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What Has Gone Before


After their victory at the village of Harn, the warrior Cahan and the villagers must relocate to the Wyrdwood and found a new village to avoid reprisals. Cahan, needing the strength of his cowl to stop a force of Rai following them but refusing to take a life to feed it, finds he can access his power through the bluevein sickness in the ground. However, this turns out to be a dark gift that threatens to overwhelm him.


The villagers reach Wyrdwood safely and ally with the Forestals. Cahan agrees to assist them partly to get away from Venn, who suspects something is wrong with him. Before he leaves, his burgeoning love affair with Furin, the Leoric of Harn, is consummated. However, when he leaves, he is unaware that the damaged Rai, Sorha, bent on revenge, has followed them. His cowl is unable to sense her, thus she has managed to avoid being found.


In New Harn the villagers rediscover themselves, chiefly the former butcher Ont who dedicates his life to Ranya, the God brought to them by monk Udinny who sacrificed herself to save the people of the village. As well as his new calling, he forges a surprising friendship with the Forestal Ania.


Udinny, monk of Ranya, is not as dead as everyone presumes. She is surprised to find herself reborn in the land of death where she is gifted weapons by her god. Before her is a broken land and she is tasked with fixing it; she does her best but it is a huge undertaking and one she is not sure she is up to.


An enemy trunk commander, Dassit, has found herself on the wrong side of her Rai and is sent on a suicide mission to defend an indefensible town. In the prison there she finds a Forestal, Tanhir, and a strange old man, Fandrai, who the Forestal says is a priest of murder. Their presence is a mystery, and one Dassit uses to distract herself from the oncoming army sure to swamp her forces.


While Cahan is away, Sorha leads the Rai in an attack on an unprepared New Harn in Wyrdwood. At the same time Dassit and her forces are overrun and Cahan and the Forestals in the Wyrdwood find themselves ambushed. Though all seems lost, each group is saved when the Forestals reveal they have access, through the taffistones dotted all over Crua, to a network that allows instantaneous travel across the land and all are brought back to Woodhome, the Forestal city high up in the branches of a cloudtree in the southern Wyrdwood. There Cahan learns that Sorha has taken Furin prisoner and intends to execute her in the Slowlands, a place where death can take centuries. The enemy have agreed to exchange Furin for Cahan. Against the advice of Tall Sera, the Forestal leader, Cahan plans a rescue.


They manage to rescue Furin but pay a terrible price. The monk Ont is burned and loses his sight and senses, Fandrai is returned to Woodhome in a coma and Cahan’s undying warriors, the Reborn, are taken by the enemy. Worse, Cahan is overtaken by something terrible and almost kills everyone. Only the Rai Sorha stops him, when her cowl-blocking aura interferes though she is still bent on vengeance. Cahan and Sorha fight on a bridge but both fall into the depths of Crua when Saradis, Priestess of the new God, is told by her god to destroy the bridge. They are presumed lost.


Udinny moves through the unlife world of Crua trying to understand how it works, and though she is doing her best to fix the damage done it is becoming apparent that the task is too demanding. Also, she discovers she is not alone. Something is hunting her.


Back in Woodhome the Forestal Ania slowly helps Ont find a purpose despite his terrible wounds, while the warrior Dassit and her second, Vir, wonder about their place in this new world. The trion Venn is taken under the care of the Lens, the trions of the Forestals, to learn more about who and what they are. All the while Furin mourns both the loss of Cahan and her son, Issofur, who was called to the forest a long time ago and is gradually becoming less and less human.


In the depths of Crua, Cahan and Sorha are forced to work together. He needs her as she blocks the power of his cowl and the thing that is trying to take him over. She needs him as she has been terribly hurt in the fall. Together they find a hidden world and a massive, ruined city. There they encounter something terrible, a huge tentacled creature, and it is hunting Cahan. Only Sorha’s power hides him from it.


Udinny, unseen in the otherworld, does her best to interface with the city and lead Cahan and Sorha to safety but they ignore her subtle warning and instead go in the opposite direction.


Sorha and Cahan encounter the feared Osere, the demons of the below world. However, these blind underground dwellers are not monsters at all and have been guarding what they call the “gods” in their underground land of Osereud for generations. But one of these “gods” has been corrupting their people with bluevein, and now it has escaped.


The Osere wish to teach Cahan and Sorha about the “gods” and their journey to learn more becomes a running battle in which Cahan, Sorha and the Osere become more firmly bonded. Despite this, they are not yet strong enough to fight a god and the creature takes Cahan, using his strength to raise a temple from Osereud into the land above where Saradis waits, sure she has won and sure all Crua will burn for her god.


However, all is not lost. Wyrdwood is waking. Ont, Ania and Dassit are drawn north by a voice they cannot deny, though Dassit is betrayed by her second, Vir, who defects to the forces of the new god. Udinny is returned to life in the body of Fandrai, and Venn, the cowled trion, is waking to their power while Sorha, together with the Osere, is rising to the lands above, determined to free Cahan from the clutches of a dark and corrupted god.
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Cahan


I am with you.


He had been fighting the battle as long as he could remember. There was nothing left but the fight – the battle was his life and would continue to exist as long as he did.


The walls of Harn were strong, they surrounded him and provided an illusion of safety. A subtle green glow marked their outlines and where there had been breaks they had been filled and patched. In places fire had scorched them and newer, wetter wood laid down to stop them being so easily burned again. The people had worked hard, and remembering how they had come together made him smile. It had been a hard path to cut, there had been trials, fights and disagreements. They had struggled but in the end they had come together. That had made them strong and with that strength they held the enemy at bay.


But the people’s strength was not eternal; the battles wore them away just as they wore him away. At the end of each fight the dead were taken back to longhouses and roundhouses. Cahan never followed them in. Someone had to stand guard. Someone had to be here, alert at all times because the Rai attacked without warning and without mercy.


And the central longhouse, Furin’s longhouse, it frightened him because something waited in there. A gift, but the thought of it was too terrible to approach.


Miracles were worked in the longhouse, wounds that should have killed did not. Cahan watched villagers dragged away on the point of death, and yet they returned after time in the longhouse of Harn.


Until they did, he would stand watch.


He was alone for so long he could barely even remember their faces when they were not in front of him. Furin: that name burned. He missed Furin so much, her warmth and her cleverness.


But she was here.


But he missed her.


Sometimes his thoughts were clouded, fuzzy, and he could not stay with them for long, his attention sliding off them.


He longed for the next battle, to be among the people again, to see his friends, and even though he knew it would bring them fear and pain and terror, at least he would not be alone. He grunted, tried to push that thought aside, that selfishness, to be ready to sacrifice others so he felt a little better was a poor way to be. But he could not stop the feeling; this loneliness was like ice within him, moving slowly through the core of his body and outwards, slowing his feet and hands, a lethal thing. Cahan closed his eyes, shutting out the green glow of Harn, though he could never truly block it.


He needed to be doing, to be keeping his mind busy until the next attack. He walked through the square, past wavering stalls empty of anything to sell, past the shrine to Ranya, the only thing free of the green shimmer, a gilding of yellow gold upon the eight-pointed star of Iftal above it. He walked past the longhouse and ascended the wall, looking out over the clearing to the vast trees of Harnwood. The nearest were green, in full leaf, and he could smell the loam and petrichor, the clean scents of the wood, and as he watched he felt Segur nestle in around his shoulders.


“Hello, old friend,” he said softly, “we hold them at bay still.” As if in answer Segur pushed closer into his neck. A brief moment of respite, of happiness in the closeness of the garaur but it could not last. The line of trees, in the leaf of the least season, was thinner than it had been. He could see where Harsh was biting, the cold blue glow of the cold blue months to come had stripped the trees bare. There the Rai waited, there they amassed for the next attack. As if they could hear his thoughts he heard the chanting start. Words in the language of the Rai, one that Cahan could no longer understand, ugly words, twisted and unpleasant on the ear. “They are coming,” he said and felt Segur begin to fade, heard the pushing aside of doors, the swish of curtains, the creak of armour as the people of Harn began to amass before the walls. The enemy would attack here, they always attacked here. They used no clever tactics, made no attempt to come at him from the rear but they had no need to, they had the numbers.


Soon comes the fire.


Waiting, watching, the feeling in his stomach as if a terrible hunger came upon him – when had he last eaten? A pain in his chest as though he were pierced by a spear.


Fire, the blue glow out of it in the forest, a great ball rising soundlessly into the air, reaching its apogee and falling towards the village. Cahan watched, felt no fear as he knew what would happen. The same as always happened. The Rai’s fire met the village shield made by the Forestals, splashing over a dome far above, cold blue of harsh meeting the warm green of least. He did not remember them putting it there, but he remembered it was a thing they could do. He turned; in the village he saw the Forestals arranged in a wedge shape, touching one another. The camouflage of their clothes gave their bodies fuzzy edges, made their faces hard to make out. He raised a hand to them, and the leader returned his salute.


He gave the forest his attention once more.


The Rai broke through the treeline, striding ahead of their troops in armour that writhed on their bodies, grew long tentacles to hold weapons. Behind marched their troops, blank-eyed conscripts who fought unthinkingly, with no concern for their own safety, thrusting mindlessly with their spears in such a way that they were easy to cut down. Behind him he heard the bows being drawn and he pulled on his own, without memory of stringing it or nocking an arrow; these things came automatically to him.


“Loose!”


Arrows, streaks across the sky, falling on the Rai army, felling soldier after soldier, cutting down Rai. The screaming of the wounded filled his ears, a sound more of anger than pain. Arrows flew again and again but the Rai’s forces kept coming. They would not retreat and Cahan knew it: they would make the walls. The fight would be on the walls.


“Loose!”


He watched the Rai, not the soldiers, watched their writhing armour because with every flight of arrows it writhed less, the tentacles grew smaller or vanished entirely, as if the loss of troops diminished them.


“Loose!”


Let them diminish.


More troops staggered and fell, and a few of the Rai even went down. Then they were at the wall and Cahan stood with the defenders. He did not remember calling them, but they had done this enough times that they did not need to be called. They fought through memory. Beside Cahan stood a huge man, on his other side was Furin and they wore the same clothing as the Forestals, all blurred outlines – even their faces could not be made out. Troops crawling over the wall, the way they moved wrong, upsetting, as if they had no bones. His axes rising and falling, killing. Sword and shields up and out on either side of him. Udinny! Hacking at the enemy.


But Udinny was …


“Leave the Rai to me!” he shouted and launched himself at the first one to breach the wall. It swayed and moved, quick as water, blue fire dancing across its weapons. The arrows in its body slowed it a little, as did the loss of its troops. It hissed at him, its tongue long and black, eyes ice-blue. Cahan buried an axe in its head and it fell, dissolving into nothing. The next came at him, throwing fire, and Cahan ran through the flames untouched to behead it, his axes barely stopped by its flesh.


The people of Harn screamed and died around him as they had so many times before. The Rai came on and the fight lasted for ever, it lasted hardly a moment. Then the Rai and their forces were gone and he was tired. So very tired and, despite the villagers around him, cheering once more at their victory he felt so very, very alone. He jumped from the wall. The villagers were either dragging wounded to the longhouse or beginning to fade, to vanish into the houses which glowed a faint green. It was over, but it was never over. Not long until once more they put themselves in front of the magic and the spears of the Rai’s forces, to be cut down and rise again, and Cahan found himself overcome.


“Why do you do this,” he asked, a sob in his voice, “why do you do this for me?”


As if they all heard his voice, as if they all felt his despair, they turned to him. Furin, face as muddied as all the others, but he was sure it was her. The Leoric reached out a hand to touch his shoulder, a brief moment of comfort, echoed by every villager in the square, a ghost movement. She spoke and when she did it was with the voice of every one of these faded and worn people.


You need me.
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Udinny


I am Udinny Mac-Hereward, monk of Ranya and chosen of my god, sent from death to life to re-weave the golden web, to resurrect the lands of Crua as I was resurrected myself.


And I am in a spot of bother.


Truthfully, there are things going on in my life that you would scarcely believe were you not me, and living through them. Even though I am me and I am living through them, I am not sure I believe them myself. I am a man now, for a start, an old man, which is less comfortable than I would like. Bits move that should not, and bits that should do not. I very much miss the body I was never sure I really had when I was dead. It did not ache and was quick to obey my every thought.


Still, I did not have time for complaint, more immediately pressing was the woman who was trying to kill me.


I had seen her before, while I had regained my strength, or at least the strength of this body. In the healing room she had been a dark presence in the shadows, behind Issofur, Furin’s boy, who was as much rootling as boy now. Her eyes never left me, whereas Issofur was very easily distracted. I was left with the definite feeling this woman wanted to talk to me, needed to talk to me. That I was somehow important to her in a way I could not fathom. More than once I tried to speak to her, of her, but the Forestals who tended me would tell me nothing. In fact, they would tell me nothing of anything. I know the body I inhabited was once a man called Fandrai, and that there was something of him they did not like. Rather than answer me they had me drink teas and take herbs for my health that fogged my memory. Within it was something I found disturbing and could not quite touch. My mind was constantly distracted either by drugs or by being forced to exercise in the longhouse I was kept in. Endless hours of walking up and down to strengthen muscles weakened by my time asleep.


The Forestal woman was patient: she waited and waited until finally even Issofur left my side and the healing room was empty. I was asleep when she came. She woke me with a gentle shake of my shoulder.


“Fandrai,” she said. I did not wake immediately, I was in a golden dream where towers rose from barren grasslands and armies of grass marched against armies of gasmaws. It was not a comforting dream, but it was close to being back in the world of Ranya and I enjoyed that. “Fandrai”, eyes slowly opening to see the Forestal woman above me, a knife in her hand. “I wanted you to see me before you died. To know it was me.” There was something haunted in the woman’s eyes, some old ghost that she clearly thought she could banish with my death, or his death.


“I am not this Fandrai. I am Udinny, monk of Ranya.”


“A fine fiction,” she said, “but you fool no one.” With that she lifted the knife … and was hit from the side by a bleating crownhead, knocked off the bed. I rolled the other way. Pushing myself up on aching legs and looking for something to defend myself with. The woman was back up in moments, cursing the crownhead, which had vanished into the shadows.


“I am not who you seek,” I told her, and all I could find to defend myself with was a wide bowl that had once held sweet-smelling herbs.


“You look like him.” She advanced on me, pushing long hair out of her face, “You sound like him.”


“I am not even sure I am a him.”


“You are going to die.” She came on, knife in her hand and its dark wood drank up my attention.


“Is this a good idea? Your people have been nursing me,” I said, raising the wooden bowl before me like a shield.


“Tall Sera has denied me long enough and I can fall little further in his grace.” She smiled, but it was not a friendly smile. “I will be avenged.”


The name Tall Sera was one I knew, though my memory of it was vague, I knew it from Udinny before and many things from that time I saw as if through smoke. A Forestal? A Forestal leader, was that where I was? The woman intent on my next death was definitely one of them, from the green cloak and clothes to dappled face make-up, all these were Forestal things.


“I am in the Forestal city,” I said. Now that I had said it, well, it was obvious from the way the building I was in was constructed from living wood; who else could make such buildings? “I did not expect it to be so warm.” The woman faltered, as if wrong-footed by words. Then she advanced once more.


“Just because your wits are a little addled, Fandrai, does not mean I will let my family’s vengeance lie forgotten in a clearing.”


“I genuinely do not—” It hit me, a memory. I knew who this woman was. Tanhir. She had led a crusade against my grove, against my people. I felt aggrieved, but I also understood. I saw her cut down those I knew. I felt her nearness as I ran throughout Crua to escape her. No, not only to escape her. To right some terrible wrong I knew was in the world. Death was a sickening. Cahan!


Back in the living, growing hut I felt my foot hit something, felt myself falling backwards. I hit my head, falling through the pain into another memory, hazy and strange, me and not me. Surrounded by my acolytes, following bandits through the Jinnwood, they had taken and killed those at a small farm. They were ripe for harvest, a gift to Hirsal Who-Is-In-The-Shadows. Their bows would not save them. My people also had bows, smaller, made of horn, and though they lacked range my people did not need range. It was not our way. We stalked, we surrounded, we clothed ourselves in darkness and the thick black mud of the places that saw little light. Places where pools of water were thick with rotting vegetation and acted as dark mirrors where you could see your soul reflected back at you.


Waiting, waiting until they crossed out of the darkness of the forest into the light of a clearing, their laughter filling the gaps between the trees. Stepping out before them, my arms raised.


“Welcome, friends.” The group stopping, eight of them, bows unstrung, a couple putting their hands to the blades and axes they carried but they sensed no threat in this one old man. Somewhere, a gasmaw hummed. The scent of bruised grasses filled the air. “I am Fandrai, follower of Hirsal Who-Is-In-The-Shadows, and I welcome you as you have entered the shadow of my god.”


“We recognise only the Boughry, may they look away from us, now leave, old man.” Laughter.


“Hirsal calls you to him.” My hands fell. The arrows sang in the air. This close none could escape and the small group fell. Going among the groaning bodies, watching the shadows of Hirsal as they cut throats. No need to let them suffer, that was not the way of Hirsal. Wrapping bodies in floatvine and taking them through Jinnwood to the swarden grounds. Offering each body to the grasses with a blessing, closing their eyes and wishing them peace and forgiveness through serving the Wyrdwood.


In the room, the woman on top of me, my hand on her wrist, trying to stop her pushing her blade into my chest.


“You were not there,” the words gasped from my mouth as I struggled with her. “You were not there.”


“So you admit you were!” She renewed her efforts to drive down the knife. “I was behind them,” I heard so much pain in her voice, “in the rearguard. I saw it all but could do nothing.” An emotional agony, “I raised them, I raised them and you made them monsters.”


“You murdered,” I said, a clear image, a half-built house in a clearing, the screams of those living there as arrows came from the wood. No chance to defend themselves.


“Incomers,” she hissed, “with no right to the forest.” She pulled her hand loose. Raised the knife and at the moment it would have come down something hit her. Not the crownhead this time. Something small and furred, Segur! Following it more bodies, rootlings, or at least one rootling. The other Issofur, who was not quite rootling, not yet.


Tanhir jumped to her feet, back to the door. The garaur and the rootlings between her and me. I could see she did not care; she would fight them all to reach me. She raised her knife.


Then arms around her. A man’s voice.


“You will not do this, Tanhir.”


The woman screamed, a sound half-frustration and half-pain. She struggled against the man holding her, trying to fight him off but he was big, found no difficulty in disarming her, in taking the blade and then pushing her away so she sprawled across the floor. Behind the man was another woman, hidden in shadow. “Again and again, Tanhir, you have defied me. You brought outcomers here, and they have shown our enemy the taffistones at the worst possible time. And now, when we are presented with something indescribable, something that could well be the will of the Boughry, you defy me again.”


“Tall Sera,” she was sobbing, begging, “he is a murderer, he took from me, he took who knows how many of our people and …”


“Silence!” it was a roar. “Take her,” he said, “I will deal with her later.” Two Forestals came in behind and pulled Tanhir up. She was sobbing. I felt for her. Her pain naked on her face, but I was also very glad she had not been allowed to kill me. Tall Sera looked down on me. “She is right,” he said, “you took many of ours, or Fandrai did. Now you claim to be this Udinny, who I know not only to be a young woman, but also dead. Though the account given of her death is strange indeed.”


“Not as strange as it was to be dead,” I told him. Did he smile? I was not sure. He did not really look like the smiling type.


“You could be a message from the forest gods, or you could be a very clever lie, and I have no real way of telling which.”


“Well …”


“Fortunately,” he said, “she does.” He pointed behind him and a woman stepped from the shadows. My heart leaped with joy.


“Furin!” I said, “I see Issofur is …” I struggled for the right word, I wanted to say well, but the child was quite plainly changed, “… healthy. Even if the forest has changed him, Cahan said it might. All that time ago.” I nodded at the growling child and she looked his way but she did not smile.


“I do not know how, Tall Sera,” she said, “but I think that is definitely the monk Udinny. No one else I have ever met talks so much when they should be silent.”
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Saradis


Tilt was hers.


No, not hers, it was Zorir’s, but she ruled for her god.


Saradis walked down the great hall, flags hung but they were in need of replacement, drifts of dust and dirt gathered in the corners of the great hall. The statues of the balancing men of Tarl-an-Gig had fallen, no need for that fiction now, and the wickerwork of the stars of Iftal was coming undone, like all would be undone. Saradis did not care, she barely even saw it. No one would judge her for this, no one dared. No, that was not true; maybe they did, those who still could but they were not important to her. None of this was important to her, it would all burn so what use was there in taking care of it? Let it fester and decay.


She no longer wore the clothes of a Skua-Rai, no restricting bodices of twigs, no layers of fabric to show her wealth and power, no complicated braids in her hair. She needed to impress no one, she was the chosen of a god and none would question that now.


Rai still stood an honour guard along the great hall; no, they were no longer Rai. They were the collared now, her servants, loyal only to her and to her god. She had never commanded they stand guard in the great hall, they simply did so. Maybe it was some residual memory of what they had been, or felt they should do. She would ask Laha, though whether the answer would make sense would be a coin toss. Laha was the channel of Zorir, a way for her to communicate directly with her god. She still communed in her own way, was still rewarded by the all-encompassing pleasure of Zorir’s presence – if anything it was stronger now. But day to day it was easier to go through Laha. She wondered where he was − probably with the bodies of the Reborn; they fascinated him. He liked to kill them and wait for them to rise again, then kill them once more.


She did not question it; he worked for Zorir just as she did.


Saradis walked up to the nearest collared, her armour was dull and the blue growths in the flesh of her neck were bright. Thick filaments pulsed as the collard’s heart beat, growing out from the collar and vanishing below the armour.


“Report to me on the preparations in Seerstem.” The collared shuddered and when they spoke they did at one remove from being interested, the voice dead and flat. She knew from experience that the lips of the collared nearest them would also move, mimicking whatever was said by this one.


“The army gathers in Seerstem. The southern armies move to counter us, but they do not have enough troops.” Saradis nodded. She knew this already but the novelty of being able to communicate across vast distances instantaneously was still fresh. How great Zorir was. Not long now until the last push. Mydalspire had fallen to them, Seerspire would probably surrender. Only Jinneng and Jinnspire remained. Them and the forest bandits.


She left the collared, its message delivered but its mouth still moving as though there was more to say. In the beginning she had wondered if some remnant of the Rai’s personality was left once the collar went on, but she had soon stopped caring. After all, did it really matter?


At the doors to the courtyard waited Vir, the man who had once served the red, once been in the Forestal city. She had not collared the soldier, despite he was from the south. He hated and she recognised it. He had brought her important information and shared it freely – out of a need for vengeance. Again, something she understood. Besides, she had learned quickly that it did not do to collar everyone. The collared were good at taking direction and fearless against the enemies of Zorir, but not so good at thinking. They were soldiers, not leaders. Some very particular Rai she had kept uncollared, some soldiers she had promoted.


All feared her.


She liked that.


As she approached Vir he stood straighter, awaiting her attention. His armour was glossy, black heartwood with willwood thorns that crawled across the breastplate. A gift from her. Its last owner would not miss it.


“Tree Commander,” she said. She had invented the rank for him. He was resourceful, fearless and experienced, not the only one in her army by any means, but the only one who absolutely owed her his life. And the only one filled with such a need for revenge. He looked a little taller when she spoke to him. “How go our plans to deal with Forestals?”


“Not great,” he said. She still struggled with the familiarity he often showed, but hid her frustration. After all, she would not have to put up with it for too long and then she would be reborn in a more perfect world, and have no need to cope. “Your Rai can’t get into the taffistone network.” She walked on and he walked with her. Before her rose the great taffistone of Tilt, in front of that the sacrifice stones, each of them ringed by a thick, blue root that ran back to the great temple, though the great taffistone remained free of them. “I’ve had stonemasons from the town trying to crack the big one,” Vir pointed at the great stone, “so we can force in some slivers, see if that weakens the rest and lets us in. But no luck so far.”


“Do the Rai think this will work?”


“They don’t like to commit.” Vir grinned at that. He enjoyed ordering Rai about even more than she enjoyed telling them they must answer to him. “We lost one this morning.”


“Really?” She stopped walking while she was still in the shadow of the great stone. “How?”


“The stone opened, Jammas Bar-Clay threw himself in and the stone closed, cut him in half. The others are a little less enthusiastic now.”


“Surely they should be more enthusiastic, if they forced an opening.”


“Feeling among the others,” said Vir, looping his thumb through his belt, “was that it was a trap. They were let in, then closed off. If anything, that means we have less control than we hoped.” Saradis let out a breath.


“That is not what Zorir wants to hear.” She knew, deep down, that the network was important, not just for tactical reasons, but to her god.


“Nor me,” said Vir. “I want to exterminate those forest vermin. They’re unnatural, ain’t right. You should give some thought to my suggestion.” She looked up. A formation of gasmaw flew overhead and she smiled: was it a sign?


“I do not want to waste my mawriders in the forest.”


“You said that, I agree, I mean the other one. Take another skyraft.”


“They are little use if we cannot fly them.”


“We can if you collar the crew.”


“A raft cannot go into Wyrdwood.”


“With respect, Skua-Rai,” he said, and she turned to him. The change to serious usually meant he had a good point to make. “I do not believe it is true.” She stared at him. “I think they do not take the skyrafts over the forests ’cos they are worried about damaging them. But we’re not, are we? Crash the Iftal-cursed thing down on their tree city. That would cripple them from the start. Use mawriders as scouts to find it.” She scratched at the side of her head; what he said had some merit. It would turn the rest of the rafters against her, but did that really matter, now she was so close?


“Very well,” she said. “I will think on it. Anything else to report?”


“Lost four more collared in the lower city.” Before she could say anything he continued talking. “Rumour is, the Osere are loose down there, dark creatures preying on the servants of the god.” Saradis laughed to herself.


“You do not look convinced, Tree Commander.”


“I think there’s a few turncoats. The god is probably not what most expected. Some will always refuse to see the truth.” She nodded. Odd, she thought, how this man could find the Forestals and their way of life so deeply unpleasant he betrayed a woman he had fought with all his life, but did not even blink at her God and all the change it brought.


“Feed a few of the townspeople to the collared and our Rai. Tell them we want these Osere, or there will be more punishments.” Vir nodded.


“I’ll get on that, Skua-Rai.” She walked away, out of the shadow of the stone and into the glory of Zorir. As with every time she did this she had to ready herself. Had to calm her breathing lest the majesty of it steal her breath away and leave her faint, here, in front of all she ruled.


In front of Zorir.


The eight-sided pyramid that housed the god reached almost halfway up the central spire of Tilt. Atop was Zorir, her god did not move, the central roundel of its body and the eight tentacles that emanated from it held it on what she thought of as a throne on the top of the pyramid. Just below Zorir hung the proof of her god’s power, her enemy, Cahan Du-Nahere, vanquished. Nothing more than a limp corpse beneath what he should have been serving. She liked to think of him as a corpse, though she was sure he was not. He did not spoil for a start. Although the idea of him in torment, shackled to Zorir, appealed to her, she did not like the idea that he still lived. Where there was life there was hope, wasn’t that what people said?


Nearer the pyramid the ever-present stink of the city was dispelled by the pleasant ozone of Zorir’s power, and if there was a background smell slightly reminiscent of a sickroom, what of it? From the top of the pyramid, from the god themselves, ran thick blue roots, twisting around the pyramid, splitting and reforming. At the bottom they ran over the ground and into the city; one particularly large one ran to the sacrifice stones, curling around them and crawling over them, only stopping before the largest as if something held it off. A fork of the same root passed over the main thoroughfare between the spire and the pyramid; the people had built a walkway over it as Saradis would allow no one to touch the roots. Her footsteps echoed hollowly off the wood as she walked. More collared lined the road to the pyramid and just before the black rock of it was a figure. How small the figure looked, only serving to outline the huge size of the building which had risen from below to gift them Zorir.


It was to the figure that Saradis made her way: Laha, his naked body wreathed in blue lines, roots of his own. He watched her approach but did not greet her or speak or react to her in any way she thought of as human. He was not Laha any more, she knew that. Or maybe he was, maybe he was the purest possible form of Laha, his devotion complete – though it was no longer to her. Laha belonged to Zorir, and somewhere inside she was jealous, but she would not give in to that. She did not want to be like Laha, he was a slave, not chosen in the way she was.


She liked the city a lot more under Zorir. It was quieter. The Rai did not bother her, or look at her with barely hidden scorn. The people rarely came up here, they stayed in the low city, awed, frightened and easy to control.


How they should be.


She came to a stop before Laha and the man turned to her.


“Bored with the Reborn?” she said. He stared at her, his eyes the same blue as Zorir’s great roots.


“The trion is needed,” said Laha. The words breathy, she wondered if this was actually Zorir she spoke to, or if Laha only interpreted. He had been almost himself when he had first returned from the dead, but that had changed.


“They will be found, as you know we believe they are in the Forestal’s city, and it must also be found.”


“The taffistones,” said Laha.


“We have been unable to break in. It may be that the trion is needed for that.” Laha stared at her, his blue eyes unreadable. Was he disappointed, angry? Impossible to tell.


“The trion is needed,” said Laha again.


“Yes, our armies amass in the south, we will take Seerspire and Jinnspire, collar their Rai. Then even without the taffistones we will have full access to the southern Wyrdwood, we will find Woodhome, kill or collar the Forestals and bring Zorir the trion.”


“The trion is needed,” said Laha.


“Yes,” said Saradis. “As I said, it should not be long, not compared to how long Zorir has already waited.”


“Time is passing. The fire must come. The sleepers awaken.” She did not understand that, but she did not understand a lot of the things that Laha said now. He did not always talk of fire, sometimes it was of “the release”, or “the journey” which she thought meant the star path. That would be the end of all this, the paradise where she would be close to her god. Closer. “Bring the trion.”


“I will do all I can,” she said, “to speed the capture of the trion for you.”


“Do all you can,” said Laha. She nodded and turned away, filled her lungs with the ozone smell of Zorir and made to return to the spire. One more piece, that was all that was needed. They had Cahan, now only the trion was needed.


She would find them. She would give her god what they wanted.


She would bring the fire.
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Sorha


The room was small and dark, a cellar beneath a tumbledown old house right up against the farthest wall of Tilt. It stank of old fruit and the riper, more uncomfortable, scent of too many bodies in one room. She turned over, trying not to disturb those sleeping around her and reached out, her hand moving through the thin covers until she found the hilt of her sword. How odd it was, to be back in the place she had once called home and feel less safe than she ever had.


Her name was Sorha and she had been Rai. She no longer thought of herself as that woman. Sorha the Rai had existed in another world, this world, but she had died and fallen into the depths of Crua to be taken by the Osere. She had found herself in a strange relationship in the darkness with a man she had done nothing but hate, not a friendship, that would be to overstate it, and to understate it. Not a dependence either, though it had started as that: his dependence on her to hold in check what grew inside him, her dependence on him to nurse her broken body.


Then they had only each other among an alien people, the Osere, blind and frightening with ways different to those either of them were used to. A people with stories and traditions so far from what she knew that, at first, they had felt like a barrier between them. Then the Osere had shown them their land of Osereud, and that the world was not what they thought it was, was far more complicated and strange than they could ever have believed.


Sorha was reborn in the darkness.


Cahan was gone, and those people, the Osere, were now her only friends.


She wondered what would have happened if the Osere had not captured them. If they had not come across the – she still did not have the words for it – the thing, the creature? The god? She laughed quietly to herself. She would have killed him, there was little doubt about that. Once she was strong enough, sure enough of that dark place they had found themselves in, then her hatred would have festered, risen up and she would have slit his throat in the night.


Maybe she should have.


He would probably tell her that, she could hear his gruff voice saying that would have been the best decision. Preferable to what did happen. To being taken by the thing. Maybe it would, but that god his monk friend had been so fond of, the one who could not stop smiling even when Sorha beat her. How long ago was that?


It felt like a lifetime.


Well, the monk would not have agreed death was better. Would have said something about walking the path, but making it your own journey. She did not really understand, but Sorha knew she was on the path now and had no intention of leaving it. As far as she could see there was only one direction to go in. There had been since Cahan had been taken. Since that thing had risen up from Osereud below to the overworld.


Overworld, a translation of one of their words, the Osere’s. She communicated in their language without thinking now, in a manner anyway, speaking half-Osere and half her own language. Frina, their leader did the same. The others she struggled with a little more but she still managed, and understood more every day. They were her people now. She was not sure how that had happened.


Adversity made the strangest bonds.


So did understanding.


They had entered Tilt during the night, she was not sure how long after the rising it was. Days definitely, maybe longer. Before that they had been climbing up a series of endless stairs around the column that had lifted the pyramid. She remembered thinking it would never stop, the ache in her legs. The way the Osere struggled to explain what they believed was happening. Slow conversations, with hand gestures whenever they stopped. Trying to sleep with a rope around her middle, tethered to the stair so that she did not roll off in the pitch darkness. And slowly, as they ascended, she began to understand more and more of what was said. Whispered conversations of “the time” and “the others” but she could not grab quite enough meaning for context. Did they worry for the people left behind, or the world left behind, but she had begun to think it was something else. Meaning had begun to filter through, though at first she thought she was failing to understand. What they said seemed too strange, too unlike everything she had been brought up to believe.


Though that was foolish, she had found herself comrade to the Osere who all her life she had been told were creatures of darkness – which they were in a way – and only the cursed found themselves among them.


Maybe that was true also.


“What do they talk of, Frina,” she had asked eventually. “They do not want to go above, I understand that. You will be at a significant disadvantage. That is not your world.” It was true; without sight she felt sure the Osere would quickly be cut down. Even the meanest warrior possessed what to Sorha appeared to be an unassailable advantage. Frina shook her head.


“They do not fear, the overworld is promised us.”


“Then what is it they say, why do they want to go back?” said Sorha, and what followed, it was strange beyond her imagination, and yet it was familiar and fitted with the stories she knew. Like missing pieces in a puzzle, fed to her in broken words and hand gestures, half of it she barely understood.


The imprisoned gods had not all fought the people, some had sided with them; how else could the people have won against gods? In the end it had not been a victory; Iftal had broken, power had been removed from the gods and given to the people. The gods, the ones who fought with the people, sacrificed their ability to commune with the world to stop their enemies using it. Even so, it was not a defeat, more of a détente. An agreement was made, the gods would sleep, and Crua would be given over to the people. There was more to it, and Sorha was sure that she missed subtleties of language and story, but she understood the argument now. The constant back and forth of the Osere. Some believed this was the time to go to the over-world, others believed that they should go back to Osereud and wake the sleepers. The ones Sorha thought of as the “good” gods. Though she was unsure of the whole idea, these were gods; how could they hold the same morals as people? Did good and bad even apply?


On the other hand, she had seen the power of one of them, and the one thing all the Osere were in agreement of was that now one of them had broken the ancient agreement, more would wake. It was not even an argument, but a dialogue. Sorha was not used to this; for her entire life it had simply been the will of the strongest, or the most wily, that was done. The Osere worked differently, passing ideas between themselves in search of some equitable solution.


As Sorha listened it became clearer that the main problem was not whether they should wake the gods − they had come to the conclusion they should − but on how, and if it was possible. There were also questions of how many Osere remained below, and how many had been taken and changed into Betrayers. In the end, of the thirty or so Osere, only ten and Frina continued upwards with Sorha. The rest returned underground and there was a poignant ceremony of touching and saying goodbye that, even though Sorha was not really part of, they tried to involve her in. They had watched them go until they vanished, cloaked in their make-up of shadows. The only sign they were still there was when there was a flash of bright colour from below as they walked past some light source that lit them up in glorious pinks and purples and yellows, greens and blues. It happened twice more, then they were gone, round the circle of the column.


They found their way into the overland at night for which Sorha was thankful. Tiltspire was quiet in a way she had never experienced before. Part of her thought the thing on the pyramid would know they were there but it looked inert, dead even. Its pyramid did not: bright blue streams of light ran from it, flowing across and round the building, spilling from the bottom and into the streets of Tiltspire. Sorha wanted to run up the side of the pyramid, grab Cahan and run away with him. Take advantage of the fact the thing appeared to be sleeping. A tug on her arm from Frina stopped her.


“It will wake.” She wondered how the Osere knew what she was looking at, what she was thinking. “Must think, plan.”


“How do you know what I am looking at.”


“What else you look at.” She had nodded, amused at that, then led them carefully away from the pyramid.


The blue streams, more like roots up close, ran everywhere in Tiltspire. The Osere had some sense of them she lacked, steering her away from them, hissing and clicking to find their way through the empty streets of Tiltspire. Sorha led them towards the outer walls and the poorer areas. The further away they were from the temple the less of the roots they saw.


They found bodies in the street, and occasionally they heard the sounds of fighting. Many of the corpses had been fresh, looking to Sorha as if they had been used by the Rai. She stripped them when she found them, handing out cloaks and hats to the Osere so they could cover themselves and try to blend in a little.


She found Rai corpses as well. Each with a single wound to the neck and no other. Around them other Rai corpses, burned and left. It looked like the Rai had been fighting each other. She would expect such corpses to be stripped of armour but they were not. When she looked more closely the burned Rai had strange rings around their necks.


“Betrayers,” said Frina softly and Sorha had wondered if she was right. Sorha had bade the Osere wait and followed the trail of corpses to the point the Osere were no longer in the sphere where her power dulled down the effect of cowls – she had never entirely blocked them the way she did Rai, though she did not know why. Behind her, she heard a quiet exclamation and turned. Frina stood, her head turning from side to side; something in her posture spoke of shock, or amazement. When Sorha returned, the Osere was first to speak.


“I see in this world,” she said, “narrow street, like sound pictures but different.”


“Colours?” said Sorha, before thinking that was foolish, that the Osere had no frame of reference for colour. “Like different tastes in what is before you?” Frina shook her head.


“No. Shapes,” she said, “I feel shapes.”


“We will think more on this,” said Sorha, “but first we must hide. I think the Rai version of Betrayers have this city now.” Frina nodded, and Sorha had led them until they found the abandoned house they were in now. Since then they had been planning, they had made forays from the house, sneaking round the silent city. Sorha needed information and for that they needed one of the Rai. But Rai were hard to find. Twice they had taken what they thought were Rai and found them to be the Betrayers. Different to the Osere version, these had a blue collar of root material around their neck and a sliver of stone from which it grew. They would say nothing; in fact, when they entered the sphere of Sorha’s influence they became frantic, fighting with a rote savagery that had no skill to it. It made them easier to overpower but, as the Osere put it, what they once were was gone. They could give no information.


Sorha thought of taking a soldier, but it was unlikely a soldier would know much. She needed Rai.


“Frina,” she said softly. The Osere turned her head towards Sorha. “I must go out, do not leave, or let any of your people leave here.”


“They are curious,” said Frina, “to try out sight they have when you leave. They think it a gift from Iftal, a reward for standing fast.”


“Then let them do it in here,” hissed Sorha, “if the people of Tiltspire catch one of you they will not be kind. My people are not kind to what they do not understand.” Frina nodded.


“I will do my best.”


With that Sorha left, creeping out into the night but she could not shake the feeling that a promise to do your best, well, it was not the same as a promise not to do a thing.
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Dassit


She felt lost in Wyrdwood.


Consumed by it.


Dwarfed by the vast trees.


In Woodhome she had been within the tree, walking along its branches through the villages and houses perched there. She had not understood the colossus she moved within, she was too close to it to grasp the terrifying size. She had existed within it and her mind never had to examine just how immense the tree must be to hold a city of thousands above the forest floor. She had walked through the town and if she had to go up and down in gasmaw-powered lifts, if she watched the wall of the cloudtree pass, she still did not think about its size.


But since they had left, to accompany Ont, she had been given no choice. It had been easier when they were chased, when she was thinking about the horror of the creatures that confronted them. When the creatures of the forest turned up, surrounded them, led them on, she had been able to concentrate on them. When they vanished one night, left them alone and she was sure they had been led into a trap, she had been ready. She had a spear in her hand, a blade at her hip. She understood that kind of danger.


But there had been no trap.


There was only the silence of the forest, the strangeness of it, the sheer size of it. Ania was immune, she barely even looked at the trunks of the cloudtrees as they moved around them. Ont was blind, though he no longer moved like a blind man. He moved like a man with purpose, as though the leaf litter, which shifted and twisted beneath her feet, was solid ground. He walked like a confident man, as if he knew exactly where he was going and what was needed. Somewhere, deep within, she was glad for him. She had seen how battle wounds could destroy someone and the wounds the big man had suffered had been severe, some of the worst she had seen. His skin was still raw and weeping in places from the cowlfire.


At the same time, she resented him and it made her angry with herself, that she could resent this man who had lost so much simply because he was capable of feeling comfortable in the place where she felt like nothing, like a speck on the back of the world. In the distance she saw another cloudtree, a wall of wood, a reminder of her own insignificance. Around the base of it grew the dark-leaved bushes that were everywhere, looking like tiny dots though Dassit knew they would tower over her.


“It makes you feel like nothing, doesn’t it?”


She turned. The Forestal Ania walked by her side while Ont walked on ahead, striding as if he had no worries in the entire world. For a moment she couldn’t speak, she was too surprised that the Forestal would understand how she felt.


“I thought you would be immune.” The Forestal shook her head, stared at the floor as her feet sank into the carpet of needles, using her bowstaff to steady herself.


“You never become immune,” her voice was soft. “Sometimes you forget to look,” she raised her head, “it becomes like the walls of a familiar home, then one day something is moved and it is unfamiliar. You see it all again. Know that your life is small and your time here almost meaningless.” Dassit nodded; she had never considered the Forestal the type of person to think of such things.


“How do you cope, I feel …” she looked for the right word.


“Exhausted,” said Ania softly. “It makes you feel exhausted.” Dassit nodded, for just a heartbeat she could not answer. What Ania said was correct, exhausted and more, hollow, meaningless.


“How …” she began, found her voice betrayed her and she had to start again. “How do you get past it?” Ania laughed, but there was no humour there; it was as dry and as dead as the leaf litter.


“Don’t ask me that, ask him,” she pointed at Ont as he walked forward. “What he has overcome is greater than any cloudtree.” Dassit nodded, what Ania said did not help but Ont gave her something to focus on. Concentrate on what they had come to do, even though she did not really know what it was any more than heading north. She would focus on that, on him and on whatever it was that drew him onwards, and her and Ania in his wake. As she watched Ont, something drew her eye onto the bushes.


“Why do you think all those,” again, lost for words, “creatures came, and then just vanished, Ania?”


The Forestal shrugged. “Who knows why the forest does anything. If I were to guess I would say it was to make sure we did not turn around and go back.”


“But—”


“Movement,” the Forestal cut her off, stopped and pointed ahead. Then she pulled a string from her pouch and strung her bow, a simple quick and practised movement. It dispelled any sense of worry from the woman. Dassit saw it fall away as she readied her weapon, took out an arrow and held it in the same hand she held the bow. Dassit grasped her spear more tightly, breathed deeply.


“What is it?” she said.


“I do not know, but follow my lead.” Together they ran after Ont, Ania telling him to slow down. He did, though not by much. He had been overcome by something, a confidence, a surety and he was pulled onwards in the grip of its mania. She felt it, too. Whenever they stopped to take some much-needed rest it grew. She thought that for Ont it was almost impossible to ignore: he could not sleep, he paced back and forth. For her it was different, a nagging annoyance, the growing feeling she had forgotten some important detail and when she tried to examine it further she found only one thing. A word, a feeling, a desire: north.


It filled her in quiet still moments, so any action was good. She was frightened, that some new forest thing was out there, waiting, but it was better than the feelings the trees engendered in her, that terrible smallness.


When they were nearer, when the bushes were large enough to dwarf her, when the cloudtree was nothing so much as a wall of wood that she could not raise her head to look at – and if she did it became a battle not to throw herself to the floor and cower before the feeling the tree was coming down, Ania raised a hand to stop her.


“Ont, slow,” said Ania. “There is something up ahead.” He turned, the mask of wood and grass that covered his burned face looking somewhere between them.


“The forest does not wish us harm,” he said, the words ragged, his breathing difficult.


“Maybe not,” said Ania, “but it does not wish us well either.” He continued on and she ran after him, Dassit following. Ania grabbed the big man’s arm and pulled him to a stop. “We all hear it, Ont, we all feel the need to go north. But run straight into a littercrawler nest, or something worse, and we will never get there.” He shook her off. “Ont, something is moving in the bushes. Even if you care nothing for yourself, think of Dassit and me.” That slowed him. He came to a stop.


“Sorry,” he said, and his huge shoulders slumped. “The call, it fills me.” He rubbed at the side of his head, knocking the grass mask askew. “My head aches. My heart yearns for the north.”


“We will not stop,” said Ania, “but we go carefully.” Ont nodded and Ania waved Dassit forward.


It felt good to Dassit. She transferred her spear to her left hand, took a throwing spear from the quiver at her hip and held it in her right. Doing was good, she needed to be doing.


Both she and Ania kept low, the Forestal half stringing an arrow. They saw nothing in the bushes, no sign of movement, and Dassit began to doubt herself. Still, they moved closer, Dassit watching for any movement in the bushes that she could read as something unnatural, at odds with how it should be.


Night fell.


Though it never really fell in Wyrdwood.


It sprang on you. One moment it was the sepia gloom of Wyrdwood. Then it was night, pitch dark until the explosion of bioluminescence banished it, a natural light show that was as surprising as it was beautiful. Wheels of light, clouds of it, explosions of every imaginable colour.


And something moved in the bush.


Dassit drew back her spear arm to throw. Ania grabbed her.


“No,” a whisper. “Not until we know what is there.”


“But if …”


“Act against the forest, it will react.” Dassit swallowed, let her muscles relax. Another rustle of leaves, black in the wash of changing light. Then more.


“There is either many of them or there is something huge,” whispered Dassit.


“We hold. If we are to be overwhelmed attacking will not help.”


“It would make me feel better to at least strike a blow.” Every muscle within her wound up, wanting release.


“There!” said Ania, still holding tight, “rootlings.” Dassit felt herself relax. She had become used to the rootlings of Woodhome, familiar, friendly and mischievous. They had already met rootlings, hundreds of them, and come to no harm. She began to lower her spear. “Not yet,” said Ania, “back up slowly, forest rootlings are not always predictable.” They stepped back, slowly, and more and more rootlings appeared. Dassit could not quite decide why, but there was something different about them. Something familiar about one of them. She was sure that she saw the boy from Woodhome, Furin’s child, Issofur, darting among the group but as quickly as he was there he was gone.


More and more rootlings appeared as Dassit and Ania backed up. The rootlings did nothing but stand, the crowd of them growing and with them grew a sense of threat, of menace, of the quiet, growing power of Wyrdwood.


“Will they attack?” said Dassit softly.


“I hope not.” The rootlings started to make a noise, a low chattering that spread through the crowd, growing then ebbing like the bluster of winds.


“What do we do?” said Dassit as she and Ania stepped back again. When they did the rootlings stepped forward, keeping the distance between them the same. It was quietly threatening; keeping their attention entirely on the mass of forest creatures, among them Dassit saw traces of what they had been, garaur, raniri, crownhead. Step by step they were moved back, and back, and back with the rootlings shadowing their every move. If they stopped, so did the rootlings. When they moved, so did the rootlings. Unless they moved forward, then the rootlings stayed still, a low growl and sense of threat growing until Dassit and Ania stepped back once more.


“What is happening?” said Dassit. “What are they doing?”


“I do not know,” said the Forestal.


Almost as if they heard, their behaviour changed: the great mass of rootlings broke off, ran, vanishing into the bushes before them or loping off into the distance. Dassit and Ania stood utterly still. Waiting. Watching. Then Ania straightened up, placed her arrow back in the quiver at her hip. “I have never seen such behaviour from them,” said the Forestal. “But Ont is more in tune with the forest than I have ever been, maybe he can …” As she spoke she turned and her words died away, because Ont, who they travelled north to protect, was gone.
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Venn


Venn sat before the foci of the trion in Woodhome.


In a way, this was a judgement upon Venn, though the trion was not worried, not really. Once they would have been terrified, been cowed by this small council of important people, not now. Venn felt pity for Brione: they had been the leader of the foci and their support for Venn had weakened them. Now Sendir led them and it was Sendir who led this meeting, Sendir who had called it.


They sat around the same steaming pot in the longhouse of the trion they had sat around when they first met Venn. None had spoken yet. They were letting the atmosphere close in on Venn, and once it would have. Once Venn would have shivered and feared and worried about what these people thought of them and what would happen to them and how they would continue, where they would continue.


They were not that person any more.


The lessons they had gone through with the foci had helped them grow, helped them see what was within them and ways to use it, though that had only been a start. Since then, what was within them, the cowl, it had grown and kept growing.


“You are called before us,” Sendir spoke, their voice like the grinding together of tree branches in the cold winds of Harsh, “to answer to your crimes.”


“Crimes?” said Brione. Once their words would have held power, but Venn could feel how the currents in the room no longer favoured them, how Brione had been forced to stand back from the group as they were the one who had brought Venn into the foci. “A harsh word, Sendir, and a crime brings with it punishment, is that what you wish?” A moment’s silence: only the bubbling of the pot, the fragrancy of it, summer flowers and crushed leaves.


“Crimes,” said Sendir again, “some of us,” she glanced at Brione, “may wish to frame this as defiance, or foolishness, but I say it is crimes. We brought this outsider into our world, we made them and theirs welcome and what have they brought us?” Sendir looked around the dimly lit house and if Venn had hoped one of the other trion would speak up for them they were to be disappointed, but they had not and so they were not. “Betrayal, that is what they have brought,” Sendir sat back, the top of their nose was all that was illuminated beneath the hood threaded with twigs, “betrayal and ruin.” Again, the trion let their words sink in, let the room settle around the weight of what was said.


“And what,” said Brione, “is it you suggest is done? Do you suggest we remove Venn’s cowl?” Silence then; Venn could feel how that had landed among them. How it had created an awkwardness because they all knew, or at least suspected, that they could not. That no matter what power they may have within them, or grouped together with other Forestals to amplify their strength, none of them knew if they could stand against Venn.


“I would suggest we at least try,” said Sendir. “Let’s not forget, their cowl is a twisted thing, born not of the forest but of the Rai’s blooming rooms.” A momentary shiver ran through Venn’s body, a tensing of muscles as if they expected to grabbed, to be held down and have violence visited upon them.


Nothing happened.


“If the cowl cannot be removed,” they continued, “then the trion must be removed.”


“Only a fool would banish them,” said Brione, “the Rai in Tiltspire want their power, we know they search for them.”


“And that will bring them here,” said Sendir, “to Woodhome.”


“So what?” said Brione. “You would cast Venn out into the world, make them easier for the Rai to find?” Sendir shook their head.


“We made the mistake of not chopping the head off the gasmaw before, and look where that has got us.” They looked around the assembled trion. “We hear an old god has risen in Tilt, an old darkness has returned. We can feel it in the taffistone network, looking for a way through. It already has the strength of Cahan Du-Nahere. If it takes this trion, a true conduit through to Crua, that will be it for all of us.” They looked directly at Brione. “This god has banished all others, it seeks to be everything. We work for all, not for one. This trion is too dangerous and, though it pains me,” it did not, thought Venn, sound like it pained them too much, “the only way to be sure, is for Venn to give up their cowl.”


“Or?” said Brione.


“They must.”


The heaviness of silence, the oppression of it. Sendir’s eyes burning in the darkness. Brione, looking down, hiding their acquiescence with their hood; because they were acquiescing, Venn knew it. They were frightened and Venn understood. Venn had been frightened for longer than they could remember. Terrified when Forestals had come through the stone with reports of the creature in Tilt, the black pyramid with the corpse of Cahan Du-Nahere hanging like a straw doll left out to soak beneath the geysers.


But Venn did not believe Cahan was dead, even if all others did. They looked around, a smile played over their lips and they scratched at the side of their mouth where a little of the green and grey make-up of the Forestals was flaking away.


“You talk with fear in your mouths,” they said, and were amazed at how calm they sounded. “You talk with surety but you are simply frightened.”


“So you will not give up your cowl?” This voice was not from the foci of the trion, but from the back of the room, from a figure hidden in the shadows.


“No, Tall Sera,” said Venn, “I will not.” Forestals came out from the shadows, if he was surprised that Venn knew he was there then the Forestals’ leader did not show it. He held his bow in one hand, an arrow also. “And none here could take it from me.”


“You know what our other choice is, Venn?” he sounded resigned, sad.


“Death, of course. But you talk as if there are only two choices.”


“I see no others, neither do the foci or they would have spoken up.” Venn stood and all eyes were on them.


“You,” Venn turned to Sendir, “cannot take my cowl. True, it was born of the blooming rooms. But I have been touched by Cahan Du-Nahere, the power of the Boughry has run through me and I am chosen of Ranya.” They did not know where these words came from, but they felt right. “If my death is the only way you see forward, then you can have it, but I pity your people. And you, Tall Sera, I thought a man of more imagination.” Tall Sera drew a long breath.


“Maybe, when I stand before you with a bow, it is not the time to defy me, Trion.”


“Nothing has changed since the last time I defied you, Forestal.”


“That is not true,” said Tall Sera, “and you know it, what has happened in Tilt is …”


“Frightening,” said Venn, “terrifying even, and they have my friend.”


“He is to blame for it.” Venn shook their head.


“I doubt he went willingly.”


“That is the point we make,” said Sendir. “A trion is a key to power, we cannot risk you being taken.” Venn turned, looking at each one of them and wondering when they had grown stronger than those around them, when fear had become something they could push away.


“I was one of many trion, they pushed us into the blooming rooms, and many died.” The scent of death in their nose, the memory of screams in their ears, “They are still doing it and you know that, you have heard of trion vanishing from the villages, the largers and spire cities.” Something cracked in the heated rocks below the pot, sending sparks into the air.


“There is no guarantee they will find another like you,” said Sendir.


“And none they won’t,” said Venn. “If they do at least you have me to stand in their way, and if you are truthful you know they will come for you whether I am here or not.”


“How will you stand against them? How will they even find us?” said Sendir, a half-cough, half-laugh. “The man who ran, Vir, he does not know any more than Woodhome is in the southern Wyrdwood. They will not find us.”


“Sendir, there is much I do not know.” Venn turned to Tall Sera, “But consider this. Cahan hangs below this creature, this Osere god. I am here, Ont walks out into the wood to go north, called by a voice only he, Dassit and Ania, who you trust more than any other, can hear.” Did that land, or did Tall Sera only feel Ania had betrayed him for an outsider? Venn did not know, could not know. “And Udinny, the monk of Ranya who died in the defence of Harn so long ago, has returned from death.”


“So you say,” said Sendir but she did not sound as sure of herself. All eyes were on Venn.


“Those who walk the path of Ranya,” said Venn, “are still walking it. This is a time of gods. I am here for a reason, as is Udinny, as is Cahan. That is why Ont and Ania and Dassit walk the forest.” Venn looked around, meeting the gaze of each and every one in the tree house.


“You forget,” said Sendir eventually, “we are Forestals of the Wyrdwood, we do not follow your town and plains gods. We live under the gaze of the Boughry and our only prayer is that they do not look at us too closely. Your weak and gentle god of pathways has no place here, you have no place here.” Sendir stared at Venn, turned to look at Tall Sera. “If they will not give up their cowl,” they said, “you know what must be done.” Tall Sera let out another long breath, a sigh, then transferred his bow from left to right hand so he could draw it and Venn knew the time had come, that they must try for something they had been unsure of, but if ever was the time now was it.


“Sendir of the foci,” said Venn, and as they spoke they let their consciousness reach out, felt themselves as the tree, as the power running through it, felt its connection to the forest floor and through the tree they found Ranya’s web, more ragged and frail than ever but still vital, still spanning the entire world of Crua. They did not raise their voice but all heard it as louder. “You forget that I am not only chosen of Ranya, but that in the village of Harn I was a living embodiment of the Boughry.” Reaching out and reaching again, further and further, into the cold north where they found the burning light – a frightening power, though not as frightening as it once had been to Venn. They understood more, the interlinkedness of all things that lived and were not touched upon by the corruption of the Osere God risen in Tilt. Venn opened themselves to the power there, let them know what they knew, let them in, let them take control and the words they spoke became a struggle to release from their mouth. “You pray to avoid the Boughry,” said Venn and their voice was a well of darkness, a whirling purple and black that filled the minds of all around them, “but they are already here.”


Rootlings, rushing around the tree, loping towards the longhouse, hundreds of them; further out thousands more stopped what they were doing and turned towards Woodhome. A skinfetch twisted towards the tree city and hissed. Swarden paused in the building of strange towers. Shyun put down their bows and blowpipes and stared towards Woodhome with black, three-lobed eyes. Venn’s mind became a light, a shimmering, spinning, shifting forest light obscured by figures, powerful and broken at the same time. Aware and unaware of what they were, what Venn was. Venn let go, watched themselves as if from above. They were taller now, attended by the shades of the Boughry, and before them Tall Sera and the foci were cowering. If Venn expected some speech, some words, some guidance, there was none. Only the sudden and inescapable knowledge that something terrible and powerful looked this way.


Then they were back. In the room with the fragrant broth and the foci and Tall Sera. None looked at Venn. None spoke, not at first. Eventually Tall Sera took a breath.


“What would you have us do?” said the Forestal leader. At first Venn did not understand. Then, when the words had filtered through, they shook their head, feeling hair as long and thick as it had ever been tickling their neck.


“I do not want to lead you,” Venn said, “you work together to look after yourselves and your community. Something terrible and dark has been growing in the soil, and now it is taking our world. I only want you to care for others the way you do yourselves.”


“And is that what the Boughry want?” Sendir said. They did not sound as if they agreed, or had any wish to back down, and Venn knew you could not force a friendship. Venn shrugged.


“They came, didn’t they?”
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Udinny


I am not sure these people like me very much.


In fact, that is a lie. I am very sure these people do not like me at all, but I am trying not to take it personally. It is not actually me they do not like. If they were given time to get to know Udinny Pathfinder, monk of Ranya, traveller in the land of death and beyond, then I am sure they would like me very much. I am a very likeable person.


It is the body I inhabit that they do not like, that of Fandrai, monk of Hirsal Who-Is-In-The-Shadows.


Not that I can blame them. As I share this body I see occasional memories left over from the man who lived in it before, and those memories are not pleasant. They are shifting, twisting things that shimmer like the Wyrdwood grasslands where swarden rise from the corpses of transgressors and …


There it is again.


These memories are not comfortable, they are like a hand that grabs your innards and squeezes, like cold water flowing down your back or like a sense of your own doom come upon you. Though the sense of doom could also be from the distinct feeling I am not alone in this body. Something else shares it and it watches.


It watches the world.


It watches me.


Or the sense of doom could be from the shackles around my hands and neck, and that I am being led through quite the largest tree I have ever seen to stand before a court of Forestals who will determine my fate. With me, and similarly shackled, is the woman who tried to kill me. I find it difficult to blame her for what she did, considering what happened to those she loved, but I have always been a very reasonable sort like that.


In theory, I could escape at almost any time, for I am Cowl-Rai. Oh, not like Cahan, I am not about to make this great cloudtree walk, or rip apart my jailers with a thought, nor am I about to call up fire and burn them where they stand or drown them in the water of their own body, but I have power. Or, more strictly, what I share this body with has the possibility of power, the memory of it. Tied to it is a great fear, the fear of the one who owned this body before. He was intimate with death, so close to it as to be practically a sibling, but his fear lives within the cowl. I know what he did not, of the great corruption that took Cahan Du-Nahere and that, if these people are to be believed, has had him raise a great darkness in Tiltspire.


I have to admit that does not sound like the sort of thing the Cahan I knew would do, and in the far-below Crua I know he fought against the creature that seeks to usurp Ranya from her web of light. However, I am not sure these people believe a word I say. They are quite a dour lot from what I have seen, though that is little enough. Just row upon row of Forestals, faces masked by dappled make-up, watching silently as I am led through the tree city.


That my captors bring me to stand beneath three great statues of the Boughry, made of wood and grass, which loom forbiddingly over a wooden square on a wide branch, does not particularly fill me with hope. All around Forestals gather in groups and singles and pairs, children run laughing through the trees and to the side stands their leader, Tall Sera, and with him a group of trion and a figure who brings a smile to my face and at last a real sense of hope: Venn. They look so different to who I knew before I died. More serious. More grown up. More hair.


Venn is somehow larger now, not in stature but in themselves. They carry themselves as if they are surer of the world and their place in it. Behind them stands Furin and she is the opposite: she is reduced and I want to hold her, to offer her some comfort in my arms. She has plainly lost so much.


“People of Woodhome!” Tall Sera stood forward, “we come here before the statues of the Woodhewn Nobles of Wyrdwood”, he gestured towards the statues of the Boughry which menace the square, “to cast judgement upon Tanhir of our people for going against my word.” The woman does not look at him as he speaks. “And upon Fandrai, priest of Hirsal, who murdered many of ours.” He looked around; the gathered Forestals became still, and I felt their gaze upon me. It was rather unpleasant to be the focus of so much unfriendliness, but I did not believe that Ranya had led me all this way just to be executed because she dropped me in the wrong body. Tall Sera gave a glance towards Venn, not a friendly one. If anything, I saw fear on his face which I did not really understand. “Tanhir, step forward.” The woman’s eyes were red from tears, though she struck me more as one soaked in fury than in sorrow. She cast a look my way as sharp as any knife. “Tanhir,” said Tall Sera, “you have been told many times that you lost your people to the followers of Fandrai, and that in turn you took his followers, and this was allowed by us.”


“But it was he who—”


“Quiet,” Tall Sera’s voice a roar. “For generations, the followers of Hirsal have taken those who murdered, they were part of the forest as much as a spearmaw or a litter-crawler. Your justice was allowed after the fact, it was not sanctioned before and would not have been. As such, you were forbidden from pursuing Fandrai, so what he is to the forest could be rebuilt.”


“He took my children,” her words were raw, bitter and broken.


“Who in this forest has not had children taken?” said Tall Sera. “And we have heard how you took the children of others.”


“Outsiders,” she spat the word, “intruders.”


“Nonetheless, Fandrai acted within the bounds of forest law. As such, he is free to go.”


“No!” The word was pain, an agony. “You cannot.”


“And you, Tanhir, have disobeyed. First you preyed upon outsiders, then you brought others here.”


“And each time I owed a debt,” the words were so quiet, so soft they could barely be heard.


“And our people will end up paying it. You are to be sent from Woodhome, and memory of it taken from you.”


“No, please,” such desperation in her voice, “my children, memory of them is all I have left!” Two Forestals walked forward and took hold of Tanhir’s arms, while another undid my wrists and left me free. “Give me to the monk!” It was a cry of grief, of unbearable pain. “Give me to the monk, have him take my life and let me walk with the swarden. Better to be dead than to forget. If you let me live, I will find some way to remember. I will come for the monk again.” Whether that was possible or not I had no idea, but I have heard few people sound so determined. All eyes turned to me. I had vague images of a place, of more than one, where I could bury a corpse and wait. I knew how it would feel to make her bones part of the forest, but what would allow it, the cowl within me, shied away from me. It knew this body was not mine, it distrusted me.


“Would you take her to join the swarden ranks, Fandrai?” said Tall Sera.


“I cannot,” he looked disappointed. “I am not Fandrai, though I inhabit his body. I am Udinny, sent here by my lady of the lost, Ranya.” He did not react. I knew little about the Forestals; maybe people coming back from the dead to inhabit a different body was common among them.


“I think that makes little difference to Tanhir,” said Tall Sera, looking down at the weeping Forestal. Plainly the woman meant me ill, whether I was Fandrai or not, but still her pain was too much for me.


“I would not take her life anyway,” I said, even though I could not. “I am not a follower of Hirsal.”


“Then she will kill you, and the taking of her memories is the only option.” He sounded profoundly sad for her, for those lost, for his people.


“I told you, Tall Sera,” she hissed, “I will find a way to avenge myself, memories or not.” He stared at her and she looked up at him. “Someone will tell me what I have forgotten, you know it is true. If you want that thing,” she glanced over at me, “to live, then you must take my life.” For a moment the Forestal leader looked lost, and I wondered what I did not know about these two.


“We could bind her.” This from one of the trion behind Tall Sera. “If she truly wishes to keep her memories then we could bind them to the body of Fandrai, or whoever they say they are.” The other trion were staring at the one who had spoken. Tall Sera turned to them. “Is this possible, Brione?” The trion took a long time to answer.


“In theory,” they said.


“And what of you, Tanhir, this seems to me to be a punishment worthy of disobeying me. To make you guard who you hate most.”


“This is not, right,” I said. “This poor woman—”


“Quiet!” said Tall Sera. “Whether you are Fandrai or not, you are not one of us and you do not make decisions here.” I nodded, though it felt a little rude considering he barely knew me. Maybe I would have been an excellent Forestal. In fact, I think I would though I was not about to raise the matter at this moment. “Tanhir,” said Tall Sera, and there was definitely something in his voice − sadness, affection? “Will you be bound to Fandrai, to keep your memories?”


“And what then?” She looked around the clearing in the tree. “What then? I stay here to be pitied or hated by those I once loved?” Tall Sera shook his head.


“You will be sent from Woodhome, with Fandrai.” He looked behind him at the small group of trion. “Exiled to the Wyrdwood, there to find some good to do for your people. You may never come back. Your actions in chasing Fandrai when you were forbidden to, and through that bringing others to our home, has brought great sorrow on us. But maybe you can do your people some good out in the forest.” Tanhir bowed her head.


“What a choice,” said Tanhir softly, “lose what remains of those I love and avenge them, or keep what I have and be bound to the one who took them from me.”


“At least you have a choice,” said one of the trion, “you gave us no choice, when you brought outsiders here.”


“I was not the only one to bring them. Or to go against you, Tall Sera,” the Forestal woman pointed at Furin, “what of her!”


“Only you, Tanhir, repeatedly disobeyed for the same reason, only you did not learn.”


Tanhir stood, looking around. “You need an example,” she said, “I understand that. Bind me to what I hate most then, and set us free in the forest if you think that will save you. But what is done is done, the Rai are coming. They assault the taffistone network. They know we have a city in the Wyrdwood and they will come for us, you all know it. One day you will need every bow there is, you will beg to free me from the binding, and give me Fandrai in exchange for my bow when they do.”


“I do not,” I said softly, “think you are helping your case.”


“Do not speak to me, murderer,” she said.


“But I feel I should speak,” I said. “After all, if you are bonded to me in some way, then I presume I am bonded to you?”


“You have no voice here, your murders may have been of the forest, but it does not mean we accept you among us,” said Tall Sera.


“I have murdered no one. In fact, I have actually been very dead myself for quite a long time.” I felt the weight of the Forestal’s gaze upon me. “My name is Udinny Mac-Hereward, and also Udinny Pathfinder, a name bestowed upon me by my god, Ranya.” I looked around, I did not feel these people looked quite as awed as they should by the fact I was chosen by a god. “If you do not believe what I say, ask Furin, or Venn.” I pointed at them. “They will confirm I am Udinny, though I am a man now and once I was a woman and, believe me, that is an even greater change than coming back from death.”


“We should not be surprised that outsiders would support another outsider.” I did not see the speaker, they were among the crowd of Forestals.


“And what good did you being dead do for us, Udinny Pathfinder?” asked Tall Sera, although they said my name in a mocking way. I did not choose to answer so.


“I fought a great darkness.”


“And lost, I take it, as one has risen in Tiltspire!”


“I hindered it. I fixed a lot of what was broken. I fought.”


“But you did not stop,” said Tall Sera.


“No,” I bowed my head, “the beast was too strong for me alone, that is why Ranya sends me back.” I looked around. “And as she sends me here, it makes me believe that you, the Forestals, have a part to play in the defeat of what ails our world.”


“We have no interest in those outside the forest,” shouted a Forestal.


“What have they ever brought us but grief!” An ugliness grew in the air, a certainty of violence, and Tall Sera stepped forward.


“Stop! A decision has been made. Any who attempt to enact their own justice will follow these two into Wyrdwood.” He stood, and I think I knew then why these people followed him. He had a quiet authority that left no doubt he would do as he said. “Justice has been done, Tanhir, Fandrai or Udinny whatever you call yourselves, go with the foci of the trion.” The Forestal trions stepped forward and took us gently by the arms, led us into the longhouse behind them. With us came Tall Sera, Venn, Furin and more trion. There were two tables in the room, pushed together and outfitted with what looked like shackles.


“Tanhir,” said Tall Sera, “will you lie on the table yourself or must we force you?” She gave him a look, one that spoke of a long familiarity, and slid onto the table. Trion undid the shackles on her hands only to bind her once more to the table.


“Udinny,” I turned to find Venn, behind them stood Furin. “I look forward to catching up with you.”


“I think that unlikely, unless they are throwing you out too.” The trion smiled at me, shook their head.


“They are keeping Furin and I, though we have had to move to Tall Sera’s rooms and …” I leaned in close to Venn.


“These Forestals are not very friendly, are they?”


“They are scared,” said Furin. “When we first came they were welcoming, treated us just like them. Now they know the world sees them and that they are not safe in their secret city, they want someone to blame.” As she spoke Tall Sera stepped forward and spoke to Tanhir. As I was being laid on the table by her I heard what was said.


“Tanhir,” he whispered, “there are things you should know. We are in great danger, and there are few warriors past your ability. I want you to be our scout. The Rai will come, and we need to know about them in advance. We need to know what is happening outside of Wyrdwood.”


“You bind me to the murderer of my children and expect favours.” Tall Sera nodded.


“It is likely true Udinny is sent by a god,” I wished I could have seen her face when he told her that, “and I cannot risk you angering them. We have enough enemies.”


“But it does not stop you exiling them?”


A pause, while Tall Sera considered what she said and whether it was wise to exile me along with her.


“I have to go,” I said. As soon as I knew Tall Sera was considering not sending me out of his tree city, I knew I had to go. It was simply one of those feelings I knew to be correct, and I had become more and more used to following what I felt rather than fighting it. “You should send me, with Tanhir. I do not understand why, but I know I must be away from here.”


Tall Sera moved so he could stare down at me. I lay on a table, head-to-head with Tanhir, and thought the Forestal leader had incredibly wise eyes, full of compassion.


“If that is what you feel,” he said, “then I will share with you what I share with Tanhir,” his eyes flicked to her. “There are few warriors among us with her experience, or skill. She is strong in her cowl, enough to reach into the network by herself. So know this, the taffisnetwork cannot be trusted, it is all we can do right now to keep it closed from what assails it. But I need information about the outside world. About the army moving on Jinnspire as it is likely to come for us next.”


“You want us to go?” said Tanhir.


“Yes. Scout, and scout carefully. I have sent others out and none have returned. I have heard whispers, people saying the forest has turned against us. There is a small group waiting on the Jinneng plains. I want you to lead them. Find out what you can. Make sure someone gets back.”


“You expect this, but you will still bind me to the murderer.” She sounded resigned.


“I must, but tell me, are you for your people or only vengeance? Because I fear what is coming is greater than we know.” Tanhir took a while, breathing heavily, then I felt her shuffle as if she relaxed onto the wooden table.


“Do it then.” One of the foci came forward. I felt another behind me and lay back.


“Wait!” I said.


“What?” asked Tall Sera.


“There was a crownhead in the room with me when I awoke and had my unfortunate misunderstanding with Tanhir. Could you exile it as well?”


Tall Sera gave me a very strange look.
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