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To Jim Skinner
Who helps me tell the shadow from the light
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I am Sirene.


A name that will do, in this place where now we meet, which is no place. In a form that you can hear, which is no form. Sirene is the name I am known by in the world of four lands you set me to watch. There, I am the distillation of a plant, a way of seeing you gave to the world. Here I am thought, moving through your minds.


You wish to know what have been the results of your three gifts.


The first, immortality, an inheritance in the blood, passed on randomly to a few, differently in three of those lands.


The second, the ability for those immortals to possess another entity.


Finally, to another people, a different kind of gift: Hope. Hope in the prophecy of the One, come to save them all.


I can tell you much of it – but not everything. For I may only see each world when people in it use me, travelling within the smoke in the glass. I cannot tell you what transpires with those who do not travel, only what the traveller observes or learns. Yet enough do use me and so I can report most of what happens, what has happened, what may yet happen.


It has been nearly sixteen of their years since last you summoned me.


The largest of their lands is an empire and a city both known as Corinthium, though renamed by its conquerors Saghaz-­
a-akana – ‘The Little Land of Joy’. Most who live there call it rather ‘The Land of Little Joy’ because many of their former pleasures are gone, replaced by a formal, restrictive worship of the One.


Of all the lands, I see that one most easily, for many there travel with Sirene. One man is the clearest, the monk known as Anazat, leader of the conquering Four Tribes of Saghaz-a. It was Anazat who travelled with me most to begin with, who used me and his belief in the One to change the whole world utterly. With a world so vast, so different in all its parts, its problems are vast as well and this requires Anazat to move constantly between lands. So he has left two immortals in charge of what was Corinthium, to rule it for him and for the One. Makron is one. He lets me see some things there, for he uses Sirene to communicate if not to travel, and so lets me in. His wife, the immortal Roxanna, does not use me. I glimpse her through him. This allows me to see their great ambition: to rule separate from Anazat. To restore, perhaps, the control of the Corinthian Immortals. Their control at least.


Their opportunity is fast approaching. For Anazat will be distracted by what has transpired in those other two realms – Midgarth and Ometepe.


In the north, since the battle known as ‘The Coming of the Dark’, in which the majority of the immortals there, whom they named gods, were killed, a man named Peki Asarko has ruled on behalf of Anazat. A sexually deviant tyrant, he has subdued most of the realm in the name of the One, putting down with great cruelty any brief flarings of rebellion. He is one of my most devoted followers and I see his desires clearly: to rule Midgarth alone and throw off any restraints of the sort Anazat puts upon him.


His problem, and his master’s too, lies in the far west, on the island of Ometepe. For the only immortal male there, Intitepe, is finally poised to crush the revolution that exploded when he left his lands for the new world he’d discovered. When he does, he will want to return to Midgarth and claim what he was promised: its throne. He does not follow me but he has advisers from the Four Tribes who do, the monks. And they show me a god who does not think to stop at Midgarth.


For Intitepe, you will remember, is the father of the One. And though at first he tried to kill the child – fearing an ancient prophecy that, just as he killed his own father, so his son would kill him – he has now come to believe something quite different: that since the One is neither son nor daughter but both, so father and child are destined to jointly rule the whole world.


The whole world. From Toluc, the volcano that is his brother god in Ometepe, across the waters to Midgarth, and beyond that through the Lands of the Four Tribes, Saghaz-a. Finally to what was the empire of Corinthium itself. He has only seen that in visions told him by his advisers, those monks sent by Anazat. He sees it as his place of destiny. Where he will be emperor of … everything.


As you have realised, there is an element missing. Something on which everything else depends. Someone.


The One.


The child who is neither man nor woman but both. The child who is now nearly sixteen of their years old.


Poum.


If the child lives. For they – I have come to think of Poum in the plural – disappeared fifteen years ago. Vanished into the high mountains between Midgarth and Saghaz-a after that same Coming of the Dark. Only Peki Asarko knows in which direction they headed and he has told no one, not even Anazat, fearing that if the One was brought back and established as the God of All Worlds, his own power would end. Anazat has organised searches all over the world and has found not a trace.


The god known as Luck, and the child’s mother, Atisha, have kept the child hidden all this time.


It is strange. Of all who ever journeyed with me, the one that roved the furthest, who revelled the deepest, was this same Luck of Midgarth. I believed that he was bound to me for ever in chains he could never break. But he has not journeyed with me once these fifteen years. He has a will as strong as anyone I have ever encountered, across the galaxies and throughout 
time.


Yet this I know – he plans to return to me one day. For just before he betrayed Anazat and vanished with the child, he asked for, and was given, not a supply of the distilled drug but the plant itself.


Somewhere at the top of the world, Luck is creating his own store of me.


I know you do not fear. Why would you, when you have lived so long, have the power to change worlds almost on a thought? Yet I will tell you – this Luck has come closer than anyone you have ever thought of to being able to see you. For he asked me, when last he travelled with me, something I’d never been asked before.


He asked me why I am.


I am Sirene. I do not lie, or evade questions. So I told him. Told him that I was the watcher. Told him that I watched for you. Told him of the gifts you gave to the world, two of which he had received – immortality, and the power to possess.


Then I answered his question. His why. Told him that you gave each of the peoples those gifts to see what they would do with them.


He was not pleased to hear that he was a part of what he called ‘an experiment’.


Still, you are the only true immortals, are you not? He cannot threaten you.


However, this I believe – that if he has survived, he has been living with the answer to all mankind’s hopes, the source of all its worship, and so many of its dreams.


He has been living with, and shaping the mind of, the One.


We cannot know what powers the One will have until Luck allows me to see. Until he travels with me again. And next time, I believe he will not travel alone.


I am Sirene. I have told all I know. Now I will return to learn the rest. When next we meet, I shall tell you more.
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Hope of the World


‘Where are they?’


Atisha turned to the doorway. To the angry man standing in it. ‘They, Luck? Which they do you seek? Bjorn and Freya? They are picking daisies in the meadow.’


‘Not them.’


‘Oh, the sheep? Or do you mean the goats? You will find the one in that same meadow, competing for flowers. The goats are on the hillside.’


‘Atisha, you know who I mean.’ Luck marched into the centre of the hut. ‘Where are they?’


‘Oh, is it Poum you are referring to in that furious voice?’ She put down the carrot and the knife she was using to chop it. ‘No wonder I was confused. For Poum is no longer “they”. Poum is “he”.’


‘What? Since when? Last week he was they!’


‘And the week before, she.’ Atisha wiped her hands on her smock, and came and stood before him. ‘You have to accept that Poum is still discovering … who he is.’


‘It is what else they – he – is discovering that worries me.’ He gestured to the door. ‘Call him, wife. He will come for you, when he will not for me.’


‘He certainly won’t now he’s heard the tone in which you call.’ She reached and pulled a wood shaving from his beard. ‘You have been shouting for him with all that fury for a while now.’


‘You heard?’


‘Husband, they heard you over the mountains in Midgarth.’


Luck dropped heavily onto a stool by the table. Pushed one hand through his forelock, leaving more traces of wood there. ‘I waited for him in the woodshed for an hour. Today was his carpentry lesson.’


‘I thought it was the writing of tolanpa-sen that you taught him today?’


‘That was this morning. Carpentry this afternoon.’


‘All day at his studies? With the last of the summer sun on the land?’ She glanced outside. ‘He should be frolicking with his brother and sister and the sheep in the meadow.’


‘They are children. It is different.’


‘He – they – are different.’ Atisha sat on the next stool. ‘He has but fifteen summers. It is a life still caught between the child and the adult. And Poum is … such a special child. Turning into such a special adult.’ She took Luck’s hand, rubbed at the calluses on his palm for a moment, then spoke again. ‘Husband, it is time to tell him.’


He frowned at her. ‘Tell him what?’


‘Everything. Everything you have not already told him.’


‘They are not ready for that!’ He pulled his hand from hers, looked away. ‘Poum is disobedient, moody, quick to anger, holds a grudge. Can be cruel, mischievous—’


‘Like every other near-sixteen-year-old you ever knew. Like you were then, I suspect.’


‘I can’t remember. That was …’ He looked above her head, thinking. ‘Four hundred and one years ago.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘No, I can remember. Because I killed a man when I was fifteen. For the first time. In my first battle.’ He looked at her. ‘Can you see Poum killing a man?’


‘No. And I pray he never has to. For it is a horrible thing.’


‘Atisha, you say he is like every other fifteen-year-old. But he is not. They are not. For no other fifteen-year-old is called “the One”, and worshipped throughout the world.’


‘The One? Ha!’ she exclaimed. ‘The One is just a title. A prophecy dreamed by men to serve their purposes.’ She shook her head. ‘My Poum is … an excuse. A way to rule, to control. Poum isn’t important to the world. Only the idea of him is.’ She shuddered. ‘You saw the terrible things done in the name of the One. You lost many whom you loved because of it. And you know, because you visited it five years ago, that the world has become even more terrible during our absence.’


‘And worse since, no doubt.’ Luck shuddered, as he remembered that trip he’d felt he had to take five years before. Midgarth in the hands of that perverted madman Peki Asarko. A land of terror, where the few remaining immortals were hunted down and killed, and mortals were slaves to whims of the tyrant. He’d learned all this when he’d managed to track down one of the few surviving gods, Petr the Red, he and a few others still trying to fight, living the squalid life of outlaws in caves. Petr had also told him what little he’d heard of the world beyond Midgarth. The Empire of Corinthium that was now the Empire of the One, governed by monks every bit as cruel as Peki Asarko. By one especially, Luck’s former gaoler, Anazat. The black-eyed monk who had introduced Luck to Sirene – and who would never cease looking for the child that Luck had stolen, that his brother and sister gods had died for. Yet they had died for a small hope – and Luck would not betray their sacrifice by not believing in that hope still.


He took Atisha’s hand now, to try to chase away the darkness that had come into her eyes. ‘My love,’ he said softly, ‘ideas are what change the world. And think, if the idea of Poum brought the darkness, might not the actual Poum bring the light?’


‘Oh, only that? He brought the dark and now he must bring back the light?’ She laughed. ‘And you wonder why he is moody!’


Luck gripped her tighter. ‘You haven’t told him?’


‘Only as much as we agreed. Of the darkness across the mountains. Of his birth across the sea in Ometepe, where his father tried to kill him. Of the prophecy of the One, though not that he is it. But the omission is starting to feel more and more like lying.’ She placed her other hand on top of Luck’s, squeezed it, sought his eyes. ‘Now we must tell him the rest. We must!’


Luck stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘Also, I think that is why I have been so angry with … them. Because I knew that we must tell them everything.’


‘Really?’ She grinned. ‘Is that why you have been angry? Or is it … moody?’


‘You knew?’


‘Husband, your moods are like the words you teach from the books you stole. Easy to read.’


He smiled back, then sighed. ‘But when we tell him, everything will change.’ He looked to the open door, stared out at the autumn sunshine. ‘I know it has not been easy here all this time. Those first years were hard, and to live in a land where winter lasts so long?’ He broke off, turned back. ‘But I have loved this life we have made. The children we have made.’ He sighed, squeezed. ‘I have never been so happy.’


‘You have, my love,’ she replied. ‘With Gytta.’


He looked at her a long moment. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘with Gytta, for a short time, it is true.’


She lifted her hands, took his face in them. ‘I do not mind, husband. We both have loved, been loved, before. Those we loved … left. But love, its memory, lasts for ever.’ She leaned forward and kissed him, then sat back, looked where he’d looked, out the door. ‘Love is one of the things that Poum must discover alone. Another of the reasons we must tell him the rest.’


‘Where to begin? With immortality? With possession? He does not know that I am immortal. We do not know whether he is. It is rare, and so would be unlikely. Yet his father is. And he – they – are so different.’ He ran his hand over his head, leaving more wood shavings there. ‘But how to begin to tell? Where do we start?’


‘Do you remember, love,’ Atisha said, leaning forward and picking more chips from his red-brown locks, ‘when you met Sirene on your last journey with her, the question you asked?’


Sirene. At the mention of her name, Luck looked across the room. The cuttings he’d brought across the mountain he’d grown into a plant, distilled its essence, then placed it into a pot; sealed that, then locked it away in the wooden chest he’d fashioned, asking Atisha to hide the key from him. Yet through clay and wood she still called to him. Every day, for fifteen years – hearing, yearning, refusing the call. The hunger as strong now as it had ever been. ‘Remind me,’ he replied, not looking at her, his voice suddenly thick, all other thoughts lost in desire.


‘You asked her … not who she was, but why she was.’ She leaned into his vision, brought his eyes back to hers. ‘Now it is time to give Poum the answer to that same question. The one they have been asking all their life.’ She smiled. ‘Why they are.’


Fingertips found the tiny ledges, toes the little cracks. With a final burst of lung power, muscle power, Poum surged up the last of the cliff face, powered over the lip, flopped onto the ledge. Only then, and for the first time in a while, did they look down. Gasped.


Poum had never climbed this peak. It had been hard enough on its lower slopes, which were steep and rubble-strewn. It looked impossible from the base of the final cliff – which did not look any more feasible from its top. ‘Did it!’ they whooped, arms thrust high in triumph. Lowering them, Poum took in the view.


It was spectacular. The homestead was far below and to the left, its every detail clear in the cool, late afternoon, late summer mountain air. The turf roof, with its solitary sheep – an aggressive older male known as Bull. It attacked any other ram, many ewes and any human it caught on open ground with no provo­cation and no warning. It was not to be trusted with the rest of the flock grazing in the meadow above the steading. Poum suspected that before long Bull would mostly be appearing to them in the form of sausages.


Between the streams that threaded the valley were the fields where the last of the oat was waiting to be cropped, and the water meadows where the sheep grazed. Twenty of them, roaming free, and, roaming among them, Bjorn and Freya. The boy was nine years old, the girl seven. His siblings had been named for relatives of Luck, great warriors who had died in battle when Poum had less than a year. A battle that, as Luck never failed to add when he talked of it, had been fought to save Poum’s life. Though he was always vague as to why.


Poum glowered, turned away. They had never asked anyone to die for them. Him, Poum thought, I am him this week, though that was more to annoy his parents than anything else. Mostly, Poum accepted that he and she were they. That the otherness at the core of them, so different from Bjorn and Freya and, yes, Luck and Atisha, and Bull, and any of the beasts, made them them. But of the three languages he spoke – Midgarth’s, Ometepe’s, even tolanpa-sen, the ‘one word’ of the Land of the Four Tribes – none of them produced a word that could sum them up. He would just have to accept that.


The Land of the Four Tribes. To glimpse it was the reason for climbing this peak, for its better view. Turning away from the steading, facing the opposite way, Poum now looked east.


While there were two lines of mountains between their farm and Midgarth, only one separated it from Saghaz-a. Luck had told him that it was from the west that killers might come for them, sent from his homeland; which was one reason, apart from its fertile siting, that he and Atisha had chosen this place to settle – to be further from that danger. It was less likely any would come from the east.


But the east was what Poum dreamed of. As soon as they had heard of Horse Lords, Seafarers and Huntresses, Poum had wanted to be one of them. Since they were different anyway, why be the same as the peoples their parents came from? But to sail the seas looking for fights and booty? To ride mighty steeds across the Sea of Grass seeking honour in battle? To hunt wild beasts by bow in the vast dark forests? Luck had made all of them out to be savages. But his own people of Midgarth did not sound so very different in their desires, and neither did the men and women of Ometepe.


The only tribe he wanted nothing to do with were the monks. To spend your life in prayer for a saviour called ‘The One’? Though they were also meant to be extraordinary fighters, it still did not sound like the life of adventure that Poum craved.


And speaking of adventure …


There was another reason they’d climbed up there. The week before, from the next peak over, and with their keen sight, they’d spotted an eagle’s nest, and they wanted to confirm that what they’d discovered by chance one week before was true.


That they could dissolve into an animal.


It had happened like this. Once more avoiding Luck and his shouting – the man was obsessed with teaching his boring subjects, going on and on and on – Poum had fled to the waterfall. It was a long way for Luck to limp in pursuit and the tumbling water drowned out his father’s shouts. Ufda had come along, grandaughter of the first sheepdog that had accompanied them over the mountains. There was something strange about the dog – Luck said all the dogs were a little strange as their father was also their brother and that didn’t make for sense. Luck had found wild sheep he’d been able to breed with the ones he’d brought, but there were no wild dogs. So confused Ufda would chase things only she could see, barking furiously at nothing. She was also on heat again, which made her doubly mad.


She’d behaved like that at the falls. And Poum was so bored, and the dog so excited by her nothing, that Poum called her over. ‘What is it that you see, Ufda?’ they’d said. Taking the hound by her head, they stared into her eyes, ‘Show me!’ they’d cried. ‘Show me!’


Which was when it happened. Their body – they – were gone. Except they weren’t. They were her – seeing through the dog’s eyes, sniffing the world through her snout. They were Poum still … but they were also Ufda. They could control – run down there, pick up that stick, bark at the waterfall. They’d discovered though that it felt better to let the dog do all that for herself. To feel the animal yield to her desires. To run, jump … howl as her.


Until Ufda went to leap into the pond beneath the waterfall. Poum knew how freezing it was. Poum hated swimming. So Poum decided to leave Ufda – and discovered that it was as easy going out as going in. But it had also been too late and they’d fallen into the pond anyway.


They’d been right. It had been freezing. But the cold faded fast in the sunny patch they’d found – while the wonder about it, and the desire to try it again, only grew.


They hadn’t, not once during the whole week since. They had too many questions about it. Was it only dogs they could become? It seemed limiting. They thought of trying Bull the ram. But what if you became trapped in a beast? And Bull had his rendezvous with the butcher’s block. Could Poum die, even as the beast died?


They’d thought it through carefully. If they were going to be stuck in any animal it had to be something magnificent. Something with opportunities.


Something that could fly.


That was why, a week later, Poum was peering along the clifftop. No, they couldn’t see the nest from here. But it was there, built into a hollow in the crags. They could hear the high, sharp-pitched shrieks of eagle-kind. When they’d observed it the week before, they’d seen the mother and two huge chicks, near full grown. They’d even observed her teaching her offspring to fly. From the cries there was another lesson going on now. I should be at my lesson learning how to build a chair, Poum thought, grinning as they rose. This is better. To learn how to fly?


But would it work again? Was a bird even possible to … possess? Possess. That would be the word. What if they leaped over the crag they were stealthily approaching, looked in the eagle’s eyes – and nothing happened except the beast wanting to peck out theirs?


Poum reached and drew out their knife. The sounds ahead had changed; the eagle was now feeding its young. If it was the same as with Ufda, he would only need a moment.


Thrusting the knife out, Poum took a deep breath – and leaped over the crag.


The mother eagle saw them on the instant. Rising from the nest, wings spread wide over its two fledglings, she shrieked, lunged, black eyes fixed on Poum’s …


Gone. In the gap between heartbeats. Possessed.


There was a moment, far more powerful than the one Poum had felt with the dog, when the eagle tried to eject them. A moment when they felt … between. Half bird, half human. Yet though they had almost never done it, they knew what to do. It was like … like spreading out inside an old shirt, too small for them now, stretching their body to fit it all. Poum pushed … and the seams between them did not split.


Eagle and mortal were one.


To the shrieks of her offspring who did not understand why their meal had so suddenly ceased, the eagle flapped hard, rose straight up from the nest, and dived over the cliff edge. Poum discovered that they did not need to fly – the bird did that. Flapped its wings when it needed to, spread them to catch the warmer air rising from the heated rocks below, rising on that, tilting its body to change direction, at Poum’s command. The methods were hers, the path through the sky theirs.


The eyes! Poum’s were sharp but the eagle’s? Extraordinary. Swooping towards the steading, they could make out its every detail. Bull, on the turf roof, aware of the bird of prey descending, eyes narrowing in challenge. The daisy crowns on Bjorn and Freya’s heads, each flower distinct as they rose, pointed, cried out; those cries drawing Atisha fast from the hut, to see that the children were well, then follow the arms that pointed at the gliding bird. Ufda barking wildly, trained to scare off carrion birds who would sometimes try to kill the newborn lambs. Lastly Luck, stepping from the woodshed, where Poum was meant to be studying, a hand raised to shelter his eyes from the glare.


Waggling her wings as if waving hands, the bird soared over them all, on, up, climbing high. The world opened, they were above all the peaks now, could see east towards the range that gazed down on Saghaz-a. Tempted to fly there, to begin to explore that world they yearned to see. But in a glimpse the other way, towards Midgarth, they saw something glimmer. Sunlight on water. There was a huge lake in that next valley. Every spring the whole family would make an expedition there, to camp for a few weeks on its shore, and fish for what Luck called, in the Midgarth tongue, the sorghan. To eat fresh flesh after the deprivations of one winter and to catch many more to smoke or salt for the next one. It was fun too, for the sorghan ran big, as big as the length of an arm, and were mighty fighters on the hook. Luck and Poum competed each year for who would catch most. Poum had won the last two years.


Poum liked fish, the cleanness of them, better than any meat with its ruddy taste. Yet they realised that the eagle liked it even more. Sorghan was its diet. Also it was hungry. Its chicks were hungry.


Letting the eagle take them, Poum passed over the crag, rose on its heat, glided again. Her sharp eyes looked in the water, saw the shapes at the surface, feeding on insects. Folding her wings, she dived.


Poum was good at taking fish. The eagle was brilliant. At the very last moment, just as she was about to crash into the lake, she shot her wings out, slowing in an instant. So it was her outstretched talons that hit the water and sank deep into a sorghan’s back. Another surge, like leaping off a branch, and the eagle rose. The fish twisted and jerked, and the eagle shot its head down, driving its beak into the sorghan’s head. It ceased moving, and the eagle turned back, climbing more slowly with the weight she carried towards the crags, depositing it on a rock shelf.


Something moved beyond the lake. There were wolves, bears, a type of ox sometimes too. But the glance showed something moving differently than any beast.


On two legs.


Poum had let the eagle carry them, revelling in its flying, its killing skills. But now they exerted their will. The eagle was reluctant, wanted to take the sorghan back to the nest, feed her young. Poum was in command though, and took off from the crag, gliding lower, closer.


Even without the eagle’s sight, Poum would have been able to tell that it was a man walking along the western edge of the lake. He wore a wide-brimmed hat to keep off the sun, had a bow slung across his back, a quiver of arrows at one hip and a short sword at the other. At his heels trotted a dog so big it made Ufda and her kin look like stunted puppies.


Poum turned the eagle and flew fast over the crag and down to the base of the cliff they’d climbed only a little time before. The going out was again as easy as the going in. The eagle looked dazed for a moment, then furious. Shrieking at them, she rose in the air, and flew up the rockface.


Poum didn’t watch her reach the crest. They began to sprint hard for the steading, their heart beating fast from the exertion, and from the fear. Luck had warned about this possibility for years, warned that they must always be on their guard. For this.


For the day a killer came from Midgarth.


‘You are certain, Poum? Certain that it was not a bear, walking on its hind legs?’


‘With a bow on its back, and a dog at its heels? It was no bear.’


‘And you saw this where, love?’


Poum turned to Atisha. ‘From the top of Hawk’s Crag,’ they replied, adding the lie, ‘I climbed up there to hunt for plovers’ eggs.’


‘After I told you not to? It’s too dangerous a cl—’


‘It does not matter,’ Luck interrupted. ‘For once their disobedience has aided us.’ He turned back to Poum. ‘You are also certain there was just one killer? It would seem odd for Peki Asarko to send but one.’ He did not say what he truly thought – that killing was intended for just him and Atisha. That the world still awaited the return of the One. And a single experienced killer should be able to accomplish both tasks easily enough, for neither he nor Atisha truly had the skills to protect themselves.


But what they did have was surprise and a little time. ‘You have done well,’ Luck said, reaching out to lay a hand behind Poum’s neck. ‘But next time, obey your mother, yes?’


He said it with a grin, and Poum grinned back. ‘Maybe,’ they replied.


Luck sat back, thought. He may not have been gifted in the art of killing but he had accomplished it when he absolutely needed to. As he did now. And his one advantage was that he had this warning. And something else, of course. Though he was quite sure Peki Asarko would have warned his killer about Luck’s ability to possess an animal, being warned and being able to deal with it were different. In the difference lay a little hope.


He turned again to Atisha. ‘Are you still good with that bow?’


Atisha glanced at the weapon, slack-stringed and held on hooks on the roof beam. ‘My eye isn’t what it was. But I still manage to beat my child most of the time.’


Luck continued over Poum’s snort. ‘Then our plan is the same. Bring everyone to the cave. Both take your bows. The goats will warn you of any approach and they’ve cropped the slope clear of any bushes that might hide someone sneaking up.’


‘It will be dark soon. But aztapi is full this night, and the slope will be bright with blue light.’ Atisha rose from the table, pulled the bow from the beam, laid it on the table. ‘Fetch yours,’ she told Poum, ‘and a full quiver of arrows apiece. I’ll get us some provisions which I hope we will not need.’ She looked at Luck. ‘And where will you be, husband?’


‘Out there. Setting an ambush.’


‘I should be with you,’ Poum blurted. ‘Not hiding in a cave with my mother.’


‘No, you shouldn’t. I work better on my own.’


‘Truly?’


It was extraordinary how much contempt a fifteen-year-old could get into a single word, accompanied by a glance at their father’s shorter right leg, which gave him his limp, and one nickname in Midgarth, ‘Luck the Lame’. Luck was tempted to tell them that he ran a lot faster as a bear or a wolf. But now was not the time for that revelation. It was strange that he had in fact been about to reveal all that, after his talk with Atisha that morning. Now he could only hope he would get the chance. ‘Do what your mother tells you,’ he growled.


Poum slunk away, muttering. Atisha kneeled before Luck, placing her hands on his knees. ‘You go as something else?’


‘Yes. Something. I am not sure what yet. I—’ He broke off, then reached and took her face between both his hands. ‘Don’t worry about me.’


‘I never have,’ she smiled, ‘and I always will.’ She kissed one of the hands, then stood. ‘But if you cannot kill this killer, if all does not go well, get back to us. Get to the cave.’ She picked up her bow. ‘Remember when I killed that puma, fifteen years ago on the way up here? A man is a much easier shot.’


Luck stood. ‘My warrior,’ he said.


‘Never that,’ she replied. ‘But I will always fight to save the ones I love.’ She stared a moment, then moved away, began to gather the things she would need. ‘Now go,’ she said, ‘and kill the killer who comes, so I won’t have to.’


Luck went outside, closed the door behind him. Stared towards Hawk’s Crag, over which the killer must come. I should catch him up there, he thought. Tired from his climb. But what should I be? One of my dogs? No, Poum said the one who comes has a dog the size of a wolf and it would know another of its kind too soon. There are eagles on the cliffs behind me, though to climb up and get one would tire me.


Then he heard it. A scratching, a snuffling, right above his head. He stepped out of the entrance, turned, looked up.


Wide white eyes glared down at him, their centres square and black. Huge horns curled in a majestic sweep, up and around the forehead. Cloven hooves dug at the roof turf. A series of angry snorts came from the cavernous black nostrils. Only the height of the building stopped the ram from leaping down and battering his captor to pieces.


Bull, Luck thought and, for the first time in a while, smiled.


With Poum dispatched with Ufda to herd the sheep into their pen, and fetch their brother and sister, Luck had looked into the ram’s eyes from the ground, and gone into him on the roof. First he forewarned Atisha, who came and leaned planks to the eaves so Luck-as-Bull could slide down the steep slope of wood. Then, with a single grunt, he set out at a run for the far peak.


Where as himself he would have struggled up the steep, scree- and rock-strewn slope to Hawk’s Crag, Bull ran and leaped, Luck yielding to the beast’s urges. The ram had been confined to the turf roof for several weeks, ever since his last assaults on the rest of the flock. Luck had reckoned that since the animal was to provide much of the meat for the coming winter, he might as well be fattened up before slaughter – less running, more chewing. But Bull was bred to charge and run. Freed from that limiting patch of grass, he did both those things and Luck let him. Partly for the need to be up at the top well before the killer. Partly for the joy of it. Sprinting through life was not something he could do as himself.


He took over when they were still one hundred paces beneath the crest. Poum had spotted the killer on the lake’s western side, maybe an hour before; so no matter how swiftly they climbed they would not yet be near its summit. But Luck assumed that any killer Peki Asarko dispatched, one who had made it all the way from Midgarth and across two mountain ranges, would be skilled at what he did. He would have a hunter’s ears and nose – and a wolf-dog’s ears and nose besides. Luck wanted to search the ground well for the best place to launch his ambush, and do so quietly.


Just as there was one main trail on the steading’s side of Hawk’s Crag, so there was one on the other. They used it when they made their yearly trek to the lake to fish. It was easy enough to spot from the lakeshore, for it had been widened over the years by their trips and the hooves of the pack animals – mules bred from the horse and donkeys they’d arrived with – which they used to bring back the filleted and smoked catch.


If the killer had kept coming, he could be halfway up that trail by now.


There was a kind of passage between the valleys – a steep-walled ravine. On his side of that there was a flat and open shelf of ground, about fifty paces in depth, with a screen of scrubby bushes just before the slope. Thick enough for some concealment – but not enough to obstruct a sudden, swift charge.


Luck took the ram down the passage to the other side. There was a shallower shelf beyond, about half the size of the other. He went close to the far edge, stopped just short of the plunge. Light was strongly in his eyes, the sun about to drop behind the distant western mountains beyond which Midgarth lay. Yet a ram’s sight was not his strongest power. In the mountains he would listen for rivals or possible mates. And he would scent them.


The wind was blowing from those western mountains. Spreading the black nostrils wide, Luck caught the faintest scent of dog fur and then heard the slipping of a foot on stone.


Carefully he backed away, turned and walked back down the passage. It had grown darker on the shelf even in the time he’d been gone, with the sun slipping below the western ramparts. Anyone approaching would not see him in the shadows. With the wind coming from behind them, they would not scent him either. But he would scent them.


Though the ram still wanted to run, Luck settled him down to wait. And while he waited he considered how it was that someone had finally found them.


When he’d slipped over to Midgarth that one time five years before, by a combination of stealth and possessing animals, he’d managed finally to track down some of the handful of Midgarthians who still fought against the conquest of their land. In the northern forests of Palur, there were still a few places that Peki Asarko’s soldiers had not found – even though they were guided by Huntresses, that tribe of women from Saghaz-a, the finest trackers in the world. There Luck had met Petr the Red, a fellow immortal who had, by a series of amazing strokes of fortune, survived the Coming of the Dark, that last battle that had killed almost all the gods.


Petr, with a dwindling band of mortals, fought on. There were other groups scattered through the land. Some on the western islands, some in the forests of the south, some in deep caves on the slopes of the eastern mountains. A few immortals here and there with them. All living the hard life of the fugitive. Pursued, starved, brutally tortured and killed when caught or, if not, enslaved. By the time Luck found Petr, his band had less than one hundred men and women. Many had left, more left every month, gone back to live in villages that, if they had none of the joy that they had enjoyed before, at least had food.


‘If they do not feast in them any more, at least they do not starve,’ Petr had said to him, ladling a bowl of thin gruel made from roots and grasses and handing it to him.


Petr could not go. There was no life for a god in Midgarth any more. Someone would betray him, for the price of a piece of meat. And then his head would be taken.


‘How often do I wish I had died on that great day when the Dark came,’ he’d said. ‘Perhaps I’d be feasting now with my brothers and sisters in the great hall of the gods instead of …’ He took another sip from his bowl, made a face, put it down. ‘But you look well fed, Luck of Askaug. Tell me how that is.’


That was when I must have told him, Luck realised. Told him enough of how I lived, in love with Atisha, with our … children. With fresh meat, fish, the beer I brewed, the cheese Atisha made. Told him enough of the where of it too – over the two mountains to a third, with a lake before it. And he must have told another who told another … who told a Monk, or a Huntress, or a Horse Lord, to spare himself the pain of torture, or for a loaf of bread for his family.


Petr had also said to him that the Four Tribes had never stopped looking for Luck the Lame and those who had fled with him, whom they did not speak about but whom they sought throughout Midgarth. The rewards offered were enormous. Some had sought over the first range of mountains and up to the slopes of the second. But no one had ever crossed the great plain to the third.


Until the killer who came now. One only, and that was a puzzle. The assassin would need to solve it, before Luck killed him.


It was the only way. Did this man – whose harsh breaths Luck could now hear along the darkened passage – come on whim and guesswork? Or was he eager for the reward, and came ahead of others who followed fast? If it was that, then their time in the steading was over and they would have to flee – though where he could not guess. He could kill this one. Maybe the next. But if killers came in a group his family was finished.


It was fully dark when the sound of breathing changed. Someone sighed; a dog growled. The wind was still coming from behind them, and bore the smells he’d smelled before, of man and beast.


They were starting down the passage. The first beams of the blue moon were lighting it. Luck brought the ram to his feet, sensed the animal look to those who came. An enemy to him too, for all who walked were. He would be better than Luck at the killing. As if he were riding a horse to jump a stone wall, Luck would let Bull have his head.


Shapes appeared in the entrance to the ravine. He might not be able to see them clearly. But he could smell human, smell dog. Bursting from the bushes, Luck-as-Bull charged at the dog.


A smaller, nimbler hound might have dodged out of the way, despite Luck’s speed. But this was a wolfhound, stood as tall as the killer’s hip. It had no fear, and had time to part its huge jaws in a snarl before the ram hit it, horn to chest. The dog flew backwards, and the momentum of the charge, the strike, carried Bull a few paces on. Swiftly, Luck turned him, bent his legs again, leaped …


Pain, sharp and sudden in Bull’s shoulder. It did not stop him but it slowed him, spun him a little, lowered his head, so he struck the killer hard on one thigh, not in the centre of his belly. Still, it was enough to launch him backwards, giving a sharp, high-pitched cry as he fell, the bow he’d managed to shoot snapping in half.


Luck tried to follow the mortal, butt him again as he struggled to get to his knees. He had the will to do it – yet he suddenly did not have the strength. Coughing, he tasted blood in Bull’s mouth; spat some out, sank onto his forelegs. Luck-as-Bull felt where the arrow had gone. Through a lung. The beast was finished.


The killer gave up trying to rise, fell back with a groan. The dog was still down, though also trying to stand, unable to. Luck had a moment before they recovered. Seizing it, he left the dying ram.


In all the times he’d possessed an animal, he’d only been hurt in one thrice. Something of the pain carried over, and for a moment he bent down over his own legs, trying to get air into lungs one of which still felt like it had an arrow through it. The first breath was agony, the next less so. Three more and he was able to stand, and see.


The wolfhound was shaking its head as if to clear it, whimper­ing as it tried to get onto its paws. The killer was lying on his back, clutching his leg, moans emerging through the scarf that covered half his face. Drawing his knife, Luck lurched forward, kneeled, and seized the man by the front of his doublet. ‘Tell me how you found me!’ he shouted.


‘Please! Please! Do not hurt me!’


The voice was high-pitched. The body he’d jerked off the ground light. Luck realised fully what he had seen and not noted before – the killer was small of stature, no taller than him. He released his grip, and as the man slumped back onto the ground, Luck reached and ripped off his mask.


No, not his mask. Hers.


He stared. A young woman, less than twenty, he thought. With the blue eyes and fair hair of West Midgarth. His own land. Her face was drawn, hunger-thin, but she was still pretty – which did not mean she was not a killer, so he did not lower his knife. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.


‘Marla,’ she yelped, eyes on the blade. Then they shifted onto him. ‘And you must be Luck of Askaug.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Only a god can come out of a beast. I cannot think there is another in these mountains.’


‘So you know me.’ He leaned closer. ‘Did Peki Asarko send you to kill me?’


‘Peki Asarko? No.’ She raised her hands beside her head in a gesture of surrender. ‘I was sent to find you by Petr the Red.’


Luck lowered the knife and flopped back onto his haunches. His heart, that had been beating so fast – both as ram and god – he feared it might burst, began to slow. ‘Petr sent you?’ he mumbled.


‘Yes.’ She raised herself onto her elbows. ‘There is news from Midgarth you must hear.’ She looked behind him, her eyes widened and suddenly she was shouting. ‘No! Sit, Warkan. Sit!’


Luck slowly turned. The wolfhound was on his feet, his eyes had cleared, and he was looking at Luck with pure fury. For a moment, the god feared Warkan was going to disobey and attack him anyway. Then, with a growl, he sat.


‘Good dog,’ the girl said to him, then continued, ‘He does not like it that you hold a weapon near me. He has been trained to attack if anyone does.’


‘Then I will stop.’ Luck sheathed the knife, then rose slowly to his feet as the dog growled at him again. He looked down. ‘Are you badly hurt?’


‘I do not know. I think—’ She grasped the hand that Luck offered her, and used it to pull herself off the ground. Groaned when she was standing, bent to rub her thigh. ‘I think it is bruised, but not broken.’ She walked a few steps, grimacing. ‘It feels dead.’ She rubbed it again.


‘And your dog?’


She whistled and he came straight to her, though he did not take his eyes off Luck. She felt his chest. The dog whimpered. ‘Bruised too, but he has hard bones, my Warkan.’


‘So only my ram will not walk again.’ Luck looked at Bull, the arrow in him. ‘You are swift with the bow.’


‘It was an early choice I made,’ she replied softly. ‘Be swift or die.’


Darkness swept into her eyes. Luck noted it, recognised it. ‘Come then … Marla, is it? Let us go where we can sit, talk, eat.’


Light drove away the darkness. ‘Eat?’ she echoed. ‘You mean something other than dried squirrel?’


He smiled. ‘Something other, yes.’ She smiled too, and it changed her face.


He looked down at Bull. ‘I will send my children up with a mule to bring the ram down.’


‘He was fierce.’


‘And now he will be tasty. Come.’


Yet Bull was not the centre of the feast that night. Meat needed to be hung to achieve its fullest flavour and besides, Atisha was determined to honour the first visitor ever to come to the valley with the most sumptuous meal she could create. Marla was fed oat bread and soup on arrival at the steading, for she was close to starving. But she was more than happy to be fed again later that night, when Atisha and Poum had had the time to prepare properly. Smoked and pickled fish began it, while a leg from a lamb, recently slaughtered, properly aged, was the main course: boned, rolled and stuffed with herbs and wild garlic. There were root vegetables, mashed and softened with sheep’s milk butter. There was a bean stew, made fiery by seeds from a mountain bush she had found which mimicked almost exactly the heat of the fruit of bushes she’d grown up with in Ometepe. Finally, there was a pie, the crust made from oat flour, the filling from sour berries rendered sweet by long soaking in the honey from her hive, the delight topped with whipped cream. Every course was washed down with mead, or Luck’s sweet, rich oat ale.


Despite Luck’s eagerness to hear Petr the Red’s news, Atisha had forbidden all talk until after the feast. ‘Good news or bad, joy or sadness will all ruin an appetite,’ she’d said, studying Marla’s gaunt features, ‘and our visitor needs to eat.’ So it was that they waited till the meal was done, the younger children finally fallen asleep after all the excitement, and they could gather before the hearth, which crackled with flame. The seasons changed swiftly in the high mountains. The last week’s warmth had been an echo of summer only, autumn was fully there, they could smell snow on the wind, and the nights were already cold. The family watched Marla, and let her speak almost without interruption. Poum, indeed, had not said one word since she’d arrived. But they never, for a moment, took their intense gaze from her.


It did not take Marla long to tell the first part of what she’d been sent to tell. Of a different Midgarth than the one Luck had seen five years before – perhaps because, at last, there was some hope in it.


‘You say that resistance has grown, not shrunk?’


‘Yes. And especially in the last year, when the changes began.’


‘What kind of changes?’


‘Many of the most dangerous of our enemies began to leave the land.’


‘Of whom do you speak?’


‘The Four Tribes,’ she replied. Poum started, and leaned forward, eyes wide, as she continued. ‘The Huntresses who could discover us in our forest lairs, the Horse Lords who attacked when they did, the Seafarers who ruled the ports and stole what little the land produced …’ Marla leaned forward and held her hands out to the flames, ‘many of them returned to their homelands.’


‘Do you know the reason?’


‘No, lady. No one is sure. But in a raid Petr made on the town of Kroken – his band has grown large enough for such actions – he stole some papers. He cannot read them of course but sent them with me because he knows that you can.’


She pulled out the papers from the satchel she’d brought. ‘These have the stamp of the Eye upon it – the mark of the One.’ She glanced at Poum when she said this. ‘Petr thought they might be important.’


Atisha brought a tallow candle closer, and Luck read swiftly. ‘Yes, yes, I see,’ he muttered as he read. He put down the first letter, was about to start on the second, when Poum spoke.


‘May I, Father?’


Luck looked at Poum, then up at Atisha, who nodded. ‘Well, you were meant to be studying tolanpa-sen today anyway. Go ahead.’


They were not as swift a reader as Luck, but they got through the page soon enough. ‘Father, you have told me of the sender, this Anazat. He is the leader of the Warrior Monks, is he not?’


‘He is.’


‘And he orders the governor of Kroken to send back five of every ten members of the other tribes to fight … I do not know this name.’ They held out the paper to Luck, forefinger on a word.


‘Wattenwolden. They are a large tribe, dwelling in the vast forests north of the city of Corinthium.’


Poum looked down again. ‘This Anazat says they are finally going to send an army north to conquer these last enemies.’


‘Yes. The reason why they are bringing many of their strongest fighters back.’


‘But, husband,’ said Atisha, taking the paper from her child, looking at it, though her reading of tolanpa-sen was not strong, ‘does that mean he is giving up on Peki Asarko? With Midgarth short of troops will not the rebels grow ever stronger?’


Luck, who’d glanced down at the second, shorter letter while Poum questioned, now lifted it. ‘I think this may explain.’ He read, ‘“From Anazat, leader of the Council of the Four Tribes, to Peki Asarko, supreme governor of the province of Midgarth, greetings. This is to inform you that after fifteen years of fighting, Intitepe has finally extinguished all rebellion in his land of Ometepe.”’ He glanced up at Atisha, who’d taken a loud, short breath, then continued, ‘“He will return soon to claim what was promised him: lordship of the province of Midgarth. You will, of course, honour the agreement. The Council thanks you for your good work. You may retire, with all the wealth you have accumulated in gold and slaves, to your home on the Lake of Souls. Signed this day …”’


‘He has dismissed Peki Asarko?’ Marla gasped. ‘But the tyrant will never give up his power!’


Luck shook his head. ‘Anazat doesn’t expect him to. This,’ he raised the paper again, ‘is designed to provoke.’ He looked at his wife again. ‘If Intitepe is on his way back to claim Midgarth, Anazat expects Peki to fight him. Hopes that the two enemies will destroy each other – three, if you consider Petr’s and others’ resistance – or so weaken each other that his forces, after dealing with the Wattenwolden, can return and finish off whoever is left – and then go on to conquer Ometepe too.’ He shook the paper. ‘If these plans succeed, there will be not a single people left in the world to oppose them. The One will rule them all.’


‘The One is not there to rule them.’ Atisha raised her eyebrows. ‘But as I said to you this morning, husband, the time has come to tell … everything.’


‘You were right as ever, my love.’ Luck looked from her to her child. ‘I knew this day would come. I thought to begin tomorrow, continue through the winter, perhaps be ready to act on the knowledge by the spring.’ He lifted the papers again. ‘But the news Marla has brought means we have not got that time.’ He shrugged. ‘No, if I am to teach everything before the snows block all the passes to Midgarth and we are trapped here,’ he carried on, overriding the gasps that the two younger people made, ‘then tonight Poum must meet Sirene.’


Poum had always been aware that there was something special in the locked wooden chest. It sat in the corner of the outer shed that Luck used for what he called his experiments, the place where he brewed his beers, where he distilled plants and berries down to their liquid essence. Poum had always helped, knew nearly as much of the process as Luck. Except one time, five years before, when Luck had insisted on working alone and had emerged a week later, gaunt, exhausted – and angry. Ever after, when they laboured again in the shed, when they caught Luck staring too long at the chest, when they sensed his … terrible yearning, they’d learned to creep away. For if they did not, Luck would jerk his gaze away from the chest as if startled awake, growl and seek things for Poum to do that they had no desire to do, or punish them with tasks for some minor crime Luck would usually have ignored.


Whatever was in the chest had a grip on their father. Some­thing powerful, magical, secret lay within. Poum had yearned to know what it was since they first became aware of the effect it had. So when Luck, later that same night of the meal, pulled out a small, stoppered clay jar, Poum was disappointed.


‘That is all, Father?’


‘Not quite,’ Luck replied, and delved into the chest again. This time he brought out an old sack and placed it, its opening downwards, upon the table. Carefully, he pulled the cloth away from its contents.


‘Ha!’ Poum gasped. There were a few items of glass in the steading, brought from Midgarth. Two bottles. A cracked mirror. A large, strange-shaped flask that Luck used in his distilling. Nothing like this … globe, this … container. What was most startling – smoke swirled within it. ‘May I touch it?’


‘Gently.’


Poum stretched out a finger – then jerked it back. ‘So cold! So cold it burns!’


‘Yes.’


It was such a little word. Yet it carried a world of sorrow and of yearning in it, and Poum glanced up sharply. Luck’s face was drawn, as if the skin had suddenly tightened, revealing the bones beneath. ‘What is this, Father?’ Poum whispered, curiosity driven away by sudden fear, as chill as the feeling on their finger, which they could not rub away.


‘It is … everything.’ Luck answered with that same intensity, then jerked his gaze away from the globe, focused on Poum. His next words were low, rapid. ‘There is no way to prepare you for what must be. Each journey with Sirene is different for each person. She will show you what you most want to see, even if you do not know that yourself.’


So many questions flooded Poum’s mind. One came first. ‘She?’


‘Sirene appears in the form of a woman. I think. It’s … it’s hard to tell.’


‘Sirene lives within this glass?’


‘Yes … and no. She is also in this.’ Luck lifted the stoppered jar. ‘Yet both are a … a doorway to another world. When the two are joined, you will travel to it.’


‘Travel?’


‘Into the smoke. Then out into that world.’ He shook his head. ‘Into every world.’


‘Father, I … I don’t understand.’


‘No.’ Luck swallowed, gazing at the globe. ‘It cannot be under­stood. It can only be experienced.’


‘I see.’ Poum nodded, then frowned. ‘Wait. You said, you will travel. You meant we, yes?’


Luck swallowed. ‘I cannot come with you.’


‘You can.’


‘I can. But I must not.’ Luck wiped a sleeve across his forehead, which Poum now noticed glistened with sweat despite the chill in the shed. ‘It is my greatest desire. And I must not yield to it. There will come a time,’ his voice cracked, ‘but it is not now. Now you must go alone.’ He leaned forward and gripped Poum’s arm. ‘Everything I have ever taught you was to prepare you for this moment.’ Poum saw a tear glisten in reflected candlelight in Luck’s eyes. ‘I have never told you how proud I am of you, my son. You are ready for this. For things I cannot teach you, show you in a lifetime of lessons.’ He released Poum’s arm, leaned back. ‘I am going to pour the contents of this jar onto the globe. When I do, lean forward and breathe in the smoke.’


‘Father, I cannot do this!’


‘You can. For listen to this. Listen to this last. It will shock you, but it is best you take this knowledge with you, so she does not surprise you with it.’ He took a deep breath. ‘We kept it from you, because … because your mother and I felt that it was hard enough growing up alone on a mountain with your parents, without also knowing how … special you were. How different.’ Luck untied the scarf from around his neck, doubled it, and tied it over his lower face. His next words came muffled. ‘I have taught you about the One. The saviour prophesied to the world, that the Four Tribes have used to conquer nearly all of it.’


‘Yes.’ Poum swallowed. ‘A child born in a faraway land. A myth. A story only.’


‘No myth. The child is real. The child is different from any other.’


‘In what way?’


Luck finished his tying then looked straight into Poum’s eyes. ‘The child is neither man nor woman. The child is both.’


Poum flushed cold, colder than the touch of skin on smoking globe. ‘You … you m-mean,’ they stammered, ‘th-that I … I—’


‘Yes. You are the One.’ As Poum gasped, he leaned in and whispered, ‘I cannot come with you. But Sirene will remember me. So if you get a chance tell her this.’ His eyes darkened. ‘Tell her that I remember her as well, and why she is.’ Then with a flick of his thumb, Luck popped the cork off the jar and leaned far back, before tipping the contents onto the globe. Smoke poured off it. ‘Breathe!’ he yelled.


Shocked, terrified … yet exhilarated too, Poum leaned forward and obeyed.


There was darkness. They fell into it.


There was light.


A halo of it surrounded a figure that stood about ten paces ahead of Poum. It was as if the figure itself was the source of the light. It wore hooded, white robes that moved gently in a warm breeze Poum could now feel on their skin. There was a face, though Poum could only see the mouth.


‘You are Sirene,’ Poum said.


‘And you are the One. I have been waiting for you.’


Though they were now in a world that was not a world, a darkness that had nothing to do with the absence of light, something of the world they had come from had come with them. And Poum realised that the shock of what Luck had said was somehow less shocking here. Here, in a way they were yet to understand, the revelation made some sort of sense.


There was something Luck had told them to tell Sirene. That could wait. But the memory of it prompted their own question. ‘Tell me,’ Poum said, stepping closer.


‘Yes?’


‘Why I am.’


There was a pause before Sirene spoke again. ‘One you know once asked me that same question … of myself. Luck of Midgarth was not happy with my answer.’ Within the hood, lips shaped a smile. ‘Will you be?’


Something of Poum’s anger, their frustration at being denied the knowledge they wanted of the world came to them now. ‘Answer me,’ they said.


‘I cannot. But I can show you.’ Raising her arm, Sirene took Poum into that place that was the opposite of the dark, and was not light.
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