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For my mum, Muriel Levene.
I wish you could have stayed to see the end,
but I would never have reached it without you
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Prologue


It was not, she knew, unheard of for a monarch to kill her brother. And even as the thought came to her, she knew that her brother would be having precisely the same one. They should never have ordered the Crimson House to begin a study of the mind of trees. But they had, and now the harvest they had reaped must be milled, or else left to rot in the granary.


Her eyes opened, as they did every morning, to a vision of gold. Each wall of her chamber was inlaid with it, embossed images of tigers roaring with golden teeth. The tribute of a dozen conquered peoples had been melted down to fashion it. Its message pleased her, if not its gaudiness.


Her servants glided silently to her side when she descended the sleeping platform, her robes already in their arms. Encrusted jewels made the cloth as heavy as armour, but the servants never faltered as they slipped the robes around her. They were pale-skinned and golden-haired, captives from the barbarous and nameless lands to the north. Their eyes remained downcast, faces inscrutable, but she wondered if the rumours had trickled low enough through the soil of the court to reach them. At least they, she could be confident, would never speak of what they knew. Their tongues had been severed before they had been given to her.


Not so Illac. She found him waiting outside her door when she opened it, rough-featured face set in an ingratiating smile she knew to be entirely false. He fell to his knees at her approach, forehead bent to the floor.


‘Rise,’ she said impatiently, ‘and walk with me.’


She led him to the western face of the Gem of the Delta, onto the balcony that was hers alone. The wall of the palace sloped to the ground far below, glittering white and gold in the sunshine, the marble inlaid with geometric patterns that foxed the eye, leading it through cunning spirals. A gem indeed. And beyond, the city. The last census had counted 926,571 inhabitants: 427,971 people, and the rest slaves.


‘Eminence,’ Illac said. ‘Unworthy as I am to offer advice to the lynchpin of the nation—’


‘You have something to say,’ she told him coldly. ‘Say it.’


‘Your brother is preparing to move against you. He has recalled the Honoured Band from the glorious war in the east, and the Leaf Army from its patrol of the ice frontier. They have always favoured the left-hand aspect of the Indivisible Throne. If you were to summon the militias—’


‘Then we would have war here at the heart of the world. Would you wish to see the City Without Limits burn?’


He swallowed at the sharpness of her tone and bowed so low his hair brushed the floor.


She looked away from him across the realm she’d been born to govern. The city lay on the tip of a vast promontory, sharp mountains to its north and east, and sea to guard its other borders. The water was filled with ships: small fishing craft, war galleons and a dozen new quinqueremes bought with the spoils from the eastern front. It was said that a woman could leave the deck of a ship in the Golden Bay, walk a thousand miles with a full purse, and at the end of the journey she would still have both her coin and her virtue. Five generations of their dynasty had ruled a land of peace before she and her brother had ascended. Why must it be in her time that this problem came?


She sighed and turned back to Illac, who could be trusted in nothing but his own self-love. ‘The Crimson House must be razed to the ground, every brick ground into dust and every paper turned to ash. A knife across the throat for every Priest of Blood.’ She considered for a moment. ‘And for their children too. No, more – every family member to the third degree. Every scroll that names the Crimson House must be written anew without mention of it. And for every person who speaks its name, evisceration. The Crimson House has never been and never will be again.’


He let his shock show only for one beat of a heart, then he nodded. ‘Eminence, it will be done. But there is much which the Crimson— which the house that never was provides for the populace. Who will disburse grain to the destitute or teach the children of the rich their history and letters?’


‘The House of Stars will grow to take on this responsibility. You will, of course, continue to lead your fraternity through this troubled time.’


She saw the effort it cost him not to smile. ‘It will be done as you command.’


‘Good,’ she said. ‘And now we must speak of my brother.’


*


He liked to walk the streets of the city without servants or guards. He went bare-faced, in the green robes of a farmer-merchant, and not a single person knew him. To the great mass of his people, he was a stranger. When he looked upon his subjects from the towering peak of the Gem of the Delta, they were an indistinguishable horde to him and he no more than a distant, glittering speck to them. Here, he could look in their eyes. He could smell the unwashed bodies of runners labouring in the traces of curricles, the cheap floral perfumes of women of the fourth rank. He knew them in a way his sister never would, secluded as she had always remained in the world of the court.


He knew, but she could not understand, that they needed a god. Not the idols that his people had worshipped when they lived in caves, or the star spirits that his ancestors had installed in their place. Stories for the ignorant, void of true power. Nor could kings alone answer their needs. He saw it in their tight expressions, the worry creasing their brows. It was in the failed harvest of the last two years, starvation in three of their five provinces and rebellion in a fourth. The two-fold crown had always been a mistake. The people needed absolute rule, absolute trust. And for this, he must have absolute power.


He felt a tickling against his foot and kicked out, flinging the rat to the roadside. The city was crawling with rodents. The grain stores in every district were a feast for the rats and the rats themselves a feast for the very poorest in this city. He was approaching one such neighbourhood now, where the only meat they ate was the rodents that plagued them.


The sun was hidden by high brick walls and the washing strung between them. He’d never been here before, and for the first time he felt a little unease. This was a place in the shadow of the law. Untrusting eyes followed him as he walked. But the directions had been clear and soon enough he came to a small, dusty square around a well and the red house at one end that was his destination.


The door opened before he could knock, admitting him to a low, dark room in which his co-conspirators were already gathered. The court was his sister’s, but the army was his. He’d fought beside them in two long and bloody campaigns and they loved him for it.


He waved the conspirators back to their seats when they would have risen to make obeisance. Sellian alone made no move to rise. The First Brother of the Crimson House stared frowning at a scroll, tapping a pen absent-mindedly against the table. Any other man in his position would have been a dangerous rival, but Sellian had no ambitions; he cared only for knowledge.


‘It isn’t ready,’ Sellian said, the moment their eyes met. ‘If we could set every scribe to work on the problem … but your sister is consumed by the trivial. She’s ordered us to find a way to make wheat grow without water. A waste of time better spent on deeper matters.’


Only Sellian would call the famine that had already taken half a million lives ‘trivial’. But then the man had probably never stepped foot beyond the bounds of the city.


‘The question isn’t whether it has been done,’ he said. ‘It’s whether it can be. If time is all that’s needed, that can be arranged.’


‘Can it?’ Sea Lord Felmis’s square face flushed red with shame at his own temerity.


‘You’re concerned my sister will stop us?’


Felmis nodded gratefully. ‘Eminence, the rumours multiply by the day. They say she plans to send spies to poison the wells that the Honoured Band drink from. It’s feared they’ll never reach the city.’


‘I’ve heard she hired assassins from a land beyond the lands we know,’ Enioc added.


‘Too soon, too soon,’ Sellian muttered. ‘This is knowledge unlike any we’ve found before. Knowledge not of what lies outside us, but of what is within us – within everything. The potential is there to … domesticate it. But it was a hundred generations of careful breeding before the wild mountain ibex became our placid cattle. And to tame ourselves must surely be an even harder endeavour.’


‘A hundred generations?’ Felmis asked, face paling.


Sellian’s absent look sharpened at the horror in his voice. ‘Oh, an example merely. I hope to see a result in my own lifetime. Yes, I should certainly hope so. But in the next year? No.’


A brief silence fell at the absoluteness of that ‘no’.


But he had been prepared for it. ‘It’s not unheard of,’ he said, ‘for a king to rule without his sister, if she should by some tragic accident be stolen by death too young. My sister is a hunter of some renown. There is little she loves more than the coursing of tigers. The beasts are dangerous, of course, but my sister’s skill has always been a match for their ferocity. So far, at least. My sister grows no younger or faster with the years. And there is to be another hunt at sun-high on the morrow.’


His eyes pinned each of them in turn, but he saw no doubt. They had always known it would end with this. He’d always known the same, and he found it gave him little pain. When he was a god, he would make a place in his heaven for his sister to spend an eternity hunting at her leisure. And before that, he would need to have words with the tiger-masters.


*


The day of the hunt, the sky was a blue so light it was almost white. The moon was a pale disc near the horizon. It was considered an ill omen, and to compensate she’d ordered that three of the strongest beasts be released into the royal preserve at the north of the city. When she killed all three, her people would be reassured.


Her fine, proud black stallion whickered as she approached. She stopped to rub his nose, then stepped into the chariot at his back. Custom dictated that she wear her robes of state for the occasion. They weighed heavy in the oppressive heat of the day. Her hand was clammy as it clasped her spear-thrower, the first spear already positioned within it. Two more stood ready in front of her. Custom also dictated that there be only as many spears as there were beasts. To miss would be more ill-omened than not to hunt at all.


Crowds thronged the high wooden stands that looked out over the parkland. Hunts were free and always well attended. She often wondered if they came to see her kill, or in the hope that just this once the tiger would triumph. Her brother and his cabal were absent from the stands, but then he was known to despise the hunt.


A hush fell as her carriage entered the ground. Then, swelling, the sound of drums. The beat of them was maddeningly irregular. A thousand years ago, a king of some other line had designed it to drive the beasts into a rage. Starved as they’d been for five days, their skin tormented with goads, she hardly thought they needed more reason to be angry.


They were impossible to see at this distance in the long, wheat-coloured grass. And, a secret the crowd would never know, the creatures were equally incapable of seeing her. Bright lights were shone into their eyes moments before their release. The tigers would be blind for the duration of the hunt, though still able to smell and hear, and still fiercely hungry.


She spotted the first of them. A female, if she was any judge. The beast seemed to sense her at the same moment, and its lip curled in a snarl. It shook its head, as if to clear its eyes, then reared on its hind legs to scream defiance. The soft flesh of its belly was exposed for no more than a moment, but it was enough. Her arm jerked forwards and the spear flew. There was a thrill of tension in the crowd, an instant to wonder if her aim had been true.


She turned away before it struck. She knew that her throw had been good, even before the desperate, dying roar of the tiger. The metal stink of blood flooded the air, a lure to snare the tiger’s brethren. She saw the second of them, slinking through the grass, elegant and lethal still despite its blindness. But she was more lethal yet.


The hunt was proceeding exactly as intended.


*


He woke to a sharp pain behind his eyes and the musty smell of soaked timbers. The world rocked. He thought at first that it was the after-effects of whatever had happened to him. But when he opened his eyes and saw wood beneath him, wood above, and still the rocking, then he knew. He was on a ship.


His sister. Had she struck just before the fruit of his own plans was ready to pluck? But then why did he yet live?


Whatever had gone amiss, it was still salvageable. He lived, that was enough. He had confidence in his ability to turn disaster into victory. With this ability he’d won more battles than any living general and stretched the empire’s borders to the boundary of the known world. It wouldn’t fail him now.


He could hear nothing but the slap of waves against hull and the creak of the rigging. He tried the handle of the door, expecting a lock, but it opened easily. He passed through three sections of hold stuffed with sacks of grain and sides of cured meat before he saw his first sailor. The man’s eyes widened in shock.


He brushed past. At the foot of the stairs that led up on deck he paused, allowing his eyes to become accustomed to the light. It was midday above, he judged. He must have been unconscious for a full day.


As he climbed to the deck, he heard the shouts of sailors labouring at oars and others in the rigging. Further off, there was a more muted hubbub. As he climbed higher, he saw that it came from shore, a huge crowd gathered at the Antelope Point dock, only a few hundred yards distant. Something that had been clenched inside him unclenched. He had feared that they were in the open sea already. It would be a trivial matter to turn the ship around and head back to dish out to his sister the meal she’d tried to serve him. He need only show himself and the crowd on shore would force his return, or else have his sister exposed for a kin-killer and a regicide.


And then he noticed the man standing at the prow of the ship as it swept a broad turn through the harbour on its way towards the teeth-like rocks that guarded it. He’d taken the man for a figurehead, but now he saw that his arm moved, waving at the crowd on shore. And the robes he wore glittered in the sunlight, gems winking like eyes.


‘Your sister announced that you’re leading an expedition to root out the pirates who plague the Western Roads. The people love you, Eminence. See how many have come to cheer you.’ It was Felmis, who’d come to stand beside him.


‘And the pirates will kill me, I suppose. A glorious death in battle. I could hardly have asked for more.’ He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice.


Felmis shook his head, eyes downcast. ‘That isn’t her plan.’


‘And how is it that you know her schemes?’


‘I had no choice, you must understand. She had my son and my twin girls. She promised them the rotting death if I didn’t do as she commanded.’


He saw now that others of his followers were on the boat. They watched him in silence, their faces tense.


‘She knew that we were meeting?’ he asked Felmis.


‘She knew everything. She’d been following us for weeks.’


He peered around those gathered on the deck, looking for Sellian. He wasn’t there. Not a single Priest of Blood was.


Felmis seemed to realise what he was searching for. ‘She killed them all. The Crimson House is no more. She burned it to the ground. She burned every book. And, Eminence, we can never return. She said we must sail for the horizon and never alter course.’


He nodded. In a way, it was a kindness. There were far crueller methods she might have used to dispose of him. But he supposed this would leave her conscience free. She hadn’t, after all, ordered his death. To either side, other ships had taken to sea, sleek galleys of the Seventh Guard, whose loyalty had always lain with her. They would be forced to keep to the course she’d set, and the food in the hold wouldn’t last long.


And yet.


‘Books can be burned,’ he said, ‘but knowledge can’t be killed so easily. I read every word that Sellian wrote. I studied every stroke of his pen, every avenue and narrow alley of his research. I know it all. We can recreate and continue his work. If we can’t go back, then we’ll go on. And when the work is complete, we’ll return, and teach my sister regret.’


The hopelessness hadn’t lifted from Felmis’s face. ‘Go on to where, Eminence?’


He peered ahead at the endless blue. ‘Whatever lies beyond the water.’












PART 1


The New Gods












1


The emptiness inside Dae Hyo was gone. That was how he knew the rune had worked. Well, that and the way the whole cursed place was collapsing all around them. The dome high above shuddered as a long, jagged rent like a lightning strike tore through it, and tiles shattered on the floor. The Hunter was forced to dodge aside to spare her head.


‘We need to get out of here!’ he shouted.


His voice drowned in the sounds of destruction, and she didn’t seem to hear. She was staring at the far wall. Moments ago, it had been covered in black marks, fragments of the rune that had occupied the whole room. All those marks were gone.


A marble block fell from the ceiling no more than a foot in front of her. A splinter of rock scored a bloody line across her cheek and finally seemed to startle her awake.


‘We need to go!’ he shouted again, and this time she nodded and followed as he sprinted for the door.


They made it with bare moments to spare. The deep booming crash as they fled could only be the entire dome falling in on itself.


*


Dae Hyo was surprised to find the ancient city outside still standing. Only here and there a few buildings had tumbled into ruin. Magic must have been used only sparingly in the construction of this place. But then, what man would want to live under a roof held up by nothing but the will of the gods?


He slowed to a walk as they neared the battlefield, and his stomach churned with dread. But he’d done what he’d done. A man must face the consequences of his actions.


And here at last was the square where the battle had been. It was nearly silent, except for the occasional groan of pain. The living had departed and only the dead remained, and a few who were taking their time about dying.


The Hunter made a terrible, choked sound. She seemed diminished since the power had been taken from the runes. Skin that had once shone golden now looked merely sallow, and there were deep shadows beneath her eyes. The scars that had scored her face were gone entirely. He followed her gaze to the battlefield and understood why she’d cried out.


The servants of Mizhara were dead. Their corpses lay scattered among those of the Sisterband. Dae Hyo could hardly bear to look at them, all these women he’d killed without meaning to.


He looked at the others instead, the thousands who’d thrown away their lives in this useless, meaningless war. Birds had already descended to feed on them, gimlet-eyed crows and green-feathered hawks. The stench of blood and the first hints of decay lay over everything. There would have been more battles like this, a war across the whole land, if he hadn’t stopped it.


‘She is gone,’ the Hunter said. ‘They have both gone.’


Dae Hyo’s mind was sluggish with shock. He ought to have noticed far sooner who wasn’t there. They were the two whose bodies he should most have expected to see. But neither Krish nor Mizhara was among the dead.


‘Is Krish alive?’ The possibility gladdened him, although the gladness was muted by guilt. Another thought occurred to him. ‘You survived. You were a servant too, weren’t you? Why them and not you?’


She ran her fingers down her face, along the tracks of the absent scars. ‘I was a servant once, but I no longer served. I suppose that is why the end of the runes did not end me too. I thought it would. I thought I was nothing except what she made me.’


There was almost disappointment in her voice. It angered him. ‘I tell you what, if you meant to die and leave me to bear this alone, you could have told me. Belbog’s balls, you could have told me what taking the magic would do!’ His eyes were drawn helplessly back to the bodies of the servants and the Sisterband.


‘Indeed I could,’ she said wearily, ‘but then you might not have done that which was needed. It was the work of my life to rid the world of gods. I will not regret it.’ But her expression, tight with grief and pain, made her a liar.


People weren’t the only broken things here. The statues of the city had come to life to join the battle. Now they lay among the corpses, the white marble of their casings cracked and all their fantastical workings stilled. A stone eagle had crushed someone as it fell to earth. There was a pool of congealed blood all around it and only an outflung arm visible beneath the marble. Stone children had frozen into statues once again, their innocent faces lifted to the sky, but their arms in gore up to their elbows.


Perhaps Krish and Mizhara lay beneath the stone creatures. They must be somewhere on the battlefield. Or perhaps they’d fled in the aftermath of Dae Hyo’s great and final working of the runes. If they had, they couldn’t have travelled far. If Dae Hyo set out now, he could catch them up.


But what could he say to his brother? How could he explain what he’d done and why? And what would they do next, now Krish was no longer a god and Dae Hyo no longer a mage? No longer a man with any purpose in the world at all.


In the centre of the square was the raised platform on which Krish had stood and flung his magic at his enemies. A long scorch mark stretched from its foot towards the setting sun. In its path, a string of bodies had been reduced to charcoal. But at its far end a golden-haired figure was standing.


For a moment of hope, Dae Hyo thought that one of the servants had survived what he’d done. Maybe more than one. But no, it wasn’t a woman. It was a youth – it was the boy, Eric. A different sort of hope stirred. Eric had been right beside Krish when Dae Hyo left the battle. There were more people beside him, and at least two seemed to be on their feet.


Dae Hyo sped into a run, the Hunter close behind. When he was within fifty paces, he saw that there were four figures upright and two on the ground. Twenty paces, and he knew the two lying down were Krish and Mizhara, with Dinesh and Eric standing over them. The other pair were strangers to him. 


Dinesh’s expression was dazed, like a man just woken from a deep sleep, but Eric’s head snapped round as Dae Hyo and the Hunter approached. His shoulders relaxed when he saw who it was, but the expression on his delicate features was sombre.


‘Are they dead?’ Dae Hyo asked.


‘They ain’t dead, but they ain’t in the rudest of health neither. When … whatever happened happened, they just fell down like puppets when the showman drops the strings.’ Eric must have spotted something in Dae Hyo’s face, because he squinted at him, suddenly suspicious. ‘What exactly did happen?’


‘It was I who was responsible, Eric,’ the Hunter said. ‘I took the power from the gods, and with it, their magic from the world.’


This was the time for Dae Hyo to do the noble thing and tell the others that he’d been just as much to blame as the Hunter. He didn’t. He dropped to his knees beside Krish, who was lying by Mizhara like a married couple asleep in their tent. There wasn’t a wound on Krish that he could see, and his breathing was even and clear. But when Dae Hyo shook his shoulder, he got no response. His too-thin, over-serious face looked unusually peaceful. If this was sleep, it wasn’t one he could be woken from.


He looked at the last pair in the group, the ones who looked almost, but not quite like servants of the sun and moon. Whatever had happened to the Hunter when the magic left hadn’t happened to them. She was still golden and his skin was still a sickly grey. The cheekbones beneath it were far too sharp, but his moon-silver eyes and her sunburst yellow ones didn’t have the feverish look they’d had before.


‘Is it truly over?’ the woman asked. ‘Is our land truly free of gods?’


The Hunter nodded gravely. ‘For now and forever.’


The man reached a cautious hand towards the woman, as if unsure how it would be taken, but she grasped it tightly. ‘La,’ he said. ‘We are free then, if not … unchanged.’ He looked down, frowning at his grey-skinned hand.


‘Will Drut wake up?’ Eric asked the Hunter. ‘Will either of them?’


‘I do not know. The working that we – that I – performed has of its nature never been done before. But they yet live. You may take hope in that.’


Dae Hyo didn’t trust her further than he could spit, but if she offered hope he’d take it. A starving dog would eat old bones. He scooped his arms beneath Krish, flung him over his shoulder and rose. ‘We should get out of here. A battlefield’s no place to chatter like knife women. The best people fight and the worst come to harvest after. If luck’s with us, no one knows who caused the war or led the armies. But I’m not a man fortune’s ever favoured and my brother has ill luck follow him around like a fart.’


‘Bachur,’ Eric said abruptly, addressing the Hunter. ‘When the runes died, what would have happened to Rii?’


Dae Hyo saw in her face as she weighed how much of the truth to dole out.


‘I don’t want no lies,’ Eric said.


She sighed. ‘Eric …’


‘She was carrying my son. My son and all her sprogs. And she was flying, this great fat thing that ought never be able to fly.’


‘I think … that which magic has built was not unbuilt in that moment.’ She gestured to the man and woman, the almost-servants with their changed faces. ‘Things that the runes once made still have an existence outside of them. But the runes sustained too. And that, Eric, I fear must be gone.’


Eric’s milk-white face whitened even further but he set his mouth in a stubborn line. ‘She set off east, towards the sea. That’s where we need to go. Where I need to go. Don’t suppose I’ve got the right to command the rest of you.’


The two almost-servants looked at each other, then shrugged as one. ‘We can hardly remain here,’ he said. ‘The River Natadik runs east, if we can find a boat.’


‘I have … crumbled a bridge or two with my former employer,’ she added. ‘Undermined them to their very foundations, if I’m to be entirely honest. The sea is as good a destination as any.’


*


Eric lay on his back in the riverboat, staring at the featureless sky, his mind endlessly replaying the last moments he’d seen Rii, as she bore Arwel away from him. She’d been no more than a dot on the horizon, black against blue, and then … he couldn’t remember. Had she dropped, plummeting a hundred, hundred strides to the ground? Or had he just imagined it so much it had begun to seem real?


The sails creaked as the boat shifted course with the wind. The shore was distant now they were so near the river mouth. Muddy, gently rippled water made up most of the scenery. It was a dull landscape, only the occasional island to break up the sameness and none of them with much to boast of beyond the odd scraggly tree. It was too familiar a sight to distract him from the pictures that kept forming in his mind of what they’d find when they reached the end of the sluggish river. He’d give all the gold of the Worshippers to stop the images. He saw Rii’s vast body, crumpled and lifeless on the ground. He saw her children’s bodies scattered around her, their delicate infant bones broken and their brief lives snuffed out.


He saw his son beside them.


He felt pushed and pulled in opposite directions, desperate to learn Arwel’s fate and terrified to know it. Perhaps it would be best to stay forever in this moment, travelling and never arriving.


Sandals rasped on the deck beside him and then the blank sky was filled with the oval of Renar’s face. ‘Rouse yourself,’ she said. ‘We have need of your aid.’ At first she and her brother had spoken to him gently. He’d found that easy to ignore. Now she snapped instructions.


It took almost more energy than he had to pull himself to his feet. It was so hard to do anything, to care about anything, when the thing he cared about most in the world lay— But no, he wouldn’t let himself believe it. Not until he had to.


Dinesh knelt on the deck, Krishanjit propped up against him. Krish hadn’t woken in the whole day they’d been travelling, him nor Drut neither. Dae Hyo often sat beside Krish and talked. He seemed animated by his one-sided conversation. Sometimes he laughed at his own jokes. Sometimes he spoke to Drut too, but there was never any response. She looked so small now the power of the god Mizhara had left her. She seemed much more like the servant Eric had known, the woman he’d tricked into loving him and had come to care for too, in his own way.


Eric raised her with a gentle arm around her shoulders. She was as limp as a wet mop and he had to use his other arm to raise her chin so Renar could tip the water bottle into her mouth. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, though her eyes didn’t open. Dae Hyo was clumsier with Krish, spilling half the water on his naked chest. 


‘Be careful,’ Renar said sharply, ‘unless your aim is to choke him.’ She was the one who’d suggested watering them. She’d said the blazing Ofiklanod sun would dry them like cured goat meat.


Eric felt heat-shrivelled himself. His clothes were clogged with sweat, the warm, moist air too full of its own water to suck up any of his. It seemed to him the heat had increased in the last day, and the greenery to either side of the river grew less green and more withered with every mile.


By the next dawn, they’d reached the river delta. The hundred weaving channels of the river were filled with boats, fellow refugees from the destruction of Täm. The stink of suppurating wounds floated across the water along with the pitiful cries of the injured. Lanalan took one look at their faces, taut with grief or shock or anger, and lowered his own to hide his moon-grey skin and eyes. Eric quickly flung a sheet over the still-unconscious Krishanjit and Drut.


They were close, he could feel it. His gut was in a knot of fear and he paced restlessly from one end of the boat to the other, his eyes always on the silver and brown expanse of the delta. In this flat land, Rii’s form would surely be visible – it must be, great lump that she was – and he searched desperately for a sight he dreaded to see.


It wasn’t there. In all the miles of land there was nothing bigger than a boat or a low, mean riverside shack. Hope began to swell painfully inside him. Who’s to say it was only magic that had kept her in the air all those years and not those ugly, leathery wings of hers?


They stopped at the last town before the sea. It was a lonely outpost whose houses stood above the marshy ground on stilts. Rah Bonwah, a one-legged acrobat with the Queen’s Men, had once told Eric that his tribe built their homes in the same way. And here some cullies were on the other side of the world, with the exact same thought in their heads. It just went to show, people were only different on the outside.


Other refugee boats crowded the dock, and the town was thronged with strangers. Lanalan eyed them warily. Perhaps unconsciously, his hand rose to touch his face, tracing the outline of cheekbones warped by the moon’s magic.


‘You don’t look half as awful as you did,’ Dae Hyo said, clapping him on the back hard enough to rock him.


It was true. The grey skin on Lanalan’s face was flaking and underneath there was a far healthier dark brown. It was the same with Renar, slowly changing from gold back to oak. It made sense, Eric supposed. Skin grew all a person’s life. How else would wounds heal? And their new skin was growing in a world without magic. But eyes were eyes, and he couldn’t see theirs changing back. They’d never be people who could pass unnoticed in the world. Was it the same with Arwel? He’d been born a servant, not made one like these two, but he was still flesh-and-blood and changing and growing every day. Maybe Eric would hardly recognise him when he saw him next.


‘Perhaps ’tis wise to move on all the same,’ Lanalan said.


‘Move on where?’ Renar asked. ‘We’re at the very edge of the land.’


Eric scanned the cullies the way he would have in Smiler’s Fair, weighing them up. The anger he’d sensed earlier seemed drained. These people only looked exhausted. But anger was the easiest emotion to wake back up. That was another thing people shared in common from one shore to the other. ‘I’ll go into the town,’ he said. ‘Get us some grub. Find us a better boat, one that ain’t gonna sink in waters deeper than a fathom.’


‘You think to sail our way to safety?’ Lanalan asked. ‘Why, it’s not such a terrible plan. We can put to shore away from these others, and then … Renar, what then?’


‘Ofiklanod can’t be a home to us now. We’ll go to Ashanesland. The King must welcome us there if we bring him his son.’ Her voice was firm but her face frowning.


Eric shook his head. ‘We can’t sail to Ashanesland, not right off. We need to find Rii first and then she can fly us. None of us are good enough seamen to make it there without her.’


He didn’t like Lanalan’s expression. It seemed pitying. ‘You think to find her then, in all the wide waters?’


‘She’ll have landed on an island, won’t she?’ Eric said. ‘I just need to get a map and find the nearest. Rii’s a mum now. She’ll want to feed her babes. An island with water, that’s what she’ll want, and maybe a place where there’s delicious fat sea beasts for her to hunt.’


Lanalan looked like he meant to speak again, but Renar held up her hand to silence him. ‘Buy your maps, then, and we’ll see what’s nearby.’


Eric left the boat in good spirits, despite the stares and murmurs his fair hair and fairer skin drew. He’d be back in Ashfall before you knew it, where he didn’t look any more a local than here, but at least he had a place. Krish would wake up and Drut too. And when she’d had a chance to spend a bit of time with Arwel, Eric knew she’d come to love her son. She’d be the mum to him she was meant to be, and Eric could let go of the guilt he’d been carrying all this time.


The sand sucked damply at his sandals as he walked from the docks to the heart of the settlement. There were no smooth amber roads here and no graceful arches carrying water high above the ground. Only the dark skin and tight-curled hair of the people marked this as a part of Ofiklanod. It was as ramshackle and charmless as any place he’d seen in Ashanesland.


The refugees milled around the simple houses, as directionless as Eric. They were as much strangers here as he was. More, maybe. He’d lived poor and slept rough. The nobs of Täm lived in luxury and hadn’t done an honest day’s work between them. They’d probably never travelled beyond the city or the gentle countryside around it.


There might be no market and no traders to buy the map he wanted, but Eric wasn’t as green as a bud. These were fisherfolk. Their boats bobbed in the water, dwarfed by the pleasure craft and skiffs of the strangers. They’d know these waters and any land that was in them.


He followed the line of the shore into mud-clogged grass, until he reached a group of fishermen, hiding from the throng. They sat on thick coils of rope beside barrels of salt-stinking fish. Some of them had gutting knives and were hard at work, but most were gossiping. The glances they cast askance at the refugees told Eric the topic. Their conversation sank into silence as he approached.


‘No Tämish man, you,’ a stoop-shouldered old codger said, his eyes fixed on Eric as his fingers worked mindlessly to mend the net in his lap.


‘No,’ Eric said. ‘I’m new, from the godlands.’


All eyes were fixed on him now. The youngest of them said excitedly, ‘No rumour then? Truth that the borders opened?’


‘Ain’t I the proof of it?’ Eric said, but they looked at him blank-faced until he added, ‘Yes, it’s truth.’


‘And Täm is gone, truth too?’


‘That as well,’ Eric said. ‘Look, I’ll tell you all you want about it, but I got a question first.’


The young man shrugged. ‘Ask your question, stranger.’


‘It’s about a creature, a …’ but he didn’t know the Ofiklanod word for ‘bat’. ‘A flying creature, very big, as big as a house – did she come this way?’


‘The monster?’ the old man asked. ‘Black against the sky, flying out to sea.’


Eric’s heart sped painfully in his chest. ‘Yeah, that’s the one.’


‘It fell,’ he told Eric. ‘This morning, at sunrise.’


His gut was fizzing, but he’d guessed that, hadn’t he? Didn’t have to mean anything bad. ‘Where did she fall, though? Which island?’


The old man shook his head. ‘No island. A water grave for her.’ He was looking at Eric oddly, at this boy who cared too much about a monster.


‘Not necessarily,’ Eric said, ‘not if there was land near. Somewhere she could swim to.’


‘Are your eyes not made for looking?’ the old man asked impatiently. ‘This is seashore, not landshore. And the sea brings back what it takes.’


He pointed towards the water, behind the other men. They parted at his gesture, letting Eric see at last what had brought them here.


It was one of Rii’s children, her new-born babes, washed up to shore. The body rose and fell as each wave took it. Its eyes were already gummy with death and flies had begun to settle on the corpse.
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They were three, and they were one. There were three bodies, that much was certain, but the bodies weren’t quite right. They had imagined themselves otherwise.


There were memories too, deep layers of them. They were a boy and the boy was afraid. His brother had his arm twisted behind his back, and a hand in the front of his britches. Shame burned in him, for the way his body responded to what his brother was doing.


They were a woman, hot from the forge. There were fragments of pain in her cheek where sparks had landed. The metal was cherry pink, and she raised the hammer—


They were inter. No thought, only sensation, warmth and wet and protection all around omas. But there was a pressure beginning, a squeezing of the wet red walls that was meant to force omas out, into the world—


They were three but they were also—


She felt herself falling apart, or maybe falling into place. One, she thought. I’m one, not three. I’m Alfreda.


She fell to her knees at the strength of this nameless new thing inside her. She kept her eyes fixed on her hands, focusing on each fine hair. She stared at her ragged nails and the long thin scar on her thumb. She knew that it – this new power – wanted her to be something else. There was a shape it wanted to fit her into, but she wouldn’t let it. The shape would have to fit inside her instead.


When she’d regained some sense of herself, she stood. Marvan was already on his feet, leaning against the wall with one long leg crossed across the other, his head tipped back as if he was sunbathing in this dark corridor. Nabofik remained sitting cross-legged on the floor. Omas eyes were closed and oms was humming a tune that seemed to pull at the shape inside Alfreda and draw it out.


‘Stop it!’ she said sharply and Nabofik’s eyes opened, startled.


‘Well,’ Marvan said, scratching his long nose. ‘That was certainly interesting. What in the world did they put in that stew?’


‘Maybe it was a drug. Like the purple sorghum that the traders bring from the god-ridden lands?’ But Nabofik didn’t sound convinced.


Alfreda wasn’t either. Algar had tricked her once into taking some mushroom that the Eom cultivated and that was said to offer visions of the future. She’d lain on the blanket in the meadow he’d chosen and watched an ant crawl up a flower. The ant had been as big as a horse, the flower the height of a tree. She’d looked at Algar to tell him what she’d seen, and suddenly been uncertain if she was him, or he was her.


That had been a little like what she’d just experienced. But even in the depths of the mushroom delusions, she’d known on some level that everything she was feeling came from inside herself. This was different. She knew with absolute conviction that the fragments of Marvan’s memory and of Nabofik’s had been real. And that beyond even the three of them, something else was present, something of which she was somehow both creator and creation.


‘Where do you think we are?’ Marvan asked.


She found that she could remember everything up until the last few hours. ‘The Mortals were heading to the Cinderlands, weren’t they? That’s what they were saying on the docks. And we got trapped on one of their ships, so I suppose this is where we landed.’


‘The Cinderlands. Doesn’t sound promising,’ Marvan said.


She shrugged. ‘Probably named for a fire mountain, just like Ashfall, and that’s green and pleasant enough.’


‘The Cinderlands aren’t green,’ Nabofik said. ‘It’s so far south they say it’s nothing but sand and rock. The Mortals made the centre of their power here as a penance for summoning the old gods.’


Marvan peered out of a window. ‘I see at least a dozen houses, all quite big. Definitely not a desert, more like a jungle, although … there’s something not quite right about some of those plants. The Mortals have been lying.’


‘But we knew that already, didn’t we?’ Alfreda said slowly, reckoning it out. ‘When we met you, Nabofik, at your parents’ house. The Mortal there was doing some sort of, I don’t know, some sort of ritual. And it was him who told us to come here. I remember now! He said we’d find what we wanted here.’


Marvan rubbed his hands together briskly. ‘Well, we won’t find any answers in here, will we? I suggested we try to find our hosts.’


*


The sensation passed through Olufemi like oil. She knew it immediately, having felt it once before. This was how it felt when the world changed.


She and Yemisi had been left in the clearing where the children had died. The midday heat filled the air with the stink of spoiled blood, though the bodies had been removed. The only evidence of the slaughter was the stains left on the grass and the silver metal balls that the children would never again play with.


‘It worked, didn’t it?’ Yemisi said.


Olufemi nodded. She’d given a monster the secret of god-creation. And now the new gods had emerged from their womb, slithering into life on a stream of blood.


‘Should we go and see?’ Yemisi asked.


They’d seen the younger almost-gods as they wandered unsupervised through this place. The children had been indoors in a nursery. Olufemi’s family were map makers and she seldom forgot a route. It took her only minutes to lead Yemisi back to the place, through the dusty, tree-lined streets of the settlement. But when they got there, the crowd of Mortals she’d expected to find was absent.


The door was open. The children had been watched over when Olufemi saw them previously, but they’d been deserted now. A chair in the corner of the room, adult-sized, had been kicked over as if its occupant had leapt up in alarm and fled in fear.


The children were dead. If Olufemi hadn’t seen them living, she might not have recognised them now. They were mere husks, their dry skin sucked hollow like a spider’s leavings. One of the husks still held a rattle in its hand, with bells which gently rang in the breeze. Another had a book open in its lap. It was impossible now to tell the inter from the girl or the girl from the boy. Death had robbed them of their individuality.


Olufemi’s first thought was that the god-meal Bruyar had meant to use to empower them had destroyed them instead. But there was no sign of the terrible feast made of the flesh of the older children, the gods who’d already failed to be. Olufemi knelt beside the nearest husk and reached out a cautious hand to touch the desiccated flesh.


She jerked it away as the door was flung open. Bruyar stood beneath the lintel. A mass of Mortals and guards milled behind omas, held back from the room by omas bulk.


‘What did you do?’ oms asked. Omas eyes took in the husks of the children, then swivelled to bore into Olufemi, dark and bright and furious. Omas fleshy, jovial face looked anything but. ‘Where is the food you stole?’


‘I didn’t steal or do anything. We walked from the clearing to this place and found the children as you see them.’


‘But it worked,’ Bruyar said. ‘I felt it. Why, we all did.’


Olufemi rose on creaky knees. ‘It worked, but not here. Did you say the food was stolen, the god-meal?’


Bruyar’s face hardened into its usual cunning mask. ‘Every scrap of it gone. The cooks claimed no knowledge. Is it possible, do you think, that the meal could serve to spark godhood in anyone, not just those we’ve primed for it?’


‘I can tell you nothing,’ Olufemi said. ‘I know no more than you.’


But that wasn’t true, she realised. There was a wordless knowledge inside her, a magnetic pull in a direction that wasn’t north. The others must have felt it too. As a group, they turned their backs on the hollow children and walked from the nursery.


The Three were waiting for them. The shock as Olufemi saw their faces emptied her lungs. The woman and the inter were strangers to her, but she knew the man, his long nose and that mouth twisted with ironic amusement. It was Marvan of Smiler’s Fair. Marvan of the Drovers, whose appetite for blood the whole fair had known and feared. This man had followed Krishanjit to the lands of the Rah to kill him. He’d been their prisoner in Mirror Town.


The woman opened her mouth to speak, and for one moment a musical note emerged, deep and resonant and irresistible. It left room for nothing in Olufemi’s head except itself. And then the music was gone and it was just a voice.


‘What’s going on here? What’s happening to us?’ the woman asked. She was very tall, with a broad, innocent face and the pale skin and loosely curled hair of the Moon Forest folk.


As she spoke, Marvan stared at Olufemi. She was quite sure he was trying to remember where he’d seen her before. She looked away, easing herself into the shadow of the man in front.


Bruyar smiled, all steel and no humour, although perhaps someone who’d only just met omas might not recognise that. ‘Why,’ oms said, ‘for us to answer that question, you’ll need to answer ours. The first being what precisely it is that you believe is occurring to you.’


The woman stared at omas, expressionless. Olufemi thought that perhaps she had recognised the inter for the serpent oms was.


It was the young inter who replied. Oms surely couldn’t be past omas sixteenth year. ‘We feel like we’ve been smoking blind-man’s reed for three days straight, or at least it feels like what cousin Sinistium said blind-man’s reed is like, and he’s smoked so much that my father said he’s certain never to amount to anything.’


‘But we haven’t smoked reed,’ Marvan said. ‘Or purple sorghum or bliss or the Lady’s Favour. Unless something was slipped into our food.’


‘Your food!’ Bruyar pounced on the word. ‘Did you by any chance – and there’ll be no judgement here, my darlings, I promise you that – but did you by chance purloin some stew from our kitchens? Flour cakes too, perhaps.’


‘We did.’ The woman’s voice shook and she ducked her head, like a shy child. But when she raised it again, her expression was fierce. ‘What exactly was in that food?’


‘Power, my dear, that’s what. We set out to perform perhaps the greatest feat imaginable: the creation of new gods, three new and perfect gods to replace the two who let us down so badly. And’ – oms swept as low a bow as omas belly allowed – ‘when I look at you, I can be in no doubt whatsoever that we succeeded.’


*


Olufemi didn’t have anything resembling a plan. She only knew that she needed to get away before Marvan remembered where he’d seen her before and just why he might want to hurt her. Yemisi followed in her wake, throwing questions that Olufemi didn’t have time to answer.


The settlement was surrounded by jungle, with shaded earth paths leading out of it in three directions. One must lead to the fire mountain and the harbour beyond, but there was no way to know which. Olufemi chose the leftmost on a whim and had taken her first step on it when Yemisi caught her arm.


‘Where are you going?’ she asked.


‘Away. You know who that man is – but no, of course, you’ve forgotten. Yemisi, that man, that new god, is a killer. I know him of old: he murders for sport. And he knows me, and has no reason to love me. It was at my bidding that he was held captive in Mirror Town when we came there with Krishanjit. We have to get out of here.’


‘You need to get away. He doesn’t know me.’ Yemisi chewed her cheek. ‘And there’s the woman and the inter too. This is a threefold god they’ve created. No one knows what that means. The transformation from human to god might have transformed their natures too.’


‘Perhaps it has, but I’ve never been a gambler. And if we remain, my life hangs on the spin of a coin. Besides, you know what gods are, and these aren’t even ones of my own making. I shan’t make the mistake of trusting in them again.’


‘If you didn’t make them,’ Yemisi said, ‘perhaps they’re better made. Your gods took everything from me, Olufemi. They stole my memories, my past. They stole me. Maybe these new gods can reverse the old magic and give me myself back.’


Only four paces separated them, but Olufemi didn’t know how to cross that distance. Before Olufemi had brought Krishanjit to Mirror Town, Yemisi had been a wise old woman and Olufemi’s mentor. But the moon’s magic exacted a price and Yemisi had paid it with her years and experience, turning in an instant from an elder to a callow youth. She couldn’t be blamed for that, but Olufemi had found this version of her almost incessantly irritating over the months of their travel. Yet the thought of being separated from her left Olufemi adrift.


‘Why,’ Bruyar said, ‘just the women I was looking for.’ The inter stood with folded arms, blocking the path back to the settlement. ‘Oh, no need to look so alarmed. Our interests may be more aligned than you believe.’


Olufemi balled her hands into fists and kept her voice calm. ‘You may choose to believe me or not, but one of these new gods of yours is a monster. A ruthless killer and a man without conscience.’


‘Is he now? So he’s known to you. How small the world is.’


‘I shan’t interfere with you,’ Olufemi told omas. ‘I shan’t try to prevent … whatever it is you plan for these things you’ve worked so hard to create. Though I will say, you’re a fool if you believe you can control them. But I need to be away. Please, just let me go. You’ve had all you require from me.’


Bruyar smiled. ‘I don’t mean to stop you. I and certain of my people will also be leaving here with some haste.’


‘You are?’ Olufemi stared at omas, trying to see the lie, the trick behind the pleasant mask.


‘I am,’ Bruyar said. ‘I’m sure you have many thoughts about me, some perhaps less charitable than others. But I doubt you think me a fool. And as you so rightly say, only a fool would stay to see what those three wreak. Even more so, if what you say of the man is true. The gods I meant to make were my creatures, raised by my hand since their birth. Unlike your ungovernable moon, they would have done my bidding. But la! ’Twas not to be. And these three, grown to adulthood and beyond, full of their own plans and desires? These I will not stay to watch overturn me. There are ships in the dock waiting – we sail by sunset, if you care to join us.’
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Sang Ki wanted some time alone to think, but had the misfortune to be among a people who disapproved of solitude. Be calm, he told himself. The tea was still in his system; he wasn’t thinking straight. He stared away from the circle of the obec and tried to ignore Jalena squatting on the ground to his left. The people of the obec stopped to stare at him whenever they passed by. He tried to ignore them too.


The grass stretched in every direction, featureless except for the lone trees and the broad, flattened track of the obec’s passage two days previously. The trees were elegant things, flat-topped and many-trunked. There was a sort of beauty here, very different from the icy drama of the mountains in which he’d grown to adulthood. He had, he realised now, grown to love this place in the short time he’d made it his home.


Had he thought he might live out his life here, a respected man among a generally joyful people? Well, he’d been a fool. The vision that the tea had given him told him so. But why now, curse it? For months the tea had given him nothing but a headache. And when he’d imagined what he was meant to be seeing, he’d pictured hallucinations of greenery and light. The world he’d seen in his trance hadn’t been like that at all. It had been a purple-tinted, sharply angled maze, like a honeycomb made of triangles. It had been a place of fear.


He tried to call to mind exactly what it was he’d seen, but all he could remember was the terror and the knowledge that something new and evil had entered the world above. That, and the absolute certainty that wherever he hid, it would find him.


A horn sounded behind him, summoning the food-beasts back from their pasture. They lumbered past Sang Ki, great walls of scaly flesh. He always expected some smell to accompany them, but like the lizards they resembled, they were entirely odourless. It made him uneasy, as if they were some figment of his imagination and not truly there.


As one of the beasts veered into his path, Jalena hurried forwards to slap its flank and shout, ‘Careful, you hollow-head, the plant-speaker’s here!’ She looked anxiously at him. ‘It didn’t tread on your foot, did it? My mother’s sister’s daughter in Cervene Obec was trodden on by a house-beast, and first the foot turned green and then they had to cut it off. But I suppose house-beasts are much bigger.’


‘It didn’t tread on me,’ he reassured her.


She grinned. ‘There, you see! Aren’t I good eyes for you? Better than Mircia or Radu. I think you should tell them so, that I’m the best eyes you have. Then they’ll give me the job more often, and I won’t have to be crushing up the grass-grain for the midturn feast. Mother says I’m very slow, but who can be fast when the work’s so boring?’


‘Who indeed,’ he said. Jalena’s chatter was sometimes irksome, but he found it restful today. He liked her complete ignorance of any world outside the small circle of the obec. She never asked him about his life before he and Mahvesh had made their way across the Silent Sands to this place and these people. None of her folk asked. To them it was as if he had sprung into existence on the day he stepped foot on the savannah.


Unfortunately, the world outside did exist, and these people might soon have no choice but to care about it. ‘Go and speak to the horn-holders,’ he told her. ‘Tell them to sound the call for a conclave.’


*


It was night by the time the conclave met with the plant-speaker. The house-beasts were giant shadows in the darkness. Jalena usually liked this time, when the work of the day was finished and she could slip from kin-fire to kin-fire. She was always welcomed to sit and share braised meat and dumplings. Everyone knew that she was a good friend to the Lucky Woman, and they thought that maybe some of that luck would pass from Jalena to them. And while Jalena ate, she could hear what every family of the obec talked about, all the private things they didn’t share outside their own fire.


But the conclave was only three people: the chief gatherer, the chief harvester and the chief crafter. Not even old Agata was invited, who was very wise, so they would never have let Jalena come to listen. That was why she was slinking through the darkness like a snake, only maybe not quite so silent. It didn’t matter. By the time she’d slithered up to them, they were already in the middle of their talk and their voices were very loud. If they kept shouting so much, the whole obec would know what they talked about and not just Jalena.


‘You’re not listening to me!’ That was the plant-speaker. His pale face was flushed red with anger. Jalena had never seen him angry before, or really anything except happy.


‘We are listening, plant-speaker,’ the chief gatherer said patiently. ‘We’re very glad the plants spoke to you so loudly. This is a good thing.’


‘Then you have to do what they told me. We have to go.’


‘Go where?’ the chief harvester asked reasonably. He always spoke very reasonably and calmly.


‘I don’t know!’ the plant-speaker said, and then again more quietly, ‘I don’t know. Not … not east. It’s coming from the east. I don’t know how I know that, but I do.’


‘North, then?’ That was the chief harvester again. ‘Into the lands of Statecny Obec? You know there’s been much raiding between us. If we go north, there will be blood.’


The plant-speaker shook his head from side to side, which Jalena had learned meant no among the Ostatni Ludia. ‘We can’t go north. There are … I have enemies there.’


Jalena gasped. A plant-speaker didn’t have enemies. Who would hurt a man who touched the world-beneath-the-world? It would be the illest of all ill luck.


‘What lies to the south of the grasses?’ the plant-speaker asked. ‘Or … or over the ocean, I suppose. If we could build boats. But it can be done – history says we all came to these lands over the water, your own people included.’


The three conclave members flinched and clapped their hands over their ears. For anyone to speak of the long-ago past was a bad thing, but for the plant-speaker to do it was even worse.


He looked startled at their reaction, and then seemed to realise what he’d done. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I only meant a sea voyage is possible. But maybe south is the best way.’


The conclave exchanged looks. ‘Tell us again what it was you saw,’ the chief crafter said softly. She was a very old woman, her face as wrinkled as a house-beast’s ball-sack. Soon she would not be, and so everything she said was listened to very carefully, before it all had to be forgotten.


‘I told you, I don’t remember very clearly,’ the plant-speaker said. But when they all stared at him silently, he added grudgingly, ‘There was a maze, and I was running through it, but I could also see myself running through it. The maze had a centre but I couldn’t reach it, even though reaching it was the only way to get out. And in the maze I felt—’ He stopped abruptly.


‘You have remembered something,’ the chief crafter said.


‘I saw the moon and the sun,’ the plant-speaker said slowly. ‘I knew, somehow, that they were asleep. I think I shouted to wake them up, but they didn’t hear me. And then suddenly I couldn’t see them any more, because … because something else had come to be. It was both inside and outside the maze, and it was somehow three people and one person at the same time. The centre of the maze – whatever was in the centre of the maze – these three were using its power. It’s the greatest power in the world, and I knew that they’d use it very, very badly.’


There was a silence when he’d finished speaking and the conclave cut their eyes at each other again, as if they were speaking without moving their mouths.


Finally, the chief gatherer said, ‘Well then, this is a very clear vision, and a very lucky one. A seeing of very great luck.’


‘Luck? Did you not hear what I said?’


‘Yes. You were not always a person, plant-speaker. You were a not-person before, one of the Ostatni Ludia. This isn’t to ill-speak you. You’re the best plant-speaker on the grasslands, everyone knows it. But you didn’t grow up with our ways. A plant-speaker sees, yes. But understands? No. The plant-speaker sees, and others understand. This is the way of it.’


The plant-speaker smiled, but Jalena saw that there was no laughter in his heart. ‘So you’re readers of tea-leaves and I’m merely the cup. I had my fortune told me once, you know. A man of Smiler’s Fair read my palm. I thought it would be amusing. He described in great detail the meaning of each line of my hand. The broken upper line had some connection to monetary wealth, as I recall, and to secret noble blood. It was almost as if my provenance and history were common knowledge at the fair. And the fact that the true meaning of my visions here is precisely what serves you best? I’m sure that’s mere coincidence too.’


Jalena nearly laughed at the expressions on the faces of the conclave. The plant-speaker always talked in knots and tangles, but she had become skilled at unpicking them. It took the conclave longer to understand they’d been insulted. At first their expressions were stupid, and then angry, and finally they made trying-not-to-be-angry faces, because a plant-speaker must always be honoured, even when he called you a liar.


‘Plant-speaker,’ the chief harvester began carefully. ‘I see that—’


‘Enough!’ The plant-speaker heaved himself to his feet and held out a palm. ‘We understand each other. I’ve given you my vision, and you’ve told me what it means. What else is there to say?’


He strode away into the night, but Jalena stayed behind. She wanted to hear what the conclave said when the plant-speaker wasn’t there. Because she knew his vision was true. She’d seen his fear when he woke from it. He’d seen disaster in their future, and the stupid conclave would walk the obec into the jaws of it, if they couldn’t be stopped.


*


It was his own fault, Sang Ki reminded himself. When he and Mahvesh had first come here, and the people had welcomed them so unexpectedly, he’d been more than happy to play the role they handed him. When he’d drunk the tea and it had given him little more than a headache, he’d used his imagination to furnish them with the visions they wanted. And he’d been delighted to let them understand them as they pleased. The obec prospered and everyone was happy.


The dinner fires were mere embers as he walked through them, the kin groups having already retreated to their house-beasts. In the dim light of the stars, it was hard to make out his own beast. He approached the nearest vast shadow, only for it to grumble unhappily. The house-beasts were bonded to their families, as good as guard dogs. They seemed placid, but he had no desire to find out the damage something ten times the weight of a mammoth could do to him if it chose.


He was greeted by two more deep, resonant rumbles before he heard the familiar cooing of his own home. It always amused him how much like a bird it sounded, a giant bird welcoming an equally outsized chick back to its nest.


A stepladder hung from the creature’s back. Sang Ki had balked the first time he’d used one, but he barely noticed the climb now. These days, some of his bulk was muscle, and not fat. The people here weren’t pleased. They saw his size as a symbol of plenty and they encouraged him to sit still and plied him with food. But Sang Ki enjoyed the unfamiliar sense of his body as a tool rather than an encumbrance.


At the top, the fibrous stepladder turned into wooden stairs, running up the curve of the beast’s back and to the door of the low wooden hut that sat on top. His first night here, Sang Ki had barely slept, afraid that the hut would tumble from the beast’s back and fall the very long distance to the ground.


In the morning he’d seen the hardwood nails hammered through the hut’s floor into the creature’s flesh. The flesh had grown over the wounds long ago, making the hut and the beast one.


The interior of the house was dim, lit only by a single candle burning on the low table. Mahvesh sat beside it, weaving a rush skirt for one of the dozen babies in the obec. Her burn-scarred face was abstracted, but she looked up the moment he entered.


She studied him carefully before saying, ‘They didn’t listen?’


‘As indeed you told me they wouldn’t.’


‘You had no plan to offer them. “A danger’s coming, I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know how to get away from it.” What did you expect them to say?’


‘Precisely what they did, I suppose. But I do have a plan.’


‘Oh?’ She didn’t look thrilled at the prospect.


‘Well, perhaps plan is too grand a word for it. But I’ve certain ideas about how to get away.’


‘You’re really going to leave?’ While she talked, her hands never stopped working on the rush skirt. Her work was highly valued in the obec, though he suspected more for its connection to the ‘Lucky Woman’ than for its quality. Mahvesh had once been – well, according to her, she’d been the proprietress of the Laughing Rabbit in Smiler’s Fair, and he’d chosen not to gainsay the story. The murder of his father, for which he’d once blamed her, seemed so very long ago. But whether she truly had been the woman who was his father’s unwilling bride, unrecognisable now beneath her burn scars, she certainly hadn’t been one who was accustomed to manual labour. The skirt was decidedly lopsided.


She’s happy here, he realised. Why wouldn’t she be? She had respect, company when she chose, solitude when she didn’t. The people of the obec believed her scars showed her to be the possessor of tremendous luck. How else could someone have survived so terrible a fire? He supposed it made a sort of sense. He was fairly certain that Jalena’s second cousin had begun to woo her, though he wasn’t sure if she returned the feelings. Life here was simple, but sweet.


He couldn’t be content with it, though, not now. What was Krishanjit up to these days? Sang Ki had last seen him during the battle of Mirror Town, leading the freed slaves against his own father’s men. He and Sang Ki had been, ostensibly, allies then. But Sang Ki had never much cared to be his vassal. Could he be the danger that Sang Ki had sensed in the world-beneath-the-world? But no, the moon was sleeping and wouldn’t wake, whatever that meant.


‘Well?’ she said. ‘What is the plan?’


She was happy here, he reminded himself. She had a place. ‘Nothing,’ he told her. ‘No more than idle dreams.’


*


The next morning, the obec moved to new pastures. It was a lengthy and sweaty operation in which Sang Ki was expected to take no part. He sat on a lizard-leather tuffet and plotted. He’d head south, he decided, into unexplored lands. It was a strangely exhilarating prospect. When he’d sat in his father’s library in Winter’s Hammer, devouring book after book about the world and never seeing an inch of it, he hadn’t dreamed he’d become an adventurer. But sometimes the world served a dish to meet your needs and not your appetite.


He wondered what his father would have made of life in the obec. He’d have considered it barbaric, but perhaps he would have enjoyed its efficiency. It seemed the most terrible, chaotic mess now, as the lumbering house-beasts were prodded into motion, children still scampering up and down their legs. The friskier food-beasts were saddled and mounted, and all the cookpots and spindles and woodwork tools were gathered and stored. But despite the chaos, Sang Ki knew that they’d be in motion by the time the sun had moved a handspan.


Tasks completed, a laughing group of youths approached from his left. ‘Ho, plant-speaker,’ Drogan said. ‘Want to have some fun?’


The whole group was smiling and jostling each other as if acting on a dare.


‘I suppose it depends what form the fun takes,’ Sang Ki replied.


‘Zayna found a grass-cat nest by a watering hole,’ Drogan said. ‘We’re going to catch them for pets.’


‘That certainly does sound fun,’ Sang Ki allowed.


‘Come with us then, and you can have a pet of your own.’ But there was something about Zayna’s smile that Sang Ki didn’t trust.


He rose to his feet, suddenly not liking the feeling of the youths towering over him. ‘It’s a kind offer, but I think I must decline. My world is the world of plants, not animals.’


Drogan and Zayna exchanged a look, and now he was quite sure they were up to something.


Drogan leaned in closer and spoke softly. ‘The truth is, plant-speaker, we have a bet. Wendolin and that jackal Piotr said that you thought us very low. They said you think we’re the joke of the obec. And we said we were your favourites of all the almost-grown. And he said, prove it then. And so we said, just you watch tomorrow, the plant-speaker has promised he’ll take us to a nest of grass-cats he’s found. And Piotr laughed, and so Zayna bet her favourite bead necklace on it. And so now you have to come with us. Unless you really think we are very low, and no more than a joke.’


Well, that was a very neat bit of blackmail. And after all, he would quite like one of the creatures as a pet. A memento of his time here he could take away on his travels.


‘Well …’ he said, and the youths whooped and cheered, already knowing that they’d won.


No one troubled them as they left the camp, except for an adult or two who shouted at them to be back before the move began. Sang Ki had worried that the conclave might think to put a guard on him, but no one followed when they left. There was a charming naivety to these people. Or perhaps it was just an inability to imagine that anyone would want to leave the obec which was their whole world.


The savannah looked flat from the back of one of the house-beasts, but it wasn’t truly. The obec and all its beasts and people were soon lost to sight behind the brow of a hill. The grass grew greener and taller as they walked, and here and there he saw a dusty pink flower. Despite the peacefulness of their surroundings, Sang Ki felt a tension growing in his shoulders, the knowledge in his spine of some hidden danger.


He could see that the youths felt it too. They held themselves stiffly, and there was no laughter now.


‘How much further?’ he asked.


‘Don’t worry, we’re nearly there.’ Zayna’s voice cracked halfway through the sentence.


Just when he’d decided to turn back anyway, the grass parted to reveal the watering hole, and a surprised antelope dipping its head for a drink. As the antelope bounded away in high leaps, Sang Ki gasped in relief. The after-effects of the tea must still be with him if he was sensing danger in so innocent an outing.


‘Well then,’ he said, ‘where are these grass-cats?’


‘I’m sorry, plant-speaker,’ Drogan said, ‘it seems there are no grass-kittens after all. We were mistaken. But look, a pig-beast in the water.’


Sang Ki saw quite clearly that the watering hole was unattended now the antelope had fled. He looked at Drogan, then at the dozen or so other young men and women. They were all wearing the same intent expression.


‘What’s going on here, Drogan?’ he asked. ‘Is this some game or joke, or a part of the bet? I’ll happily lie for you and say there was a pig-beast if it will help Zayna to keep her bead necklace.’


‘But there is a pig-beast,’ Zayna said.


Drogan nodded. ‘We were very surprised and frightened. We tried to run away, but you were too slow. By the time we came back for you, the pig-beast had already hurt you.’


Sang Ki tried to take a step away, but the young people were all around him. ‘Is that the story you want me to tell?’ he asked shakily. There was a knife in Drogan’s hand now.


‘No story,’ Zayna said. ‘Everyone knows pig-beasts have a certain way of hunting. They go for the legs first, for the cord that holds the foot. They use their horn to cut it. That way the prey can’t run from them.’


Two of the youths grabbed Sang Ki’s arms.


‘This is the conclave’s doing, isn’t it?’ he said. There was no reply, but he knew that he was right. ‘The conclave asked you to do this, but they won’t do it themselves. And you know why. Hurting a plant-speaker is terrible bad luck. They want misfortune to fall on you and not on them.’


He’d managed to unsettle them. A few of the youths backed away, and the one holding his left arm dropped it. But Drogan and Zayna seemed unaffected. They both wore serene expressions that terrified him, as if completely happy with what they planned to do.


‘The obec is safety,’ Drogan said. ‘Plant-speaker, there’s danger out in the grass. When the pig-beast gores you, it will only hurt a little while, and then the wounds will heal.’


‘And I won’t be able to walk!’ Sang Ki said. He knew his voice sounded high and desperate.


‘There are beasts that can carry you,’ Zayna said. ‘And everyone in the obec will be your legs for you. For a gatherer or a hunter, the pig-beast’s goring would be a harm. But for a crafter or a plant-speaker, it’s nothing. You can sit and put many plants inside you. You will be safe and you’ll tell the obec all we need to know, so everyone will be happy.’


The others seemed to take heart at their words. Two of the burliest young men reached for him and panic took him. He surged forwards, running three paces before a youth leapt onto his back and others grabbed his arms, some flinging themselves down to hold his legs. He flailed and roared until he heard Drogan shout, ‘Tie him up! Don’t hurt him!’ and twine was bound around his arms and legs.


He was gasping, sweating like a pig-beast himself as Drogan knelt at his feet, knife in hand. Carefully, he lifted Sang Ki’s ankle to position it for the blade just-so.


‘If you do this,’ Sang Ki told him, ‘when I next visit the world-beneath-the-world, I’ll tell all the growing things to shun the obec. I’ll tell the wild wheat to produce no grain for you, and the fruit to rot on the bough before you pick it. Your people will be the poorest in the grasslands, and everyone will know that the luck is gone from Juh Obec. The daughters of the other obecs will spit on your sons, and their sons will turn their backs on your daughters. No babies will be born and no futures made. All this will happen if you use that knife.’


For the first time, Drogan’s face showed doubt. The other youths muttered and stepped away from him. He was left in a clear circle with Drogan at his feet and Zayna standing at his head. But in her eyes, the certainty still shone bright.


‘He’s angry now,’ she told Drogan. ‘We all say not-true things when we’re angry. When the anger goes, the not-true things never come to be.’
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