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Hawtyr trudged through the musty tunnel at the pace of an old man, staring at the ground. He couldn’t see it, not in the darkness around him, but he was too exhausted to look up, and the only thing keeping him upright was the long spear he leaned on. Every third step he moved it forward with a soft grunt, before forcing his aching legs to catch up. 

Again. And again.

He had to be close to the way out. He had no idea how high the ceiling was, or what material the walls were made of. But he knew he was going up, ascending, and eventually he would leave this lightless subterranean world.

If he could only keep walking. He swayed, quickly positioning the base of his spear under him to steady himself. Almost there. He kept walking with the little energy he had left, and another sweat-drenched age later, he reached it.

How exactly he knew, he wasn’t sure, but his senses told him there was an object in front of him. He took one last, defiant step, and his bare left knuckle struck wood with a soft thud. 

Nothing.

He dropped his spear, then struck the door again. They had to let him in. He struck it again, and again, until his knuckles bled.

What if he didn’t deserve to be let out of here? Maybe he was doomed to stay here, forever, alone, always damned for what he had done. But the urge, the need to escape, was so great, so overwhelming, he couldn’t stop himself. He began crying, each strike accompanied by another sob.

Still nothing.

He almost gave up, his mangled fingers losing their feeling. But he couldn’t handle a single more day down here, in the dark, in the silence. As his skin tore, he felt the bone beneath creating a steady rhythm of knocks. Still nothing. He staggered backwards a few steps, then fell to his knees and toppled forwards, only his outstretched hands stopping him from hitting the ground. On hands and knees he waited there, panting, like an animal. At long last, the door opened.

He knew he must have looked terrifying, like some nightmarish beast in human form. The “second skin” he wore was made of thick salamander hide, mottled yellow and black, slippery and reflective. And now that there was finally light to reflect, he glowed. Only his uncovered head, hands and feet betrayed that he was a man.

He looked up and opened his eyes. The damp cool of the underground was now blasted away by hot air, and it took him a moment to remember where he recognised it from. Of course—the fiery warmth of a forge. Slowly, he lowered his arm. When he could see again, a tall, olive-skinned man with sleek black hair came into focus. He wore an embroidered doublet, reaching down almost to his knees and displaying two black fox heads facing one another, teeth bared. He knew he should recognise it from something, but from where?

‘A visitor from the World Below,’ said the man quietly, his voice deep and soft as satin.

He was the most beautiful thing Hawtyr had ever seen. 

‘I survived!’ he whispered, unable to believe it. Still, part of him held on to his guilt, telling him he didn’t deserve to get out alive, out of this dark place. Before he could thank the stranger, his consciousness slipped away.

***
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When Hawtyr awoke, he was lying in a bed, still in his second skin. He tensed and sat up, and when he opened his eyes, he winced. There was so much light, he had to shield his eyes against the windows. No danger, just a table and potted plants in the corners. He tried to relax, closed his eyes briefly, and let out a deep breath. He was no longer underground, and for the first time in so many years, he could see sunlight.

He took another look around, more calmly this time. He realised that the room was triangular, with round windows on two white-marble walls and a closed wooden door on the third. From somewhere outside, he heard the rush of a great body of water, and then he smelt the food on the table in the corner. A silver plate had been placed atop it with some fruit, a hard-boiled egg, a slice of black bread and several red berries set out on it. There was a glass cup with a green liquid beside it.

He took a step towards it, wondering briefly if his body could still handle that food. Then his hunger overwhelmed him, and he reached for it, and in minutes he had consumed everything, and a plum core in his fingers was all that was left. A second later, he had finished the drink, finding it to be bitter and sweet at the same time. 

He saw his reflection in the plate, clear on the silver, and didn’t recognise that ghastly face looking back at him through haunted eyes. With a sigh, he walked back to the bed, too full. He felt nauseous from eating so much, as used as he was to not eating enough.

In a sudden rush of panic, he remembered his weapon. Heart thumping, he glanced around desperately, only to find it lying there right beside the bed.

He reached for it, getting down on one knee, gripping the worn-out wooden haft, recognising every nick and scratch in the material. Only the tip was unscratched, for it was made fully of meluar; the hardest, most precious material known to man. Sharp on both edges, it was thin except for a slight widening where it connected to the haft.

The spear had become part of him in the World Below, always in his hand, his only reminder of the time before. Despite his best efforts to hold onto them, his memories had slowly faded, leaving only a few. Sometimes it all felt like a distant dream.

He shook his head. He was aboveground, and he wasn’t dreaming.

But where was he? He had seen that man earlier with two fox heads on his doublet. What symbol was that? It took him a long moment to drag the name from his memory.

Myrrhe. A nation far from his own, which he had never before visited. How had he gotten here?

He had always assumed he would return to the surface in the same place he’d gone down; in that vast cave, deep in the Cylai mountains, where he’d entered at the head of an army. Where he’d lost everything.

When the knock came, he was up on his feet, his spear levelled at the doorway. A tall, narrow-faced woman walked in, wearing a yellow silk shirt and skirt, and immediately stepped back. Hawtyr squinted at her, taking in her strange accessories; a silver chain for a belt around her waist, as well as a second shoulder-belt made of red leather, with at least a dozen little pouches dangling from it. 

‘You need to be clean before you meet the Crown Prince,’ the woman said, fortunately in the same language he spoke, if with an accent. ‘Take off...that.’

‘Prince?’ Hawtyr asked, and his word came out as a mumble. He’d spoken to himself often underground, but they were always words meant for his ears only.

‘Where am I?’ he said, trying to raise his voice.

‘You are in the keep of High King Averyl Ranrykai of Myrrhe, First of his Name, Protector of the Eleven Islands. You must be ready in two hours. Follow me.’

The words meant little to him. All he knew of Myrrhe was that it was famous for its traders and physicians and that it was generous to outsiders. That, and how Myrrhe was a nation built on a river, so how could he have arrived from below the earth? He must have been very deep to go under the Feril.

‘You drank the concoction I gave you, I hope?’ she asked, confirming his suspicion that she was one such physician. He nodded.

‘Good. It will help get you to full health.’

The woman turned and walked away. He hurried after her down a short corridor, past the entrance to a spiral staircase leading up, before she pointed to a wooden door on the left. Behind it was yet another triangular room, but instead of a bed there was a toilet and a large bronze bucket full of steaming water for a bath, heated by glowing coals beneath it. On one wall hung a mirror with a razor on the plank beneath it; from the other hung a potted fern.

‘You smell,’ she said. ‘Clothes are by the bath.’

She walked away before he could argue, and he looked down. His feet were bare, as they had been since his boots had fallen apart. There was dirt under his fingernails and a thin layer of dust and grime on the skin of his hands and face.

Getting cleaned up would take him all the time he had. He hadn’t taken off his second skin in weeks, but he did so now. Piece by piece he removed it, starting with his long sleeves, which were tattering around his forearms, broken down by years of wearing them. Then he took off his shirt and finally his trousers, struggling to get the tight material off him. When he was finally unclothed, he felt as if he had taken off a part of himself. Under that was a gaunt torso, not a shred of fat on his body, with arms and legs lean from constant malnutrition.

All that was left now was to clean up his face. He remembered how much shorter his chestnut-brown beard and hair had been when he’d disappeared into the bowels of the earth, and saw how long they were now, filled with scraps of food and matted blood. Mechanically, he began to cut his beard to its former length, then trimmed his hair so it no longer hung down to his shoulders. It took him another half an hour to bathe, to get used to the warm water, to scrub the caked dirt and grime and blood off his skin, to clean his scars and more recent wounds. It surprised him how pale his skin was, the result of years out of the sunlight.

Finally he was clean, and the bathtub was dirty. He looked at the new clothes they had given him. A blue silk shirt and trousers, plain sandals, and a green cloak over that. He didn’t want to wear them, but perhaps his hosts found his second skin too intimidating.

The same physician re-entered just as he was fully clothed again. Fully alert, Hawtyr followed her into the room opposite his with a last brush of a hand through his hair, pushing it back. There, across a round mahogany table, sat the man he’d met earlier, though now he could see him properly. Clean-shaven, with a softly jutting jaw, he had a narrow nose and bony cheeks. 

‘The visitor, Crown Prince,’ said the physician.

‘Thank you for bringing him,’ he said to her, and waved her away. ‘Sit, now. Look at me.’

Hawtyr obeyed wordlessly, sitting down uncomfortably in a high-backed leather chair placed there for him. He was no longer used to sitting in a chair and resisted the urge to simply squat on the seat, like the animal he had become.

The prince looked ageless, as if he were somewhere between a boy and a man, and his long black hair was combed back until it hung sleekly behind his ears. If anything, he was quite handsome. He still wore the golden cloak from earlier, but now Hawtyr saw that he wore a meluar circlet atop his head—the blue-tinged grey metal that his own spear was made of.

How dare he?

For a minute Hawtyr avoided the man’s gaze, feeling it on him, wondering what he’d done wrong. The prince shouldn’t be owning anything made of meluar; meluar was a resource of Hawtyr’s own people, and theirs alone. 

‘All I ask is your knowledge,’ said the stranger at last. ‘We saved you, I would say we deserve that much. Why were you in the Qeluat—the World Below, as your people call it?’

Hawtyr took a deep breath, struggling to form words he had not used in so long, except in whispers. ‘I...I fought in the Swan War. I fought against the sahaan invasion of Isken. I protected our Magnis.’

‘So you were there, then?’ the prince asked. ‘When Magnis Egeraan followed the Grey Swan Clan into the mountains and never returned?’

Upon seeing his expression, the Myrrhen sat back. ‘Unbelievable. 

Hawtyr looked away, his gaze passing over another potted plant, some green flowers he didn’t recognise. They certainly seemed to like their plants in this city. Instinctively he wondered if they were edible, then forced his attention to return to the man before him.

‘We found where the surviving sahaan were hidden, in a small forested valley. We chased them deep into a cave. We—we burnt their town and everyone in it. We hunted the young and the old further into the mountain. Down a dark passage. A passage that led into darkness.’

He shivered, feeling vulnerable without his second skin. Naked. Explaining this brought back all his shame, all the remorse for what he’d done. The past years of isolation had numbed the pain just enough that he could speak of it.

The prince frowned. ‘Magnis Egeraan disappeared seven years ago. Even if what you say is true, and you ended up underground—you cannot have survived there for seven years.’

Now it was Hawtyr’s turn to stare in horrified amazement. ‘Seven years?’

‘Prove it. How did you get from the Cylai Mountains to here? What did you see on the way here?’

Hawtyr shivered again,. He had already said much more than he felt comfortable with, but he also wanted to share what he knew. ‘When we faced the statue-people, we ran. Too dark. They couldn’t kill all of us. Not at once. But one by one my friends died. Then I was alone.’

The prince took a sip from his cup, watching him intently but giving him the chance to speak. Hawtyr closed his eyes, forcing himself to remember what he had seen. What he knew might come upon Isken, and if not now, then perhaps in a year, a decade, a lifetime later. That terrible eye, staring down at him from an alien form, flashed once more in his mind. An eye that trapped him with terror stronger than a web of chains.

‘Some kind of...living statue,’ Hawtyr said. ‘With horns, stone skin, a single eye. It—it came, and then the ground moved under me. I fell, and then I was on the ground, in the darkness, blinded. I could hear my people screaming, but the torches had gone out, and I couldn’t see them.’

‘And then?’

‘I hit my head. When I woke, it was quiet, and it was dark. And I was alone.’

The prince leaned forwards. ‘It is not that I have no open mind, soldier. But I find your story hard to believe.’

He rose, lips pursed into a grim line. He must have been holding in his rage, for he was taking deep breaths, trying to calm himself. Then he pulled a papyrus scroll out from the folds of his cloak, throwing it down before him.

‘The statue-people are no longer your biggest concern. You want to make up for your failures? Convince your Magnis to call for our aid. Tell Jateah Nymael that when she needs military aid against the sahaan, she must come to Myrrhe to ask us.’

Hawtyr sat back, blinking in confusion. He had known Magnis Jateah Nymael when she was a younger woman, the opposite of her more reckless husband. Hawtyr had correctly assumed she would take his place, despite being born beyond Isken. Would a woman like that be summoned to Myrrhe by a ghost from the past with a scroll?

And what was a merdruin?

‘It’s an ancient Myrrhen word,’ said the prince, as if sensing his confusion. ‘It means something cryptic, unknown. Hard to translate to your tongue.’ He waved it away.

‘So—so Isken still stands,’ said Hawtyr.

‘That it does, no thanks to you. The last First Spear led Isken’s army deep into the mountains, while he should have returned to Isken.’

Hawtyr sighed in relief. He’d feared the worst, all those years below the surface. He still feared them, but if they hadn’t come to the surface yet, he had time to prepare his people for them. Even if they never did come, the very possibility was enough to terrify him.

‘But you know all that, don’t you? You know that because...because that was you. Somehow, only you survived.’

The Myrrhen had raised his voice, verging on anger but not quite reaching it. His smoke-grey eyes revealed just what he thought of this.

‘I was,’ Hawtyr admitted, wondering how the prince had guessed. And I still am, officially.

‘You went too far, Iskenite. If anything, you turned the other sahaan clans against you. Last I heard, all contact has been lost with the city of Farhold, up in the mountains. We believe Nymaeon may be next.’

‘The other clans are gathering?’ asked Hawtyr. He’d barely considered that possibility, not after defeating one of them. Could it be that the statue-people really had been a dream, a way of coping with what he’d seen? He wished he could believe that.

The prince nodded.

‘The magnis of Isken must please the army to keep power. We both know that. The First Spear is gathering an army south of Belanor, ready to go into the mountains.’

Hawtyr placed both fists on the table and leant forwards. He didn’t care about the sahaan, they were usually raiders, not conquerors. But the beings that he had encountered, deep beneath the earth, were something different. 

‘To fight sahaan, I hope?’ he asked. ‘Not to go—not to go underground.’

‘Of course not,’ came the prince’s reply. ‘The sahaan are still the threat. If you wish to stand a chance against them, you will need our help.’

‘So the sahaan have united,’ Hawtyr muttered, speaking to himself. If that was so, the statue-people were indeed a problem for later. As much as he feared them, he couldn’t blame himself for the deaths of his people, not fully. But he certainly could have expected the other clans to retaliate, even those not yet against Isken. If they united, that would be his fault.

Clamping his eyes shut didn’t stop the tears from falling. Instead, that only brought back the images of his army scattered and destroyed, their torches and lanterns extinguished one by one. They had died to kill the sahaan, and now their sacrifice could have been in vain?

‘How do you know this?’ he demanded, sitting up straighter. ‘The clans have never united.’

‘We don’t know if they’ve united or are working separately. But they are moving north, and fast. We already sent an envoy a month ago to offer aid against the sahaan that are massing in the mountains. It was rejected, as we should have expected. But now you’ve appeared, claiming there is a different threat. Our offer is the same, though perhaps you can finally convince them—an army of eleven thousand soldiers to aid you against your enemies. If you swear to deliver it, we’ll give you our fastest ship to Ertemor.’

‘You sent an envoy? Why?’

‘There are at least nine sahaan clans left in the Cylai Mountains. We know that much. Their unity is a threat, and that must be prevented. Combined, they pose a threat to all Myrrhe’s trade south of the Feril, and even these islands themselves. As we speak, the magnis should be on her way to Belanor, to oversee the new army.’

Hawtyr shuddered. He already did not look forward to returning to Isken, for the people could well blame him for Magnis Egeraan’s death. And now there were not one but two grave threats to it. But he had missed his home, missed it so much.

‘It’s...it’s too late,’ he muttered. ‘Isken is still recovering...’

‘Then don’t scare them with tales of an imagined threat while there’s a real one.’

Hawtyr struck the table. ‘The statue-people are real. I know what I saw.’

The prince nodded slowly. ‘Ah, sounds reasonable. They destroyed your army but let you, the leader, escape.’

He leaned back and massaged his temples. ‘It shouldn’t matter who the real threat is. Either way, you'll need our alliance. Tell the magnis to come to us.’

‘If she comes here, who guards Isken?’

The crown prince of Myrrhe stood up, his chair scraping across the floor. ‘As I said, your Magnis is a figurehead. I only hope her symbolic power will be enough to save your people.’
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Chapter 2
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To Hawtyr’s relief, the Myrrhen intelligence had been right. the magnis was indeed in Belanor.

From a distance, he could see the streets of Belanor were awake. A small crowd had formed in the city centre, a burning brazier in each corner of the great central square. The fervent smell of smoke filled the air, creating a blurry haze around the spectators as they stared at the wooden stage between them. 

On three sides stood ten or so istoroi, the nobility of Isken, in fashionable clothes. Both men and women wore corsets of brown or dark blue, and pointy snakeskin shoes. Around them he glimpsed a few hundred of the richer citizens in less extravagant half-cloaks and waistcoats, as well as the occasional Crimsoncloak guarding them.

The fourth side was occupied by the most important figure, Magnis Jateah Nymael, who sat on a cushioned, high-backed chair. She wore long black robes threaded with silver patterns and the magnis’s official hirash atop her head: a half-moon crest of black feathers that angled forwards, leaving her face wreathed in shadow. 

To each side of her stood regiments of soldiers in black breastplates over hauberks of bronze scale, and right beside her stood some of her closest friends, her guards, and plenty of servants. But Magnis Jateah was the only one he had to reach; the only one he had to convince.

Even as Hawtyr rode fast towards her, the crowds splitting up at the sight of his camel, he squinted to see the scene better. The chair, an uncomfortable-looking seat of cobalt and iron, seemed to be floating in the air, nothing holding it up. It took him a long moment to realise it was a lodestone seat, one of the Assembly of Makers’ latest inventions. It used the repelling power of magnets to lift the seat above the ground, making it seem like the magnis could levitate.

Jateah clapped her hands three times, the feathers of her hirash swaying with her movements. Belanor fell silent. The drummers moved aside, the city folk stopped moving, and even the gathered nobles stopped talking for a moment. She said something in a hushed voice, and the crowd gave a small cheer.

The noise made Hawtyr’s hands shoot to his ears. Years of silence had honed his hearing, and the cheer was overwhelming, drowning out even his camel’s bleating. Fortunately, the noise subsided as the magnis continued her speech.

‘As is tradition, I will ask today that the two best acolytes come forward to fight for the ultimate prize. Stand back. Contestants, show yourselves.’

That was new. Her voice was much deeper than Hawtyr remembered, more authoritative. She’d been a reserved woman the last time he’d seen her; she must have changed after taking her husband’s place on that throne.

As Hawtyr watched, two young men clambered upon the stage, each wearing little more than a leather tunic, no shoes, no armour and carrying a single weapon: a long quarterstaff. The taller one wore white, and the shorter black, but otherwise, they were nearly identical.

‘Of course, for each two contestants, only one can join the ranks of our greatest warriors! Stoneguard, form a ring!’

A loose circle of warriors formed on the stage around the two duellists. These were the existing Stoneguard, each wielding the long spears, silver gauntlets on their left hands, and long grey stonecloaks of their order. They crouched and pointed their spears inwards, at the duellists, preventing them from escaping, but low enough for people all around to see over them.

‘Begin the duel!’ the magnis ordered, and for the first time that day he saw her face: a small nose, full lips, and high cheekbones. Older than he remembered, of course.

The two contestants slowly approached one another, studying the other’s movements, undoubtedly looking for an opening. They would have trained together for years, and they knew each other's weaknesses. A youth spent together, but only one of them could win. The black-clothed warrior struck first, thrusting his staff at his opponent, who stepped back. Then, the white warrior lunged, only for his staff to be swept aside.

Hawtyr didn’t have time to wait for the duel to finish. He dismounted at the edge of the crowd, leaving his camel behind, and walked onwards through the mass of people, knocking farmers and merchants aside in his struggle to get to the stage. As he did so, he reached for the prince’s missive, with the Myrrhen seal, to add at least some credibility to the claims he would make. He panicked as he patted himself down, finding nothing tucked into his fingerless leather gloves, nothing between his salamander skin and his own where it reached up to his neck. Had he left it with his camel? No, he would have kept something so valuable safely on him.

Then he remembered his boots. Along with his gloves, they had been given to him by the Myrrhens; black as satin, almost up to his knees, fastened with small belts and with steel toe-caps for protection. He had tucked the scroll into one of them, on the inside of his calf.

‘Watch where you walk!’ someone snapped at him, then saw his glowing second skin and stepped hastily out of the way. Of course, the Myrrhens had offered Hawtyr a new stonecloak, like those his comrades wore, but he had declined. His second skin was all the protection he could ever need. For several minutes he walked briskly towards that stage, to where the magnis would be able to see him. Already people were staring at him. 

He took the opportunity to draw a bright red leaf out of his glove, half the size of his palm, before stuffing it in his mouth. A moment later he felt the familiar rush of energy as the herb pulsed through his body. Now he was ready.

He stood still for a moment longer anyway. Part of him longed to see someone, anyone, that he had known from before. He hardly paid attention to the black warrior being slowly but surely pushed towards the edge of the square. Instead, he tried to see the faces of the circle of Stoneguard. They had all trained in Isk, in the capital, so he must recognise at least one of them. But no—they must have all completed their training after his descent.

Which apprentice would win, no one would ever know, for Hawtyr stepped up onto the stage, between two Stoneguard. They stepped back in surprise, levelling their staffs at him.

Within moments, the noise around the square died down. The two apprentices separated, and for a moment, they stood frozen, staring at Hawtyr. The other Stoneguard already turned their spears at him, waiting for an order from the magnis. The crowd had gone silent, shocked as they were at the sudden ending, and the drums stopped one by one. No one had ever interrupted the duel ceremony before.

‘Who are you?’ Magnis Jateah bellowed, rising up to glare down at him. Hawtyr took a deep breath as he walked to the centre of the stage, placing his spear on the wood. The disciplined Stoneguard were unsure how to react—after all, Hawtyr was a Stoneguard as well.

‘I am Hawtyr Ravven, your magnificence. I was once the First Spear of Isken.’

The silence lasted ten long seconds before it was  broken.

‘My husband died seven years ago, with all his guards. Including Hawtyr Ravven.’

‘I alone survived.’

‘A First Spear always carries a golden gauntlet!’

Tenred Barkasular had spoken this time, the tall Seneschal of Isken, stepping forwards from beside the lodestone throne. The stubble on his chin had faded from black to a dark grey since the last time they’d met, and over the years his brow had crinkled, though perhaps that was more from stress than age. Being seneschal meant practically running the Magnerate. A thin golden chain running from shoulder to hip over his black corset left no doubts as to his rank.

‘How dare you lie to your Magnis?’ he demanded.

‘I can prove it,’ Hawtyr replied. ‘Seneschal—you duelled Magnis Egeraan two years before the war. You let him win by letting yourself be disarmed.’

Magnis Jateah’s bushy eyebrows furrowed into a frown, and the crowd fell still. Was that a spark of recognition he saw in her face? Someone had to be able to recognise him and remember who he was. The seneschal took a step back, then drew a hand through his hair, as if he had come upon some great realisation.

‘I lost my cloak and gauntlet,’ said Hawtyr, raising his voice and then his weapon. ‘But this is a meluar spear! Only the Stoneguard may wield it.’

‘It could be him!’ said the seneschal, speaking to the magnis. ‘But the Hawtyr I knew would never insult the Stoneguard by interrupting their ceremony. Guards, arrest him!’

To their credit, they tried. The two guards closest to Hawtyr reached for him, trying to take hold of his shoulders. He shrugged out of their grips easily, his yellow-and-black second skin making him too slippery to hold. He took a few steps forward, and the two men who had been duelling must have thought this the perfect opportunity to prove themselves, for they both came for him at once, striking at his knee and shoulder with their quarterstaffs. He let them hit him, knowing his second skin would absorb most of the incoming energy. Still, he had to do his best not to wince.

‘I am the spear!’ Hawtyr shouted, his voice cracking, still weak. Immediately, the duellists stopped themselves.

‘The spear is I,’ Hawtyr continued and knew that would prevent the other guards from laying their hands on him. They had been taught to obey their First Spear above all others and wouldn’t harm him unless they were absolutely sure he wasn’t one.

He took the chance to pull out the missive the prince had given him, holding it high.

‘I come with warning! And you must listen to it.’

Magnis Jateah shook her head, not even letting him explain. ‘We already know there may be more sahaan coming. I will not let you disturb our ceremony to spread fear among our people. Stoneguard, subdue this man.’

A few of them moved, stepping towards him. Fortunately, most didn’t. Another surprised muttering went through the assembled crowds at the stand-off. ‘Everyone, stay calm!’ Seneschal Barkasular bellowed, but the muttering only increased.

Magnis Jateah stood up. ‘Silence!’

This time, everyone was quiet.

‘Listen, we...’

Shouts deeper in the city interrupted her. Someone was coming. From beyond the crowds, a group of three green-cloaked scouts appeared, racing through the city streets. They were shouting something he couldn’t yet hear, and the crowds separated, giving them a chance to approach the stage.

From somewhere much deeper into the city, someone screamed; a woman’s wail, piercing the night. For several dreadful seconds it continued, then stopped. And then, from the same direction as the scream, came the distant rumble of a collapsing building.

‘Silence!’ the magnis commanded again. But even her voice trembled with fear, and this time it had no effect. The ground was trembling now, ever so slightly.

‘Guards!’ Seneschal Barkasular shouted. ‘Protect the magnis!’

‘They’re here,’ Hawtyr whimpered, frozen in despair. His worst fears had come to life—something worse than the sahaan was coming for them.

The other Stoneguard rushed past him and placed themselves in a line on the stage before the magnis, ready to face any oncoming threat. Before them, both battalions of soldiers formed up, crescent-bladed axes drawn, forming a wall of black shields. He barely registered them passing, instead staring at the three fast-approaching scouts.

‘They’re coming!’ one of them shouted.

‘Retreat!’ shouted the other.

Then, the ground moved again, but not with the shaking of an earthquake; more like the rippling of water. As if someone had thrown a great rock into a lake, far away, and the waves were now coming towards them. As everyone stared, the ground rippled again, and now there were long, thin fractures between the stones, branching like lightning. From one of them oozed an inky, purple-black liquid.

‘This isn’t possible,’ one of the spectators muttered.

But it was. At the sinister sight, the crowds began edging away from it. The soldiers trembled, and even some of the proud Stoneguard flinched.

For a few seconds, the ground was still. And then Hawtyr saw another, even greater ripple; more like a wave of stone, cresting with that inky, purple-black liquid, slowly but surely coming towards the crowds. It carried with it a strange smell he couldn’t quite place—somewhere between sweet and burning, unrecognisable.

‘Run!’ Hawtyr screamed, his untrained voice breaking again, and leapt off the stage just before the wave struck it, wood splintering and cracking as its foundation collapsed.

When he turned to look, he saw hundreds of civilians and soldiers falling, many screaming as their arms and legs broke. A few dozen had jumped, diving over the wave of stone, but most had tried to outrun it or stood frozen, unable to make sense of what they saw.

Magnis Jateah made the mistake of staying in her seat. Hawtyr heard her scream as the seat fell, the lodestone beneath it pushed away by the wave, the magnetic energy holding her up disrupted.

Hawtyr raced towards the magnis, still on his feet, passing between fallen soldiers. An eternity of surviving underground had honed his senses, touch and balance, and he did not even stumble as he stepped between the bodies.

Then he was next to the woman. Magnis Jateah of House Nymael lay sprawled on her back, sightless eyes staring up at the sky. Her hirash, the symbol of her office, was gone.

He couldn’t see how she’d died. Maybe her spine had broken, maybe her skull. Either way, the magnis could no longer save Isken.

‘No,’ Hawtyr whimpered. Another failure, another burden on his conscience. Throughout Belanor, the wave destroyed buildings with abandon, reducing them to rubble. He stepped back in shock and bumped into someone behind him. It was the seneschal, Tenred, trying to get back to his feet after the wave had knocked him over. He looked bewilderedly around him, then saw the magnis had fallen.

‘Jateah!’ he shouted, his voice almost a roar. ‘No!’

‘She’s dead,’ said Hawtyr. ‘Your sister’s dead. You must flee.’

‘What have you brought upon us!’ the seneschal demanded, turning upon him, rage in his eyes. His axe was immediately loose from his belt, the blade held out towards the new threat. 

But Hawtyr did not flinch from it, meeting the seneschal’s gaze.

‘Myrrhens called them merdruin. That’s all I know. Stay away from them.’

Then he turned and ran, trying to get out of the doomed city as fast as possible. Fighting those things wouldn’t work. He could do nothing if he were dead.

***
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Hawtyr rode alone through the lush yellow flatgrasses and between the occasional purple-green cassola trees that dotted the Amrai lowlands. He had found an elroch at the far side of Belanor, where the wave of stone hadn’t reached in full force, and made his hurried escape. It was a slender creature, with white-spotted maroon fur, thin legs ending in cloven hooves, and a single black antler protruding from between its ears.

Already, the poor creature was near the end of her strength. He would have to switch mounts soon, if he could find one. But he wanted to be the first one to reach the capital and inform the magnis’s son of what had happened.

Once in a while, he passed a village or hunter’s cabin, but otherwise he was alone with nature, enjoying the soft sun warming him up or a breath of cold air cooling him down. Most of all, he savoured the sounds—the chirping of sparrows above, the wind rustling in the leaves, and the rain pattering on the ground all around when he lay under the ferns at night. Gone was the dreadful, endless, draining silence of the World Below. And gone was the loud clamour of a city being destroyed, its people buried beneath stones from their own buildings.

Only the guilt wasn’t gone. The guilt stayed, made his whole body tense, and made him want to crawl out of his skin. Just thinking about it leeched his energy, even after all this time, forcing him to keep moving, if only to keep himself from remembering. He didn’t know how many people had survived the attack on Belanor, or how many other messengers the seneschal had sent to the capital. But he had inadvertently caused this, and he would bring the message first. What more could he do?

The journey to Isk was long, crossing the entire Magnerate, south-east to north-west. He rode through regions he hadn’t crossed before, between countless rice paddies and fields, stopping only to sleep. Once in a while he’d encounter a band of hunters, a company of camel-riding merchants, or a scarecrow standing in its field. He passed wildlife, wild deer and okapi and even a lone jackal, sniffing at a carcass. Creatures he recognised, and not nearly as terrifying as most denizens of the World Below. Of course, the light of day made everything less frightening.

Every town and village he came across, he wished he could issue the same grim warning: that their magnis had fallen, that something was coming from underground to attack Isken.

He didn’t have the time. 

As he encountered another group of riders, he stopped his elroch and waited for them to come to him. It was a trio of scouts, mounted and crossbow-armed.

‘Halt!’ Hawtyr said to them. They did, though all three were staring at his strange clothes.

‘I must deliver an urgent message to Isk. Seneschal’s orders. My mount is exhausted, and I need a new one.’

The scouts said nothing, too shocked to speak. Hawtyr showed them his weapon. ‘This is a Stoneguard’s spear. I wish I could give you more than a worn-out elroch in return. Belanor has fallen, and Isk must know.’

Two of them hesitated, a younger and an older man.

‘Those are not a Stoneguard’s clothes,’ said the third, a wiry woman with short-cropped hair, as she pointed at them. ‘But that is a Stoneguard’s spear.’

Even as she spoke, she dismounted, nodding to her mount. ‘Dancer’s yours.’

He accepted the gift with a grateful bow, uncertain what else to give.

Judging by the position of the moons, he knew he had reached the walls of Amraas by the end of the month. This was where he and his siblings had lived from an early age, at least until he had joined the Stoneguard. It was a lively city where the drink flowed and the music played, yet he feared it would not last long in these times. 

He would have stayed to talk to his mother, but his relations had never been good with her, and he did not want to think about facing her now. Maybe he’d grown too used to being alone, and facing his mother was too hard.

Instead, he simply told a local officer to inform the istoroi ruling the city of the coming mass of refugees, then continued west and north over the same raised roads that crossed all of Isken.

But being underground for that long still haunted him. His dreams were always miserable, reminding him of what he’d seen and done. Even when awake he couldn’t keep his mind off his dark past. What his own choices had led to. 

Passing through a forest on the way, he saw the carcass of a rodent, the ribs sticking out of the near-fleshless remains. At once, a horrifying image flashed in his mind—an old skeleton, the remains of a half-eaten man, deep beneath the ground. He almost dropped his spear, gripping his throbbing head with a gauntleted hand, and found he could no longer breathe.

His mount bleated, sensing his discomfort, slowing down. Just as quickly, the shuddering stopped, and he just sat there, eyes shut tight, breathing heavily, trying to subdue his anxiety from atop his elroch. When his panic attack ended, he was left breathless and drained, staring forward without seeing anything.

It was his third panic attack since he’d left the World Below. They were rare now, but he doubted they’d ever disappear. He took another red leaf from his cloak, swallowing the herb to get its comforting and familiar burst of energy. A minute later, felt a bit better.

‘Come, let’s finish this,’ he whispered to his fresh elroch and snapped his fingers to get her moving. For two more days he rode, through another forest, past one more lakeside village and the watchtower overseeing it. At last, the grey-bricked walls of Isk rose up out of the surrounding grasslands, and Hawtyr grimly smiled for the first time in months.
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Chapter 3
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Even after seeing it a thousand times, Alandri Nymael hadn’t tired of this sight. The Iskstone—an immense block of black rock, high as a small mountain, and so dark that it seemed to draw in the light around it. No one knew what material it was made of, only that it was neither crystal nor stone, but somewhere in between. Now, at the end of the day, it was a magnificent black outline in the copper-yellow glow of the setting sun.

Atop it stood a fortified palace of flint-grey marble from where the magnis ruled Isken. The great hall was ringed by four bulky round towers in a rough square, each of them overlooking one quarter of the city of Isk. A fifth tower, tall and thin, stood by the Iskstone on the south side. For anyone without wings, there was no other way in than up it.

This was the symbol of her people, a beacon of shadow, worth more than anything else in the Magnerate. She kept staring at it out of the carriage’s side window, admiring it as they slowly returned there.

Looking at it helped take her mind off the heat. Being an Istoron of Isken meant dressing well, and of House Nymael doubly so. Unfortunately, dressing well meant being hot. Her two-layered doublet, made of crimson satin with cuffs adorned by black pearls, was expensive as it was tight. And her eyeliner was already mixing with her sweat, running down her wide cheeks. Her glossy brown hair was tied into braids that lay atop her head, making her look taller than she was, held together by a meluar hairpin that ended in a small black diamond. When at last they stopped, she didn’t even wait for the carriage door to be opened before throwing herself out of it, almost stumbling.

‘You all right now?’ asked Neliri, appearing gracefully next to her in a green corset and dress. Her older companion was both thinner and taller, with deep-set eyes and petal-shaped golden earrings that swayed while she moved.

‘I’m fine, Nel. Just the heat.’

‘Maybe I can find you a fan?’

‘I’m fine, Neliri,’ Alandri repeated. ‘Let’s go, we’re late. What are you doing?’

Her friend reached out with her red-gloved hands, one to each side of her, readjusting her hairpin.

‘It wasn’t straight,’ she explained. ‘It’s better now.’

Her four Stoneguard escorted her across the High Square before the South Tower and almost had to jog to keep up with her.

‘Come on, we don’t have all day,’ Alandri called out to Neliri, who had fallen behind, looking out over the city.

The South Tower was unusual in that it was partly hollow. The double doors opened into a large glass cage, supported by a skeleton of ivory bars on the floor and three sides. Alandri stepped in and tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for her companion.

‘Lift!’ she called up, looking at the slit of darkening sky far above, at the end of the shaft. Chains connected to the glass cage were raised, pulling the cage upward. When they were halfway up, she saw the counterweight on its way down across from them, a large teardrop-shaped piece of lead. When she looked down, she could see the ground below getting further and further away, but it didn’t scare her. She’d been up here often enough.

On the way up, she thought back to the words of the messengers that had arrived. They said that Farhold had fallen, the furthest Iskenite outpost in the mountains. Other clans of those thrice-cursed sahaan must have come back, this time in greater numbers.

At the top of the tower, the lift doors on the other side opened out onto a small antechamber, wider than it was long. Beyond that, a drawbridge led to the gates of the palace itself.

A minute later, they were in the Magnis’s Hall. It was a great polished room at the centre of the palace, where the magnis usually carried out the administrative business of running Isken. Just like the outside, the inside was mostly marble, with a row of white pillars on both sides, each one bearing a single torch. A long line of portraits of old magnises had been hung up throughout the rest of the hall. 

Now, there was a small feast. A long oval table of blackest mahogany stood in the middle of the room, though only ten chairs were set up around it. Each seated a council member: an istoron of the greatest Houses in the capital. Food and drinks had been laid out, from exotic meats to bizarre fruits, and all the different smells combined to form a hearty atmosphere. The feast was a façade, however. They had come to discuss business, and they were waiting for her.

Everyone fell silent as she entered, eyes on her. She walked up to her place at the head of the table, and Neliri went to sit down to her left. On her other side sat Daena Anjaani, another istoron she knew well. The three of them were often nicknamed the Three Ladies, for they were almost always together—and together they dominated the room, all eyes on them.

Daena, six years younger than Alandri, was a stout, blonde girl with dimpled cheeks and an innocent expression. Around her neck hung a silver owl-shaped pendant, an old gift from her father that she always wore.

‘Good evening, fellow istoroi,’ said Alandri. ‘Thank you for coming.’

The nobility of the capital bowed over the table, bringing outstretched fingers together to form a ball before them. The greeting represented the Iskstone, though many associated it with loyalty to House Nymael.

‘I apologise once again for the magnis’s absence,’ said Alandri. ‘Our work must go on regardless. Someone tell me, have we made any progress with the rebuilding of the south-eastern quarter?’

She took a sip from her cider. One of the younger members stood up, a pale, long-lashed woman in a turquoise corset. Istoron Maali of House Numeera.

‘We estimate the rebuilding to be at seventy and six percent completion.’

‘Seventy and six?’ Alandri asked. ‘Do you mean to say it only went six percent further in the last two months?’

Istoron Maali stared down at the papyrus in her hand and did not reply.

‘How much has been spent on this project so far?’

‘Fifteen thousand iron tokens,’ reported another council member, Istoron Laaros of House Sakyatoon, currently the head treasurer. He wore a black leather corset with golden buttons down his chest and up to one shoulder in the latest men’s fashion. His long, squared salt-and-pepper beard seemed to glisten, probably waxed into that shape. 

‘So why is it taking this long? Is the supply of building materials delayed? Are there not enough workers to complete it?’

‘There were...unforeseen difficulties in bringing more stone to the city,’ said Istoron Kariagos, a small, pale-skinned man with his greying hair in a ponytail. ‘We bought two shipments from our quarry in Dalaam, but neither has yet arrived. We believe production there may be down due to bad weather.’

His answer was not brought very convincingly, and no one else backed him up. With both her mother and uncle gone, Alandri represented the magnis’s will, and no one wanted to be blamed when she returned.

‘Bad weather? This project has been going on for six years already, why weren’t those shipments ordered earlier?’

‘Apologies, Istoron. We have...’

The doors to the hall reopened, and he trailed off. A lone man entered, a meluar-bladed spear in his hand, and wearing—what was he wearing? Some kind of salamander skin, mottled yellow and black. She glared at him for interrupting her speech. Beside her, Neliri gasped.

‘Where is the Heir-Magnis?’ the man asked.

‘My brother? Surely you know he isn’t here.’

‘I have a message for the Heir-Magnis,’ the guard repeated stubbornly. ‘He must be the first to know.’

Alandri snorted, brushing away a strand of her brown hair from her eyes. ‘You do not look like a messenger. You have a Stoneguard’s spear, and yet you’re wearing that?’

The man blushed, looking down at his clothes. Obviously he had not expected this.

‘So be it,’ he said. ‘I will tell you. It’s about your mother, Istoron...’

She paled as it hit her—the expression on his face, how slowly he’d entered, his reluctance to get to the point. She lowered her goblet, looking at Neliri for reassurance.

‘Belanor has fallen,’ the guard continued. ‘It was attacked by—by something terrible.’

‘No,’ said Neliri, her voice catching. ‘Is that you, Hawtyr?’

Alandri rose, swaying on her feet, and almost lost her balance. That name—she recognised that name. Hawtyr had been Neliri’s brother, so long ago, and so much more besides. Could this strange man once have been the First Spear of Isken?

‘Was it the sahaan?’ asked Istoron Laaros.

‘Which clan?’ demanded Istoron Maali. ‘Tell us.’

‘This council is at an end,’ Alandri said. ‘Leave us.’

It took the gathered Istoroi too long to leave. They stared at the guard and then at one another before getting to their feet one by one. The food was left uneaten, the drink undrunk. Daena also had a shocked, open-mouthed expression, and Neliri—Neliri was trembling uncontrollably. She had her mouth open, trying to form words.

‘You as well,’ Alandri repeated as they stayed seated. Her eyes watered, and she fought back the tears, refusing to let them fall. Daena hurried out of the room after the other guests. Neliri walked out more slowly, staring at the Stoneguard, who didn’t meet her gaze.

Then Alandri took a lengthy sip of her iced cider, downing the fruity-tasting drink too easily. She needed it. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered who exactly it was that stood before her, but she didn’t really care. Someone had just killed her mother.

That meant her older brother Aakos would now become the new magnis whenever he returned—and she herself, the new Heir-Magnis. In theory, that made her the most important woman of Isken.

Her mind raced with the implications, and for a moment they overwhelmed her, pushing out her emotions. She would process those later, when she was alone and had time.

The man hung his head, holding his spear behind his back horizontally with both hands.

‘I am indeed Hawtyr Ravven, First Spear of Isken. I alone survived the war with the sahaan. And I alone caused this.’

‘Please,’ said Alandri. ‘I don’t understand. Start from the beginning!’

***
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‘You’re still alive?’ Neliri asked him as Hawtyr left the Magnis’s Hall. His sister stood in the high-ceilinged corridor running around the hall, hand to her chest, light from several moons seeping in through the arched windows in the walls. ‘After all these years?’

Hawtyr almost walked away, unable to meet her gaze. Instead, he bowed his head. ‘I wish I could have come earlier.’

‘You were gone for seven years!’

‘I was trapped in... in a terrible place. I swear, I’ll tell you one day, I’ll—’

Neliri ran forward and embraced him. He smelt her perfume, something sweet, and the cool metal of her earring touched the back of his neck. He almost tried slipping out of it, no longer used to being so close to another person, but managed to keep himself still.

‘Later,’ she whispered over his shoulder. ‘All that matters is that you came back to us. I missed you!’

Hawtyr tensed—his over-affectionate sister was touching one of the more recent wounds on his back, and he tried to ignore the pain. She finally let go.

‘You look terrible. Those clothes. And those wounds...’

She moved her hand towards the long scar visible on his neck. ‘Who did that to you?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Hawtyr lied. He remembered every injury he had received in the World Below. And he’d been lucky not to succumb to infection from the wounds.

‘Some creature of... some creature below the ground. I’m fine.’

‘From below the ground?’ Neliri asked, voice shaking. ‘I can’t believe that there’s enough room down there to get lost in.’

‘There is,’ said Hawtyr. ‘As much as above ground. They’re coming for us.’

‘You mean the statue-people?’

‘Yes, the statue-people!’ he snapped, more loudly than he’d intended. ‘We don’t even know what they are, and already they want to kill us!’

He looked away as he saw his sister flinch at his anger. He had never given much for family, for he had been raised to be loyal to the Magnerate, but she was still his sister.

Once, they had been inseparable, always getting in trouble together. But that was before he’d left Amraas and dedicated himself completely to the Stoneguard.

‘I shouldn’t have shouted at you. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine.’ His sister looped her arm into his. ‘Come, join me on a walk.’

She led him through the corridor to one of the palace’s towers, then up the spiral marble staircase.

‘Did you visit Mother, on your way here?’ she asked.

Hawtyr shook his head grimly. ‘There was no time.’

‘You survived so much! Why do you look like everything is your fault?’

‘Because it is.’

Neliri sighed. They had reached the top of the southwest tower, both of them leaning on the battlement, and she was looking sadly out across the streets. Hawtyr instead stared down at the edges of the Iskstone visible below the palace, losing himself in the void-like nothingness. Only by contrasting it with something beside it could one see it was a solid object, touchable.
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