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Chapter I


[image: ]




THE BIRDS SANG AND Lorelei put charcoal to paper to capture their melodies.

She’d already drawn the bird in question, a common swiftlet, a few days before. By the candlelight of several consecutive evenings, she’d refined the rough sketch she’d made in the moment, adding in the detail of its plumage, the shape of its beak and the primal intelligence of its beady little eyes. She had no ink or paints, and so the image was entirely in grayscale, but she felt she’d done a decent job capturing the essence of the overlooked creature. 

On the page opposite the sketch, she tackled a greater challenge. What she wanted to do was record the types of songs the swiftlets twittered each day. Her casual observations suggested the birds did not make the same sounds all day long, but slightly different chirpings depending on the time of day and circumstances they found themselves in. 

But how to record this? There was no such thing as letters for music, so far as Lorelei was aware. Accordingly, she’d had to invent her own system of symbols to capture the birds’ melodies. Through a combination of shapes and directional sweeps of charcoal, Lorelei did her best to transcribe what she now realised was a repetitive collection of cheeps, twitters and whistles. 

Satisfied that she had recorded the essence of what the little bird in the tree nearest to her was singing, she labelled her recording. 

Common swiftlet. Midday. After rainfall. Other larger birds in area. 

Was all of this information relevant? Did the weather affect which songs the birds were likely to sing? Did the presence of other animals? She didn’t know, but if she kept observing and recording, perhaps such patterns would emerge. 

She’d been sitting in a hunch with her sketchbook supported against her knees for so long that it felt like her whole body was seizing up. Closing the book and binding it shut with cord, she raised her arms above her head to stretch, then scratched at her dark brown hair where her scalp was itching. Her eyes were dry too; she tended not to blink when she was working. Her green irises – usually the first thing anyone noticed about her – were probably swamped with pinkish bloodshot. Rubbing them to try and squeeze out some tears, she reminded herself to bring a skin of water the next time she snuck off, for now she had stopped working all she could think about was how thirsty she was.

The forest around her was lush with the recent rainfall and, as the breeze blew, the water that clung still to the leaves was occasionally dislodged and dumped onto the ground below. An especially large droplet from an especially large tree that overhung Lorelei’s perch found its way down the back of her dress and she flinched at the indignity of it as the water ran down her neck. 

Perhaps it was a sign she had stretched her luck far enough and it was time to go before her absence was noticed. 

Sliding the sketchbook into her satchel and stowing the precious charcoal sticks in a side pocket, she was about to begin the mildly perilous task of climbing down from her platform when movement in the forest stilled her. She froze, waiting to see what was coming lumbering through the undergrowth. 

Four men, using carved sticks to beat back the vegetation. 

Lorelei recognised each of them. They were all from her holdfast, called Little Astor, and unless she’d lost all track of time, these four should have been busy with their soldiering drills right now. 

She was halfway off the edge of her platform, some twenty feet off the ground, but if she moved now, they’d spot her and she’d be in all kinds of trouble. She had no choice but to cling to the side of her perch, hoping that the dull brown of her underclothes would provide adequate camouflage. 

Her overclothes, however, were another problem entirely. She’d taken off her long, thick dress before climbing up to the platform and it was currently wrapped up in a sack, nestled in the grass below her. Climbing up while wearing the garment was impossible and if she went back to the holdfast with the pale cotton marred by dirt, she’d have to explain how it had happened, so whenever she came here she always took it off. The sack was intended to keep it clean and hide it, but today she’d been in a rush and hadn’t closed the top of the rough-sewn bag properly. As such, she could see that a splash of the blueish fabric was spilling out, clearly marking its location within the grass, and Lorelei directly above.

She couldn’t get to it now. All she could do was keep still, hold her breath, and hope the four men were too stupid to see it. 

They tore their way towards her, talking among themselves, grumbling and then laughing at jokes Lorelei couldn’t quite hear over the sound of her heartbeat. They had obviously been sent to find her, which meant her absence had been noted, and if they found her up here, and with the contents of her satchel...the consequences didn’t bear thinking about. 

They were so close now. It was impossible that they wouldn’t see her dress. Just a few more strides and it would be right in front of them. 

Only for them to stop, and the one in front to bend over to scratch around in the ground. After a few minutes mumbling and fending off the criticisms of his fellows, he let out a cry of relief and pulled out a long wooden box, covered in soil. 

He pried it open to reveal a yellow, ceramic bottle, to the swift merriment of his friends. Using his crooked teeth, he yanked out the cork and took a long swig, before passing the bottle to the man on his right. 

Booze in hand, the four retreated into the density of the trees, seemingly content to shirk their duties and spend their afternoon drinking.

Letting out the breath she had been holding, Lorelei resumed her descent, picking out hand and toeholds in the irregular surface, taking pains not to slip on clumps of moss or patches of flaking rust, then jumping the last few feet and landing heavily next to where she’d hidden her dress. 

Which was now gone, and in the hands of the lone man waiting for her. 

‘You can’t keep doing this, Lori,’ said her father. He looked tired, eyes sagging in the corners, mousy hair thin and uncombed. He wore a soldier’s leathers, but they were ill fitting and suffering from repeated poor repairs. 

‘I won’t get caught.’

‘You nearly did this time.’ He pulled the dress out of the sack and turned it over in his hands, sighing with relief when he found that it was unblemished. 

‘Dennen and those other idiots? They weren’t interested in me. They only wanted their sour ale.’ 

‘The only reason it was Dennen and those other idiots searching for you was because I insisted they be the ones to help me look. Taron would have sent someone more capable if I hadn’t intervened.’

Her father was holding the same type of carved pole that the other four men had been using to cut their way through the underbrush. A cheap imitation of a real weapon, which would normally be steel, halfway between a staff and a katana. The reason Lorelei had known the men of the holdfast would be at soldiering practice was because her father had been there too. 

‘How did they know I was missing?’ Lorelei eventually asked.

‘Helda said you went to fetch water, but no one had seen you at the reservoir.’

Lorelei fumed. Stinking Helda, always doing everything she could to keep the other women in line. Being Taron’s wife made her think she was better than everyone else. 

‘Don’t,’ her father barked, knowing she was about to go on a rant about the meddlesome woman. It wouldn’t be the first time. ‘I don’t want to hear it. Just get this on, for goodness’ sake.’ 

He threw the dress at her, blushing abruptly, as if only now realising that his daughter wore only her underclothes. 

Lorelei bit her tongue, but allowed herself the privilege of grumbling under her breath as she slid into the heavy dress. What exactly was there for her father to be embarrassed about anyway? Her underclothes were a full body suit, covering her from ankles to base of the neck. 

‘That’s better,’ her father said, as she straightened the dress. 

Immediately Lorelei felt confined, the dense cotton of the garment dragging her down, slowing her movements, making her so uncomfortably warm it was difficult to think straight. 

‘The skirts,’ he hissed, fearing the grass would stain the bottom of the dress. Not a major infraction, as avoiding getting any dirt or stains on a dress over the course of a day was nearly impossible (unless you were Helda) but still, it was undesirable. 

Scowling, Lorelei hitched up her skirt to avoid the worst of the vegetation. 

‘Is that you, Marko?’ came an elderly voice. 

Both Lorelei and her father froze. It was the holdfast’s Alderman. 

‘Over here, elder!’ her father called back, with forced cheer.

A wizened old man, in a teal and white robe with a pointed hood, made his way from between the nearest clump of trees, shuffling as fast as his short legs would carry him. Both Lorelei and her father stood to attention, he with his hands clasped behind his back, she with hers clasped in her lap and her head bowed. 

‘The ribbon!’ her father breathed fearfully. 

Now Lorelei felt true panic. If she was caught with her hair tied back...what was the punishment? Three days locked up without food or water? A public shaming before the holdfast’s entire population? Or the most severe punishment of all, lashings?

Frantically she yanked at the green strip in her hair, the knot resisting her attempts to pull it loose. Why did she have to tie it so tight? 

Because she’d made it tight on purpose, as if she had no intention of taking it out. A small act of rebellion, easily committed from the safety of her supposedly secret spot in the woods. How easy it was to rebel when there was no one else around. 

At last, the ribbon came free and she stuffed it down the back of her dress, feeling it stick to the sweat forming between her shoulder blades. 

She had just enough time to comb her long hair into something resembling acceptability before old Haston the Alderman wandered close enough that his failing eyesight could see them.

‘Well look who we have here. Guidchild Lorelei, you’ve been found.’ Haston spoke in a sour rasp, his tone carrying the acerbic reek of expensive tobacco. Each time his thin lips parted it was like a miasma of the foul stink came billowing out. His short beard was white as snow, except in the corners of his mouth where the tobacco had stained it yellow. 

‘I did not mean to cause concern, elder,’ Lorelei replied, doing everything she could to make herself small and deferent, like mouse before cat. 

‘What could possibly have so distracted you from your duties?’ Haston asked, a small shuffle bringing him closer. The cloy of tobacco was overpowering now. 

‘I... Well, I was...’

‘Supposed to be fetching water from the reservoir, yes. But you haven’t done this because...?’

‘Mushrooms!’ her father exclaimed.

‘Pardon?’

‘My daughter saw some mushrooms, on the way, and became distracted, didn’t you?’

‘Yes that’s right!’ Lorelei said. ‘I saw a patch of especially tasty ones, maybe they came out because of all the rain we’ve been having, so I thought I’d check and see if there were more.’ 

‘And?’

‘And...what, Alderman?’

‘Did you find any?’

‘Oh...no, I didn’t find any. That’s why I’ve been gone so long. I kept searching and searching. I wanted to bring something good back to the holdfast.’

‘That is a shame.’

‘Yes, elder.’

‘At least you found that first patch, eh?’

‘Well, you see, the thing about that is, I thought they were speckle-tops, but actually they turned out to be lump-tops. They look so similar. And lump-tops, they’re poisonous aren’t they, so I used a stick to smash them up, just in case.’ 

‘No mushrooms, then.’

‘No, Alderman.’

‘And no water, either.’

‘No, Alderman.’

There was a torrid pause, before finally the Alderman cleared his throat and spoke. 

‘Collecting water is an important duty, young Lorelei.’

‘Yes, Alderman. I always–’

‘Don’t interrupt me. Collecting water is an important duty. We know this because Holy Jahnman, glory to Him, speaks of it in his writings. If the blessed women of his army hadn’t sought out and collected unspoiled water before the Battle of Shojān, Jahnman and his Neophytes might not have had the strength to Seal away the Great Beasts.’ 

‘I remember, Alderman.’

‘Do you think you are better than the blessed women of Jahnman’s divine army?’

‘No, Alderman, never.’

‘I should hope not.’ 

At last, the reeking old man took a step back. 

‘Today you will collect twice as much water. And Marko, you will return to the training grounds. You’ve long lagged behind the others. What would we do if the realm needed your martial skills, but you were unready? There can be no weak links when protecting the hāligdōm.’ 

They both bowed, gave their thanks, and beat a hasty retreat. Once they were beyond the range of Haston’s eyesight, Lorelei tried to take her satchel back from her father, but he yanked it away. 

‘No, I’m taking this home where it belongs. Go and get the water. You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.’ 

‘But what if I–’ she tried to say, meaning that she might need her charcoal if she saw something worth recording, but headstrong as she was, even Lorelei could see that this battle wasn’t worth fighting. 

They parted ways, her father going back towards Little Astor, Lorelei turning in the direction of the reservoir. Before she left, she spared a glance for her favourite hiding spot, ignoring that Haston was still there, staring up at the towering figure embroiled in the foliage. 

A statue covered in moss and creeping vines, nearly as tall as the surrounding trees. It stood on two legs, had two arms, and was frozen in a pose as if walking and holding out one hand, reaching for something. 

That hand had been Lorelei’s platform, from which she made her observations. She’d been using it for this purpose ever since she was old enough to climb it, using the ridges in the statue’s rusted pieces of armour to find her way up. 

The head of the statue was horrifying to behold. Horned, tusked, inhuman. Only the copious vegetation growing across it hid the worst of its bestial hideousness.

A Sealed Great Beast, petrified since the end of the Last War. 
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Chapter II
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DRIVEN BY SPITE, LORELEI hauled two large buckets at once. She’d be damned if she was going to waste twice as much time going back and forth to the reservoir. If she was lucky, she could get this done then sneak off again to carry on her natural philosophy work. 

That was what the menfolk called what she was doing. Not that they knew she was doing it, apart from her father, and her best friend Charrus, but that was it. She trusted no one else, not even the few girls her age she could more or less call friends. 

The mud of the lane that connected the holdfast to the reservoir sunk beneath her weighted steps, but she persevered, sweat running down her brow, causing her long brown hair to stick to her face. 

It drove her crazy that she couldn’t simply tie her hair back, but no, that would be thrul, the Old Voice word for forbidden. There could be no discussion, no reasonable debate. Women tying their hair back was thrul (as was cutting their hair short) and that was that. 

Rounding the final corner, the trees swept aside and Little Astor came into view. A collection of some three hundred homes built in the traditional way – on mobile platforms so that they could be supplanted and replanted in different locations as required. 

And looming over all of them was the reason for the holdfast’s name, the colossal remains of the Great Beast Astor. 

A monstrous rib cage, so enormous that it enclosed their homes like a birdcage, the spine in the centre casting a shadow so huge that at midday it bisected the holdfast neatly in twain. Go beyond the northern edge of the settlement and you’d find Astor’s immense skull, half sunken into the ground, exactly where Jahnman had left it after cleaving it from the Great Beast’s shoulders during the Last War. 

Each summer, the people of Little Astor dressed it with flowers and sang hymns of victory around it, commemorating the triumph of humanity over their demonic oppressors. 

For Lorelei, the ribcage was such a familiar sight that she paid it very little mind at all, although on the rare occasion Little Astor had visitors, they’d usually waste a few minutes gaping up at it. 

The cistern was in the centre of the holdfast and so Lorelei laboured on, ignoring the stares of her neighbours as she passed. The reason womenfolk normally carried one bucket at the time was to give them a free hand to hoist up their skirts, but Lorelei had used a piece of string to knot hers and prevent it from dragging in the mud. It was not thrul to do so, but it was more than unorthodox enough to draw disapproving glances. 

At last she reached her destination, an opening in the ground ringed with several layers of blue bricks, covered by a gleaming brass hatch. It was here that the women of the holdfast brought their water every day, hauled from the reservoir two miles outside Little Astor, dumped from buckets into a vast subterranean chamber. Submerged in that water and held in brass cages were at least a dozen baetyls, crystalline stones imbued with natural magicks. Baetyls could serve a variety of purposes, but these twelve provided purification, purging the liquid of the poisons that had infected all natural sources of water since the end of the Last War. A foul ploy by the Great Beasts to exterminate humanity. 

The cistern was a cherished feature of the holdfast, its shining brass lid decorated with sacred symbols and Old Voice script. All the holdfasts of the hāligdōm built them in the same way, following the instructions set down by Jahnman in the True Scroll, but since Lorelei had never left Little Astor before, she had no idea if they really were all identical. It was one of the many things she wondered about during her private moments. A lesser thing, compared to her ponderings of the natural world, but a feature of her lamentable curiosity nonetheless. 

‘Goodness, Lorelei, you’re sweating so much you needn’t have bothered with the buckets.’ 

Lorelei ground her teeth but did not turn around, focusing instead on lifting the heavy hatch and getting the buckets up to the rim so she could pour them in and be done as soon as possible. 

‘Why don’t you help her, Taron? She’s only a stick of a thing.’ 

Powerful hands seized the bucket and lifted it easily to the edge of the opening. 

‘That’s better, thank you dear.’ 

The task taken from her, Lorelei had no choice now but to turn to face her helper. 

‘Do you have a handkerchief, sweetheart? Really, it’s not seemly to be sweating so much. It’s practically coming through your dress.’ 

Guidwife Helda offered a saccharine smile and reached into her bag, retrieving a square of cloth and holding it out. 

‘Bring it back whenever you’re able, it’s no trouble at all, really.’ 

Lorelei did not especially want to accept Helda’s charity, but with no other options but outright rudeness, she took the hanky and dabbed at her forehead.

‘Thank you, guidwife.’ 

‘It’s no trouble at all,’ Helda repeated, taking Taron’s arm as her husband finished pouring out the water and rejoined her. 

Helda was widely regarded as the most beautiful woman in Little Astor. Lusciously dark hair, curves in all the right places, skin so clear it could have been made of porcelain. Since marrying Taron, she had produced a flock of healthy sons and yet somehow still found time to assist Haston with his daily duties, organise most of the holdfast’s holyday celebrations, and stick her nose into the lives of every other woman in the community.

Helda was the perfect guidwife, and she knew it. 

‘I’m afraid to say I put your father on his arse today,’ Taron said, with an unapologetic grin. ‘Do tell him how sorry I am. Got carried away, I think. He knows how it is.’

‘And how is it?’ Lorelei said, before she could stop herself.

Taron’s expression twitched, almost imperceptibly. ‘Soldiering. Hot blooded. Easy to take it a bit far.’

‘Even though it’s just practise.’

‘Even so.’

‘Not something we’d understand!’ Helda laughed, squeezing her husband’s bulging biceps. ‘These men, eh? So competitive! It’s a good thing they take it out on each other! Our boys are always going at it in the garden. Give them sticks and they think they’re ready to join the Prince’s army already!’

Lorelei didn’t really trust herself to keep speaking, so she did her best to just smile. 

‘Talking of boys, how goes the husband hunt?’ 

Helda knew exactly how the husband hunt was going: it wasn’t. Lorelei was quite content with this, truth be told, but for Helda, it was an easy opportunity to land a few insults, which was probably her favourite pastime. 

‘I’m sure something will come along,’ said Lorelei, flatly.

‘That’s it, sweetheart, keep your spirits up. And don’t you fret, someone will be able to look past all that ugliness with your mother. Really, it’s so unfair that past unpleasantness is making things more difficult for you now. It’s hardly your fault, is it?’

‘I suppose not,’ Lorelei replied, fuming silently. 

‘You didn’t even know her!’

‘I suppose I didn’t.’

‘And really, a witch?’ Helda whispered, loudly. ‘Do we think that was actually true?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Still, at least she passed in a way that was natural. Better that, than taken by the Beasts! What would people think of her if that had happened?’

Now Lorelei really didn’t trust herself to say anything more and, frankly, didn’t want to give Helda the satisfaction of continuing the conversation. Making an excuse about being late for something, Lorelei bowed sharply to Taron and made her escape. 

She didn’t need to turn around to know Helda was watching, a superior grin plastered across her face.
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THE GLOW FROM THE LITTLE candle wasn’t much, but it was enough to let Lorelei read. 

She sat at the dining table, hunched over her book, ignoring the growing ache in her upper back as she devoured the pages before her. This was a book that Lorelei hadn’t read before, which was unusual because she’d consumed almost all the tomes in her father’s very small collection several times over by now. Thus far this book had remained elusive, primarily because it had been too complex, but no more. 

Even more so than tying her hair back (which it was right now, naturally) being able to read was Lorelei’s greatest secret. Girls weren’t taught letters like the boys were. In fact, girls were only taught very rudimentary numbers, so they could properly tally things like grain and lengths of fabric, as part of their duties running a household. Letters were for menfolk, so that they might understand the Prince’s tax declarations, exchange correspondence with their superiors when on the battlefield, and read the summons deciding where they were to march and who they were to kill. 

The only reason Lorelei knew how to read was because her father had taught her, and according to him, the only reason he had done that was because her mother had made him promise he would. 

She’d died in childbirth. Bleeding too much. That was all her father knew. The provincial physician had refused to attend the birth, but if he had, perhaps Lorelei’s mother would still be alive. They would never know for sure. 

The reason the physician had refused to attend was the same reason why Lorelei’s home was located on the periphery of the holdfast, as far as possible from the cistern and all the other community resources. People had said that Kaltia was a witch. 

A ridiculous notion. Witches weren’t real, Lorelei knew, but back then that hadn’t been the opinion of the majority of the holdfast. Kaltia had dared to publicly disagree with the Alderman, dared to offer herbal remedies to people the physician claimed he couldn’t help, dared to suggest thrul ideas such as digging a channel from the reservoir to the holdfast so the womenfolk didn’t have to spend so much time collecting water. Such behaviour had been enough to get the rumours of witchcraft started.
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