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About the Book


All is chaos. All is confusion. The Jure’lia are weak, but the war is far from over.


Ebora was once a glorious city, defended by legendary warriors and celebrated in song. Now refugees from every corner of Sarn seek shelter within its crumbling walls, and the enemy that has poisoned their land won’t lie dormant for long.


The deep-rooted connection that Tormalin, Noon and the scholar Vintage share with their Eboran war-beasts has kept them alive so far. But with Tor distracted, and his sister Hestillion hell-bent on bringing ruthless order to the next Jure’lia attack, the people of Sarn need all the help they can get.


Noon is no stranger to playing with fire and knows just where to recruit a new – and powerful – army. But even she underestimates the epic quest that is to come. It is a journey wrought with pain and sacrifice – a reckoning that will change the face of Sarn forever.
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Chapter One


Ink. And paper. In this tower built with the silence of women, I have been given back my voice.


The room is still a cell, in a way. The walls are still black stone and my window is still barred, but when the door – of old, blackened wood – is closed, I cannot be seen. There is a bed, a place to wash myself, and a small wooden desk, with ink and paper and pen.


They will not know what they have given me. Winnowry agents are expected to write reports on their missions, and this is what the desk and its contents are for, but in it I see an extraordinary thing.


The curse of the Winnowry is silence and forgetfulness. So many women have entered these black towers, passing out of their lives and out of Sarn, into nothingness. Their lives end here, unremarked, and they are buried deep in the cold sand. Of them and their lives, their stories, nothing is known.


I have lived in that, have felt the slow creeping terror that I am forgotten by the world. Have watched women with pasts as colourful and as unique as tapestries turn to slow and silent stone as their humanity was leeched from them. Are you really speaking if no one can hear you?


But, ink and paper are now mine. In a small way these women’s stories will be recorded, and I will give them voices – even if they must be secret ones.


Extract from the private records of Agent Chenlo


‘Put that flame away! Unless you want to go back to your cell?’


The girl looked up at her, startled, and Agent Chenlo smiled to lessen the harshness of her words. These girls, she reminded herself, were not yet used to the licence they’d been given, limited as it was, and even less used to the idea that a misstep wouldn’t automatically earn them a freezing bath or a beating. The tiny lick of green flame that had been curling in the girl’s palm immediately vanished.


‘Put your gloves back on, Fell-Lisbet, and here, look.’ Agent Chenlo gently turned the girls to look back at the Winnowry. The small jetty they stood on was chilly and damp, and the little boat docked there smelled overpoweringly of shellfish, but the Winnowry remained its black, imposing self, looming over the fell-witches like a threat. ‘You see those windows there, that go all the way up the chirot tower? And those in Mother Cressin’s territory? A sister or a father may look out of those windows at any time, or even the Drowned One herself,’ she ignored the mutter at her use of this forbidden phrase, ‘and they could see us, huddled down here on this grey day. And winnowfire, even the tiniest flicker, will draw their gaze like that.’ She snapped her fingers for emphasis. She did not wear gloves herself today. ‘It is so bright, it is like a beacon to them. And do you think that if you are caught using your abilities without permission they will allow you to become agents yourselves?’


The girls shuffled and muttered as one, picking at their scarves and casting shy glances at the towers. They liked Agent Chenlo because she gave warnings before punishments, and because she called the winnowfire an ability and not an abomination – at least when she was out of earshot of the other agents.


‘Come on, let’s get those barrels on board, or we’ll be late. Quickly now.’


The girls returned to the task at hand. Today was the beginning of their introduction to the business of the Winnowry, the daily and weekly tasks that kept the order going. They would load the barrels of akaris up onto the little boat, and make the quick crossing to Mushenska, where they would be unloaded again. They would then accompany Agent Chenlo to the trading house, where much of the akaris would be sold in bulk to the highest bidders. A unique drug that could only be crafted within the intense heat of winnowfire, akaris gave its user a deep, dreamless sleep – unless it was cut with a variety of stimulants, in which case the effects were rather more lively. Officially, only the Winnowry could supply the drug, and thanks to this little monopoly, they could happily charge through the nose for it. Once the akaris had been changed into useful coin, Agent Chenlo and the novice agents would return across the channel of grey water, and that would be that. Small steps, but important ones: learning how to conduct themselves out in the world, showing that they could be trusted. If any one of the four girls stepped out of line, it would be up to Agent Chenlo to admonish them, which could mean anything from a severe dressing-down to having their life energy removed to the point where they passed out. She was authorised to kill them, if she had to, and she carried the silver-topped cudgel, normally worn by the sisters, at her belt, but Agent Chenlo had never had to use it.


She watched them for a moment, rolling the barrels up the gangplank, observed by the wiry captain and a spotty cabin boy. The barrels were heavy and sometimes the fell-witches found the work too difficult, weakened as they were by years spent in damp cells eating gruel, but this group were making the best of it. Satisfied that they’d be able to manage, Agent Chenlo turned away to look across the sea to Mushenska, and all of the familiar ordinariness of the day was chased away by the sight of an impossible shape in the skies over the city; a nightmare coming into focus. She made an odd noise, somewhere between a yelp and a gasp, and heard the captain shout something. One of the girls let out a little shriek.


A dragon was flying over the sea towards them. It was a magnificent thing, covered in pearly white scales, its wings bristling with white feathers. It wore a harness of brown leather and silver, and there was a young woman sitting on its back, her black hair flapping wildly in the wind and a furious expression on her face. Agent Chenlo turned back and shouted at the girls.


‘Go! Get on the boat now. You,’ she gestured at the captain, ‘get them to the city. Cast off immediately.’


The man opened his mouth to argue, and she raised her hands in a clear threat. ‘Do it, captain, or I will sink your miserable boat myself.’


The novice agents were all either staring at the dragon – it was so close now, so close – or staring at her, their eyes wide. Agent Chenlo clapped her hands together once, sharply, and the spell broke. As one, the young women ran up the gangplank, and as they disappeared below decks, she felt a surge of relief. From the towers, bells were ringing as various people sounded the alarm all at once.


Chenlo hesitated on the jetty, uncertain what to do next. Knowledge of a number of recent events jostled for her attention, but one fact was clearer than anything else: as unlikely as it seemed, the dragon had to be a legendary war-beast from distant Ebora, and the young woman riding on its back had every reason to be furious with the Winnowry.


She began to run towards the main buildings. The dragon got there first, crashing into and through one of the high, spindly towers. Black chunks of rock exploded into the sky as the very top of the structure was smashed to pieces, and then, with a roar, the dragon turned, coming round for another attack. This time the monster landed on the tower that housed the sisters’ quarters, latching on to it with claws and tail. It brought its nearest talon up to a long window, sealed with glass and lead, and smashed it quite neatly. Agent Chenlo saw the woman on its back shouting something, and then, after a moment, she leaned forward and sent a barrage of winnowfire in through the newly gaping hole. Chenlo, still staggering towards the gates, felt her skin turn cold, as though she had been doused by a great wave of seawater. It was late in the morning, and most of the sisters would be at their duties, yet she doubted very much that the tower was empty.


Activity erupted at the chirot tower. A trio of agents mounted on bats flew out of its open roof, rounding quickly on the dragon, which was just lifting off from the sisters’ tower. Down on the ground, the doors leading to Tomas’s Walk sprung open to reveal several panicked-looking sisters, their faces smeared with soot. Behind them it was clear that the interior of the tower was ablaze, and one of them, a woman Chenlo knew as Sister Resn, ran up to her, the silver mask of her order still clutched in one hand.


‘You! Get up there and stop them!’


Chenlo spared her a glance, then looked up to where the other agents were engaging the dragon. Bright orbs of green fire danced across the sky, and were met with jets of violet flame.


‘Have you lost your mind? That’s a dragon! They’re going to get themselves killed.’


Sister Resn’s face turned red under the soot and her wet mouth creased with outrage.


‘You dare to speak to me this way, Agent Chenlo?’


Chenlo shook her head in annoyance, unable to look away from the scene playing out around the towers. The bats were circling, brought into line by their agent riders, but it was clear they were terrified of the giant flying lizard. The dragon stopped breathing fire for a moment and surged forward, bringing its long tail around in a whip-crack movement that connected with the nearest bat, striking it from the sky. It fell out of sight, its rider struggling with the harness. The woman was still shouting, and one of the remaining two agents turned her bat and fled, heading directly out to sea. More sisters and fathers streamed out of the furnace rooms, several of them half dressed, while the dragon circled higher. One of the fathers was Father Eranis, every inch of smugness wiped from his jowly face.


‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ he spat. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, and his bare feet looked like ugly sea creatures against the sand. ‘That fucking lunatic has come home.’


‘Come home with a dragon,’ said Chenlo faintly. The last agent had been chased from the sky. ‘What did you think would happen?’ Taking advantage of their distraction, she turned the full contempt of her gaze on the fathers and sisters gathered behind her. ‘Sending Tyranny O’Keefe, of all people, to steal from Ebora? To steal the kin of, Tomas save us, actual fire-breathing dragons? As if Fell-Noon didn’t have enough reason to hate the Winnowry already.’


Eranis looked at her blankly, just as though he hadn’t been present in the many discussions where Chenlo had argued, again and again, that their plan was outrageously risky. She opened her mouth, unable to resist giving them another piece of her mind, when the dragon dropped down towards them. The fathers and sisters scattered, most running down across the sands, with a few heading back to the furnace. Chenlo stood her ground, wincing against the winds that battered her as the great white dragon landed in the courtyard, outside the enormous doors to the main Winnowry building. All those women, she thought, with a surge of terror, cooked alive in their cells.


‘Wait! You must wait!’


Fell-Noon turned, and Chenlo was reminded of how young the rogue witch was – barely older than the novice agents she had been training. She was wearing strange Eboran clothes, and the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead, a twin to Chenlo’s own, looked out of place, as though someone had scrawled it over a painting of a mythical figure in a book.


‘What must we wait for?’ asked the dragon.


Chenlo blinked. She knew, of course, that war-beasts could speak, but actually hearing that fine, cultured voice, being regarded by those burning violet eyes . . . that was something else.


‘Please,’ she held up her hands, too aware that such an action from a fell-witch was almost always a threat. ‘Please, Fell-Noon, the women in there have done you no harm. I know you must be angry . . .’


‘Angry!’ The young woman grinned wolfishly. ‘You don’t know the half of it, Winnowry dog.’


‘I urge you not to strike those who share your own miserable past!’


At this, Fell-Noon looked faintly puzzled. She shook her head.


‘I’m not here for them,’ she said.


With that she turned away from Agent Chenlo and she and the dragon moved closer to the enormous doors. She raised her arms, fingers spread, and an arc of green fire, so bright it was nearly white, burst from her hands. It hit the wood and iron of the doors and seemed to burn all the brighter, until Chenlo had to turn away, the heat and light crisping her hair and skin.


Such winnowfire, she thought, as the stench of burning wood and melting metal reached her. It burns hotter than anything I’ve ever seen.


There was an odd, crumping noise, and where an enormous door had stood for hundreds of years there was suddenly a gaping hole, wreathed in flames turned orange and red. Hot pools of molten metal snaked across the sand and grit towards her boots, and hurriedly she stepped out of the way. The dragon and her rider stepped through into the echoing space beyond.


‘Are all human structures so miserable?’ asked Vostok.


Noon shrugged, distracted. They stood in a part of the Winnowry that she had only seen once before; on the day they had brought her here, when she was eleven years old. It was generally known as the processing office, where girls, often very small ones, were made ready for their lives of imprisonment. Their clothes would be taken, along with any other possessions they might have on them. Clingy parents or relatives were removed and sent out a separate door, and the girls were told the rules: you will not touch another person, flesh to flesh, unless you are given permission; you will give the remainder of your lives in service to Tomas the Drowned, the figurehead of the Winnowry’s tyrannical order; you will work to heal the breach your very presence has made on the world; you are an abomination, and you will never forget it.


It was a dark and forbidding space, empty of any comforts or windows. There was the wide stretch of the foyer, and a line of doors on one side, where the Winnowry sisters kept their records and documents. In the centre of the space was a driftwood altar, where the girls were stripped and washed, and anointed with pale, powdery ash before being dressed again in the clothes of the Winnowry. Looking at it, Noon felt a fresh surge of rage close her throat.


‘What is it?’ asked Vostok, her voice lower than it had been. ‘I have not felt such turmoil within you before, bright weapon.’


‘It’s this fucking place. It brings everything back.’ Noon took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds. Somewhere, beyond this processing space, she could hear a great number of women – talking, shouting. They had heard the tower being smashed, had likely heard the sisters’ and fathers’ panicked exclamations. Some of them had probably even seen Noon and Vostok arrive through their tiny, smeared windows. ‘It’s like . . . it’s like a trap is hovering over me, waiting to put me back into my cell.’


Vostok tipped her long head to one side. She took up much of the space, looking like a great marble statue against the black walls.


‘Nonsense. This place could not hold you now. You will always be free. Remember why you came here.’


‘Yes, you’re right.’ Noon climbed down from Vostok’s harness, and stalked over to the nearest door. She threw it open to find a room oddly like a kitchen. An alcove sheltered a blackened stove, and a great steel bucket containing long, pale branches of wood sat to one side of it. There was a huge sieve on a table and a great clay bowl underneath. It was, she belatedly realised, where they burned the wood to make the powder they covered the fell-witches with. Cowering behind the table was a pair of sisters, one still wearing a blank silver mask.


‘You,’ Noon addressed them tersely, ‘get me the keys. For the cells. Hurry up.’


The woman with the bare face cringed, but the one with the mask came around the table towards Noon, the heavy cudgel held in one hand.


‘Abomination!’ she spat. Her eyes, just about visible through the eye slits of her mask, were wild. ‘What have you done? What poison have you leaked into the world with your selfishness? In Tomas’s name, I command you to repent! You must be purged, child.’


‘Idiot. You’re all so bloody stupid it hurts.’ Noon lifted her hand and sent a blossom of winnowfire towards the woman, who danced backwards abruptly, letting out a little shriek. ‘Did you forget we can do this?’ She sent another small fireball, faster this time, and it landed on the woman’s wide skirts. In seconds she was aflame, throwing herself onto the floor with a series of desperate screams. Noon watched her trying to douse the flames for a moment, a tight feeling in her throat, before she turned to the other woman.


‘The keys?’


The woman nodded rapidly and led her to another room. It was well-lit and neat, with over a hundred iron keys hung on the walls, each carefully labelled.


‘Give me the keys for the bottom-most cells on the south side.’ When the woman hesitated, Noon shook her head. ‘I don’t have to burn you alive, you know, I could just feed you to the dragon.’


The woman turned white, and pressed a set of five keys into Noon’s hand. As she did so, Noon touched her face with her free hand, draining the sister’s life energy, and she dropped to the floor in a faint. ‘This is the end of it all,’ she said to the woman’s unconscious form. ‘I’m ending it all here.’


Back in the foyer Vostok was amusing herself by standing across the hole that had once been the front doors. There were Winnowry agents out there as well as a handful of sisters and fathers, and every time they drew closer to the building, Vostok would lower her long head and shoot great spears of violet flame towards them, scattering them all back. Eventually, Noon knew, they would gather their remaining agents together – perhaps calling back those who were in Mushenska too – and make a more determined assault. She did not have much time before everything became a lot more complicated.


Letting Vostok continue to hold the front doors, Noon went to the passage that led to the prison. This was the heart of the Winnowry. Here she found a pair of novices, young men who inevitably reminded her of Lusk, the novice who had helped her escape, so long ago. They were easily persuaded to unbolt the doors before they ran off and locked themselves in one of the office rooms. Taking a deep breath, Noon pushed the heavy iron doors aside, and stepped into the gaping space beyond.


It was bigger than she remembered, and strange. To her left, the southern bank of cells began, reaching up and up into the echoing void, a spindly web of steps and platforms rising with them. To the other side were the northern bank of cells, and there she could see women, all of them standing at the bars with their faces raw and shocked. The same set of grey clothes, over and over, the same crude bat-wing tattoo on the broad plane of every forehead. She wondered what she looked like to them. High above everything, crouched in the ceiling, were the huge water vats, which the sisters would turn on the witches if they got out of line. A shocked silence hung in the vast space, so heavy that Noon almost felt it as a pressure against her face.


‘Who are you?’ someone called down from the uppermost cells, and the shout shattered the silence into chaotic pieces. Someone else shouted, from much closer, ‘She’s Fell-Noon! The rogue witch!’ and then someone else cried, ‘But she’s dead! Agent Lin killed her, they said so.’


‘Listen!’ Noon raised her hands and shook the set of keys. ‘We’ve got to be quick. I’ll open the five nearest cells, and then those women can go to the lock room and get the rest. You have to let yourselves out.’ There was a rising cacophony at this, and Noon found herself shouting over them. ‘The way is free, for now! Help each other, and be fast.’


With that she turned to the nearest cells, and ignoring the look of shock on the woman’s face, rammed the first key home and turned it. Throwing the door back, she nodded to the woman. ‘Go, down the corridor. It’s the room with the door left standing open. Start getting the keys! This is your only chance.’


The woman nodded and fled, and Noon moved onto the next cell, then the next. A great roar was filling the prison as the women clamoured to be freed, and Noon found that her hands were shaking. It had never been this loud in here; before, the women had always been afraid to be loud.


‘Go,’ she said to the woman in the fifth cell, just as the first one was coming back, her arms full of iron keys.


‘There’s a fucking dragon out there,’ she said, her voice faint.


‘Good, brilliant, very observant. Can you do this? Can you get them out?’


The witch was joined by the others, and they began taking the keys from her arms, set expressions on their faces. Satisfied that she’d done what she could, Noon left the echoing space behind, relief surging through her, and headed back to the foyer. Vostok had broken through part of the wall to give herself more space to target the agents, who were keeping out of her reach on the backs of the giant bats.


‘Bright weapon?’


‘Nearly done!’


Finally, Noon headed for the Sea Watch tower, arming herself with a fresh supply of Vostok’s life energy as she passed by. Through another set of doors and out into the small stony courtyard that existed between all of the towers. Paved with grey slate and dotted here and there with bat guano, it was as miserable a place as Noon had ever seen. Sometimes, women were left out here overnight as a punishment, with no protection from the rain and the cold.


‘Fucking place,’ she muttered, feeling a shiver work its way down the back of her neck. The Sea Watch tower was the official name for the space where the Drowned One kept her rooms; you were sent to her chambers only if you had been especially bad, or if Mother Cressin had taken a particular interest in you. At the bottom, Noon blew the doors off their hinges and stepped inside. It was all too easy to imagine the old woman crouched at the top of the tower like some ancient, wrinkled spider, smelling of old salt and watching over her precious Winnowry. The spiral staircase within was lit periodically with oil lamps, and the sea-wards side of the tower was punctured with tall, narrow windows, yet the place remained gloomy and damp. At the very top she paused, eyeing the door with some unease. It stood open, just a crack, so that she could see a tiny slither of the room beyond. Had she ever seen it partly open like that? She thought not.


Cautiously, Noon moved onto the landing, her hands held in front of her. Just as she’d decided that Mother Cressin had already fled, the door crashed open, revealing the sizeable form of Fell-Mary, the old woman’s personal bodyguard. A wall of green flame shot towards Noon and she half dived, half fell back down the steps immediately behind her. Several old wounds cried out in indignation, and she bellowed a few swear words.


‘It’s over!’ she shouted. ‘The women are freeing themselves, and there will be boats arriving for them soon. It’s over.’ There was silence from the landing. ‘Fell-Mary, you don’t have to babysit that awful creature anymore.’


Still there was silence. Noon poked her head around the corner, only to see Fell-Mary bearing down on her, her enormous hands reaching for her throat. This time, she lunged forward and grabbed the woman, skin against skin, and for the briefest moment felt the tug of a strong fell-witch trying to pull her life’s energy from her.


Bad idea. I’m stronger than you.


Putting everything she had behind it, Noon tore the woman’s life force out of her body, easily batting aside her own feeble attempt to do the same to Noon. At once she was filled with that vital, buzzing force, so much of it that her fingers tingled, while Fell-Mary collapsed to the floor, her eyes rolled up to the whites.


‘I bloody told you,’ she said, aggrieved. From within the room, there came a dry, rasping sound – the Drowned One’s idea of laughter.


‘Come in, Fell-Noon. Let me see what you’ve become.’


Noon summoned a pair of fiery gloves around her fists and stepped into the chamber. It was as cold and as miserable as she remembered. Narrow windows looked out across the grey sea, bare pieces of furniture made from driftwood were scattered to the corners, and a huge iron and glass tank filled with seawater dominated the room. The smell of salt was overpowering.


‘The rumours that have come over the Bloodless Mountains are true, then.’ Mother Cressin sat in one of her driftwood chairs, her skin the same chalky pallor as the wood. She looked wizened and tiny, a half-formed thing found under a rock, and for a moment Noon felt a sense of unreality threatening to overwhelm her. Why had she ever been frightened of this small, defenceless, cruel woman? She herself was the weapon, after all. ‘You belong to the Eborans now. Do they know what they’ve let into the heart of their world?’


Noon came fully into the room. Distantly she could hear the roar of Vostok’s fire, and the shouts of men and women. Soon, the boats she had paid for in Mushenska would be arriving at the small jetty, and she would need to be there to lead the women to their freedom. Time was getting away from her.


‘I’m giving you one chance to leave now. Get out and go. Get one of your agents to fly you away on a bat, or swim for it, I don’t care, but your time here is done. This whole shit show,’ she gestured around the room, taking in the entirety of the Winnowry, ‘is over. I’m ending it now.’


‘So you are truly ready to unleash evil on this world? For hundreds of years, the Winnowry has been the thin barrier between the abomination of these fallen women, and the sanctity of the outer world. In Tomas’s name, we have kept them hidden and safe, given them a chance to make up for what they are, and cleansed Sarn of their taint. You end that, and you will tear this world apart, and all for your own demented pride.’


‘I don’t give a shit about any of that fucking nonsense. Because that is exactly what it is – nonsense you and all the nasty little people who came before you made up to justify the torture and exploitation of women.’ Noon laughed, a sour bark of amusement. ‘Using us to make your drugs, offering tiny scraps of freedom to the women who would work for you. It’s just so fucking obvious. You couldn’t even come up with any good reasons! Oh, some man said it once, he was half mad from being drowned but, sure, let’s found an entire order of misery on his say-so!’


The Drowned One stood up, her feet encased in papery white slippers. The faint mocking expression had vanished, and there were two points of pinkish colour on the tops of her cheeks – the first time Noon had ever seen any colour in that dour face.


‘The fell-women are dangerous,’ she said, her voice low and tight with a boiling fury. ‘They kill, daily. They are a threat to every normal man, woman and child, and they are a threat to themselves.’ She straightened up. ‘You yourself are the best possible example of that, Fell-Noon. How many people did you kill at the tender age of eleven?’


‘Stop it.’ The dark space in Noon’s memory opened up as if summoned, a yawning pit she did not wish to go anywhere near. ‘Leave now, Cressin, or I will kill you.’


‘Can you still smell it, in your dreams? The boiling meat of everyone you’d ever known or loved? Do you see their smoking corpses when you sleep?’


Without knowing she was about to do it, Noon raised her arms and released Fell-Mary’s life energy in a solid ball of green fire. It shot across the room and exploded against the tank of seawater, which shattered with a deafening crash. Water surged across the chamber, rising briefly to the tops of Noon’s boots. Glass glittered everywhere, and the black iron frame of the tank was a twisted thing, black and misshapen like a body when it has been burned down to its bones – no, don’t think about that. Mother Cressin had been knocked to the ground with the violence of it, and was bleeding from a number of tiny cuts. She was a shrivelled white and red thing, her colourless hair sodden and clinging to her neck and forehead.


‘I’ve let you talk for long enough,’ said Noon. She could hear a gentle trickling noise as the escaped water made its way down the spiral staircase. ‘All of this shit has been going on for long enough.’


‘No!’ Mother Cressin raised her hand, and it was holding a curved shard of broken glass. ‘I will not die in the flames of an abomination.’ And in an awkward, painful movement, she ran the lethal shard across her own neck. The wound opened up like a second mouth, and a great surge of blood poured down the front of her rough-spun shirt, turning it crimson in an eye blink. She made some pained, gargling noises, one hand patting at the new hole in her throat as though she was unsure how it got there, and then she lay back against the black stones.


Noon stood for a moment, watching the puddle of blood as it mixed with the seawater and glass – whirls of bright crimson, seeping into the cracks of the Winnowry stone. All those years of fear and anger, and the woman was finally dead. Eventually, she turned her back on the whole mess and made her way down the stairs, taking care to step over the inert form of Fell-Mary, whose own clothes were now sodden with escaped water and blood.


‘Go.’ Noon stood up in Vostok’s harness, addressing the small crowd of fathers, sisters and Winnowry agents on the bleak stretch of sand. Behind them, a small ramshackle fleet of fishing boats were crowding the jetty while a long line of women waited to be taken away from the island. Looking at them briefly, Noon caught a mixture of expressions on their faces: joy, confusion, terror. ‘The Drowned One is dead –’ she ignored a handful of cries at this – ‘and there’s nothing left for you here. The Winnowry is finished.’


‘You murdered our sacred mother.’ It was a tall man with a gingery beard, his face smeared with soot. Noon recognised him as one of the fathers who had regularly escorted her to the furnace. ‘This is a dark day for Sarn, a very dark day.’ He shook his head mournfully.


‘She took her own life, if you must know.’ A thought occurred to Noon. ‘What happened to Novice Lusk, the novice who was in the chirot tower when I escaped this shit hole?’


‘He died. During . . . questioning.’ This was from one of the older agents she had briefly spoken to earlier. To Noon she looked to be around Vintage’s age, although she had a thick bolt of white threaded through her long black hair. She was tall and held herself without fear – Noon could feel Vostok’s reluctant approval – and there was a tattoo of an eagle at her throat; a much finer piece of work than the crude bat wing on her forehead. Dimly, Noon recalled the people of Yuron-Kai who had arrived, with many other humans, at the Eboran palace. This woman had been taken a long way from her home. ‘Fell-Noon—’


‘That’s not my name. Don’t call me that.’ Noon gestured to the women filing onto the boats. ‘Don’t call anyone that again.’


The woman nodded once, accepting this without argument. ‘Noon, of Ebora, I’m sure the women you have freed are grateful, but you have to understand . . . they have no homes to go to, no jobs.’ She paused, clearly trying to think of a way around the problem herself. ‘There’s no shelter for them tonight, no food in that city. They have no money to pay for it! Their families will likely not have them back, and most of Sarn harbours no love for fell— for these women. For us. Where will they go? What will they do?’ She brought her hands together, and clasped them in front of her in an oddly formal questioning gesture. ‘You have given them their freedom, Noon of Ebora, but they do not yet have their lives.’


Noon stopped. She wanted to look again at the women climbing onto the boats, to see for herself whether they were truly joyful, or whether they were now realising that she had released them into an uncertain future – but to do that would be to let the agent know she also had her doubts. Instead, she lifted her chin, and pressed one hand to Vostok’s scales. The dragon’s affirmation and certainty was a balm.


‘The Winnowry has money, doesn’t it? All that akaris you’ve been selling, you can’t tell me there isn’t a room in that place somewhere stuffed with coin. Use it, for once, for their benefit. And tell them to come to Ebora,’ she said, lifting her voice to address the entire crowd. ‘Sarn might not love them, or want them, but Ebora has more wisdom than that.’


With that, she let Vostok leap up into the air and take flight, pleased with how the shivering group of sisters and fathers quailed at the movement. The agent, however, the one with the eagle at her throat, did not flinch, and Noon could not help noticing that she watched them go with a thoughtful expression on her face.


‘What now?’ asked Vostok. ‘You have won a great victory here today, bright weapon.’


‘Yeah.’ Noon nodded, narrowing her eyes against the sea wind. ‘It was a long time coming.’ But privately she kept returning to the agent’s questions, and the sound of blood trickling down cold stone steps. ‘Let’s go home.’




Chapter Two


Fell-Almeera


A new girl came in at the gates today. Like most new girls, she walked with her head down, her shoulders slumped. I could see from my place in the courtyard that she was shivering, although it was a warm day. The sisters and the agents with her did not seem to notice, and she was taken through to be given her new clothes, and to be instructed in her new rules. Be quiet, do not get angry, touch no one, do as you are told.


Her name is Almeera, and she is from Talrisan, a kingdom of Jarlsbad. I will add further details to this record when I know more.


Almeera is twelve years old, she had a mother and a father, and two younger brothers. When she talks of these two brothers, she cries. The ability only manifested in her recently, within the last year or so, and she is so frightened of it, sickened by it almost. You can tell she is afraid of her own self now, holding herself away from others in case the ability manifests without her say-so. I am on hand during her initial meeting with Mother Cressin, and Almeera tells the old woman that she had nightmares about accidentally hurting her little brothers; that she saw them screaming in her dreams, their smooth brown skin bubbling up like pig fat in the fire. Mother Cressin nods and tells her that she is corrupted, that she is a vessel of evil and a stain on the world, but that if she does as she is told, she can help heal the wounds she has created.


I watch Almeera for a few days. She is quiet and makes no attempt to talk to the women in the cells around her, and even as I am frustrated with her for this, I become annoyed with myself; she is a child, taken from her family. Perhaps in time she will grow stronger and find some anger inside herself, but for now I fear I can do nothing for her.


Here are some details about Almeera of Talrisan, that I was able to uncover from the agents who collected her from Jarlsbad: her mother makes beautiful, colourful pottery that they sell from a shop that is also their home, right on the town square; in the yard of this shop is a place where old clay has spilled, and, once, Almeera and her brothers pushed their hands and feet into it – their marks can still be seen in the hardened clay; the sign on the shop is a bright yellow bird. Things to remember about Almeera before she was Fell-Almeera.


Extract from the private records of Agent Chenlo


Hestillion stood on the broad back of the corpse moon, surrounded by a thick and stifling darkness. High above, an unknowable distance away, was a slither of light, and this was what she focussed on. It looked like a narrow crack, hardly wide enough to push her fingers through, but she knew that the Jure’lia ship she stood on and all the other remaining Behemoths – broken and confused as they were – had passed through it, into this underground place. She shivered, despite the warmth.


‘How are you feeling now, sweet one?’ Her voice in the utter silence was a pebble dropped into a silent pool. Her words rippled outwards, returned to her distorted by the uneven walls with their alcoves and hidden spaces. In the darkness, a shadow moved. The longer they stayed down here, the better Hestillion was able to see in the dark, and Celaphon’s great blocky head swung into view. He had found himself a ledge on the stone walls large enough to accommodate his considerable bulk.


‘I feel ill,’ he said. His silvery white eyes were the brightest thing in the gloom. ‘I feel ill all the time.’


Hestillion nodded, her hand stealing up to rest against the blue crystal protruding from her chest. Through it she could feel the constant presence of the worm people, like hot hands against her skin. ‘I know. I feel it too. This conflict –’ She paused, uncertain how to describe the sensation. She felt as though she kept losing her footing, as though the ground were shifting under her constantly, and in her chest her heart would beat with sudden violence at random moments. If she reached out along her connection to the Jure’lia, the feelings would only grow worse – all was discord, all was confusion. Celaphon, with his own crystal resting in the centre of his head, could feel everything she could, with the added pain of his own mutant body. ‘It’s tearing them apart.’


‘Tearing us apart,’ said Celaphon. The big dragon shifted on his perch, and Hestillion heard the gentle rain of debris as a small avalanche of stones and grit fell down into the space below them. ‘How will you fix it?’


Hestillion rolled her eyes, confident that Celaphon would not see it. ‘I? How will I fix it? Not everything is for me to fix, sweet one.’


The dragon grunted. ‘You are the clever one, little green bird.’


Uncertain whether to feel flattered or patronised, Hestillion looked back to her feet, and ordered the oily skin of the Behemoth to peel back for her. After a moment it did, revealing a grey tunnel into the interior, softly lit by the glowing fronds that grew straight out of the walls.


‘I will go and talk to her again.’


‘Good,’ said Celaphon. The lights from within had blinded her for a moment, and the dragon became a disembodied voice somewhere to her left. ‘I will stay here. The air is fresher.’


Inside the corpse moon, everything was too quiet. The ever-present hum, which Hestillion barely noticed these days, stuttered and clanged, growing louder and stopping, or becoming a vibration strong enough to turn Hestillion’s feet numb inside her boots. The frond-lights flickered often too, occasionally turning off entirely, or even, on a number of unsettling occasions, sinking back into the pliable walls.


As she made her way to the centre of the Behemoth, she thought of Celaphon’s words: tearing us apart, he had said. Although Celaphon was a war-beast born from the branches of the great tree-god Ygseril, he was now wholly a creature of the worm people; the queen of the Jure’lia had fed him, nurtured him, and when his body was sufficiently twisted, had embedded the blue crystal into his flesh and joined him to their great web of minds. And where her war-beast went, Hestillion must follow.


The wall in front of her spasmed open, revealing the enormous blue crystal that was the heart of the Behemoth. Kneeling in front of it, her mask-like face rapt, was the Jure’lia queen.


‘You are still here, then,’ Hestillion pointed out. When the queen didn’t reply, she strode across the chamber to join her in front of the crystal. A familiar image flickered within its depths, but she ignored it, looking down at the queen instead. Her amorphous, almost humanoid body was folded and creased in on itself, her long fingers – each fully as long as Hestillion’s hands – neatly intertwined in her lap. ‘You must come away from it now. Can’t you see? Things need to be fixed.’


The queen nodded, but she did not move. ‘But it is all broken, Hestillion Eskt of the corpse moon. Can you not see it? Can you not feel it, in your heart?’


‘I can, actually.’ Hestillion grimaced, pressing one hand briefly to her breastbone. ‘I feel like I might drop in a swoon at any moment, and it is most disagreeable. Celaphon, too, feels this illness. It is time to – to snap out of this funk.’


‘Funk.’ For the first time, the queen lifted her head and looked at Hestillion. The smooth white planes of her face were streaked with a watery, greyish fluid. ‘What is funk?’


Hestillion shook her head. ‘We must repair! We cannot hide here forever, can we?’


Slowly, the queen rose to her feet, unfolding like some elaborate paper confection such as Hestillion’s mother had made when she and Tormalin had been children. ‘We have always done so, before,’ said the queen, towering over Hestillion. ‘When we battled you in the past, and found ourselves pushed back by your creatures and your people, we would retreat, underground, and slowly we would grow ourselves anew, to be ready again.’


‘Except you’re not doing that, are you?’ Hestillion tried to control the sharpness in her voice, and failed. ‘Because of this,’ she gestured to the crystal, and the new, strange memory contained within it, ‘you sit in the ground and rot instead.’


The queen twitched, as if struck, then reached out one long finger towards the crystal. ‘We do not understand it,’ she said. ‘How can this displace what we are? How can this be strong enough?’


Reluctantly, Hestillion turned back to the crystal. Within it, there was a shimmering image of her home in winter. The Eboran palace could just be glimpsed in the background, the shining gates standing open, the plaza crowded with people. Humans, she corrected herself. Humans dressed in thick furs and gloves and hats, while their strange lurid tents and travelling vehicles were dotted around. And in the middle of this chaos stood, of all people, her cousin. Aldasair Eskt, wearing the old-fashioned blue frock coat that she had seen him in often enough, a dusty moth-eaten thing he had been ludicrously attached to. In the vision he looked lost, his auburn hair tumbling over his shoulders and an expression of faint perplexity on his face. As usual, when she saw her cousin, Hestillion was filled with the urge to grab him and give him a good shake, but this was just a memory, placed within the crystal by the human man Bern Finnkeeper. Once, the crystal had held something quite different – a memory of another world, almost too alien to look at; a memory in the great chain of memories that had held the Jure’lia together. The human man had inserted his own memory and broken that chain, throwing them all into disarray.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Hestillion. ‘You’re the one who joined the human to the Jure’lia when we took him prisoner. Do you see now how that was dangerous?’ The queen tilted her head slightly, and Hestillion moved swiftly on. She didn’t wish to remind the queen that it had been her who had led Bern and Aldasair to freedom, afraid as she had been that they would turn Celaphon against her. ‘What’s important is that you banish this memory that is hurting us, and restore the old one. Can you not do that?’


For the first time in weeks, the queen seemed to come back to herself somewhat. Her eyes narrowed, and her fleshless lips pressed together.


‘It is not so simple, Hestillion Eskt. We can banish it, but the memory that the crystal once held is gone. When the human pushed his own memory on it, it ceased to exist.’


‘You can’t replace it with something else?’


The queen looked perplexed. ‘Like what? That unique memory of a long-ago world is lost, I cannot simply replace it. We cannot.’ All the previous solidity seemed to drain out of the queen’s form. ‘Besides which, we must know why this memory,’ she reached out to the crystal, ‘is so strong. So solid. It vexes us.’


‘Well, this . . . disruption is vexing me.’ Hestillion crossed her arms over her chest. ‘We have crawled down into this hole, and it appears we are simply rotting here, and you will not do anything to stop it. Celaphon and I did not join ourselves to the Jure’lia to be so easily defeated. Do you know what we have given up? What we have sacrificed to stand with you?’ An image of the Eboran boy Celaphon had killed during the battle over the Tarah-hut Mountains briefly threatened to disarm her completely, but she pushed it away. ‘We have kept our side of this pact. Now you must fight too, queen of the Jure’lia.’


With that she turned and left the chamber, heading for her own quarters while her heart thundered in her chest.




Chapter Three


Fell-Marg


Fell-witches are very rare, yet Mushenska seems to produce more than its share of them. It’s as if the city creates them in defiance of the black towers that lurk across the sea from it. Today, we took a girl from a wealthy merchant family – a strange and delicate situation. Three of us were dispatched to take her in, with a sister assigned to add, I suspect, an extra layer of respectability. The parents were anxious we were not seen from the street and let us in through the back of their sizeable house (I have to wonder what are they planning to tell people? That their daughter has gone to stay with distant family? That she has gone to study at a college in Reidn? How long do they imagine they can keep up that pretence, especially when she never returns?). Their daughter, Marg, was fifteen and defiant. I knew immediately that she would give us trouble, and steeled myself while the parents greeted us with tea and fruit.


(The families we must take fell-witches from have many varying reactions. Most are sad, many are frightened. A distressing number are, as mine were, disgusted and ashamed. A few, like Marg’s parents, seem keen to treat it like an everyday, normal transaction. Their daughter could be starting a new job, or they could be selling an item of furniture. The clues to their distress are in tiny things: shaking hands, smiles that hang on the mouth a touch too long, a sweaty forehead.)


The moment came when Agent Lin indicated that we must leave. The girl Marg slapped a hand around her mother’s wrist, drained her to unconsciousness in a moment, and then threw a ragged swirl of winnowfire at us, which was easily avoided. To my surprise, she jumped for the window (we were two storeys up) but it seemed there was an awning below that caught her fall.


A chase then, through a busy Mushenskan street – so much for discretion. The girl did not get far, and no one was hurt, although there was a stall of cabbages that will not see market day again. Marg was drained and trussed, and we left without further delay. Agent Lin was not happy, but I reminded her: our concerns are to be for the Winnowry and our charge, not for disgruntled parents.


Marg is an interesting prospect. Spirited, angry, but possibly too willing to take risks. The Winnowry might sap the anger from her in any case. We shall see.


Some details about Marg of Mushenska: she looks strikingly like her father, tall and dark with thunderous eyebrows. She has no siblings. Her favourite fruit is the pear – her mother asked if she could send some on, when she was settled (as if this were a boarding school). She collected seashells, and had several in her pockets when we took her down. I threw them into the sea as we passed over on our bats.


Extract from the private records of Agent Chenlo


‘There’s another group arriving.’


Vintage took the eyeglass away, squinting into the distance. It was possible to see them now without the contraption; seven giant bats with riders, looking like black-and-white smudges on the blue summer sky. It had been three months since Noon’s little incident at the Winnowry, and still new fell-witches were arriving every few days or so. Another seven would take their witch population up to thirty-eight.


‘Helcate,’ said Helcate.


‘Indeed.’ Vintage reached up and absently patted the war-beast on the snout. Since the sun had warmed the Eboran forests into lively places once more, he had grown a great deal, and although he still clearly mourned Eri, there were signs that this fresh bonding with her was giving him new strength. ‘But this is interesting. So far we’ve mostly seen them arriving on foot over the mountains, or there was that group that came via the Barren Sea. But on bats? Perhaps this could be our mysterious Agent Chenlo, finally come to join all the women she has apparently badgered into our company.’ She grinned. ‘Noon will be so pleased.’


With that in mind, she left the summer gardens, Helcate trotting at her back, and made her way to the south-eastern portion of the palace. Here, Aldasair had thoughtfully housed all their errant fell-witches close to each other, with many of their rooms facing out across a set of ornamental ponds. At its heart was one of the palace’s odd sprawling rock gardens, a concept Vintage had not come across before. Rather than a place of lush grass and flowers, there was a neat lawn punctured with artful piles of white and grey stone, themselves dotted with hardy little plants which had fat, bulbous leaves and blossoms of all colours. It had become an unofficial meeting place for the women, many of whom still seemed reluctant to mix with the other peoples of Sarn. She smiled to see them, a mixture of young and old women, several sitting on the grass chatting, with a few perched on the rocks, drinking tea. She could see from the blank wonder on their faces that they were still getting used to being outside at all. One child, surely no more than fifteen, sat with her fingers buried deep in the grass, her face turned up to the sun.


‘Morning, Carola.’ Vintage crouched by the girl, taking a moment to enjoy how easy it was to do this now – her broken ankle, after many long weeks, had finally healed. ‘How are you today?’


The girl beamed up at her. Her face, so pale and drawn when she had arrived, was gradually getting some colour. Vintage thought she could even see a few freckles.


‘I am very well, Lady Vintage.’ The girl’s voice was hoarse still – too many years spent in near silence. ‘The sun is out, I can eat what I like.’ She patted the grass. ‘And the green of it all. It’s like being warm after years of being cold.’ She shrugged. ‘And it’s warm, of course. There’s a rumour, Lady Vintage, that the Jure’lia are dead now. That your warriors killed them all with their tricks.’


Vintage felt her smile die a little. ‘Now then, darling, we can’t know that.’


‘No one has seen them for months! They all vanished from the sky after you fought them off.’ The girl tore up some blades of grass and watched them fall through her fingers. ‘That’s what everyone is saying, everyone who comes over the Bloodless Mountains.’ Vintage looked away, back to the smooth organic shapes of the palace. The girl was right; every piece of gossip they heard claimed that the Behemoths had sailed off out of sight – that their trickery in Ebora had somehow frightened the worm people off. No one, despite all of Vintage’s questions, had been able to give her any idea of exactly where they had gone, and that was what worried her. This, she knew well from her own studies, was not unheard of. At the end of every Rain, when the war-beasts who had been born from Ygseril defeated the Jure’lia, the old enemy would disappear for a time. And ultimately, she and Bern had only been able to disrupt the memory crystal of a single Behemoth – could that have hurt the worm people so badly? Was that really enough to send them into hiding again? Somehow, she did not believe it.


‘Lady Vintage, do you know where Noon is? We thought maybe she’d come and see us today.’


Vintage smiled, returning her attention to the girl. When the fell-witches had started arriving, they had insisted on calling Noon by any number of titles, much to the young woman’s horror. Fell-Noon, Mistress Noon, Lady Noon, Sister Noon . . . the younger girls, at least, seemed to have come around to the idea that she needed no title, but it hadn’t lessened their admiration for the woman who had liberated them.


‘I haven’t seen her, my dear, but I’m sure she’ll pop her head around soon.’


The girl nodded seriously, her hair falling over her forehead and partially obscuring the crude Winnowry tattoo. Vintage left her on the grass, waved to a pair of older women cradling delicate teacups in their hands, and left the gardens with Helcate in tow. Together, they made their way to the central war-beast courtyard, where Tormalin, Noon, Vostok and Kirune were waiting to leave. Tor was still adjusting Kirune’s harness, his long black hair loose over his shoulders. The war-beast rumbled at Vintage’s approach, and Tor looked up.


‘All set?’


‘Please, you’re asking me if I’m prepared? How times have changed.’ She turned to Noon, brushing the younger woman’s arm. ‘They were asking after you again, my dear.’


Noon sighed, looking troubled. ‘Fire and blood.’


‘They seek a leader,’ said Vostok. The great white dragon had been fussing at the feathers on her wings, and still had one curling from the end of her snout. Noon reached up and plucked it off. ‘Which is what you are, bright weapon.’


‘Give over. That’s the last bloody thing I am. What am I supposed to do with them, anyway? We’ve given them rooms, food, clothes. What else do they want?’


‘A direction, a purpose?’ Vintage spread her arms wide, grinning at Noon’s discomfort. ‘Destiny? I saw more arriving as I left, by the way. They were flying in on bats, which is useful. I wonder—’


‘Shall we make a move before we’ve lost all the light?’ cut in Tor. He had climbed onto Kirune’s back and had strapped himself in, and was now tying his hair back in a loose tail. The big cat was silent, his amber eyes narrowed in the bright sunshine. ‘You can gossip on the way, if you like.’


‘Oh, fine.’


Vintage climbed up onto Helcate’s back and got herself comfortable in the harness, feeling, as she always did, a little shiver of wonder that she was riding a war-beast. Noon was seated on Vostok’s shoulders, and she had pulled a large map from one of the packs strapped there.


‘So we’re heading north-west . . .’


‘According to Micanal’s amber tablets, that’s where it should be,’ said Tor.


‘There’s a lot of Wild out there,’ said Noon, doubtfully. ‘If this map is to be believed.’


‘Even more by now, I expect,’ said Tor lightly. ‘But don’t worry, you will be with me. Come on, I will lead the way.’


Vintage waited for the two larger war-beasts to get up into the sky, then leaned down to talk into Helcate’s long, foxy ears. ‘Come on then, my darling. Let’s be having you.’


He leapt up, thick leathery wings unfurling, and in moments they were up in the sky, Vintage’s stomach left somewhere in the courtyard.


‘Sarn’s bastard bones, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.’


They rose up over the palace, Ebora unravelling before them like an impossible tapestry. Just ahead, the elegant forms of Vostok and Kirune made strange shapes against the blue sky until Vintage and Helcate drew level with them once more.


‘You will have to learn to take off at the same time as us,’ said Tor, when she was back within earshot. ‘It’s such a scruffy formation, having you swoop up behind us.’


‘Formations! You’re lucky I don’t fall straight off this thing.’ Vintage had hold of the leather strap on the front of Helcate’s harness, her grip so tight that her hands ached. ‘Besides, you both take up too much room. You might accidentally knock little Helcate from the sky.’


‘That would not happen,’ rumbled Kirune. ‘We are much too skilled.’


Vintage smiled to herself, a small blush of warmth touching her heart. Since their dangerous journey to the island of Origin together, Kirune and Vostok had grown closer, seeming to become allies of a sort. Given that both were vain, proud and easily offended, she viewed this as something of a miracle. When Kirune and the other war-beasts had been born from Ygseril, they had emerged without their vital ‘root-memories’, the collective memory that bound the war-beasts together into a formidable fighting force. This new bond between them, then, was especially precious. Unfortunately, this new closeness seemed to have come at a cost. Tor himself had been distant lately, morose even, his mind dwelling on the unfortunate revelations they had uncovered far across the sea. No Eboran as proud as Tormalin the Oathless wanted to discover that the history of his people was a kind of cosmic joke.


‘Well, I prefer to give Helcate his space.’ Vintage leaned forward and, in an act of steely self-will, unfastened her hand from the harness and gave the war-beast a scratch behind his ear. ‘We’re both still learning.’


They flew on. The sprawling stretch of the central Eboran city began to grow sparse, the golden threads of the broken roads trailing away into dirt tracks, the houses becoming smaller, more modest, until there were no buildings at all. Green forests lapped at these edges like an eager sea, rushing in to fill the gaps, until they flew over vast tracts of trees only broken up here and there by busy rivers and forgotten paths. Tor flew slightly ahead, leading them forward until late in the afternoon he gestured that they should land. He had chosen the banks of a wide lake, its waters a deep, lovely blue. Moving as one this time, they came to rest on its shoreline, which was made up of white sand and grey rocks. Vintage climbed down from Helcate’s back with slightly shaky legs.


‘Here, then? Close to here?’


‘On the far side of the lake,’ said Tor. ‘If everything Micanal collected was true, that’s where the sword should be.’


In the silence that followed, Vintage pulled one of the bags from Helcate’s back, and began looking for a suitable patch of sand.


‘Let’s eat, then, before we start the real search.’ She held up the bag. ‘Wine, bread, cheese – just the essentials.’


Soon, they were seated on the warm sand, cups of wine in each hand. Noon was unwrapping the cheese, wrinkling her nose at the stink of it, while Tor absently cut the bread into pieces with his belt knife. Abruptly, and for no reason she could think of, Vintage felt overcome with a bittersweet mixture of happiness and woe. She smiled at them both; Tor’s handsome face with its scars, his long fingers skilful as they wielded the blade, and Noon in her new Eboran clothes; even with her untidy hair and the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead, she was a very long way from the ragged creature they had found in the Shroom Flats. She held herself differently now, with a new confidence.


‘This is just like old times, isn’t it?’ said Vintage, even though it wasn’t. Tor looked up, one eyebrow raised.


‘I’m not sure. There’s not enough mud here, really, or any parasitic monsters made of light hanging around to turn us inside out.’


‘And,’ added Noon, taking a piece of bread from Tor, ‘no giant worm ships scuttling around, waiting to feed us to a giant maggot that it has shit out of its bum.’


‘What a delightful turn of phrase, my darling,’ said Vintage dryly. ‘I just mean that it’s such a pleasure to have your company again, out in the wilds of Sarn.’ She took a sip of her wine. ‘And we’re looking for a mysterious artefact.’


‘Yeah. What’s so special about this sword, anyway?’ Noon addressed the question to Vintage, but she in turn raised her cup to Tor, who shrugged.


‘Well, first of all, I don’t have a sword anymore, do I? Not one befitting an Eboran warrior, anyway.’ The Ninth Rain, the sword that had once belonged to Tormalin’s aunt, and then his father, had been lost during the battle over the Bloodless Mountains – dropped from his flailing hand as the Jure’lia queen dangled him in the sky. He had looked for it more than once, but ultimately had to concede that it would likely remain forever hidden by the snows and undergrowth of the foothills.


‘I don’t know if you’re aware of this,’ said Noon, pulling a serious face, ‘but there are such things as new swords. You could buy one. Or if you can’t find one fancy enough for a fancy Eboran warrior, you could have one made. It’s a radical idea, I know.’


Tor shook his head lightly, a genuine expression of annoyance flitting briefly over his face. ‘That’s not really my point. This sword, the one we’re out here looking for, is legendary. Now, my old sword had a name, given to it by my idiot father, and it certainly saw some extraordinary battles, but the Ursun Blade . . . the Ursun Blade saw at least four Rains, and was carried by two of our most celebrated warriors. If it still exists, it is something that should be back within the Eboran palace, near the roots of Ygseril.’


‘Or, at least, hanging on your belt?’ Noon stuffed a large piece of cheese into her mouth.


Tor shrugged and looked away. ‘If it still exists, it’s probably in pieces. Perhaps the hilt still survives . . . But I would like to try and find it, either way.’ He paused, looking down into his drink. ‘We went through so much to get to Origin and retrieve the amber tablets. Suffered a great deal of pain and humiliation. It would be a balm to my soul if something good came out of it. If we could retrieve something from our history that does still have meaning.’


Vintage glanced at Noon, and saw her looking at Tor with concern, which she quickly tried to hide with more bites of cheese.


‘Besides which,’ he continued, ‘I am certain we’re not safe from the Jure’lia yet, and legendary swords are in short supply. We need all the help we can get.’


‘Well,’ Vintage said brightly. She pulled a notebook from her jacket pocket. ‘According to our notes, Tor, the final recorded resting place of the Ursun Blade is a short walk from here. Exactly the sort of short walk required after a lunch of cheese and wine. Isn’t that marvellous?’


He smiled wanly at her and drained his cup.


Leaving the war-beasts to sun themselves by the side of the lake, Tor, Vintage and Noon ventured into the thick forest on the far side of the shore. This was Ebora in high summer, and the trees and plants were lush and humming with life. Tor made himself listen to it, breathe it in and smell it; he let himself taste it on his tongue. It was as beautiful as it had ever been when he was a child, and it was important to remember that there was more to his home than its history. Birds called to each other from all around, delicate sounds like liquid music, and other, harsher noises that brought to mind the calls of carrion birds.


It had not been easy to find this place. The information stored within the amber record, as crafted by the celebrated Eboran artist Micanal the Clearsighted, was enormous and complex, and much to Vintage’s annoyance, largely poorly organised. Night after night Tor had dream-walked into the record, reporting back to Vintage what he found there, and, painstakingly, she had made notes of it all, linking everything up as best she could. Again and again Tor witnessed dream-crafted visions of war-beasts and warriors that were long dead, created anew by the artistry of Micanal, and watched a piecemeal history come together that felt empty to him. Hollow. How could it mean anything when he knew the truth? That Ygseril the tree-father was nothing but a random alien experiment, a diverting curiosity for a race of people that did not even know Sarn, and certainly did not care for it. The Aborans, as they had called themselves, had left similar marks on countless worlds, and Ebora was something of a disappointment to them. But Vintage, clever Vintage, had spotted several clues and references to a legendary sword in amongst the hollow histories. Could it be possible that the Ursun Sword was not lost or destroyed at all, but simply forgotten, resting in its own distant tomb?


‘Tell me about this thing, then,’ said Noon into the busy forest silence. ‘Who wielded it? What amazing feats, which monsters decapitated, blah blah.’


Tor glanced at Vintage, but she was looking at him, her eyes oddly watchful. He sighed, and went back to watching where he was placing his boots. There was no path here, and every step risked a broken ankle.


‘The Ursun Sword. A winnow-forged blade. It was made by one of our master blacksmiths, a woman called Pelinor the Unwavering, at around the time of the Third Rain, and given to Araiba, a great warrior of the time.’


‘Winnow-forged.’ Noon frowned. ‘I don’t suppose history records the name of the fell-witch who provided the flames?’


‘It doesn’t, no.’ Tor glanced at Noon, then continued. ‘Araiba’s war-beast was a bear, and the pommel of the Ursun Sword was shaped like a bear claw clutching a huge, red ruby – like a bloody heart.’ Tor grinned, suddenly taken with the ludicrousness of such a weapon. ‘It’s outrageous, really. By all reports, Araiba was a bit of a show-off, incredibly vain, you know the sort.’


Noon coughed into her hand. ‘I suppose I can imagine it, if I try really hard.’


Tor ignored this.


‘For all his nonsense, he was a great warrior, who covered himself in glory during the Third Rain. He died, eventually, in a duel, which is an especially ridiculous way to go, if you ask me, and his squire Lanamond inherited the sword. If Araiba was a respected warrior, Lanamond was beloved. She grew to be a true leader of Eborans, both a general and a queen, in a sense.’


‘I thought Eborans didn’t have kings and queens?’ asked Noon.


Tor waved a hand dismissively. ‘Our history has always been complicated. There have been emperors, war lords, even a roots-heart, who was a person elected to lead us, but we’ve never quite settled on one thing for very long . . . and eventually, of course, the crimson flux made all of that obsolete anyway.’


He paused, looking ahead. The forest was growing darker and damper, and he could see tell-tale patches of black bark on the trees here and there.


‘The Wild,’ muttered Vintage. ‘I can smell it. Let’s be watchful now.’


‘You hardly need to remind me,’ said Tor. Although Ebora did not contain as many Wild spaces as the rest of Sarn, it was not untouched, and animals that had been corrupted by the worm people’s poisons could be very dangerous indeed. Despite all his posturing about the Ninth Rain, he had, of course, borrowed an old sword from the Finneral blacksmith, but it was a strange weight at his hip. He hoped he would not have to use it.


‘What happened to her, then? This Lanamond?’


Tor glanced at Noon. She was wearing a set of Eboran travelling leathers, recut to her size, with a pauldron capping her shoulder; it was a beautiful thing, made of pieces of a soft bronze-coloured metal, shaped like leaves. Under the bodice she wore a pale-green Eboran silk shirt, embroidered with yellow leaping fish. It was strange, to see a human wearing items that had once been made for Eboran lords and ladies, but he could not pretend they didn’t suit her. He looked away; things had grown colder between them since Origin.


‘She distinguished herself in the Fourth Rain, leading the very charge that sent the Jure’lia running back to their hiding places, and after that she became a kind of queen, in all but name. There’s a painting of her in the palace, hidden in one of the more obscure observatory rooms, and I’ve always thought she looked mildly put out – as though she didn’t ask for any of the attention.’


‘An obscure back room?’ Vintage frowned, stepping carefully over a sucking pool of mud. The forest was growing more unpleasant all the time. ‘If she was so celebrated, why is her portrait not on show?’


‘Ah, well. I’m afraid she fell from grace. In her later years, she became something of a diplomat for Ebora, travelling back and forth across Sarn, agreeing trade deals and acting as a mediator in disputes – things like that. Gossip began to fester about her though, while she travelled away from home. It wasn’t natural, it was agreed, that she should want to spend so much time with humans, that she should travel so far from the roots. Eventually, it was revealed that she was having an affair with one of Jarlsbad’s princes, and she was cast out of her role. There was a minor revolution – we’ve had a number of those too, but very little ever changes.’


‘Having an affair was enough to lose her her position?’


‘With a human?’ Tor raised his eyebrows. ‘Certainly. Imagine finding out that your most admired royal leader was having a torrid affair with a servant.’


‘The plains people don’t have royalty,’ pointed out Noon, ‘or servants. So that’s how Ebora felt about humans, then, is it?’


‘Servants is a polite way of putting it,’ said Tor, sourly. ‘Which makes the truth all the more delicious, doesn’t it? Half of me wishes all those old bastards were still around, so I could explain to them exactly what we found at Origin.’


Noon and Vintage fell suspiciously quiet at this, and Tor scowled to himself as they moved forward. Ever since the battle at the Tarah-hut Mountains they had been careful around him, as though he were a delicate vase that might shatter if they looked at it the wrong way. It didn’t help that he often felt like exactly that: a hollow thing, a construct that was ultimately meaningless.


‘Well, I for one hope she enjoyed her Jarlsbad prince,’ said Vintage eventually.


‘And the sword?’ asked Noon.


‘There was a big argument about it,’ said Tor. The forest had grown quieter, and instead of birds singing he could hear the faint rrrp-rrrp of frogs, and the busy whirrings of insects. ‘For a while it was thought that the Ursun Sword should go to whoever took over her position, but Ebora being Ebora, even her position looked likely to disappear with her. Eventually, it was forgotten, and until Vintage and I started rooting around in Micanal’s amber tablets, it was thought to be lost. Something like that, a piece of our history that is solid,’ he waved a hand to disperse a cloud of flies, ‘it could be inspiring. A reminder of what we can be.’


The normal forest had truly ended. All around, the trees grew taller and stranger, and even the shadows seemed deeper. A sharp, sour smell came from the pools of slippery mud under their feet, and a thick green moss covered the bottoms of the nearby trees like a virulent carpet. The sound of frogs was growing louder.


‘So? What happened?’


‘Micanal was intrigued enough to poke around, it seems. He discovered that Lanamond left Ebora and met up with her prince, and they lived together in secret for many years, until eventually he died. When she lost him, Lanamond returned and built a tomb for both him and her sword, somewhere out in the forests of Ebora. Once it was done, she left them both there, and became, according to Micanal, “a wandering hermit”, refusing to ever return to either Jarlsbad or Ebora.’


‘Here, look. What’s that?’


Ahead of them the ground dropped away, and they looked down into a boggy indentation in the forest, thick with puddles of greenish mud. In the middle of it all was a stone structure, made of marble that had once been white, but which was now stained with streaks of black mould and daubs of yellow and green moss. All around it small animals were moving, hopping and swimming through the mud and reeds. The whine of insects was back, stronger than before.


‘I suspect that’s our tomb, darling.’ Vintage moved to the front, her eyes bright, completely unconcerned by the mud. ‘Shall we have a look?’


They shuffled down the bank. As they grew closer, it was possible to see that the marble tomb had been carved with a leaping buck, its horns gradually growing into a wide spread of tree branches, complete with leaves sprouting from them.


‘The Jarlsbad prince,’ said Tor, nodding towards it. ‘His sigil was a leaping buck.’


‘What are these things? Frogs?’ Noon was scowling at the small green and brown creatures hopping away from them.


‘I believe so, my dear, although that one there is more rightly a toad.’


One of the things hopped on top of the tomb and glared at them with gold and black eyes.


‘The frogs on the plains are little green and orange things,’ said Noon. ‘We only ever saw them at the rivers. They were quite pretty.’


They reached the tomb and the toad shuffled away, dropping into the mud with a plop. Tor rested his hands on the edge of the cover, testing its weight and peering at the space where it met the main body of the structure.


‘Is there going to be a dead body inside that thing?’ asked Noon.


‘Only a very ancient one, Noon dear,’ said Vintage. ‘It’ll be all leathery and dry, I expect, or just a pile of bones. It probably won’t smell at all.’


Bracing himself in the mud, Tor crouched and pushed the lid, wincing as it screeched its way off the sarcophagus. A stench, so thick it was almost visible, rose up off the dark space within. Noon swore and stepped back, holding her nose.


‘Ugh. It definitely smells like someone died in there.’


Tor peered over the top. In the space within, there was a distinct lack of giant mythical swords. There were a few scraps of what might once have been fabric, and a rusted shape that could have been a belt buckle. And in the corner there was a large brown and green lump, about twice the size of a man’s head. It was splattered with mud and was glistening faintly in the daylight.


Noon appeared at Tor’s shoulder. ‘Is that the Jarlsbad prince? I’m not sure what she saw in him, to be honest.’


Tor scowled, suddenly violently irritated with the whole thing; with the stench of the bog, the muck on his hands from touching the tomb, Noon’s flippancy, the lack of any sign of the sword itself . . .


‘I don’t know what it bloody is,’ he snapped, ‘but it looks like Micanal’s notes were full of sh—’


The brown and green lump quivered and shifted, revealing a wide, wet mouth and a pair of huge golden eyes. Tiny front legs unpeeled themselves from the front of its body, and its jaws fell open, revealing another set of puckering mouths nestling within its sizeable tongue. Tor got a brief glimpse of a pair of larger back legs, and then the thing was leaping at him.


‘Fuck!’


Abruptly, he was on his back in the mud, a huge weight on his chest and all the air knocked from his lungs. Vintage was shouting, and there was the soft wumph as Noon summoned her winnowfire. Horrified, Tor shoved the slimy creature off him, and scrambled awkwardly to his feet.


‘It’s just a worm-touched toad!’ he shouted, attempting to brush the filth and muck from his coat. The thing itself had scrambled off into a puddle, attempting to sink into it and vanish. ‘There’s no need to set anyone on fire.’


‘I’m not worried about that little bastard.’ Tor looked up to see Noon standing with her fists covered in green flame. Vintage stood on the far side of the tomb, her small crossbow held up and ready in both hands. ‘I’m worried about this ugly brute.’


Belatedly, Tor saw where they were both looking. What he had taken to be a thick confusion of rocks and foliage between a set of close-standing trees was, in fact, a much larger version of the thing that had jumped out of the tomb. Twice his height, a worm-touched swamp toad glared down at them with three times as many eyes as it should have had. Its body was broad and misshapen, lacking even the compact shape of a normal toad, and there were moving things all over it; tiny versions of itself crawled and hopped over its glistening skin. As they watched, it shifted forward, and the long wet crack that was its mouth fell open, revealing its awful, busy tongue.


‘I’m going to be sick,’ said Noon.


‘Perhaps if we just back away slowly, it’ll leave us be. Not everything worm-touched is out to eat us, you know.’ Vintage didn’t lower her crossbow, but she took a few steps backwards, boots squelching in the mud. The golden eyes of the giant toad slid wetly to follow her progress. Its mouth opened a little wider.


‘Vin, I don’t like the way it’s looking at you. Vin.’ Noon raised her hands. All around, the little frogs and toads began to croak and burp, as if in protest at their leaving. Tor drew his sword, feeling a flicker of discomfort at the unfamiliar hilt. ‘Vintage, maybe we should—’


The tongue shot out from between the creature’s lips, flying across the bog and striking Noon with terrible accuracy. She shrieked, and instantly she was in the air, flying towards the worm-toad’s enormous gaping mouth.


‘Noon!’


Tor ran, sword at the ready, but with a flash of green flame Noon was already falling back into the mud. The toad bellowed in pain, reeling its singed tongue back into its mouth while its stubby front arms writhed.


Noon was on her feet by the time he reached her, which was useful, as his chest felt oddly tight. He paused at her side, distracted by a strange burning sensation beneath his breast bone. Meanwhile, Noon raised her hands, a furious expression on her face. She shot off a barrage of fireballs, which landed hissing against the worm-toad’s skin. The creature shivered all over, wriggling backwards to get away from them.


‘Tor, I’ll have to use some of your energy.’


Tor, still distracted, opened his mouth to reply, but Noon had already taken hold of his hand, giving it a firm squeeze. The energy drain was like a hammer blow, and before he knew it he was on his knees in the mud again, his vision dimming at the edges. He blinked slowly, looking down at his sword where he had dropped it. He could hear the toad-thing croaking, and the crashing of something huge moving through foliage, but it all seemed very distant. Instead, there was a roaring in his head and a red-hot pain in his chest.


‘Tor? Tor, my darling, are you all right?’


Vintage’s kind face loomed into his field of vision, and he felt her hand on his arm, giving him a gentle shake. He pressed a hand to his chest, but the pain there was fading to an ember. With Vintage’s help, he clambered back to his feet.


‘By Ygseril’s damned roots, could you be a bit more careful, witch?’


Noon looked at him, obviously puzzled. The space where the giant toad had been was empty, and many of the smaller creatures had vanished too. Instead, there was a sickly reek of singed flesh, and a sort of oily yellow smoke.


‘I didn’t take that much,’ protested Noon. ‘No more than I’ve taken before, anyway.’


‘You must have surprised me.’ Tor looked back to the empty tomb. ‘So, no sword. Knocked into the mud by a giant toad. Drained by an over-enthusiastic fell-witch, and covered in mud a second time. Also, I think there is slime.’


‘What happened to the sword?’ asked Noon. Vintage had returned to the tomb and was peering over its edge.


‘Very likely it was never here, or someone got here first and pinched it.’ Vintage grimaced. ‘There’s a reasonably large crack in the bottom of this thing, so I suspect our prince’s body was just eaten over time by a variety of worm-touched frogs. That big toad probably crawled inside when it was a tiny baby thing, then grew to such an enormous size it couldn’t get out again. Toads can live for a very long time, you know.’


‘How utterly charming.’ Tor coughed. His lungs felt full of swamp stench. ‘You know, this feels like some sort of elaborate metaphor for Eboran history, or, indeed, my life.’ He held up his hands, as though picturing it. ‘A lot of misery and lies, ultimately revealed to contain nothing much save for a particularly ugly monster and a lingering smell.’


‘Tor . . .’


‘Come on, let’s get back to the war-beasts. I don’t want to spend another moment in this grim little armpit of Ebora.’


They walked back in an uncomfortable silence, although as they left the Wild-touched portion of the forest Tor felt his spirits lift a little. It was still summer in Ebora, and the forests of his birthplace were still beautiful – that had to mean something too. Perhaps enough to fill the void he’d felt inside since their experiences at Origin.


It was as they neared the clearing where the war-beasts rested that he began to feel the pain again. It flared at first in his chest, and then, oddly, in his arms, throbbing at his elbows and wrists. Annoyed, he pulled up his sleeve to massage his forearm and saw a livid red line, no more than an inch or so long, hidden in the hollow of his left elbow. He looked at it for a handful of seconds, feeling the last remnants of hope fall away into dust, and then he pulled the sleeve sharply down over it. To the others he said nothing.




Chapter Four


‘Please do be careful with that.’


Bern paused with the dagger tip pressing into the scarred flesh of his hand. He wore only his loose linen trousers, and he was sweating slightly all over, perched as he was on the edge of their bed. Aldasair took advantage of his stillness to move closer.


‘I can’t stand it any longer, Al.’ The big man spread his fingers so that the thick lump of crystal jutting from his palm caught the light. It glittered fetchingly, and Aldasair thought that in another time he might have thought it beautiful, yet instead it had become a symbol of hate and pain. ‘I have to cut it out. I could stand the pain of that, at least.’


‘It’s not the pain I’m worried about.’ Aldasair placed his hand over Bern’s wounded one, edging the blade away. ‘You know that we’ve spoken to Vintage about this more than once, and every time I come away convinced that you will only do yourself enormous harm. The delicate muscles and nerves in your hand could be damaged, you could lose all use of your hand. Please, Bern, think about this.’


‘Enormous harm.’ Bern shook his head. The big man looked uncommonly pale in the bright afternoon light, his blond hair dull and brassy against his broad forehead. His beard, normally so neatly trimmed, was getting wilder by the day, and his long braids were loose and uncared for. ‘I’ve already had an enormous harm done to me, Al. I can’t sleep, I can’t relax, because I can hear them all the time – whispering, scratching, ticking, all the time. I can’t eat, because everything tastes of ash. It’s got worse. It’s getting worse. Stones broken and cursed, what am I supposed to do?’


Aldasair pushed a lock of blond hair back from the big man’s cheek. Bern’s connection to the Jure’lia was killing him; he didn’t need Lady Vintage to tell him that.


‘We’ll think of something,’ he said, not for the first time.


‘They’re broken and confused.’ Bern put the dagger down, and with a hand that was shaking slightly, he rubbed the sweat from his face. ‘And it’s infected me too.’


Aldasair opened his mouth to reply when there was a series of rapid knocks at the door. A face peeked around the edge; it was Norri, one of Bern’s Finneral guards.


‘Lords, we have some new arrivals. I think you should probably come and see them.’


Slowly, Bern got to his feet, picking up a shirt from the wooden trunk at the foot of their bed.


‘Norri, I told you not to call me that. I’m no lord.’


‘And I’m not really one either, truth be told,’ added Aldasair.


The woman rolled her eyes a touch. ‘Lord Aldasair, you are the closest thing Ebora has to a leader, and, technically, Bern is the son of a king, and, well . . .’ She gestured vaguely at the pair of them standing together. ‘It’s just easier to call you lords. My lords.’


Bern shrugged on his shirt and they followed Norri from their chambers. Out in the grounds of the palace quite a crowd had gathered, and it didn’t take long to see why; seven giant bats in full harness were sitting quite peaceably on the grass while the humans stood around admiring them. Some of the children were even being brave enough to stroke their furry flanks. One huge creature, a dusty grey in colour, bent his velvety head to be petted more efficiently.


‘More fell-witches,’ said Bern, uncharacteristically gruff.


‘It’s fine. We still have plenty of room.’


A group of women stood just near the bats, slightly apart from the crowd. Four of them wore green-and-grey travelling clothes, a uniform that Aldasair had learned to recognise as that of the Winnowry agents, while the other three wore a mixture of sturdy leather and linen, no doubt too warm for such a hot day, but necessary when flying over mountains. One of the agents spotted their approach and stepped forward. She was tall, and moved gracefully. As well as the rough bat-wing tattoo on her forehead that marked all fell-witches from the Winnowry, a beautiful tattoo of an eagle encircled her throat; picked out in vivid reds and browns and blues, it was, to Aldasair’s eye, a true work of art. Her hair was long and black, with a thick cord of white beginning just above her right temple.


‘Greetings,’ said Aldasair, bowing slightly. ‘You are very welcome here.’ He looked to the other women, who looked less certain. ‘You are all welcome in Ebora.’


The woman pressed a hand to her chest and bowed more formally. Now that they were closer, Aldasair could see that her clothes were slightly different to the other agents’. Her fitted leather coat, scuffed and carefully oiled, looked more like a beloved personal item than a uniform, and she wore a small bracelet of green stones at her wrist.


‘Thank you, Lords of Ebora. I am Agent Chenlo. I have brought these women here on the suggestion of your own Lady Noon.’


‘Ah, Agent Chenlo, it is an honour finally to make your acquaintance.’ At her surprised expression, Aldasair smiled encouragingly. ‘Each fell-witch who has made it to Ebora has told us how you have assisted them in their journeys. That you insisted that they come here, to us.’


‘It sounds like you fair badgered them into it,’ said Bern. He was flexing the hand with the stone in it, as if it pained him.


‘There was little other option, since the Lady Noon destroyed the Winnowry.’


‘She hates being called that,’ said Bern. ‘And the Winnowry deserved everything it got.’


Agent Chenlo held up her hands. ‘Of course. I merely meant that there was no system in place for these newly free women, but Lady – Mistress Noon indicated that there might be places for them here. I have done what I can to make sure they made it to you safely.’ Lowering her voice, she folded her hands neatly in front of her. ‘There is another matter, my lords. One that more directly concerns Ebora. Perhaps we could discuss it in private?’


Aldasair nodded formally. ‘Of course. Norri, please show our new guests to the section of the palace we’ve put aside for them. Agent Chenlo, please come with us.’


The receiving room was full of bright sunshine. Rather than the steaming pots of tea Aldasair had had prepared during the winter months, tall bottles of a chilled and watered wine stood in the centre of the table. As Agent Chenlo sat in the offered chair, he poured some into a shallow glass drinking bowl; a present from Sen-Lord Takor of the Yuron-Kai.


‘Thank you.’ Chenlo sipped the wine, and allowed herself a small smile. ‘Cold wine after a long, hot journey. It is most welcome.’


‘What is it you wanted to say?’ Rather than taking a seat, Bern stood by the door, his hands behind his back. He did seem to find it difficult to sit still, currently. Aldasair fought to keep a frown from his face, and turned back to Chenlo.


‘My lords, let me be clear. I am not here to speak in any sense for the Winnowry. It is, in any way that truly matters, a thing of the past. But there are certain consequences of its actions that I believe you should be aware of.’


‘What is there left of the Winnowry? Can you tell us that?’


Chenlo curled her hands under the glass bowl. ‘Your Lady Noon was quite thorough in her destruction. Many of the men and women who caused the Winnowry to function in any sense were chased away, or killed.’ Her face was as smooth as a summer lake as she said this. ‘Mother Cressin, who was the figurehead of the order, killed herself, and much of the building has been destroyed. There are a handful of the faithful left, a few still living at the site, and, from what I’ve heard, arguing over who gets to be the next “Mother”, although what that actually means when the cells all stand empty, I do not know. But they are a sad sight, zealots clinging on to something that no longer exists.’ She hesitated, a flicker at her jawline betraying some discomfort. ‘However, you should also know that a few of the fell-witches did return.’


‘They did?’ Aldasair sat back slightly in his seat. ‘They returned to their prison?’


‘As I said to the Lady Noon on that day, these women do not have homes to go to, and are not necessarily welcome anywhere else. It is not a pleasant truth, is it? I tried to send as many your way as I could, but there were those who could not face the journey, or were simply too frightened to come to Ebora.’ At that her gaze flickered to Aldasair and away again, and he understood. The Carrion Wars were not so easily forgotten. To many humans, Ebora would always be home to those who had once swarmed down across the plains, massacring every human in sight. ‘Those who returned currently exist in an uneasy peace with their former captors.’ She drained the last of her wine, the tattooed muscles on her throat working as she swallowed. ‘I do not pretend to understand it.’


‘You feel no loyalty to the Winnowry? Were you not one of their most senior agents?’


At this she looked directly at Aldasair, as if daring him to call her a liar. ‘It is a hard life in the Winnowry, Lord Aldasair, and I am sure your Lady Noon would tell you that you do what you can to survive. I did what I could, once I had some freedom, to keep those around me safe. But I am no fool. I can see the ending of a thing. I have no loyalty to the debris of the Winnowry.’


‘Yet you continue to work to keep others safe,’ said Aldasair, softly. Before she could answer, he continued. ‘And I suspect you are still here on Winnowry business.’


‘In a sense. There was, as you know, a plan to steal one of your unhatched war-beasts.’
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