t say I understand the nature of Dark. What it is, what it does… why it shows up at all. I can’t perform the simplest weavework without that black stuff rearing its ugly head. Before the Dark, I used to be able to bend and twist matter at will. I mean, I was pretty good with fire – not so much with water – but yeah, Weaving fire made me feel alive. Powerful.’


  Her shoulders sagged as Kaap’s living skin deflated a little. The memory of the Ambervilles screaming behind a curtain of fire rushed in like a river.


  ‘But now my Weaving seems… broken. Like I had it, and lost it,’ said Vivian, watching a little green snake sink beneath the surface of the bog. ‘Maybe I lost my Weaving like you lost Lara’s necklace. Maybe it’s just… gone for good. Beyond reach. It’s quite possible I’ve lost my touch after my battle with the Unwirer. After Ashlar, as well.’ Vivian bent forward, clutching her chest. ‘If only this stupid heart of mine would cooperate!’


  ‘Viv, there’s no need to rush. The book will be there tomorrow, provided it even—’


  ‘—no! I must do this. The only way out is through!’


  Kate sighed. ‘Fine. But give it a moment to gather yourself first.’


  Vivian did. Then a small hand gripped her forearm with such force, her blood pooled into her fingers. She swiftly turned to the owner of the hand. Behind her fogged-up goggles, Kate’s eyes shone a poisonous green.
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