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About the Book


The Ninth Rain has fallen. The Jure’lia are awake. Nothing can be the same again.


Tormalin the Oathless and the fell-witch Noon have their work cut out rallying the first war-beasts to be born in Ebora for three centuries. But these are not the great winged warriors of old. Hatched too soon and with no memory of their past incarnations, these onetime defenders of Sarn can barely stop bickering, let alone face an ancient enemy who grow stronger each day.


The key to uniting them, according to the scholar Vintage, may lie in a part of Sarn no one really believes exists – a distant island, mysteriously connected to the fate of two legendary Eborans who disappeared long ago.


But finding it will mean a perilous journey in a time of war, while new monsters lie in wait for those left behind.
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‘What to do with all the flesh, and all the bone? That was the question no one had considered, of course.


‘Human beings are not, after all, simple bags of blood. At the end of all the fighting, the battlefields of the Carrion Wars were heaped with bodies – actual hills of bodies, corpses so numerous that they dammed rivers and caused floods. The crows and the ravens and the other scavenging birds turned the sky black. It was quite a sight. I made many drawings, many paintings.


‘Obviously, once we had taken what we needed, we left them there – it was not Ebora’s problem, what became of those bloodless bodies, and the plains people were, quite understandably, reluctant to come and collect them, so the human corpses stayed right where they were and rotted into the ground. The animals had their feed, and the bones were left to litter the battlefields like grains of rice cast onto the floor. Sometimes, when it is quiet here in my rooms, I listen and I think I can hear the ghosts calling me, crying out in their hundreds, their thousands. I want to get up and sketch them, but I sit with the charcoal in my hand and do nothing. There is no imagining their multitudes, and no way to capture it on canvas.


‘I did not fight in the Carrion Wars, but I was there to witness the horror. Arnia curls her lip at me and says nothing, but it is clear enough what she thinks of that. I think it is important someone is here to witness these things, or at least, I used to think so. Perhaps if I hadn’t been there to witness the slaughter and carry those heavy images in my head, I would have made different decisions and we wouldn’t be where we are now, with the burdens we now carry.


‘I still hear the ghosts sometimes, and they call me unto death, where I belong.’


The words of Micanal the Clearsighted, taken directly from what I must assume is his most personal journal. Quite the gloomy sod, but I cannot deny there is real poetry in his writing – which is not surprising, given that he was Ebora’s most celebrated artist: a genius in a nation of masters. And whatever I might think about his tendency towards melodrama, there are clues here – to the reality of the Carrion Wars and the devastation the crimson flux wrought on the Eboran people – that are without doubt, a staggering gift to my own studies.


Extract from the private journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


‘What have I done?’


Hestillion clung to the silver pod, hugging it to her chest as though it were the only solid thing in existence. There was a yawning sensation in the pit of her stomach.


‘What is wrong, Hestillion Eskt, born in the year of the green bird?’


Hestillion looked up. She was kneeling on the floor of a room unlike anything she’d seen before. The walls were a soft, fleshy grey, punctured here and there with odd fibrous growths, small lights hanging at the end of each. The ceiling above her was a shifting mass of black liquid: the same black liquid that had reached down for them from the corpse moon. She could still feel the strange prickly sensation it had left against her skin – it had been obscenely hot, like the hand of a person wracked with fever. With a jolt, she remembered where she was.


‘I am inside the corpse moon.’


The queen moved into sight, then, moving languidly on legs of the shifting black liquid. Her face, a white mask resting on a bed of the stuff, seemed to grow more certain as she looked at Hestillion: the features a little stronger, a little more distinct. She smiled, an uncanny stretching of her lips.


‘The corpse moon? That is what you call it?’


Hestillion took a breath. ‘No, not truly. It’s what the humans called it. They never saw it alive, after all. Not the ones that are around now, anyway.’


The queen tipped her head to one side. ‘We like it. The corpse moon.’


There was a hum, and the room shook faintly, a soft vibration that travelled up through Hestillion’s slippers and into her bones. Seeing her look of surprise, the queen stepped over to her – the movement strange and elongated – and, leaning down, pressed a narrow finger to the floor. Immediately, the soft grey material grew translucent, bleeding outwards like grease on thin paper until, to Hestillion’s horror, she could see the landscape speeding away below them. She gave a little cry, almost falling backwards.


‘We travel up and away now, you see,’ said the queen. ‘We are worn and broken and old, but we can do that.’


Hestillion swallowed hard. They were so high in the sky she could barely fathom it. Her beloved Ebora was there below, recognisable from its marble and its wide streets, but as she watched, a white shape moved in front of the impromptu window. A cloud. They were above the clouds. This must be what it is to fly with the war-beasts, she thought, and she gripped the pod a little tighter. It was cold.


‘This makes you uncomfortable.’ It wasn’t a question as such, and when Hestillion looked back up at the queen she saw that the creature was peering at her in genuine curiosity. More alarmingly, the ceiling above her was moving, and long glistening appendages began to ooze out of the black liquid: seven of them, like long multiple-jointed fingers. As she watched, pale orbs began to push through at the end of each, rolling wetly to clear themselves of the black mucus.


Hestillion scrambled to her feet and drew herself up to her full height. She very deliberately did not look at the eyes in the ceiling.


‘What is this? Why have you brought me here?’ Before she could stop it, another question leapt on the tail of the last. ‘What are you?’


‘You are interesting to us, Hestillion Eskt, born in the year of the green bird. And you helped us. We shall help you.’ The patch of translucence suddenly grew, racing away beneath Hestillion’s feet; it was as if she stood on thin air, a terrible drop yawning away below. Her stomach tried to climb out of her throat, and summoning every bit of willpower she had, Hestillion made herself look directly at the queen’s face.


‘Stop it. This is not . . . helping me.’


The queen shrugged, and once again the floor was a solid thing. The eyes in the ceiling retreated too, oozing back into the shifting wetness.


When she trusted herself to speak again, Hestillion kept her voice low. ‘You do not owe me anything, Queen of the Jure’lia.’


‘Queen . . . of the . . . worm people. What interesting words you have. It is to be savoured. Besides which, we owe you very much. You spoke to us, sought us out and roused us from the chill death of the roots. If you had not done that, we would have slept forever, trapped, and might not even have woken when your stinking tree-god crawled back to life. You interest us, very much, and we would not leave you behind. We have said this.’


Hestillion blinked. This was the first example of emotion she had seen from the Jure’lia queen, aside from mild amusement or curiosity. It was easier, and better, to focus on that than the wave of guilt the creature’s words had prompted. Carefully, she placed the war-beast pod on the floor, letting it lean against her legs. She could not quite bear to be out of contact with it, but her arms were beginning to shake – a war-beast pod was not light.


‘I am not a prisoner here, then?’ Hestillion lifted her chin, aware that even standing as tall as she was the queen towered a good three feet over her. ‘I could leave?’


‘Leave? You are welcome to leave, yes.’ The queen gestured at the floor again, and this time, to Hestillion’s horror, it began to grow not only see-through, but soft. Her foot sank down into it, followed by the other, and there was a terrible sensation of something easing away beneath her.


‘Stop! Stop it, that’s not what I meant!’


The floor grew solid again, and the queen smiled her cold smile. After a moment, she lifted her long arms to the ceiling and fibrous black tendrils came down to meet her. Rising from the floor, she sank into the pool of black liquid as though she were sinking into a bath, and then she was gone. Belatedly, Hestillion realised that there were no doors in the room, and no visible way out.


‘Leave, and go where?’ she said to the war-beast pod. Kneeling, she wrapped her arms around it and closed her eyes. ‘Back to the people I’ve helped to destroy? I would be better off falling through this floor, in that case.’


Something was poking into her chest. She reached within her dress and pulled out a rectangular card about as long as her hand. It had been folded so many times it was slashed with creases, but she remembered the picture on the front of the tarla card well enough: green shapes like twisted fingers against a dark background. The Roots. Aldasair had given it to her years ago, and she had kept it, although she couldn’t have said why, and when they had prepared to pour the growth fluid on Ygseril’s roots, she had tucked it inside her gown. For luck, she supposed. Feeling a fresh surge of disgust at her own stupidity, she slid it back where she had found it and put her arms around the war-beast pod again. It remained cold under her touch, and she wondered why she had brought it.
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The ice was thinning.


Peering over the side of the well, Eri could see the smudged shape of his own head and shoulders looking back at him: a dark mirror. He wasn’t sure how he knew the ice was thinner, aside from a blurred memory of a hundred winters asking the same question; he had done this before, after all, over and over again. It was possible to think of that as being caught between mirrors. A hundred, a thousand images of himself, the same over and over, caught in this dark mirror forever. Stepping neatly away from that thought, he pressed his hands to the big rock he had lifted onto the lip of the well, and gave it a quick shove. It plummeted down and there was a satisfying crack, followed by a sploosh.


‘Good.’


He would have water from the well again. Through the winter he had taken water from the great steel buckets he had brought indoors just before the cold months truly took their grip on Ebora, and occasionally from handfuls of snow, but mostly he had stayed inside, safe within the walls of Lonefell. But water from the well would be fresher, and not taste of metal. It was one of the things he looked forward to spring for, after all. Mother would be pleased to hear of this sign of the warmer months – she would be glad to get back to the gardens.


The bucket was stiff with frost, but the rope he had kept indoors to save it from the wet rot. In moments he had a bucketful of water as clear as the sky, and before he poured it into the basin he took a mouthful straight from it, grinning as the shock of the cold travelled through his teeth.


‘Brrr.’


Basin in arms, Eri walked back through the frosted gardens. It was too soon yet for shoots, but he could imagine them there, waiting under the ground like tiny green promises. Back inside Lonefell, he took the basin straight through to the kitchens and added more wood to the fire, waiting for the stove to warm. From there he went down the cold stone steps to the larder, grabbing a candle as he went. The larder was a vast place, and the yellow warmth of the candle did not quite light its furthest corners; if anything, it only served to deepen the shadows on the empty shelves.


‘Empty shelves.’


Eri stood and looked at them, a cold worm of worry waking up to twist inside his chest. He had perhaps two shelves of food left down here, if that. Jars of pickled vegetables he had made himself with the last of the vinegar, dried and salted meat from the rabbits he had managed to trap last summer, a pair of ancient cheeses wrapped in thick cloth. He was afraid to open those in case they were completely lost. Time was running out, if there was any left at all.


Eri snatched a packet of the dried meat off the shelf and left, heading up to the kitchens, humming tunelessly to himself, murmuring the occasional word as the fog of forgetfulness lifted.


‘On the fifth day we shall dance, my love . . . and on the sixth you shall sing to me . . .’


He put a small amount of the water on to boil, and put some strips of the old rabbit meat in to soften. A handful of dried herbs and some salt went in next. It would be a warm dinner, at least.


Leaving that to cook – for want of a better word – Eri wandered down the corridor away from the kitchen, walking without thinking to his mother’s rooms. The walls here were covered in bright paintings: of the lands beyond the Tarah-hut Mountains, of the war-beasts in their battle glory, of old Eboran heroes, their armour shining impossibly bright. His mother and father had made the inside of Lonefell bright with paintings and stories, and every room was stuffed with bookcases, each heaving with books. When they took their son into seclusion, they had not wanted him to be bored.


His mother’s room was bright with early morning sunshine – he had already been in here to draw her curtains – and she was a still shape within the bed. The sheets were crisp, and embroidered with a great forest, animals peeping out from between the trunks and branches.


There was a chair by her bed, so Eri sat on it, remembering as he did so that when they had first come to Lonefell, this had been his favourite chair, even though his legs hadn’t quite reached the ground at the time. Now the upholstery was thin, and here and there little puffs of white stuffing were showing through like the thinning hair on an old man’s head.


‘It’s cold, but the ice is melting.’ He looked across the bed at the far side of the room as he spoke. His mother was a series of soft curves that he didn’t quite focus on. ‘Not long now and the garden will be blooming again. Although . . . well, I hope the vegetables do better than they did last year, Mother. I don’t know what it is – maybe it’s just that the soil is tired. Everything around here seems tired.’ Eri stopped, and after a moment he pulled the corner of the blanket back, and with only a small amount of difficulty slid his hand into his mother’s. He still didn’t quite look at her. ‘When we came here, I thought it was all a great adventure. That we were pilgrims of a sort, I suppose, striking out on our own to find our way. You and Father made it seem like that, I think – all of Father’s stories, all the books he brought. He was so excited to read them with me, I remember. And our garden. We were going to grow so many things in it. Exotic foods as well as everything else, and of course I had a whole suite to myself, full of toys. You must have employed every artisan in Ebora, to bring that many toys with you.’ He cleared his throat, and squeezed his mother’s cold fingers.


‘I’m sorry. Now, I realise it must have been terribly sad for you both. Leaving everything behind to come all the way out here. I found some letters . . .’ Eri paused, shivering violently. His stomach growled and when he pulled his jacket closer around his chest, his fingers brushed against ribs that were too prominent. ‘It’s not that I’m snooping, Mother, it’s just that I’ve read every book twice, three times, some of them, and Father didn’t mind.’ He bit his lip, then continued. ‘I found letters from your mother, and from Father’s parents. They weren’t happy about what you’d done, by the sounds of it. Letters full of pleading, and threats. I didn’t realise you had told them they couldn’t see me, but then I suppose I never thought about it.’


A fly had got into the room. It buzzed once past Eri’s ear, making him shiver again, and then threw itself repeatedly against the far window until he stood up and chased it out with a roll of old parchment. That done, he stood by the glass and looked up at a clear sky. Nothing up there today, at least.


‘I think I’m seeing things.’ He looked back at his mother, then just as quickly looked away again. ‘Things in the sky. But that can’t be. Ebora is dead – it died a long time ago, probably when those letters from my grandparents stopped coming. Right? I just need to eat more food, that’s all, and that will be easier soon, it will be easier . . .’ Eri raised a trembling hand to his forehead and pushed away the hair that had fallen into his eyes.


‘Oh, speaking of which . . .’


He straightened his mother’s blankets, bending down to brush a dry kiss against her waxy skull, and then hurried back to the kitchens. His meagre broth had congealed into something that would at least be more flavourful than water, and he quickly slopped it into a bowl. That done, he carried the bowl, spoon sticking out of it, down another long corridor to his father’s study. In here, the books were watchful, too quiet, and the maps on the wall all looked like lies, so he picked his father up and took him back out to the gardens. There was a series of low stone benches facing the frozen pond, and here he sat and slowly ate the hot gruel, his father set upon the ground next to him.


‘You can feel it’s warmer, can’t you?’ The taste of meat, salty on his tongue, had cheered him up somewhat. ‘I didn’t tell Mother, but the larder is nearly empty. This thaw couldn’t come quickly enough.’ He paused to yank a piece of particularly tough meat from between his teeth. ‘Ugh. The rabbits will be back in a few weeks, and if we get some really fine weather, I can range further. I know what you’ll say, but the Wild is still a good distance from Lonefell and there’s a chance of some deer to the east, I’m sure of it. A whole deer would keep . . . would keep me . . . us . . .’


A shadow cast them into darkness. Eri looked up, his heart in his throat, and there it was again. He jumped up so violently his boot hit the bucket of bones, causing a dry clacking noise he automatically ignored. Above them a dragon soared, slow and magnificent in the golden light of the morning. She was low enough for Eri to see the wide pearly scales of her stomach, each as big as his hand, and the fine white feathers of her wings.


‘It can’t be real. Such things don’t exist anymore. I mean, they just don’t. Father?’ Eri looked down, directly into the bucket of bones – something he very rarely did – and the bare yellow reality of his situation was as cold and as shocking as the well water. He gasped, wrenching his eyes away, and looked back up to the dragon. She was turning to the west, banking slowly like an eagle, and it looked as though there was someone riding her. After a moment, the dragon opened her jaws and a bright jet of violet flame leapt forth, like some sort of fantastical flower. It dissipated, and Eri realised he could hear something, something even more extraordinary; the sound of laughter in the wind. It had been decades since he had heard laughter – it was difficult, for a moment, even to remember what it was.


Eri stood and watched the dragon until she was a tiny dot on the horizon, his broth quite forgotten and cold. His father did not venture an opinion.
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My dearest Marin,


By Sarn’s broken old bones, I hope this letter finds you safe. I have sent it on to the last address I had for you, and I hope that you are still there – the university at Reidn has good, strong walls, and there are lots of people there. If you can, stay there, Marin. Don’t do anything stupid (not that you would, darling, but your aunt worries so).


I’ve sent a letter home to the vine forest too, but I am on the road and have no way to receive replies. There is a certain amount of safety in remoteness, so the House may not have seen any horrors, but I cannot help thinking of the Behemoth ruins hidden within the forest. They were ancient and little more than shards and broken pieces, and everything I’ve seen suggests that only the remains from recent Rains have been brought back to life, yet . . . Of course I worry.


I travel now with an Eboran woman called Nanthema. I will have mentioned her to you, I think. We’re making our way to Ebora, travelling often at night and avoiding the main roads, although I’m not sure that will help. We must be alert at all times, and it is exhausting; if we are not cowering from the distant sight of the Behemoths lurching through our skies, we are hiding from wolves, or Wild-touched creatures. I am hoping to find help in Ebora, or at least more knowledge of what exactly we face. I have much to tell you, Marin darling, but too much to fit in this letter. I will tell you when I next see your dear, handsome face.


An interesting note about this letter. We have stopped in a town called N[image: Image Missing]rg, a northern settlement clinging to the Min hills (hills my arse, these things are more or less mountains, my sore feet can attest to that) and they have the most remarkable birds here, huge things that I think must be mildly Wild-touched. They use these birds to send messages, which is, hopefully, how your letter will reach you. However, the woman I spoke to who tends these birds told me that just recently the birds have not been returning. Killed by Behemoth creatures, I asked her? She thought not – it’s possible, she thinks, that the birds have been using the corpse moon to navigate by, and now that it is gone, they are getting lost. Isn’t that remarkable, Marin? There are always new wonders, it seems.


Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon


When the attack came, Esther was ankle deep in muddy sand with her little brother. The day was a blowy one, punctuated with squalls of rain all the colder for coming in off the sea, and they both had their hoods strapped down tightly. Corin’s was bright blue and sewn with little fish shapes: a present from their grandfather. He had got it for his nameday only the week before, and was still insisting on wearing it at all times, even at dinner. Inside the great shell they were protected from the worst of the weather, but it was still cold and damp.


‘It smells,’ pointed out Corin.


‘Mmm, lovely fishy smell. Smells just like your socks.’ They moved deeper inside, Esther leading the way as Corin stifled his giggles. The smooth, pinkish walls were stained with salt and even a few barnacles, but Esther could see what they were after, just ahead. White mounds with black spots, each about the size of her foot, clung to the shell wall. She took out her knife in readiness.


‘Here we go, Corin. Do you want to do the first one?’


Up close, the sacs of razor crab eggs were more translucent than white, with bulbous grey shadows inside, covered all over in a thick, shivering jelly. Corin frowned deeply; they did not look much like the tasty morsels of brown flesh their father served up for dinner in the evening, and she could see him wondering already if this was worth all the effort.


‘Look, I’ll show you.’ Esther untucked the oilskin sack from her belt and positioned it under the nearest cluster, then took her knife from its sheath. This, she knew, was Corin’s real fascination, so she let the murky light play along the blade for a moment. ‘You take the knife, and then, holding the cluster at the bottom, you see, you just slide it up under, next to the skin of the shell. You have to get it all in one go, otherwise it all falls apart into blobby bits.’


In a practised movement, she slipped the blade underneath and the egg sac fell – with a slightly unpleasant splish, she had to admit – neatly into the awaiting bag.


‘Oh.’ Corin’s expression was hidden within his hood. ‘What’s that?’


‘What’s what?’


It was a hum at first, and then a high-pitched whine that seemed to thrum through the walls of the great shell. Without really knowing why, Esther leaned her hand against the shell wall and felt it vibrating, so deep it made the ends of her fingers go numb.


‘The noise! What is it?’ There was an edge of panic in Corin’s voice, so Esther sheathed her knife and, leaving the bag where it was, took hold of his hand.


‘Probably just a big ship coming in,’ she said, although she knew already that couldn’t be right. No ship could make such a racket. ‘Let’s go and have a look, shall we?’


They walked quickly to the lip of the shell, following its gently spiralling walls with the sand sucking at their boots. Esther’s first thought was that an unexpected storm had rolled in; true, the sea was the same steely band it had been earlier, no tossing waves out there, but Coldreef was in shadow. The wooden palisade that circled the settlement was a series of dark jagged sticks, and the cramped houses, with their mismatched walls of driftwood and razor shell, looked too small, dwindled somehow. And then she looked up.


‘In Tomas’s name.’ Esther snatched Corin up from the sand and held him to her like she hadn’t done since he was four. ‘Corin, we must get inside.’


There was a monster hanging in the sky. To Esther, who had lived in Coldreef all her life, it looked a little like the fat sea beetles she sometimes found dead down by the shore, except it was huge, as big as a thousand Wild-touched razor crabs. It had a bulbous, segmented body, an oily greenish black in colour, with cracks and lines running all across the thing. Here and there were puckering holes that seemed to be expelling a thick black ooze, and odd skittering creatures. Even as she watched, these were falling down towards Coldreef like seeds falling from a tree, many-jointed legs spread wide.


‘What is it, Essie? What is it?’


She had been running awkwardly towards the palisade gate, her only thought to get back to their father, but now the monster was descending – if it kept going, it would simply crush Coldreef under it. She stopped, and heaved Corin into a more comfortable position. It never occurred to her to put him down.


‘I don’t know. I don’t – Corin, maybe we should hide for a bit. Back in the shells, and just wait, wait until it’s gone.’


‘But Papa!’


Esther winced. Corin hadn’t called their father that since he was very small. There was a sudden rumble from the monster and it shifted abruptly to one side. The movement did not look controlled, and even to her eye, it looked as though it were struggling to stay upright somehow. Parts of its segmented hide were missing, she realised, and others looked like they were sitting at the wrong angle. There was another noise now too, a high-pitched shrieking –


‘Essie! Look!’


The people of Coldreef had realised what was hanging above them. Some were already trying to leave, running out the gates in a blind panic, while others were standing, looking up at the monster as though trying to figure out what it was. Esther saw some arming themselves, and then others falling down as if in a fit. First one, then two, then five or six; something was attacking them, something Esther couldn’t see. She hadn’t thought it possible for her to feel any more afraid, but a cold surge of terror was filling her throat.


‘Back to the shells, come on! Papa will be fine. He’ll meet us there. Come on!’


Suddenly, everything was lit with an eerie purple light, like a lightning bolt had hit the settlement. Crying out wordlessly, Esther looked up to see a new shape in the sky – just as impossible as the monster, and in many ways, just as frightening. A dragon flew low overhead, mists of violet flame clinging around its jaws, before it roared forth another fireball. The dragon glittered in the subdued light, making Esther think of the shards of mother-of-pearl she would sometimes find on the shoreline, and there was a young woman riding on its back. Of her Esther could make out very little, save for a flash of black hair and an odd dark smudge on her forehead. In her arms, Corin began to kick violently.


‘Monsters! Monsters!’


‘Shhhh.’ She squeezed him tight. There were more flying shapes coming now, a menagerie of creatures straight out of her childhood stories. For no reason she could think of, her eyes filled up with tears. ‘I think these monsters are here to help us.’


Tor saw the holes in the side of the thing, and even though he hadn’t seen a living Behemoth so close in well over three hundred years, it was obvious that these were broken places, pieces of the creature that had yet to be repaired. He glanced over to Noon, but she was already gone, Vostok a rapidly dwindling shape as the dragon dived down towards their enemy. Instead, Tor leaned low over Kirune’s shoulder and shouted into the great cat’s ear.


‘That big hole. Let’s make it bigger.’


The war-beast growled, a deep rumbling that Tor felt reverberate up through his legs, and then the cat folded his huge leathery wings and they were falling, the Behemoth suddenly looming impossibly large ahead of them. Beyond its bulbous greasy shape Tor could see the bleak little settlement, grim-looking shacks of driftwood and shell now bleeding panicked people. The smell of salt and seaweed was strong in his nose, and for a second he felt a strange welling of euphoria – they would save these people – and then they crashed into the side of the Behemoth, Kirune skidding across its surface before digging his claws into the greenish material.


‘We need to work on your landings.’


‘Like you would do better,’ growled Kirune. The war-beast folded his wings away awkwardly – they still looked ungainly to Tor’s eye, grey and leathery like a bat’s, with short black horns poking out at the joints – and leapt towards the ragged hole. Up close it was possible to see the oddly fleshy interior of the Behemoth; grey, almost translucent pads, white nodules and clusters of yellowish lights. Kirune immediately began to claw viciously at the edges of the hole, peeling back the greenish moon-metal and exposing more of the pale padding. Tor glanced up to see Vostok passing over, her violet fire filling the overcast day with an eerie glow. Her flames licked over the surface of the Behemoth, and Tor saw things moving there, creatures like huge six-legged spiders with pulsating sacs nestled at their centres. Three or four of them seemed to crumple under the dragon-fire, but after a moment Tor saw that they were not dead, they were merely crouching to protect the delicate egg sacs that birthed the burrowers. Noon added her own dragon-fuelled winnowfire to the blast and finally two of them fell away from the surface of the Behemoth, smoking and blistered, but more were seeping out all around them.


‘There are burrowers on the ground!’ The shout came from above. Tor looked up to see Bern on the war-beast Sharrik flying overhead. The big human had a shining axe in either hand, trusting his harness to keep him in place, while the griffin Sharrik, who had grown to be the largest of all the war-beasts, beat his wings with such violence Tor could feel the wind from them pushing his hair back. Looking over his shoulder, Tor could just make out the ground and the people panicking there, but an answering shout came from Vostok.


‘No! We must concentrate on wounding the Behemoth! Leave the humans.’


‘You make your holes.’ Sharrik’s voice was a rumbling boom. ‘We have lives to save.’


Immediately Tor felt Kirune’s shoulders bunch, and the great cat lifted his head. Eyes like yellow lamps narrowed at the retreating form of the griffin. He gave one last slash at the hole and he was leaping into the air again, wings unfolding with a crack like the wind filling the sails of a ship, and they were diving again, racing to reach the ground before Sharrik. From behind them Tor heard Vostok’s roar of outrage.


‘No! We must work together!’


Tor leaned forward, gripping the thick fur on the back of Kirune’s neck. His eyes were watering at the speed of their descent. ‘Kirune! When Vostok gives you an order—’


‘I will not be told what to do by a snake!’


Tor hissed between his teeth, but as they neared the settlement it was clear that the situation on the ground was very bad indeed. The packed dirt was seething with a tide of burrowers, and men and women and children were falling as he watched, while others were climbing up onto their roofs to get away. The ‘mothers’, the strange spider-like creatures, stalked among the chaos, white sacs pulsing as they gave birth to more of the scuttling carnivorous beetles.


Kirune hit the ground hard enough to throw up a cloud of dirt and dust, with Sharrik landing a moment later. The griffin’s wings were blue and black, bright against the teeming chaos. Bern gave him a cheery wave, just before Sharrik’s great blunt head darted out and snapped the legs off a passing mother-spider. Tor sincerely hoped the big man hadn’t heard the growl he had received in response from Kirune.


‘Where is Aldasair?’


Bern pointed to the houses behind Tor with the butt of his axe. Aldasair’s war-beast was a huge black wolf with grey eagle’s wings, her eyes a deep warm amber. She was standing on the roof of a shack, peering down at the chaos below with obvious alarm. Aldasair, Tor’s cousin, was sitting very upright on her back, his face utterly drained of colour.


‘We’ll do what we can.’ Tor drew his sword. All around them the people who had initially fallen to the ravenous burrowers were rising again. Their insides consumed and the black sticky residue oozing from their empty eye sockets, they began to converge on the war-beasts with welcoming smiles. ‘Drones. Kill them, and as many of the burrowers as you can manage.’


Kirune roared, a sound that seemed to roll around the stricken settlement like thunder, and then he was pounding across the teeming space, his huge paws crushing burrowers into paste. Next to them, Sharrik was a massive, bulky shape, ebony beak slashing and tearing like a blade. Drones fell, their hollow bodies exposed to the bleak daylight, and for the first time Tor heard the screaming from all around them; the howls of pain of those being eaten alive, the wailing of those forced to watch. Grimacing, he forced himself to turn away from it. There was no time to focus on the horror of what was happening.


A spider-mother stalked close by them, and Tor tugged on Kirune’s thick grey fur. ‘Quickly! Kill this thing!’ But Kirune had brought down a pair of drones and his muzzle was buried deeply in their sticky guts, jaws tearing and rending. ‘Kirune! Listen to me!’


It was too late. The spider-mother closed its long arms around a fleeing woman, pouring its gift of scuttling burrowers directly over her, and then the great black wolf was there. She caught the mother between her jaws and ripped it away from the woman, shaking it back and forth like a dog with a rabbit, before throwing it away in disgust. On her back, Aldasair wore an identical expression of dismay.


‘Good work, Jessen.’ He stroked her between the ears soothingly. ‘You are doing very well.’


Just then the day filled with green and purple light, turning the shadows crisp and black. Tor looked up to see Vostok wreathed in her own flames, a jet of green fire travelling from Noon’s outstretched arms. He followed the direction of her winnowfire and felt his stomach turn over – there was a rupture in the side of the Behemoth, but not one they had made. Part of the creature was opening up, metal skin peeling back as something pale and shining pushed its way through from inside.


‘It’s a maggot!’ bellowed Noon. She was waving at them frantically. ‘We have to stop it getting out!’


Tor curled his hands around the harness, preparing to order Kirune back into the air, when he spotted a group of people by the wall of a house. The mother had already been turned into a drone, her eyes nothing more than gaping black holes, but she had three small children with her. They were clinging to their mother, not understanding what she had become, or why she was holding them down, pressing them to the ground so that the burrowers could do their work. Their pitiful cries, more confused than frightened, squeezed at his heart. Gripping his sword firmly, he unstrapped himself from Kirune, and jumped down.


‘Go and help Vostok.’ He pointed at the underbelly of the Behemoth, where already the maggot could be seen more clearly. ‘Stop that thing from getting down here.’


Kirune turned his baleful yellow gaze on Tor and snarled, before leaping away into a thick crowd of the drones. Tor opened his mouth to protest, but there was no time. Instead he ran to the small house, kicking burrowers out of his way as he went. One of the children was already lost, kicking and screaming in the dirt as the beetles inside him ate away everything that made him human – Tor stepped over him, ignoring the painful contraction of horror in his chest – and ran the mother through, bringing his sword up to part her chest into two gaping pieces. With so little left inside her, it was horrifyingly easy. Next to her, the two surviving children screamed, scrambling away from him.


‘Wait! I’m on your side!’ The door of the hut clattered open and a stout woman grabbed the children by their necks, dragging them over the threshold with impressive strength. The look she turned on Tor was a cold slap; horror, fear and rage twisted into a rigid mask.


‘Murderer!’ she screamed, before slamming the door shut again.


‘Shit.’


‘War-beasts! War-beasts, to me!’ It was Vostok again. Her violet fire and Noon’s winnowflames had blistered the maggot, but it was still wriggling its way out of the Behemoth’s port side. Jessen and Aldasair were there, but the wolf was circling with her wings spread, clearly uncertain how to help, while Sharrik was on the far side of the village square, nearly overwhelmed with drones – men and women and children now under the control of the Jure’lia were clinging to his wings and his shaggy hindquarters. One stocky man with a white beard was hanging around the griffin’s thick neck. Bern, on the war-beast’s back, was busily fighting them off, his bright axes – the Bitter Twins, Tor remembered, that was what he called them – streaked with black fluid.


‘Kirune?’


Tor’s war-beast had his head down, nose deep in a pile of dismembered drones. Tor yelled again, with no response from Kirune save for a lazy flick of his black and grey stripped tail, so he ran over, glancing uneasily at the Behemoth above them. Judging from the fat width of its body, the maggot was nearly halfway out.


‘Kirune! We have to get back up there. Are you even listening to me?’ Reaching the beast’s side he clapped a hand on his shoulder, and abruptly found himself on his back in the dirt, Kirune’s heavy paw pressing on his chest. The cat’s blocky head hung just above him, enormous yellow fangs bared.


‘I am busy!’ There was black ooze smeared across Kirune’s short, thick whiskers. His breath was hot and fetid, stinking powerfully of dead things. ‘Do not order me about!’


Tor felt his own rage sweep him from head to toe, and with more strength than he thought he possessed, he shoved Kirune’s paw from his chest and scrambled to his feet. Slamming his sword back in its scabbard, he squared up to the cat, who hissed at him.


‘Oh, hissing, is it? The great war-beast Kirune, legend of Ebora, hissing at his master because I have demanded he stop playing with his toys!’ Tor kicked at the remains of the drones. ‘Great Kirune, the whining kitten.’


Kirune growled low in his throat, crouching with his wings folded tight to his body. Tor knew he meant to leap at him, and if he did, that he would likely break every bone in his body, famed Eboran strength or not, but at that moment it was impossible to back down. He was thinking of the scarred portion of his face, and how if the tree-god Ygseril hadn’t chosen to birth these war-beasts, there might have been sap enough to heal him – to heal all the Eborans still clinging to life despite the crimson flux. Kirune’s tail lashed back and forth over the dirt, his eyes wide and dangerous.


‘Tor! Blood and fire, look out down there!’


It was Noon, her voice shrill with horror. Tor looked up in time to see the maggot squirming fully from the side of the Behemoth, and then it was falling, some obscene dropping plummeting towards them even as Vostok blasted it with her flames. Tor threw himself past Kirune just as the maggot landed, crashing in the midst of the square and then rolling over several shacks, shattering them into shards of wood and shell. Up close, the thing was a creamy grey, shining here and there with a sickly pearlescent gleam. The front part, which Tor, for want of any better ideas, decided must be its head, was a darker grey than the rest of it, with a handful of glistening nubs at its top and a dark, pulsating maw beneath that. It rolled once more, and Tor got a brief glimpse of a set of tiny, stubby legs underneath, and then it was busily munching away on the houses it had crushed. Wood, shell, glass, hay and dirt – all was sucked up and consumed, faster than Tor would have thought possible. A few men from the settlement, armed with what looked like steel harpoons and a couple of rusty swords, ran forward and began hacking at its slippery flesh, but a fresh swarm of spider-mothers appeared, overwhelming the men and dragging them, screaming, towards the mouth of the maggot.


Tor jumped up onto Kirune’s back and for a wonder the great cat turned from the corpses, leaping across the square with teeth bared. They made it in time to knock one spider-mother aside, and Tor reached down and tore the man free with his bare hands, only to see another disappear into the monster’s mouth out of the corner of his eye. Then Bern was next to him. The human’s bare arms and neck were covered in scratches and bites, and with a lurch of guilt Tor remembered that the last time he had seen him the man had been close to being overwhelmed by drones.


‘Where is Sharrik?’


Bern nodded upwards even as he grappled with the next spider mother, his axes flying. Sharrik was above them, his huge shape casting a dark shadow over them all, while Vostok circled overhead.


‘Get away!’ Vostok was bellowing. ‘We must burn it as best we can!’


As if hearing the order itself, the maggot suddenly pulsed, throwing them all back. Its rear end thrashed back and forth, and then with another violent pulse, a thick green liquid began to gush from what, for want of any better ideas, Tor was forced to think of as its arse. The green fluid flowed across the square towards the remains of the small buildings, surging over the rubble and the remaining people, trapping humans and drones alike.


‘The varnish.’ Tor squeezed the hilt of the Ninth Rain, at a loss. ‘How can we stop this? How?’


The maggot pulsed again, and more of the stuff surged from its back end, threatening to flood the square and trap Tor and Bern where they stood.


‘Bern! Quickly, to us!’


Bern didn’t need to be told twice. He climbed onto Kirune behind Tor, and with a cough of protest, the war-beast leapt up into the air, leathery wings beating furiously. It was not easy – as strong as Kirune was, Bern was a heavy man – but they made it out before the varnish reached them, joining Vostok and Sharrik in the air.


‘Move, now, out of my way.’ Vostok’s voice was tight with command, her long serpentine neck already stretching out to funnel her flames directly onto the maggot. Noon had both her hands raised, each fist gloved in her emerald witch-fire – the life energy she drew from the dragon to fuel it produced an especially bright flame.


‘Wait!’ Tor scanned the ground desperately. How was it possible to miss a giant wolf? ‘Where is Jessen? Where are Jessen and Aldasair?’


For a few moments no one spoke. Tor had time to wonder what he would do if his cousin had been killed; to lose both his sister Hestillion and Aldasair, so close to each other, would be too much, and then Bern thumped him on the shoulder and pointed. Jessen was on the far side of the square. Aldasair was still on the wolf’s back, and he was pulling children up onto the saddle with him – three or four of them clung to him desperately, while Jessen dangled one small child from her jaws, teeth delicately holding on to the boy’s collar.


‘There is no time for that,’ hissed Vostok. ‘Jessen, drop them and clear the area!’


The wolf looked up at them, and even from that distance it was possible to see the defiance in her amber eyes. Aldasair, now fairly swamped with children, wore an identical expression.


‘Foolish cubs! They will soon move when everything is aflame.’ Vostok opened her jaws and Tor could see the violet flames banked there, stirring into life.


‘Stop it!’ He caught Noon’s eyes, and was glad to see that Vostok’s rage was not reflected there. ‘Noon, we have to think about this . . .’


Above them, the Behemoth was still bleeding its spider-mothers down onto the settlement, while below, the varnish was spreading its green fingers between each broken house. Tor hoped that some of the humans down there had had time to flee, that perhaps they had given them that much at least, but he could see darker shapes trapped in the varnish, and bodies strewn everywhere.


‘We have to move it,’ said Bern in his ear. He turned then in the saddle, and shouted over to Vostok. ‘Pick it up, take it beyond the palisade. Burn it there, on the beach.’


The dragon hissed between her teeth, obviously outraged that her orders were being ignored again, but then Noon leaned down and spoke into her horned ear.


‘Very well. All of us together may be able to shift it. Quickly now.’


It was not easy. Bern climbed over to Sharrik in a manoeuvre which Tor was half-convinced would see the man plummet to his death, and then together the three war-beasts descended. Vostok and Sharrik went to the maggot’s head, while Kirune grasped at its tail. It was slippery and the big cat struggled to get a purchase on it. Kirune muttered in the back of his throat about how it smelled bad, but eventually sank his long claws into the maggot’s hide, and the whole thing rose uncertainly into the air.


The reaction from the Behemoth was immediate. More spider-mothers began to fall on them from above, and Tor found himself working hard to keep them away from Kirune, the blade of the Ninth Rain slashing back and forth like a scythe. Despite their best efforts, they could not lift the maggot very far off the ground, and they left a long line of destruction in their wake as they dragged it beyond the confines of the settlement. There was a grim moment as the belly of the creature caught on the wooden palisade, but then with a sickening tearing they came free again and Tor was glad to see a steaming pile of grey innards on the sand behind them. Once they were clear, Vostok gave a cry and they dropped the maggot, Kirune growling with relief.


‘Get clear, all of you, get clear!’ Vostok lowered her head again, and this time Noon stood in her saddle, a halo of green fire already burning around her. ‘Noon, concentrate your witch-fire on its wound.’


Both dragon and fell-witch released their flames. The blast was so bright Tor had to shield his eyes, but still he looked, watching as the maggot’s skin bulged and blistered. The place where they had torn it seethed and boiled, and then its insides were pouring out, splashing onto the beach in a hot torrent. The maggot itself visibly seemed to shrivel, something inside it irreparably broken. The twin fires ceased, leaving a thick pall of evil-smelling yellow smoke, and one very dead giant maggot.


‘We did it.’ Tor found himself grinning, and he pressed his fingers to Kirune’s fur, expecting to share with him a feeling of triumph – but the big cat dipped his head, breaking the contact.


‘I think we’ve annoyed it enough. Look!’ Tor turned to see where Bern was pointing. The Behemoth, now flying more crookedly than ever, was turning away from the coast and surging away, gradually picking up speed. There were more holes in it than Tor remembered, and several darkened patches from Noon’s and Vostok’s fire. That had to be good. That had to be worth it.


‘We chased it off,’ he said aloud, but no one answered. The settlement, he realised, was little more than a mixture of shattered houses and green varnish. The bits of it that were still standing were merrily on fire, while a handful of survivors stood down by the shoreline, their arms around each other. Jessen and Aldasair were down there, releasing their passengers to the stunned-looking crowd. Tor realised he could hear a child crying.


‘That’s got to be worth something, hasn’t it?’
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‘Vostok is angry.’


It hardly needed to be said. The dragon had stalked off some hours ago, disappearing into the patch of Wild-wood at the edge of the bleak clearing, but Noon could still feel her rage near her heart, like a banked fire, and she thought the others should know it as clearly as she did. They were resting on their journey back from the distant settlement, and all of them – man and war-beast alike – were avoiding her eyes.


Tor sighed from the other side of their campfire. ‘We are not what we should be yet. Of course we’re not.’ Kirune lay some distance behind him, a dark-grey shape with his head turned away from the humans. He snorted at Tor’s words, which Tor ignored. ‘With the best will in the world, Noon, she can’t expect us to be. So our first skirmish with the Jure’lia didn’t cover us in glory. Are we any of us surprised?’


‘Glory? Most of the people there died.’ Noon bit her lip. It was hard to separate her own anger from the dragon’s. ‘Their settlement is a ruin. We fucked up. We fucked up, and people died.’


Tor’s face on the far side of the fire was bathed in orange light, turning the purple scars on the left side of his face grey. His expression was grim.


‘This is war,’ he said. ‘You can expect to see much more of it.’


‘The glory days of Ebora are long behind us.’ This was Aldasair, his soft voice seeming to float over them in the growing dark. Next to him, the giant wolf Jessen was little more than a mound of darkness, her orange eyes hanging like lamps in the gloom. ‘Our armies, with their shining armour and singing swords are rust and dusty bones. We are like . . . an echo of something that came before.’


Next to him, Bern looked concerned, and Noon thought he had good reason to be. Aldasair had been nearly silent since the fight, and now he sounded ghostly and lost. Bern pulled the kettle from the fire and filled a tin cup, which he passed to the Eboran.


‘It’s been a long day. Here, drink something hot.’ He cleared his throat. ‘The Finneral know those people, a little. We’ve traded with them, sailing our ships up into that chilly little bay. They have these enormous crabs, you see, and the meat is so fatty and rich it can keep you going for days and days, and they weave this material from the seaweed, sea-leather they call it, tough as your arse it is. We take them our metal and our whale skins and there’s a fine old trade, although I imagine . . .’ He coughed into his hand. ‘I imagine there will be less of all that, for a time.’ Beyond the ring of their fire light, the griffin Sharrik had stretched out on the stubbly grass, his thickly furred stomach exposed to the air. The silence was broken by his snoring.


‘War is one thing. I know it’s going to get much worse.’ Noon reached out for Vostok and felt her growing closer, an angry white presence. ‘But we are . . . we are all wrong. We need to try harder.’


‘And you’re an expert on it now, are you?’ Tor took the kettle and filled his own cup. ‘A witch from the plains who has spent most of her life imprisoned in the Winnowry wants to tell me about how Eboran war-beasts should fight?’


His tone was light, attempting to make a joke of it, but she felt the steel underneath the words. Here she was, stamping all over his birthright after all, and straightaway she felt her own anger growing.


‘I know more about being a weapon than you ever will.’


‘And you would do well to listen to her, son of Ebora.’ Vostok emerged from the trees, moving quietly despite her size. As always, Noon felt her heart lift at the sight of the dragon; even in the night gloom she was extraordinary, her shining scales picking up the orange glow of the fire and igniting a thousand tiny suns. ‘Our problems are numerous and complex, and we have little enough time to deal with them.’


Tor looked away from the dragon. Noon knew he would avoid contradicting her directly – he was still half in awe of the first war-beast to be born in hundreds of years, and more than once she had caught him gazing at Vostok with something like longing.


‘We destroyed the maggot, killed dozens of drones, and drove off the Behemoth.’ He took a sip from his tin cup, and grimaced. ‘By the roots, what is this swill, Bern? Anyway,’ he shook his head, ‘I am calling it a victory, either way. There are people on that coast who are alive now because of us, and not trapped in varnish or stumbling around with their insides missing.’


‘You drove off a Behemoth that was already weakened.’ Vostok came over to the fire and pressed her long head briefly against Noon’s shoulder. ‘Lying for centuries in ruins has left them broken – they haven’t had their usual period of recovery, and we are presented with a unique opportunity. Of course, we’re also in the unique situation of fighting with possibly the worst war-beasts Ebora has ever seen.’


At that, Kirune was suddenly upright, hissing through his bared fangs. Even Sharrik raised his head from the ground, feathers bristling.


‘Listen to me. We must fight as one. We must move and attack as one unit. Without unity, we are chaos.’ Vostok snorted, and Noon laid her hand against the scales on her neck. They were warm. ‘It is because you do not have your root-memories, any of you. Our souls should have returned to Ygseril’s roots when we last died, but instead we were exiled, lost. We became ghosts, parasite things haunting the wrecks of our old enemy, and now even those souls are lost, dissipated finally into nothing, and in the end it was only I who survived to find Ebora again, carried safe within Noon. Do you even understand what it is you have lost? With your root-memories you would remember all our battles, all our victories, and we would know each other as we should. You would feel Ygseril’s roots binding us together, one to another.’ Noon could feel the edges of sorrow clouding Vostok’s anger, but none of that was apparent in her voice. ‘So we must learn to work together without the bonds that would normally tie us. In short, you must learn to take orders.’


‘And you must be the one to give them, snake?’ Kirune was pacing now, huge paws kicking up dust. ‘Because you breathe fire, you must be in charge of us?’


‘Now, then, Kirune,’ Tor was holding out one hand towards the giant cat, his face alarmed. ‘That isn’t going to help—’


‘I command you because I am your only link to the glory that was!’ Vostok thundered. Violet flames danced in the back of her throat. ‘Your names were stolen, chosen at random from an old scroll, because we do not know what your names truly were. True war-beasts you are not.’ The dragon lowered her head, and Noon wondered if this was where all this madness would end: a ridiculous fight in the middle of nowhere, all of them cooked in dragon-flame. ‘Kirune, you refuse to bond with your warrior and take vicious pleasure in contradiction. Through your selfishness you lead us to doom. Sharrik, you are brave but you do not think. Your strength can be used for so much more. Jessen, you are timid, possibly the worst and most unforgivable trait in a war-beast. And your warrior is no warrior at all.’


Despite the warmth of Vostok’s anger, Noon winced, although Aldasair seemed barely to have noticed. He sat with his head down, his fingers laced around the tin cup.


‘And Tormalin the Oathless.’ Tor jumped as if struck. ‘You are vain, distracted, arrogant and convinced that you are the only true warrior here. If you do not learn to work with Kirune somehow, you will be worse than useless – you will be a liability.’


‘I trained for decades while you were haunting Esiah Godwort’s wreck, you misbegotten relic . . .’


‘Hey,’ Noon sat up, ‘the war-beasts died at the end of the Eighth Rain, Tor, torn out of their bodies when your tree-god trapped the Jure’lia queen. It’s not like they chose to be parasite spirits. Who would?’ The memory of Vostok’s sorrow and confusion at what they had become was still very fresh.


Vostok ignored them both. ‘The Behemoth was our target. We needed to work together to drive it off, long before it ever managed to birth a maggot, and yet where were you all?’


‘We saved the humans.’ Jessen’s voice was soft, but for the first time Noon thought she detected genuine anger there. ‘We helped the children to flee.’


‘Children,’ Vostok sneered. ‘It is war you must be concerned with, not a handful of lives. If we let all the Behemoths flee as we did today, Sarn’s children will soon be no one’s problem.’


‘Vostok.’ Noon pressed her lips together. She felt the dragon’s need to fight keenly, and it made thinking of anything else difficult. Absently, she pressed her fingers to her shirt; underneath it, the silver scar on her chest felt too smooth. ‘Do you really think we could have killed that thing today? With just four war-beasts?’


Vostok turned her head away, looking back out into the trees as though she had heard something, but Noon knew she was just avoiding the question. That alone made her feel cold inside.


‘Has it ever been done before?’ asked Bern, his honest face unusually serious. ‘Any other battles in your history where the odds were so . . . uh, unfavourable?’


‘No,’ said Vostok shortly. ‘There were always hundreds of us, before.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sharrik. He rose from the thin grass and stretched out his wings – they were huge, and the darkest blue in the firelight. ‘We are mighty! We shall fight!’


‘You must learn to fight,’ said Vostok, but some of the anger in her voice had softened. She settled onto the ground, tucking her legs neatly under herself. ‘Unity, or we are lost. We must find a way to be one again.’


‘Well.’ Tormalin sat back. He met Noon’s eyes briefly, and gave her half a smile. ‘Perhaps we’ll get lucky and find a new brace of war-beasts freshly hatched when we get back to the palace. Stranger things have happened.’
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This must be the strangest journey I have ever undertaken.


Nanthema and I make our slow way to Ebora, travelling when we feel it’s safe, taking turns to sleep. I keep looking at the sky, searching for the corpse moon there like a tongue searching the hole where a tooth was once rooted – I know it’s gone, but part of me can’t believe it. Since we watched the waterlogged Behemoth remains rise from the sea we haven’t seen any Jure’lia as close. A few sightings in the distance, enormous bloated tumours hovering impossibly still over the tops of trees, or, more ominously, above tiny settlements. I feel I can barely describe here what it is like to see these monsters of our history risen again.


It is strange too to be travelling with Nanthema. I find myself almost frightened watching her, as though a part of my past had just forced its way into my present. She is as lovely as she ever was, her eyelashes when she sleeps downy and thick on her cheek, her long, confident stride when she walks. She touches my hand and kisses my cheek, as though we have never been apart, yet I know I must look greatly changed to her, and although she is frightened, like me, she looks around always with curiosity and wonder. It is the thing I always loved most about her.


I am glad she lives. I am very glad not to be making this journey alone.


Extract from the private journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


‘I’m telling you, Vin, there’s someone there.’


Vintage paused, squinting into the distance. All she could see on the road was a confusion of broken stones and the debris of years of isolation. There were fewer buildings in this remote corner of Ebora, but there was still a wide tracery of roads, dotted here and there with statuary that once, she suspected, would have been spectacular.


‘Your eyes are better than mine, darling. Who is it?’


Nanthema frowned in answer. They had been travelling for weeks, and they were both tired, dusty and hungry, living off what food they could find in the wilds of Ebora, and the occasional rabbit Vintage surprised with her crossbow. There had been no sign of human life for much of that time, with most people hiding within their settlements, waiting to see if the Jure’lia would come for them. Most people, Vintage had cheerfully pointed out, were not stupid enough to be travelling anywhere, but then, they weren’t most people.


‘Let’s get closer and see.’


Although the ice had thawed in the last few days, it was still frigidly cold and Vintage unhooked her crossbow from her belt with numb fingers. To either side of them dark pine trees rose like an ominous curtain, and she began to wonder if people would have turned to banditry yet – that was what humans did, in times of war.


‘It’s a boy,’ said Nanthema.


‘A child? By the vines, what is a child doing . . .?’ A moment later she saw him, and on the heels of that, realised what he was. ‘Nan, that’s an Eboran child.’


Nanthema just nodded.


He was sitting on a broken rock, with what looked like a bow made of black wood slung over one narrow shoulder. To Vintage’s eyes he looked to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old, but in Eboran terms that meant he could be anywhere near as old as two hundred years. His hair was an ashy blond, long and unkempt enough to curl at his neck, and although his face was finely boned and delicate, he was also much too thin. The furred jacket he wore hung on him loosely, leaving a great gaping hole at the neck, and he was slumped on the rock as though he did not even have the energy to lift his head. He was sitting, Vintage realised, on a broken statue. Judging from the snarling head that lay at his feet, it had once been a dragon. A war-beast, of course.


‘An Eboran child,’ murmured Vintage. ‘I had thought . . . I had assumed . . .’


Nanthema glanced at her, her lips thinned with displeasure. ‘When Ygseril’s life-giving sap was gone, very few were born. Those that were, were born sickly and ill.’ She touched a finger to the frame of her eyeglasses. ‘When we found out that human blood could heal us, mothers and fathers couldn’t feed their babes enough of it. Of course, we couldn’t know that consuming human blood would lead to the crimson flux. . .’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t remember when I last saw an Eboran child.’


‘Come on, let’s go and see who this poor creature is, and what he’s doing out here in the arse-end of nowhere.’


The boy looked up as they approached, and his hands clutched weakly at the bow on his shoulder. There was a quiver of arrows by his feet – Vintage thought they looked ancient – and a steel bucket with a cloth over the top. His eyes were deeply shadowed, and now that they were closer, Vintage could see lines around them, making him look strangely ancient. She wondered how she could have ever mistaken him for a human child – it was a stark reminder of the inherent strangeness of Eborans, with their red eyes and unnatural strength. Travelling with Tor, and now Nanthema, she had started to get a little too used to them. With a little grunt, the boy pushed himself off of the broken rock and faced them.


‘Darling, it’s a cold day for sitting around on old stones.’ Vintage smiled at the boy. ‘My grandmother used to say you’d get piles from sitting on cold rocks. I’m sure you’re much too young to suffer with such things, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful.’


‘Piles?’ His voice was deeper than she was expecting. ‘Piles of what?’


‘Well, indeed. There’s a question.’ They stopped in front of him. The maroon of his eyes was too bright for the gloomy day, more akin to rubies than old wine. ‘Are you quite all right?’ When he seemed unable to answer, Vintage gestured to Nanthema. ‘This is my friend Nanthema. As you can probably tell, she’s not a stranger to your lands, but I have never been here before. My name is Lady Vincenza de Grazon, but you can call me Vintage.’


The boy raised his eyebrows at her name, apparently impressed.


‘I’m Eri,’ he said. ‘Eri of . . . I can’t remember. Of Lonefell, I suppose.’


‘That is your home?’ asked Nanthema.


‘I suppose that it is.’


‘And are there others there?’ asked Vintage. She glanced around, wondering if perhaps there could be more Eborans nearby. ‘Relatives, perhaps?’


The question seemed to distress the boy. Looking away from them, he turned to the dark woods on the other side of the broken road, and then picked up his quiver of arrows. ‘There are small deer in these woods, or at least, there used to be. It’s difficult to remember, but I’m sure that I saw them once. But lately I’ve heard wolves howling a lot, at night, when it’s dark, and sometimes in the day too.’ His throat moved as he swallowed heavily. ‘Do you think that maybe the wolves ate all the deer already?’ He paused, and when he spoke again his voice was strangely resonant. ‘I need meat.’


‘That could well be the case,’ said Vintage. ‘Are you on your own, Eri?’


Curiously, the boy looked down at the covered bucket, and again he seemed to struggle with the question. ‘Food is the problem,’ he said. ‘I can’t really go on pretending it isn’t. One jar left in the pantry, the ground too cold for seeds.’ He looked back up at them, swaying on his feet slightly. ‘Is there food where you are going? Where are you going?’


‘We’re going to the centre of Ebora, Eri, to the palace. Hopefully, there will be people there, or at least, I’m sure they will have left something behind we can eat.’ Vintage put on her best smile. ‘It’s worth a look, don’t you think? Would you like to come with us?’


‘I’m not supposed to go there,’ the boy said. ‘I know that much. We were never to go there again.’


‘Who told you that? What has happened at the palace?’ Nanthema looked sharply at the boy, but he just shrugged.


‘I don’t know, I’ve never been. And I can’t remember why now, not really . . .’ After a moment, he reached down and picked up the bucket by the handle. Inside it, something clacked dryly together. ‘I will come and have a look, that’s all. I can always come back, can’t I?’


Later, when they had stopped to make camp and the boy was asleep by the fire, Vintage found herself staring at his face. It was too gaunt, the skin oddly thin, and somehow she thought it wasn’t entirely to do with his hunger. As if sensing her thoughts, Nanthema nodded at the boy and poked at the fire with a stick.


‘Born after Ygseril died. Sickly, no root-nourishment there. He looks older than he should, don’t you think?’


‘Do you have any idea how difficult it is to tell how old an Eboran is, my darling?’ Vintage kept her voice lower than Nanthema’s although the boy was obviously deeply asleep; his odd growling snores were evidence of that. ‘To me, he looks like a boy who has been ill for a long time.’


‘He has, in a way.’


Silence fell. They had made their fire near a ring of standing stones. Each was elaborately carved with twisting strands of ivy, although from the corner of Vintage’s eye the leaping shadows seemed to turn them into leering faces.


‘We should have asked him to take us to his house. I should like to know how many other Eborans are out here, and why they’ve chosen to be so far from the palace.’ Nanthema pursed her lips. ‘Before I left, people were moving inwards. Trying to keep close to one another. Being out here, so far from the palace, makes no sense. Shall we see what is in his bucket?’


Vintage shrugged, uneasy. ‘It’s probably the food he collected earlier today,’ although in truth she didn’t really believe that. It hadn’t sounded like food, not as they’d walked along the road and listened to the contents rattling against the metal. ‘Leave him be, Nan. We’ll get him to the palace with us, find him some food to fatten him up a little, and perhaps there will be someone there to look after him. The poor lad looks like he could use some looking after.’


Nanthema looked uncertain. She pulled a roll of greased paper from her pack, and peeled it back to reveal a length of dried sausage; she gnawed on the end of it.


‘How does it feel, to see a child of your people again, after all this time? It could be seen as a hopeful thing. You were trapped inside that Behemoth for over twenty years.’


‘Time hasn’t really passed for me, Vin.’


‘You know what I mean.’


Nanthema looked up from the meat, and then broke into a wide smile. ‘I feel curious, Vin, like I usually do. Hopefully there will be people left at the palace, and then the boy can be someone else’s problem. Here, do you want a bite of this?’


Vintage thought of the lad looking at the bucket, of him saying, ‘I need meat’.


‘Thank you darling, but I’m fine.’
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The cell – as Hestillion had come to think of it – was almost cosy, in a terrible way. It was never cold, nor too warm, and the dim glow from the bulbous nodules in the walls dimmed for several hours each day, so that it was almost possible for her to recall the normal cycle of days and nights. A few hours after the queen had left her the first time, the wall had split open like a pair of eyelids peeling apart and a squat, formless creature had oozed through, carrying an armful of fleshy brown things like larvae. Hestillion had scooped up the war-beast pod and scrambled hurriedly towards the far wall, but the creature had placed the things on the floor between them, and then made stilted, encouraging gestures at her, as though she were a wary wild animal and it were trying to make friends. When Hestillion had not moved, the thing had shuffled forward on its squat legs and, picking up one of the brownish pods, had peeled the top open. Inside it was a grainy-looking white muck, which it then scooped out with its approximation of a hand, and lifted to where its mouth would have been if it had any features at all. The mime was clear enough. The homunculus carefully placed the open pod down on the floor and then oozed its way back out of the wall.


It had taken Hestillion hours to work up the courage to pick up the pod herself, but in the end her cramping stomach was too insistent, and to her surprise the grainy muck tasted rather like especially bland porridge. She had eaten it, and was not sick, and opened another of the pods. It had contained water with a faintly mineral taste.


Now, the shuffling homunculus – she had no way to tell if it was the same one, or a series of them – dropped off the food parcels every day, and she ate and drank without fear. Yet she was frightened, angry in a way she had never been in her life, and heartily sick of porridge.


The light nodules had brightened again in their approximation of morning when the latest homunculus slipped through the puckered wall opening. Hestillion was crouched on the slightly spongy floor, her arms around the war-beast pod. She thought it had begun to grow warm, and sometimes when she was very still, she thought she could sense the creature inside trying to reach out to her. But then she would remember how she had thought she was talking to the great god Ygseril while she dream-walked, when in actuality she had been simpering and grovelling to their enemy, tricked into finally releasing the Jure’lia queen from her prison within the tree-god’s roots. That thought was still too much to bear.


‘You. Creature. Can you speak?’


The homunculus stiffened as it placed the food packages on the floor. The things that came each day were identical, as far as she could tell, constructed from the pliable black material that seemed to be at the very heart of what the Jure’lia were; they had no discernible head, just a thick torso, short stumpy legs, and long flexible arms. The digits that split the ends of those arms changed and twisted into whatever happened to be needed at the time.


‘I know you can hear me.’ Hestillion stood up, reluctantly leaving the faint warmth of the war-beast pod behind. ‘I want something other than this gruel. I want real food. If you are keeping me here, you must give me something real. Wine, bread, meat . . .’ The thought of bread, freshly baked and full of its own warmth, was like a physical blow, and for a second she was unable to speak. ‘Where is your queen? Bring her to me!’


The creature was shuffling rapidly back to the wall, clearly meaning to leave her, and without knowing she was going to do it, Hestillion leapt across the chamber towards it. The wall flexed open in its unpleasant way but she had hold of the thing’s stringy arm and she yanked it away from its escape hatch.


‘Speak to me! I know you can hear me, I know it!’


Under her fingers the creature’s arm was tough and stringy, but as she squeezed it the cords of its muscles seemed to turn back to goo, and then it was free of her and slipping back out the hole. Roaring with frustration, Hestillion threw herself after it, and her head and torso slipped wetly through the opening. She had a glimpse of a curving narrow space filled with shadows, the homunculus skittering out of sight around a corner, and then the wall was moving against her, closing around her like a tightening ring of flesh.


‘I know you can hear me!’


Bracing her feet against the floor of her cell she pushed forward, trying to wriggle out into the corridor beyond, but the wall actively thrust her back; it was like being spat out with tremendous force. She hit the floor and was back on her feet immediately, but the hole had already closed – the surface was smooth and unyielding again.


For a handful of erratic heartbeats Hestillion stood and glared at the wall, trembling all over, and then she shrieked, a terrible broken noise that left her throat raw and stinging.


‘You can! You can hear me! You can!’


Unsteady on her feet, she walked back to the war-beast pod. It looked small and grey, an incongruous artefact from hundreds of years ago, in the belly of an alien monster. But inside it, she knew, there was a link to Ebora and everything she had abandoned.


Kneeling next to it, she placed her hands on the surface and forced herself to look at it properly. It was not grey truly, but a deep burnished silver, and it was longer than it was wide, although the shape of it was irregular, covered all over with soft bulges. There were no creases in that skin, no wrinkles. Nothing to get her fingernails under.


‘I know you can hear me too,’ she said softly. ‘And I’m sorry if you’re not ready, but I need you here now, little one.’


Gritting her teeth, Hestillion bent her fingers into claws and sank them into the skin of the pod. There was a great deal of resistance, and at the first few tries her fingernails just skidded off the surface, but she brought the pod around to brace it between her legs, and using her own weight, managed to lever off a chunk of the pod. It came away in thick, fibrous wads, filling the cell with the clean, sharp scent of trees and leaves. Choking back a sob – how that scent took her back to her earliest childhood – she worked all the faster, peeling away handfuls of the stuff, regardless of how it broke her nails and made them bleed. The skin of the pod was thicker than she had expected, so thick that she began to wonder if there was nothing inside at all, but she pushed away that sickening thought with a grunt and kept digging, faster and faster now. The joint of the smallest finger on her left hand popped and a sharp dart of pain travelled up to her elbow. Hestillion hissed with annoyance and kept going. There had been a change in the texture of the stuff; it was more brittle, crumbling to bits as she removed it, and then she was down to a layer like thick lace.


It was then that something moved under her hands.


Hestillion yelped, unable to stop herself. Purple scales, tiny and interlocked, shifted under her grasp. She had an odd thought – that the pod would be full of snakes, that they would slither out and eat her – and then she was tearing more pieces aside with her bloody hands. The thing inside was shifting weakly, not quite able to pull itself free, and gradually Hestillion became aware that she was murmuring to it, saying quiet soothing things as if it were a baby.


‘There you are, there you are, not much longer. Hold on, hold on, my sweet.’


She slipped her arms fully into the pod, encircling the creature, feeling the fluids of its birth surge out over her chest, soaking her already tattered gown. The thing shifted against her sluggishly, slippery scaled skin oddly feverish, and then she heaved. The pod itself split into several large pieces, and she fell back against the floor with the creature cradled to her chest.


For several breaths she was too exhausted to do anything but lie there, soaked in the tree-scented fluid with the weight of her new charge heavy on her torso and her hands throbbing steadily. When eventually she gathered the strength to lift her head, she found herself looking into a great pearly eye. The war-beast was no bigger than a large dog, and it was a dragon, its long serpentine head cocked to one side so that it could look at her better. Its scales were a deep purple, shading to magenta at its throat and belly, while small, dark horns, so purple they were almost blue, sprouted from behind its ears. The creature’s wings were small and wet, stuck firmly to its back still. Shaking with a combination of awe and exhaustion, Hestillion touched a hand to its jaw.


‘I can taste your blood.’


Its voice was male, but light. He sounded very young. Hestillion nodded uncertainly.


‘You can hear me.’


‘I can.’ The dragon blinked at her owlishly. Although she had at first thought his eyes were entirely white, she saw now that they were silver at the centre, and oddly reflective.


‘Can you see me?’


The small dragon snorted, and with a stirring of his limbs, slipped off her and onto the floor. He seemed to have difficulty standing, his head oddly oversized in comparison to the rest of him. He looked, she realised, very much like a baby.


‘I see you. I taste you too. I am hungry.’


‘Yes.’ Hestillion stood up slowly, unable to take her eyes from the small dragon. War-beasts, she knew well, were born from their pods fully grown – or at least, large enough that it made little difference. This creature, with its undersized pod, had not spent long enough on the branch, and there was a chance it would simply die, too weak to live. But at least now it would have a chance; the first war-beasts in so long should have that much, if nothing else. ‘What is your name, my lord?’


The dragon took a few steps forward. He was trying to look at his own feet as he did so, and nearly fell over. His tail was short and stubby, with only the tip touching the floor.


‘I don’t know. Is there food?’


This was new as well. When they died, the souls of war-beasts returned to Ygseril’s roots, eventually to be reborn in his branches centuries later. They would remember who they were, their old forms, and keep all their old memories. It was one of the reasons they were such a formidable force; the war-beasts were Eboran history given flesh. She thought of all the war-beasts dying at the end of the Eighth Rain, when Ygseril had died. She thought of their souls seeking out roots that were dry and dead, and a shiver worked its way violently down her back.


‘What do you remember, bright one? Anything you can tell me, anything at all.’ He wobbled his head around to look at her. ‘And then there will be food.’


He made a huffing noise, and shook himself all over. ‘Warmth, sunlight. A rustling noise. Falling.’ One of his wings flexed experimentally, black feathers all stuck together. ‘I am sorry.’


‘Do not be sorry, lord. Here, this is food.’ She went over to the gruel pods and began to peel one open, but as the small dragon teetered over to her, he stumbled and fell, legs kicking as he lay on his side. Hestillion scooped him up and took him back to the pod, ignoring the tight feeling of despair that was seeping through her chest. I have someone to talk to, she told herself. I am not alone here.


‘Here, look. Here.’ She settled him on her lap as best she could – he was, at least, too big to sit there comfortably – and directed his snout to the open pod. He began to eat, jaws working furiously so that gobbets of the gruel slopped down her robe. When he had finished the first one, she opened the second pod and he thrust his snout inside it eagerly.


‘You will need a name, lord.’ He did not respond save for a series of wet chomping noises. ‘And I suppose I will have to give it to you.’ The weight of him on her was as oddly comforting as it was uncomfortable. ‘I cannot know what your name was in your past lives, and I am uncertain as to whether I should give you another’s name. That would seem . . . unlucky.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I never thought I should hold a war-beast in my arms. I never thought I would leave Ebora again, but here I am. When I was very, very small, there was a flower that grew in Ebora. It was my favourite, when I was a child – a big purple flower with great velvety petals. It was called cellaphalious. Such a delicate bloom, and hard to grow in any great quantity. Many of our gardeners dedicated decades of their lives to cultivating it, and then in late spring, when all the new plants opened their buds, we would hold a day of celebration. The Festival of Celaphon – a welcoming to the new flowers.’ Distantly, Hestillion realised she was crying. Tears were making their way down her grimy face in a warm flood, but it did not matter. ‘Celaphon. How is that for a name? Do you like it?’


The young dragon snorted into the pod. ‘Celaphon. Celaphon.’


‘That’s it.’ She smiled through her tears. ‘You say it perfectly, Celaphon.’


She had just opened the third pod, not thinking what she would do for her own sustenance, when the wall peeled back to reveal the Jure’lia queen. She stepped over the threshold, an intent expression on her face, and the hole healed behind her. Hestillion gathered Celaphon to her chest and stood up, trying to ignore how heavy he was.


‘What is this, Lady Hestillion Eskt? What have you done?’


‘You knew I had him,’ she said. ‘You knew, and said nothing.’


‘We thought the thing was dead.’ The queen’s tone was mild, but Hestillion was not fooled. ‘A living war-beast, here, among us. Such changes we have seen. Dangerous changes.’


The teeming black ceiling above became suddenly more lively, and underneath her slippered feet, Hestillion could feel the floor growing warm, as though the Behemoth was turning its attention towards her.


‘If you want to kill him, you’ll have to kill me,’ she said. ‘This is all I have left. Don’t make the mistake of thinking I won’t die for it.’


It was a gamble. She still had no real idea why the queen had kept her alive, or why she had taken her into the corpse moon at all – it could not truly be that she felt grateful, after all.


‘You are all so concerned with living and dying.’


‘And you’re not?’


The queen seemed to take a slow breath then, and Hestillion wondered if she had lungs at all, or if it was some pretence meant to disarm her.


‘We suppose not. We are concerned with birth, with change, with movement. With consumption.’ Whether it was a contrivance or not, the queen had her head bowed slightly, as though she were truly considering her answers. ‘The individual is nothing, when the whole changes and moves on. Still, you have given us a lot to think about, Hestillion Eskt. You told us that this had never happened before – that never in the history between our peoples had we spoken with each other, and that is true. A line of communication has been opened. Change has happened. Perhaps that is meaningful after all.’


The newly named Celaphon wriggled in Hestillion’s arms. She wished the queen would stop using her family name; she had only revealed that because she thought she was talking to her god.


‘I don’t care what is meaningful for you or not. I am keeping Celaphon. You cannot have him.’


‘A name already? You people and your names.’ The queen came further into the cell, her glittering eyes fixed on the young war-beast, and Hestillion regretted telling her Celaphon’s name, too. ‘But if you do not care what is meaningful to us, Lady Hestillion, why did you come here?’


‘I did not come here! You took me.’


Silence fell in the chamber. Celaphon turned in Hestillion’s arms, resting his heavy head on her shoulder.


‘Did we, Hestillion Eskt? You did not resist. We felt your need to escape.’ When Hestillion did not answer, the queen turned back to the wall, which opened at her touch. ‘Interesting. There will be more food, for our old enemy. Why not? It is a runt, and will die soon of its own accord.’


With that she slid from the room, leaving Hestillion and the new war-beast in an uneasy silence.
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Ezion,


Forgive this very brief note, but as I’m sure you can imagine it is dangerous to linger too long anywhere, and in this tiny village we have an opportunity to sleep under a roof. I intended to make the most of that.


I hope with all my heart that you are all safe. How are Carla and the children? How is Bernhart? If you have any sense you will be lying low. Invest in foods that last a long time, don’t go travelling unless you absolutely must. Don’t forget about the staff either, Ezion – they have worked with our family for generations. They are our family. I want you to imagine my face as I am telling you this, and know that if I hear otherwise there will be trouble. (I’m sure you hate this, being given advice by your big sister, but you know I’m right. I think you’ve always known that).


It will surprise you to hear that I am travelling with the Eboran woman Nanthema. Remember her? I suspect you do. We are heading to Ebora, hoping we’ll find some answers there. I will write to you again as soon as I know more. Please kiss Carla and the babies for me, and tell them Aunty Vintage loves them.


Extract from the private letters of Lord Ezion de Grazon


Noon leaned forward in the harness, hearing the creak of the leather as it stretched to support her, and pressed her hands to the scales on the back of Vostok’s neck. Below them, the outskirts of Ebora lay under a fine covering of glittering frost: overgrown fields like a frozen sea, the occasional ruin sitting at the end of an abandoned road. The days were growing warmer as they edged towards spring, but at this hour of the morning winter’s teeth still had some bite. It had been agreed that they should take turns patrolling Ebora; every day, they would watch the borders and see what they could see. Since the skirmish at the coast they had heard nothing further of Jure’lia activity, but they had to assume that their enemy was still active. Under Noon’s fingers, Vostok’s blood surged hot beneath her pearly scales and ivory feathers. Noon grinned to herself. She was chilled to the bone, they were hopelessly outnumbered and everyone was in grave danger, but she was flying a fucking dragon.


‘How it has all changed,’ said Vostok. ‘I remember when—’


‘Vostok, if you’re about to tell me how you remember when all this was a field of golden wheat, or a landing platform for war-beasts made of pink marble, or some bloody thing, please don’t.’


‘It was an orchard, actually.’ Vostok rumbled in the back of her throat, sounding aggrieved. ‘Memories are important, child. As well you know.’


Noon bit her lip. ‘Yeah. I know. Sorry.’


Memories were a sore subject. The other war-beasts of the Ninth Rain, who had been born from their own silver pods over the course of the long winter, did not remember Ebora in all its old glory. They did not remember anything at all of their past lives – not even their own names, let alone what it was to fight the worm people, to defend Ebora, or to fly in formation with their brothers and sisters.


‘We will find a way around it,’ she said, trying to sound surer than she felt. ‘Tormalin is working hard to make a connection with Kirune, and Aldasair, well, they are both doing everything they can—’


‘They all must work harder. They must learn to listen. I cannot hold off a Jure’lia invasion on my own.’ Vostok brought her great wings down abruptly once then twice in quick succession, causing them to surge higher in the sky. Noon moved her hands back to the reinforced strap on the front of the harness and squinted against the freezing wind.


‘What is it?’


‘We are not alone in the sky. Something else is flying here. Look, towards the mountains.’


Noon blinked stinging water from her eyes, and peered at where Vostok was steering them. She spotted it almost at once – a small black shape against the grey, edges blurred from the speed of its own wings. Her stomach dropped at the same moment her chest tightened with excitement.


‘It’s the fucking Winnowry. What are they doing here?’ Noon pressed her lips together. It was extraordinary really, but it had been some time since she had spared the Winnowry, and its miserable cells full of fell-witches, a single thought.


Below her, Vostok chuckled. ‘You cannot guess?’


‘If they think they are taking me back to that shit hole . . .’ Noon laughed. She was riding a fucking dragon. ‘Shall we go and show them what your fire can do, Vostok?’


In answer, the landscape below became a blur as they shot towards the black spot in the distance. Noon leaned low over Vostok’s back, keeping the shape in sight as they flew. As they drew closer, she saw that it was indeed one of the Winnowry’s giant bats, very like the one she had escaped on herself. There was a woman sitting astride it, wearing a blue and grey cloak, as well as a thick fur-lined hat against the cold. Another fell-witch, and an agent of the Winnowry. She did not retreat as they closed in, although Noon saw her tense in the saddle, her mouth opening to murmur some command to her understandably skittish bat. No bat born in the last few hundred years had seen a living, breathing war-beast. Vostok came close, then held herself hanging in the air, lazily beating her wings so that the wind ruffled the bat’s fur.


‘Oi! Lost, are we?’


The woman smiled. She was young, not much older than Noon, and her skin was a warm brown. Curls of glossy black hair peeked out from under her hat. She looked like she had a face that smiled often, and there was a confidence in the tilt of her chin that felt out of place in someone about to be roasted by a dragon. The hat and the hair partially obscured the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead.


‘Fell-Noon, I presume?’


‘That was never my name.’ Noon placed her bare fingers against Vostok’s neck and sought out the dragon’s life energy to generate her witch-fire. She took just a touch, and it filled her chest with warmth in moments. ‘And I’m never going back. They must know that by now.’


The woman tipped her head to one side; a non-committal gesture. ‘I am not here to bring you home, believe it or not.’


‘This is Noon’s home,’ said Vostok. ‘Not some human prison.’


For the first time, the woman looked unsettled. ‘It can speak?’


‘Of course she can fucking speak.’ Noon pursed her lips. The winnowfire she nursed within her was itching to be released. ‘What do you want?’


‘I am Agent Maritza. I’m here because the Winnowry are curious. All sorts of stories are coming out of Ebora, spreading down across the plains.’ She eyed Vostok uneasily. ‘Looks like they’re true.’


‘True? How much evidence do you need?’ Noon gestured to the empty sky above them. Not long ago, the corpse moon had hung there, unmoving for centuries. When the Jure’lia returned, the old Behemoths had awoken, including the corpse moon – becoming something alive and vital once more. Agent Maritza gave her a rueful nod.


‘Fair enough. The worm people have been seen in the skies again, and they’ve left some of their muck hanging about the place too.’


Noon settled back in the harness, considering. The last thing she wanted to do was have a cosy chat with a Winnowry agent, but the bad winter had closed most of the newly open routes to Ebora. In truth, they desperately needed the information. She could tell from the careful stillness below that Vostok agreed with her.


‘Been up to their old tricks, have they?’


Agent Maritza nodded briskly, suddenly businesslike. ‘In a few places, yes. They’ve eaten their fill, puked up that green stuff of theirs, and even left a few drones bumbling about the place.’ The woman’s mouth turned down at the corners, and Noon couldn’t help frowning in sympathy. ‘But it has not been as devastating as you might think. It’s been patchy, almost. They attack, and then disappear, as if they’re confused or unsure. The Behemoths themselves . . .’ She paused. ‘How much do you know, of what happened?’


‘More than we care to tell you,’ rumbled Vostok.


The woman blinked, and then continued. ‘The old crashed Behemoths scattered throughout Sarn repaired themselves, dragging their shattered bits together. You would not think it possible for them to fly again, but they’ve managed it.’


Reluctantly, Noon thought of the Behemoth wreck in Esiah Godwort’s compound. The man’s obsession with studying the ruined thing had outdone even Vintage’s passion for Jure’lia artefacts. Although Noon had blown half of it to pieces with her winnowfire, she wouldn’t be surprised to hear that it was also floating around the sky somewhere. She remembered the shrivelled corpse of Tyron Godwort, Esiah’s son, who had been trapped in the heart of the monstrous structure. The boy had died for his curiosity too.


‘They are weak still,’ said Vostok, her tone musing. ‘Usually they would hide, and have centuries to build and repair their creatures. Now they must limp as best they can.’


Noon placed a hand on the dragon’s neck again. Be cautious. We shouldn’t share too much. Vostok’s assent was a warmth in her blood.


‘How many war-beasts have been birthed?’ Agent Maritza smiled. ‘Is that even the right term? And how many pods did the tree-god shed? What condition are they in?’ A gust of chilly wind tugged at her hat, and she pulled it firmly back over her forehead. Her bat showed no signs of tiring.


‘What makes you think I would tell you? The Winnowry can go fuck themselves. Tell them that from me.’


Agent Maritza snorted. ‘You honestly think the Winnowry care about one little runaway witch? The whole of Sarn has more important things to think about now. Besides which, from what I’ve heard, they’ve written you off as a dangerous lunatic anyway.’


Immediately, Noon felt Vostok’s anger rise to meet her own, and they both moved as one. Noon lifted her hands to shoot a thin jet of winnowfire directly at the agent just as Vostok ducked her head. The green flames burst into a sheet of fire a foot away from the woman, who was yanking hurriedly on the reins of her bat to bring them out of range. Noon leaned back in the harness, savouring the way her stomach seemed to press into her chest as Vostok propelled them up above the hapless agent and her mount. Vostok brought her head low and roared, a stream of violet flame shooting from between her jaws. For a moment, Noon thought the dragon had had enough of Agent Maritza and had decided to blast her and her mount from the sky, but when the heat haze had cleared from her eyes, the agent was still there, although she was struggling to control a very startled and slightly singed bat. The giant bats of the Winnowry may well be trained to deal with winnowfire calmly, but a dragon was another matter entirely.


Vostok roared again, still hanging over the pair with her jaws wide, her violet fire an ominous light in the back of her throat. Agent Maritza, one arm wrapped several times around the reins, raised her free hand and a glove of green fire appeared around it. Noon laughed, delighted.


‘Oh, do you really want to see what we can do together, Agent Maritza?’ Vostok almost seemed to thrum with power beneath her. The dragon wanted a fight, and so, Noon realised, did she. ‘The flames make a very pretty combination. I promise it’s worth seeing, just before we melt the eyes out of your face.’


The bat was still struggling to get away, and after a moment the winnowfire coating the agent’s hand winked out of existence, and she took up the reins with both hands.


‘If you think you’re safe out here in the middle of nowhere, you’re wrong.’ The agent tried to inject a jeering note into her voice, but her face was moist with sweat, and it didn’t quite ring true. ‘When Sarn falls, so will Ebora.’


The bat arched up into the air and turned, heading back towards the mountain as swiftly as it could go. For a second, it felt like the most natural thing in the world to pursue her, to blast her from the sky with a combination of green and violet fire – they were of one mind, in that place where to Noon things seemed to make sense again. But then she thought of Vintage’s voice, no doubt telling her that it was foolish to murder someone simply over an insult. Simply because you wanted to.


The woman and her bat were a dot now, a smudge against the grey of the Bloodless Mountains, while all around them the day was filling with brighter, if not especially warmer, sunshine. Noon rubbed her fingers together; they were like sticks of ice, although she hadn’t felt cold at all – not while Vostok’s anger warmed her.


‘Come on, then,’ she said, taking up the harness strap again. ‘I expect Tor will want to know about this.’
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Tor stood in the courtyard with his arms crossed, and watched the big man attempt to wrestle the griffin to the floor.


Or at least, that’s what it looked like he was doing. Bern the Younger actually had a long thin length of rope in his hands, and was trying to take measurements, but Sharrik was having none of it. He had pressed his body flat to the flagstones, like a cat that did not want to be picked up, and he kept unfurling his enormous wings, none too gently pushing Bern away.


‘By the stones, Sharrik, will you not keep still? It would hardly take a moment if you would stop fidgeting about.’


‘I do not want that harness.’ The griffin’s voice was a low gravelly rumble. ‘I want armour, with jewels on, and gems. Like in the paintings.’


‘Yes, well.’ Bern the Younger stepped back, looking the war-beast down from head to thrashing tail, seeking out a breach in his defences. ‘We don’t have any of those at the moment, so we’re having to make do, my friend. Your last harness did not survive the fight at Coldreef, and I’m sure it’s because it was poorly fitted.’


‘It is the finest leather we have,’ put in Tor. ‘I have made sure of that. One day we may find armour befitting your majesty.’
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