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  To those who still read with wonder










  There cannot be, confusion of our sound forgot,




  A single soul that lacks a sweet crystalline cry.




  W.B. Yeats, ‘Paudeen’




  And they’re only going to change this place




  By killing everybody in the human race.




  The Police, ‘Invisible Sun’
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  A battle is ending in the heart of a black wood. From the surrounding treetops it is all oddly peaceful: the late moonlight, the curve of the river, the grassy clearing on its

  banks, the ruined tower like a broken bottleneck thrust against the sky. No shouts from the combatants, no clashing of steel. One can even hear the crows across the water, rejoicing in the

  almost-dawn.




  But distance deceives. A little closer, and we find the grass is scorched, the river furious, the stairs of the ruined tower slick with blood. And at the foot of the stairs a dozen figures

  crouch: all wounded, all contemplating death; in a minute’s time they will be slain by sorcery. They bend low, squeeze tightly together. They are surrounded by a ring-shaped pit, and the

  inner edge of the pit is crumbling toward their feet.




  Above their heads shimmers a dull halo, resembling a mist or cloud of insects. It is neither; it is the whirling of enchanted blades. They have cut someone already; a fine haze of blood thickens

  the air. The blades, as may be expected, are descending. The ring-shaped pit bristles with spikes.




  Crude horrors, these; but so is the confluence of powers that has willed them into being. High on the tower wall stands a mage: skeletal, staring, hideous at a glance. He is gripping the hair of

  another, a ragged beast of a man, and gesturing at the unfortunates below. The ragged man is drooling, his gaze empty of all comprehension. Tight to his chest he holds a little sphere of darkness,

  so black it devours the moonlight, so black it troubles the eye.




  Movement, suddenly: a third figure has crawled up from behind. A youth, dripping wet, bleeding, his look of fury rivaling the mage’s own. Unseen, he staggers closer, holding what can only

  be a blackjack. With a spasm of regret he strikes down the ragged man. There is a crack of breaking bone.




  The whirling blades vanish, and the pit. The ragged man falls dead, and the sphere slips from his grasp. Among the crouching figures, a young woman closes her hand upon a sword hilt. Above, the

  sphere of darkness is rolling towards the wall’s sheer edge. The mage lunges, catches the sphere at the last instant, and with it clutched in both hands, he falls. Before he is halfway to the

  ground, the future of Alifros takes shape.




  The touch of the sphere is death, even to one as powerful as this. Death consumes him, hands to wrists to elbows. Thirty feet from the ground his arms are dead. And yet he smiles. He is speaking

  an incantation. Beside the tower, the surface of the river convulses, and something thin and dark leaps out of it, skyward. The mage tries for a glimpse, but at that instant the young woman strikes

  with rare perfection. Her blade sings. The body lands headless on the earth.




  The dark splinter, however, continues its ascent, like a fish that leaps and forgets to fall. Up through mist and cloud it stabs, above the paths of hawks and falcons, above the spirit highways

  of the murths, until at last it touches the shores of that greater ocean, the void from whence we came. But no further: it has work to do in Alifros, tireless work.




  Northwards it passes, turning and tumbling like a shard of glass, over the mountains, the dew-damp woods, the lowlands where villagers are waking, muttering, hitching oxen to the plough. By the

  time it reaches the ocean it has doubled in size.
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  11 Modobrin 941




  240th day from Etherhorde




   




  No sunrise in his life – and he has watched hundreds, being a tarboy – has ever made him sentimental, but now the tears flow fast and silent. He is standing in the

  river with the water to his knees. Voices from the clearing warn him not to take another step, and he knows the danger better than they. Still he cannot believe that anything will harm him now. The

  sun on his brown, bruised face declares him a survivor, one of the lucky ones, in fact so lucky it staggers the mind.




  He can hear someone singing, haunted words about remembered mornings, fallen friends. He lifts a hand as though to touch the sun. Tears of gratitude, these. By rights they should be dead, all of

  them. Drowned in darkness, smothering darkness, the darkness of a tomb.




  Footsteps in the shallows, then a hand touches his elbow. ‘That’s far enough, mate,’ says a beloved voice.




  Pazel Pathkendle gives a silent nod.




  ‘Come on, will you? Ramachni has something to tell us. I don’t think it can wait.’




  Pazel bends and splashes water on his face. Better not to show these tears. He is not ashamed; he could not care less about shame or valour or looking brave for Neeps Undrabust, as good a friend

  as he could ever hope for. But tears would make Neeps want to help, and Pazel the survivor is learning not to ask for help. Friends have just so much to give; when that is gone there’s no

  hand on your elbow, no one left to pull you ashore.




  He turned to Neeps and forced a smile. ‘You’re a mess.’




  ‘Go to the Pits,’ said the smaller tarboy. ‘You didn’t come through this any better. You look like a drowned raccoon.’




  ‘Wish I felt that good.’




  Neeps glanced down at Pazel’s leg. ‘Credek, it’s worse than ever, isn’t it?’




  ‘The cold water helps,’ said Pazel. But in fact his leg felt terrible. It wasn’t the burn; that pain he could tolerate, or at least understand. But the incisions from the flame

  troll’s fangs had begun to throb, and itch, and the skin around them was an unhealthy green.




  ‘Listen, mate, the fighting’s over,’ said Neeps. ‘You show that leg to Ramachni. Not in an hour or two. Now.’




  ‘Who’s that singing? Bolutu?’




  Neeps sniffed; Pazel’s dodge had not escaped him. ‘Bolutu and Lunja both,’ he said. ‘A praise song to the daylight, they told us. I think the dlömu are all sun

  worshippers, deep down.’




  ‘I’m joining them,’ said Pazel, his smile now sincere.




  ‘Rin’s truth!’ said Neeps. ‘But right now I just wish I could thank the builders of the tower, whoever they were.’




  Pazel looked again at the massive ruin, and struggled as before to picture it intact. He could not do it; what he imagined was just too big. The absurdly gradual curve of the wall, the fitted

  stones large as carriages, the seven-hundred-foot fragment jutting into the sky: the tower would have dwarfed the greatest palaces of Arqual in the Northern world, along with everything he had yet

  seen in the South. And Neeps was right: it was the tower, as much as Ramachni’s magic or Thasha’s brilliance with a sword, that had saved their lives.




  For they were still within the tomb – a living tomb, a tomb made of trees. Days ago, hunting the sorcerer Arunis, they had found themselves standing above it: a crater so vast it would

  have taken them days to walk around, if they had not known that Arunis waited somewhere in its depths. A crater which they at first mistook for an enormous, weed-covered lake. But it was no lake.

  What they had at first taken for the scummed-over surface was in fact a lid of leaves: the huge, flat, rubbery leaves of the Infernal Forest. Pazel had been reminded of lily pads blanketing a mill

  pond, but these pads were fused, branch to branch, tree to tree, all the way to the crater’s edge.




  The entire forest lay sealed beneath this skin. Beneath four such skins, as they had found on descending: for there were older leaf-layers beneath the topmost, all supported by the straight,

  stony pillars of the trees. Like the decks of a ship, each layer was darker than that above. Below the fourth level their descent had continued for several hundred feet, until at last they reached

  the forest floor.




  Not a drop of rain or beam of sunlight could ever touch that floor. It was a hell of darkness they had wandered into. Seven of their party had fallen in that hot, dripping maze, where giant

  fungi exhaled mind-attacking spores, and bats smothered torches, and the trees themselves lowered tendrils, stealthy as pythons, strong enough to tear a man limb from limb.




  The Infernal Forest. Did any place in Alifros better deserve its name?




  But here in the forest’s very heart was a refuge, an oasis of light. The ruins held the trees at bay, and the standing wall cut through the leaf-layers to open sky. Moonlight had been

  dazzling enough after so much blindness. The sun was pure, exquisite joy.




  ‘Of course, there’s plenty of thanks to go around,’ said Neeps. ‘Old Fiffengurt, to start with, for giving you the blackjack. And Hercól for the fighting

  lessons.’




  ‘You fought like a tiger, mate,’ said Pazel.




  ‘Rubbish, I didn’t. I meant the lessons he gave Thasha, all those years. Did you see her, Pazel? The timing of it? The way she pivoted under Arunis, the way she

  swung?’




  ‘I didn’t see her kill him.’




  ‘It was beautiful,’ said Neeps. ‘That’s an ugly thing to say, maybe. But Pitfire! It was like she was born for that moment.’




  ‘She wasn’t, though, was she?’




  Neeps shot him a dark look. ‘That’s enough about that, for Rin’s sake.’




  They walked in silence to the foot of the broken stairs where the others were clustered, listening to the dlömu sing. Thasha, who had made love to him for the first time just days ago

  – a lifetime ago – stood before him in rags. Her skin a portrait of all they’d passed through. Bites and gashes from the summoned creatures they’d fought here at the

  tower’s foot. Scars where she’d torn off leeches as big around as his arm. Blisters from the touch of flame-trolls. And blood (dry, half-dry, oozing, rust-red, black) mixed with every

  foul substance imaginable, smeared and splattered from her feet to her golden hair. She caught his eye. She was smiling, happy. You’re beautiful, he thought, feeling a fool.




  This was love, all right: wondrous, intoxicating. And at the same time harrowing, a torment more severe than any wound. For Pazel knew that Thasha, in a sense quite different from the others,

  should no longer be standing before him.




  Fourteen left alive: just half of those who had set out from the city of Masalym and stormed into the heart of this deadly peninsula in a single furious week. Pazel looked at them, the victors,

  the sorcerer-slayers. It would have been hard to imagine a more crushed and beaten company. Split lips, bloodshot eyes. Ferocious grins bordering on the deranged. Most had lost their weapons; some

  had lost their shoes. Yet the victory was real; the great enemy lay dead. And given what the fight had taken from them, it was a wonder that madness only flickered in their smiles.




  Hercól Stanapeth had almost literally been crushed, beneath an enormous stone hurled by Arunis. He was on his feet, though: crouching over a pile of tinder, whirling a stick in an

  effort to start a fire. Pazel’s sister Neda was helping, scraping bark and twigs together with her bloodied hands. Beside them, the two black-skinned, silver-eyed dlömu were bringing

  their song to an end.




  

    

	

      

        Another hour, another day, let our unworthy kind




        Feel Thy returning light and say that yet within the mind




        We guard the long-remembered joys, too sudden then for song




        The fire of youth that time destroys: in Thee it blazes on.


      


    


  




  

  ‘Well sung indeed,’ said Ramachni. ‘And fitting words for a day of healing.’




  ‘Is it to be such a day?’ asked Bolutu.




  ‘That is more than I can promise,’ said Ramachni, ‘but not more than I hope for.’




  Ramachni was a mink. Slender, coal black, with very white fangs, and eyes that seemed to grow when they fixed on you. Like all of them he carried fresh wounds. A red welt crossed his chest like

  a sash, where the fur had been singed away.


  It was a borrowed body: Ramachni was in fact a great mage from another world altogether, a world he declined to name. Arunis had been his mortal enemy,

  and yet it was Arunis who had clumsily opened the door between worlds that let Ramachni return, just hours ago, at the moment of their greatest need. He had taken bear-form during the fight, and

  matched Arunis spell for spell. But Arunis’ power, though crude, was also infinite, for he had had the Nilstone to draw upon. In the end Ramachni had been reduced to shielding them from the

  other’s attacks, and the shield had nearly broken. What was left of his strength? He had told them he would return more powerful than ever before, and so he clearly had. But he had not come

  to do battle with the Nilstone. Had this battle drained him, like the fight on the deck of the Chathrand? Would he have to leave them again?




  ‘There,’ said Hercól, as a wisp of smoke rose from the grass.




  ‘What good is a fire,’ said Lunja, the dlömic soldier, her face still turned to the sun, ‘unless we have something to cook on it?’




  ‘Don’t even mention food,’ said Neeps. ‘I’m so hungry I’m starting to fancy those mushrooms.’




  ‘We must eat nothing spawned in that forest,’ said the other dlömu, Mr Bolutu, ‘yet I do need flame, Lunja, to sterilise our knives.’ He looked pointedly at

  Pazel’s leg. Bolutu was a veterinarian: the only sort of doctor they had.




  ‘We will have something to cook,’ said Hercól. ‘Cayer Vispek will see to that.’




  The sfvantskor warrior-priest smiled. Neda, his disciple sfvantskor, did the same. ‘We eating goose,’ she said.




  ‘There you go again,’ said the old Turach marine. He frowned at Neda, his wide mouth indignant. ‘You call that Arquali? “We eating”, indeed. How do you expect us to

  understand you?’




  ‘Enough, Corporal Mandric,’ said Bolutu. But the Turach paid no attention.




  ‘Listen, girl: We will eat, someday. We ate, long ago. We would eat, if we had a blary morsel. Which one do you mean? In a civilised language you’ve got

  to specify.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Neda, ‘we eating goose.’




  She pointed at the river. On the far side, eight or ten plump grey birds were drifting in the shallows. Cayer Vispek’s eyes narrowed, studying them. Neda glanced at Pazel. Switching to

  Mzithrini, she said, ‘Cayer Vispek can hit anything with a stone. I have seen him kill birds on the wing.’




  In the same tongue, Pazel said, ‘You saw him almost kill me with a stone, remember?’




  She looked at him as only a sister could. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’d forgotten all about it.’




  Neda spoke with bitter sarcasm. Years ago their mother had changed them both with a great, flawed spell: the only one she had ever cast, to Pazel’s knowledge at least. It had nearly killed

  them, and had plagued them with side effects that persisted to this day. But it had also made Pazel a language savant, and given Neda a memory that appeared to have no bounds.




  Pazel doubted that Neda could control her Gift any better than he could his own. But he was certain she recalled that night when they were at last reunited, and the violence that had erupted

  minutes later.




  ‘Did you expect my master to kill you?’ she asked suddenly.




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Pazel. ‘Yes, I suppose.’




  ‘Because we’re monsters?’




  ‘Oh, Neda—’




  ‘Heartless creatures with their barbaric language, barbaric ways. Your Arquali friends will tell you all about it.’




  ‘Next you’ll be calling me Arquali again,’ said Pazel.




  To his surprise, Neda did not rise to the bait. She looked furtively at Thasha, as though ashamed of herself. ‘I have said too much already,’ she said. ‘We of the Faith do not

  speak against our betters, and this morning I swore kinship with her.’




  ‘That doesn’t make Thasha your better, does it?’




  His question only made things worse. Neda flushed crimson. ‘I could not have struck that blow,’ she said.




  Pazel’s anger vanished; he found himself wishing he could take her hand. They had left home barely six years ago, but at times it felt like sixty. Neda had gone to the Mzithrin Empire and

  become a warrior-priest: she was Neda Pathkendle no longer; they called her Neda Ygraël, Neda Phoenix-Flame. But Pazel had been captured by men of Arqual, the other great empire of the

  North, and the Mzithrin’s enemy. It was Arqual that had invaded their home country, broken up what remained of their family. Arqual that had made him a tarboy, the lowest kind of shipboard

  servant. Arqual that had sent the soldiers who dragged Neda, screaming, into a barn.




  Becoming a tarboy had been merely the best of the awful choices before him. It was not clear whether Neda understood that choice, or could forgive it. But something had changed in the last few

  days. Her glances, even the sharpest ones, had a little less of the sfvantskor in them, and a little more the elder sister.




  ‘When do we march, Hercól?’ asked Neeps abruptly. ‘Tell me it won’t be sooner than tomorrow.’




  ‘When’s just one of the questions,’ added Big Skip Sunderling, the blacksmith’s mate from the Chathrand. ‘I’m more worried about how.

  Some of us ain’t fit to march.’




  ‘We will do as Ramachni commands,’ said Hercól. ‘You have followed me thus far, but make no mistake: he is our leader now.’




  ‘I would be a poor leader if I drove you on without rest,’ said Ramachni. ‘We need food as well, and Bolutu and I must do what we can for the wounded. And for all of us there

  remains one grim task before we depart.’




  ‘Do not speak of it just yet, pray,’ said a high, clear voice.




  It was Ensyl, with Myett close behind her, scrambling down the broken staircase. At eight inches, neither ixchel woman stood as tall as a single step, but they descended with catlike grace,

  copper skin bright in the sun, eyes of the same colour gleaming like coals. Each carried a bulging sack, fashioned from bits of cloth, over her shoulder.




  ‘We have ventured high up the wall in search of breakfast,’ said Ensyl, lowering her burden with care. ‘The wind is ferocious above, though you cannot feel it here. But it was

  worth the struggle: these dainties, at least, did not come from the forest.’




  The humans sighed: within the sacks lay twenty or thirty eggs. They were of several sizes and colours; the most striking were perfectly round and gleamed like polished turquoise.




  ‘There are strange birds aloft,’ said Myett. ‘Some have claws halfway down their wings, and hang by these from the rock face. Others are so small that at first we took them for

  insects. Atop the spire there are nests the size of lifeboats, made of moss and branches. We did not see the birds that built them.’




  She looked sourly at the faces above her. ‘You giants won’t be happy until you boil these eggs into hard rubber, of course—’




  Big Skip seized an egg. Tilting his head backwards, he cracked the shell against his lower teeth, emptied yolk and white into his mouth, and savoured both in silence a moment. Then he swallowed.

  A shiver passed through his big frame.




  ‘Tree of Heaven, that’s good,’ he said.




  The remaining humans dived on the eggs. Pazel gulped his down in one swallow; Thasha licked the inside of her shell like a cat cleaning a dish. Ensyl grinned; Myett pressed her lips tightly

  shut.




  Bolutu did not partake, however. Lunja took an egg and held it up before her eyes, as though considering. ‘No more,’ she said at last, returning it. ‘We have swallowed enough

  little suns, who served in the armies of the Platazcra.’




  ‘Little suns?’ said Pazel.




  ‘For our people,’ said Bolutu, ‘to eat an egg is an act of great pride – unhealthy pride, my father used to tell me.’1




  ‘In Bali Adro today, only soldiers and royals may eat eggs,’ said Lunja. ‘We turn it into another bit of flattery for the Empire. “The sun itself we shall devour, in

  time.” If I were still in Masalym, I should have to eat this egg, and say those fatuous words, or be accused of disloyalty.’




  ‘That’s a blary shame,’ said Mandric, licking his fingers.




  Ramachni neither ate nor spoke. His watchfulness soon gave the others to realise that the ‘grim task’ would not long be put off. They finished quickly, leaving a few eggs for later,

  and turned their attention to the mage.




  ‘Hercól,’ he said, ‘is the Nilstone safe?’




  In answer the swordsman pointed gravely at a small mound of rocks, carefully arranged beside the tower wall. Through the spaces between the rocks Pazel could see the Nilstone’s inverse

  glow, its blacker-than-all-blackness, and felt a touch of that deep, flesh-chilling aversion the relic always produced in him.




  ‘We have one sturdy sack in which to bear it,’ said Hercól, ‘but I will wrap the Stone first in whatever spare cloth we can find. No one will die of an accidental

  touch.’




  Ramachni nodded. ‘We will not leave this place before tomorrow,’ he said, ‘and I will confess to you that I am not sure how the deed is to be done. Walking would be terribly

  dangerous: there are few ways out of the crater at all, and most of the openings that do exist are traps, designed to lure prey down to the forest floor and keep them there. I had hoped that the

  river could carry us to freedom, for it does flow out of the forest at some point. But the river has dangers of its own, and it winds like a snake – and besides, we have no raft. The wood of

  the great trees is so dense that it sinks like stone.’




  ‘There are young pines by the forest’s edge,’ said Cayer Vispek, gesturing, ‘but they are few and small.’




  ‘We have a final problem, alas,’ said Ramachni. ‘The fireflies cannot go with us.’




  Cries of dismay. ‘You can’t mean it!’ said Big Skip. ‘Go blind again into that mucking forest?’




  ‘I did not say blind,’ said Ramachni, ‘only without the fireflies. They are fragile creatures, and I can ask little more of them.’




  ‘Ramachni,’ said Bolutu, ‘can you induce the nuhzat?’




  Lunja shot him an appalled glance. Pazel too was startled: the nuhzat was the ecstatic dream-state of the dlömic people, and when it struck they exhibited all sorts of odd behaviours

  and abilities. But it had become extremely rare – so rare indeed that most dlömu were afraid of it.




  ‘I have done so,’ said Ramachni, ‘in the distant past.’




  ‘Madness,’ said Lunja.




  ‘Or salvation,’ said Bolutu. ‘Sergeant Lunja, we were both in nuhzat in the Infernal Forest. I heard your singing, and I saw your eyes: black as midnight they were. When

  the torch went out, I found that the nuhzat had given me a kind of inverse sight. It was frightful and bewildering, but I could make out the shapes of trees, mushrooms, people. As a last

  resort we might link the party together with rope, and you and I could lead them.’




  ‘Only if the nuhzat gave you that exact gift again,’ said Ramachni, ‘and that no one can guarantee. There is a reason your dream-state was never harnessed as a tool of

  warriors or athletes, Bolutu. It is by nature a wild condition, a wayward grace. It liberates, but it does not willingly serve.’ He turned to Ensyl and Myett. ‘I wish we had spoken

  before you climbed the ruins. A bit higher, and you might have described the land downriver for us.’




  ‘We will climb again,’ said Ensyl.




  Myett shot her a hard look: Speak for yourself.




  ‘A noble offer,’ said Ramachni, ‘but let us stop thinking of our escape for a while. The time has come: we must burn the sorcerer.’




  He nodded at a giant cube of rock some twenty yards away: one of the structural stones of the broken tower. In the grass about it Pazel could see one withered arm, sticking out from behind the

  stone. The fingers were desiccated, curling like strips of parchment. The hand seemed almost to beckon him.




  ‘Arunis is slain,’ said Ramachni, ‘but his death opens the way to dangers that were absent before. To begin with, I expect he was using his arts to hide from

  Macadra.’




  ‘Macadra!’ cried Lunja. ‘The Emperor’s mage? What has she to do with Arunis?’




  ‘She may pose as a servant of your Emperor,’ said Ramachni, ‘but that sorceress has long since become the keeper, rather than the kept. In any case, Macadra Hyndrascorm covets

  the Nilstone as much as Arunis ever did, and will be seeking it with all her powers. Worse still, Macadra can draw upon the might of a whole empire in her hunt. Indeed she is the Empire of

  Bali Adro, at least for purposes of violence and intrigue. We are fortunate to be so far from any town or garrison. But this wilderness cannot protect us for long.’




  ‘That’s how it is, eh?’ said Mandric. ‘We were hunters, and now we’re prey?’




  ‘Let us hope it will not come to that, Corporal,’ said Ramachni. ‘I do not think that the Nilstone itself calls out to any mage; otherwise Arunis would have plucked it from the

  seabed off the Haunted Coast with far greater ease. But the corpse of a mage is very different. Magic leaks from it as well as blood, and by that magic it shines like a beacon-fire on a hilltop. We

  must snuff that beacon quickly, or she will know it for Arunis. It may already be too late.’




  ‘Why burn him?’ asked Dastu, the young Arquali spy. ‘Why not toss him into the river and be done?’




  Pazel looked at Dastu with a calm, cold hate. Like Neeps and Thasha, he had once considered the older youth a friend – before he had revealed himself as a protégé of Sandor

  Ott, the Imperial spymaster. Before his betrayal had exposed their resistance to Ott’s plans, and seen them all sentenced to death as mutineers. Captain Rose had suspended that sentence, but

  he had not pardoned them – and Pazel doubted any of them could pardon Dastu, either.




  ‘You know we can’t just toss the body in,’ said Thasha. ‘That’s no normal river. It’s a path between worlds.’




  Dastu shrugged. ‘If you’re telling the truth—’




  ‘If?’ said Pazel. ‘Damn it all, Ibjen was right next to me. I saw him – taken. Like a leaf in a hurricane, carried off Rin-knows-where.’




  ‘That’s the idea, Pathkendle,’ said Dastu. ‘Arunis will just disappear.’ Then he jumped, as though struck by a sudden thought. ‘Gods of death, have we all

  gone simple? The Nilstone! We can throw the Nilstone into the River of Shadows as well! Right here, this very morning. No one will ever see it again.’




  Utter silence. Dastu looked from face to face. ‘What’s the matter now?’ he demanded. ‘Isn’t this what you lot have been seeking? A way to toss the Nilstone out of

  Alifros?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Hercól, ‘but not this way.’




  ‘He has a point, though,’ said Mandric. ‘You’ve always said it can’t be destroyed.’




  ‘Nor can it,’ said Ramachni, ‘and indeed the Nilstone must be hurled into the River of Shadows – but where it exits this world, not here where it

  enters.’




  ‘Is that so crucial?’ asked Lunja doubtfully.




  ‘Utterly,’ said the little mage. ‘The stone belongs in the world of the dead. My mistress Erithusmé tried with all her might and wisdom to send it back there. She failed

  – but she had a glimpse of how it might be done, in the last days before Arunis drove her into hiding.’




  Pazel glanced at Thasha, but her eyes were far away.




  ‘We know the task before us. The River flows into death’s kingdom at the point where it leaves Alifros, and nowhere else. That is where we must take the Stone.’




  ‘And that place is the island of Gurishal,’ said Dastu. ‘But Ramachni, it can’t be done! Gurishal is on the western edge of the Mzithrin Empire. We’re standing by a

  river in a wasteland on the far side of the Ruling Sea, hurt and hungry and lost.’




  ‘While the hag who controls this whole blary Empire is out hunting for the Stone,’ put in Mandric, with a bitter laugh. ‘Us, take the Nilstone to Gurishal! It’s

  worse than ludicrous. It’s a deathsmoker’s dream.’




  ‘The cause is not hopeless yet,’ said Ramachni, ‘and whatever the odds, we must try.’




  ‘We’ve heard that one before, haven’t we?’ said Dastu. ‘Just before you led us into battle, and Arunis nearly skinned us alive. Only now the odds are even worse.

  There’s no ship waiting for us at the coast, Ramachni. Only enemies, with Plazic blades that make them itch for murder, and sea-weapons like nothing the North has ever dreamed of. And

  there’s still worse, by the Blessed Tree. Didn’t you say that the River of Shadows almost always flows deep underground?’




  ‘In this world, yes,’ said Ramachni.




  ‘Then what if that’s the case on Gurishal? Master Ott has studied the island for forty years. Alyash lived there. Neither of them ever spoke of any strange river, any doorway

  to a land of death. What if it’s buried, eh? What if we do get there – miracle of miracles – and find that the River’s under a mile of stone?’




  ‘Then we dig,’ said Ramachni, ‘but we will not cast either the Stone or the sorcerer’s corpse into the River here.’ The mage spoke quietly, but there was cold steel

  in his voice. ‘Would you throw poison into a stream, Dastu? That is a crime, even if it be a stream you yourself will never drink from. That, in fact, is how the Nilstone came to enter

  Alifros to begin with – a selfish and a careless act, by one who wished only to be rid of it quickly. That is how its long history of ruin here began. Impossible, you think our goal? Do not

  believe it. This night past we killed Arunis, and ended his thirty centuries of power and scheming. Today we work. Tomorrow we will do the impossible again.’




  But even today’s task promised to be hard. The trees shed few branches, and the mushrooms, though plentiful, were too wet for burning. Hercól forbade anyone to

  venture into the forest beyond the nearest trees, and for once not even the sfvantskors were inclined to argue.




  Still, the banks of the river yielded logs and sticks, and with persistence they achieved a respectable bonfire. Hercól and Cayer Vispek lifted the headless corpse and tossed it heavily

  atop the blaze.




  ‘Stand away!’ said Ramachni. ‘Do not breathe the smoke. Curses may linger anywhere about the corpse.’




  The fire quavered; the flames licking the body turned a strange, dark red. Pazel worried for a moment that they had not gathered enough fuel for the task, but it was soon clear that no such

  danger existed. The flames grew tall and voracious, gobbling the corpse. Pazel glanced at Ramachni and saw that he was very still, facing the fire with his cut eyes tightly closed.


  

  You’re helping, aren’t you? Then you’re not entirely drained.




  Thasha came up next to Pazel and leaned gently against his side. ‘Burn,’ she whispered, eyes locked on the corpse.




  He understood how she felt. Arunis had started everything. All the scheming and most of the deaths traced back to him. Arunis had made the puppets dance, even those who never guessed they were

  puppets, even those with puppets of their own. Pazel knew that he hated Arunis, but right now he felt nothing but an overpowering desire to see the process through. Let the body become ash, the

  ash blow away, the world start to heal and forget this monster . . .




  A look of peace crept over the watching faces. If evil could die, perhaps good might grow. And now a great mage was leading them, not attacking. Why shouldn’t they prevail? For the first

  time in many days Pazel let himself think of his mother and father, the old life, the far side of the world. It no longer seemed quite so absurd to hope that one day, somewhere, they might all

  be—




  ‘The head,’ said Ramachni suddenly, opening his eyes. ‘What has become of the sorcerer’s head?’




  ‘I was about to fetch it,’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘It lies there behind the stone.’




  ‘Do so quickly,’ said Ramachni, ‘while the flame is at its height.’




  ‘I will go, Master,’ said Neda.




  She ran behind the great carved stone. When she returned a moment later, Pazel knew that the horror was starting again.




  The thing in Neda’s hands was not the mage’s head. It was a large yellow mushroom, one of the few that sprouted in the clearing. Neda held it at arm’s length, her lips curled

  in wary disgust. Already she was preparing to throw it in the fire.




  Cayer Vispek snatched at her arm. ‘Are you mad, girl?’ He knocked the mushroom from her hands. Neda cried out, reaching for it, and Vispek slapped her across the face.

  ‘You’re charmed, you’re magicked!’ he shouted, and dashed behind the stone himself.




  ‘Have a care, Vispek, the same may befall you!’ cried Hercól, racing after him.




  ‘Rin’s eyes, it’s right there on the ground!’ cried Ensyl. She was pointing at the Turach’s helmet.




  ‘Be still, I have it!’ shouted Vispek, returning. In his hand was a fistful of grass.




  Something close to panic seized the company. The world was off-balance; the fire was suddenly dying, and a noise like laughter echoed through the ruins. Pazel whirled, and saw the gory head a

  stone’s throw away. He rushed towards it, calling desperately to the others: but no, it was further off, almost under the trees. Neeps and Mandric were making for different parts of the

  forest, pointing and shouting; others were racing back to the burning corpse. Stones, mushrooms, clods of earth, weeds, eggs, boots, were hurled into the fire.




  ‘Hold!’




  Ramachni’s voice cut through the mayhem like a scythe. The distant laughter ceased; the world rebalanced itself. The mage, looking very small, stood beside the mushroom Neda had brought in

  the first place.




  The party reassembled. Ramachni’s white teeth flashed. ‘Come here, young sfvantskor, and finish your work. But this time, speak your prayer as if you mean it.’




  Neda hesitated, one hand touching the cheek her master had slapped. ‘The prayer?’ she said.




  ‘Child,’ said Ramachni, ‘that hand is too close to your mouth.’




  Neda’s hand fell like a stone. Thoroughly unsettled now, she knelt before Ramachni. She put out a hand towards the mushroom, made a fist, and shouted several words in Mzithrini, the

  language of her faith.




  And suddenly they all saw it: the gaunt, cruel, mud-caked, gore-splattered head. The eyes were closed and the mouth hung wide. Below the chin, Thasha’s cut was remarkably neat.




  ‘Old Faith prayers are rich in antidemonic patterns,’ said Ramachni, ‘and the oldest and most uncorrupted of them, the songs of Tzi-Haruk and Lisériden, were taken from

  the guardian-spells laid down in the Dawn War. They have almost gone cold, those ancient spells. But a few embers remain alight.’




  ‘Our prayers are not hexes, wizard,’ said Cayer Vispek sternly.




  ‘Nor is a bucket a well,’ said Ramachni, ‘although it serves to lift well-water.’




  There came a sharp rasp of steel on steel. Hercól had drawn Ildraquin, his black and ancient sword. With great care he drove the tip of the blade into the severed neck, and lifted the

  head from the ground.




  ‘Antidemonics?’ he said. ‘Do you mean to say that Arunis counted demons among his servants?’




  ‘Perhaps,’ said Ramachni, ‘but Arunis never dedicated himself to the summoning arts: in that discipline Macadra was ever his superior. I think it more likely that he has coaxed

  a lesser fiend or two into serving him, in exchange for future rewards. Arunis, after all, sought nothing less than godhood, and in his fevered investigations of the several worlds, he found at

  last a kind of schooling that promised just that. He set out to end life on Alifros for one reason only: because that was the task assigned him, in his third millennium of studies. Those

  studies he had all but finished. The freeing of the Swarm of Night, and through it the destruction of the world, together comprised his last, horrid test.’




  ‘His exams,’ said Pazel. ‘Fulbreech called them his exams. It seemed too horrible to be true.’




  ‘Yet it is,’ said Ramachni. ‘Greysan Fulbreech could never have imagined such a depravity, any more than he could have imagined what would come of pledging himself to Arunis.

  What he witnessed in the depths of the Forest was too much for his weak soul. I think he saw the faces of that deathless circle Arunis hoped to join. The hand that killed Fulbreech was a merciful

  one.’




  Ibjen’s hand, Pazel thought. The dlömic boy had sworn an oath before his mother: never to fight or even bear a weapon. Fear had not been enough to make him break that oath; but

  mercy had, in the end. Pazel glanced at the dark river. Was the boy still alive? Had he been swept already into some strange, forbidding world?




  ‘There should be a scarf,’ said Thasha suddenly. When the others looked at her, she said, ‘You can’t have forgotten. His white scarf. He was never without it on

  the Chathrand.’




  Pazel remembered: that ratty, worn-out cloth. ‘Thasha’s right; he never took the blary thing off. But I don’t remember seeing it here. Does anyone?’




  The others shook their heads. Pazel and Thasha looked at each other uneasily.




  ‘Hercól,’ said Ramachni, ‘take the head to the fire. We have laboured long for this day.’




  ‘Your labour is not done.’




  Everyone cried out: it was the head itself which had spoken, in a voice like moaning wind. The dead eyes snapped open; the dead lips curled in a sneer. Hercól placed both hands on

  Ildraquin. At the sword’s tip, the knob of flesh and bone was moving, twisting, staring with hatred at them all.




  ‘Arunis!’ cried Ramachni. ‘We have sent you from this world! Death’s kingdom is your dwelling now. Go quietly; you know the agonies reserved for those who will

  not.’




  ‘Death’s kingdom cannot hold me,’ said Arunis. ‘Do you hear, ratmage? We of the High Circle are death’s masters, not its slaves. We brew death in our stomachs. We

  spit death where we will. Your own deaths I will prolong beyond the compass of your shabby minds, and every instant will be a symphony of pain.’




  ‘You have no other window on Alifros,’ said Ramachni. ‘Your body is burned already; this last foul tool will follow. Spit, viper! Spit your curses among the damned, for they

  are the kin you have chosen.’




  The head’s pale eyes swivelled. ‘Has your mage called this victory?’ it asked the others. ‘He lies, then. For Erithusmé is dying, dying in the body of that wanton

  girl.’ The eyes flicked in Thasha’s direction. ‘You have failed. She will never return. And I have done all that was asked of me. I have brought the Swarm of Night into Alifros,

  and it will sterilise this world, as a doctor does his hands before a surgery. Nothing will be left that walks or breathes or grows beneath the sun. Wait and see if I lie, maggots. You will not be

  waiting long.’




  ‘It is true that we are done with waiting,’ said Hercól, advancing to the fire. The head writhed and roared. Hercól drew Ildraquin back for the fling – and

  reeled, almost dropping his sword.




  Where the head had dangled a moment before, the tiny body of an ixchel woman hung impaled. A beautiful woman, writhing in agony. Pazel could not help himself: he cried aloud, and so did several

  others. The woman was Diadrelu – Dri – Hercól’s lover and their cherished friend. She had perished months ago. They had given her body to the sea.




  A tortured moan escaped Hercól’s chest. Ramachni was on his shoulder in an instant, whispering. Ensyl too raced up Hercól’s side, and out along the arm that held

  Ildraquin. ‘Put her down, put her down!’ she shouted through her tears.




  ‘Stop!’




  It was Dri’s voice. She could see them. Desperately she waved for Ensyl to be still. Then her eyes moved back to Hercól. ‘Arunis . . . being helped . . . the demon-mage . . .

  Sathek.’




  ‘Sathek!’ cried Neda and Cayer Vispek.




  Dri’s face was almost mad with pain. She looked again at Ensyl and switched tongues, falling into the speech of ixchel, beyond the range of human ears. Ensyl nodded, weeping

  uncontrollably. Then Diadrelu placed a hand flat on either side of Ildraquin and swept them all with her eyes.




  ‘No quitting,’ she said, and pushed herself free.




  The tiny body fell to earth. Hercól lunged, but Ramachni was faster. Pouncing on Diadrelu, he sank his fangs into her side, and with a sharp twist of his body, flung her into the fire.

  Hercól did not make a sound, but he shuddered, as from a death blow. Yet even as Diadrelu struck the flames, she vanished. In her place the sorcerer’s head reappeared, mouthing a last,

  voiceless curse.




  Hercól walked out among the reeds by the river’s edge, with Ensyl on his shoulder. They sat there, half-hidden, and their sounds of grief floated softly over the

  clearing. Thasha pulled Pazel and Neeps into her arms and wept. The tarboys stood numb, holding her between them. Pazel could not say exactly where his own tears had gone. He only knew, as he had

  that morning in the river, that he couldn’t afford them. Your labour’s not done. Manifestly mucking true. Friends had died, he was still standing. Bring on the next thing, the

  next kick in the gut.




  ‘It was her,’ Thasha kept repeating. ‘It was really her.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Ramachni. ‘Arunis was using her, of course. But being fearless, she sought to turn his torture to our advantage. Even in death she has not given up the

  fight.’




  Neda and Cayer Vispek stood gaping. Corporal Mandric shook his head in disbelief. Humans no more cried for ixchel than a dog did for its fleas.




  As for Myett, she raced away from them all up the broken stairs. Eyes dry, thoughts black. She could not bear to think of them looking at her. With compassion, maybe, with forgiveness. She had

  watched Hercól broken once already, at the moment of Diadrelu’s death – her real death on the Chathrand, which Myett had helped bring about. She had taunted him, called

  him goat, satyr, sexual freak. All for Taliktrum. All to justify the extremes he was going to, the messianic make-believe, the killing of his rivals, the killing of his aunt.




  Didn’t you know? The question chased her, nipped her heels. Didn’t you know it was false, the way Taliktrum excused his own brutality (I am your deliverer, the one to whom

  vision is given; I am my own reason why)? Couldn’t you see it in his violence, his fear? After each encounter with Diadrelu he would rage at Myett, or strip and straddle her like a rapist, or

  worst of all sit quivering alone. Didn’t you know it was a lie? Of course, of course. But she had managed not to know. She kept the knowledge hidden, a black stone in her stomach,

  until the day that Taliktrum himself could bear the lie no more.




  She understood at last why he had cast her off. Taliktrum had shed family blood. And every glimpse of Myett had reminded him of the deed. It could never be otherwise. Even if he lived, and she

  found him, somewhere in this vast, vicious world – even then, it would lie between them. She climbed on, heedless of the growing wind, the slickness of the weathered stones.




  Pazel sat staring into the fire. He could smell Arunis burning. It sickened him, and yet he craved the smell. There could never be enough proof that the mage was gone.

  Hercól and Ensyl were still crouched by the river. Neeps was walking up and down with Thasha, who was too distraught to hold still. Dastu sat a few yards from Pazel, likewise studying the

  fire.




  ‘Muketch,’ he said, ‘I’ve been meaning to thank you.’




  Pazel turned to him, benumbed. ‘To thank me?’




  ‘For what you did on the tower. You saved us, every bit as much as Thasha did.’




  Pazel swallowed. ‘I killed a man in the process.’




  Dastu shook his head. ‘Not a man.’




  Pazel sighed and nodded. True enough: the tol-chenni had never had a human mind. It had been born with animal intelligence, and its parents had been the same. But its grandparents, or

  great-grandparents: who had they been? Shopkeepers in Masalym? Teachers, maybe? Newlyweds, with dreams for their children?




  Some questions (many questions) were better left unasked.




  ‘You’ve learned some fighting skills,’ said Dastu.




  Pazel shook his head. ‘Only a little, from Thasha and Hercól. I’ll never be really good.’




  Pazel recalled a time when the compliment would have felt like a gift. He had once thought of Dastu as his best friend among the tarboys, after Neeps. He had delighted, secretly, in the fact

  that Dastu was pure Arquali, and yet free of the contempt for conquered races that infected so many. He’d adored the older boy. Everyone had: even those who never looked at Pazel or Neeps

  without a sneer.




  Then Dastu had turned them in for mutiny.




  Of course they were mutineers, Pazel and his friends. They’d met in a lightless room in the bowels of the Chathrand, to plan their takeover. Their true enemy was Arunis, but

  there had been no way to fight him without defying Captain Rose.




  Pazel looked pointedly at Dastu. ‘You still think we should be hanged?’ he asked.




  Dastu looked away. ‘I’m loyal to Arqual. I swore an oath to my Emperor, and to the Service.’




  ‘That’s a yes, is it?’




  The older youth shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter what I think. Not to anyone. Pitfire, it hardly matters to me. Listen, Muketch: we have to toss the Nilstone in the river. Not on

  Gurishal. Right here. I know what Ramachni says about poisoning a well. But we have no choice, no other chance. And think of it this way.’




  He scooped up two handfuls of dirt. ‘Suppose we set off for Gurishal – somehow.’ He let one handful sift through his fingers. ‘The Stone remains in Alifros. The Swarm

  grows, the world is destroyed. That will happen. We’ll struggle on awhile, then we’ll fail, and everything will go to pieces. Look around and tell me I’m wrong. Look at us,

  Muketch; look at your leg. Think of where we are.’




  ‘Denial is death,’ murmured Pazel.




  The other boy looked up sharply. ‘Rin’s truth, that is.’ He opened his other hand, gazed at the sandy earth. ‘But in another world, who can say? Maybe they’re

  stronger, maybe they have great lords or wizards who’ll know what to do with the Nilstone. All we know is what happens if it stays here.’




  ‘That’s all we know,’ Pazel agreed.




  Encouraged, Dastu leaned closer, lowering his voice. ‘Bolutu’s dead set against it, just like the mage. But there’s one good thing about being here, in this Godsforsaken

  wilderness. You know what I mean. We outnumber them. We humans outnumber the dlömu, and if we know what’s good for us we’ll stick together. Do you understand me,

  Muketch?’




  Pazel looked at him a moment. ‘Yes, I think I do. And just now I was thinking of what you said that day, when I asked why you’d betrayed us. You told me to save my breath. That

  nothing I could say would make a difference to you, because you had your loyalties straight. Well, so do I, and they begin with Ramachni. Without him Arunis would have beaten us a long time

  ago.’




  ‘Arunis nearly killed us last night. Because of Ramachni.’




  Pazel shook his head. ‘In spite of him. I won’t help you, Dastu. And you’re not getting near that mucking Stone by yourself. We’ll carry it to Gurishal, somehow.

  And you know what else? You’re here for a reason. Doesn’t Ott always boast about leaving nothing to chance? He sent you along to help us on this mission, not to hinder us. Are you going

  to obey him or not?’




  Dastu let the second handful of earth dribble to the ground. When his hand was empty he looked up at Pazel. His eyes were bright and accusing.




  ‘You still don’t see it, do you? We’re trapped here. We’re going to die in this place. We nearly killed ourselves getting here and now we are mucking buried

  alive.’




  Hercól and Ensyl came back to the group around the fire. ‘My mistress has not finished the dark journey,’ said Ensyl.




  ‘Not finished?’ said Big Skip. ‘What do you mean, by the Blessed Tree? Is she dead or not?’




  ‘Her body died,’ said Hercól, ‘but her spirit has yet to pass into death’s kingdom. She is holding herself back in order to help us. All this time she has lingered

  in some strange place between the lands of light and darkness.’




  ‘In Agaroth,’ said Ramachni. ‘The Border-Kingdom. I have walked those dark hills myself, long ago in my youth. Many linger in Agaroth, hoping to finish some deed in this world,

  or because they fear the next.’




  ‘Ensyl,’ said Thasha, ‘did Dri say anything more, in your tongue?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Ensyl. ‘She said he was furious that he’d been tricked by Erithusmé.’ She glanced at Pazel. ‘You heard as well, didn’t

  you?’




  Pazel nodded. ‘She said that Arunis had done everything he could to bring the Stone to Gurishal – until he learned that we could get rid of it there – and that now he’ll

  do everything he can to stop us from taking it to that island.’ Pazel looked at Ramachni, shaken. ‘He learned the truth here in the forest, didn’t he? Maybe with the

  Nilstone’s aid. And Fulbreech overheard. But what if he hadn’t? What if he’d died before we found him? We’d still have no idea where to take the Nilstone. Credek,

  we’d have no chance at all.’




  ‘What if Fulbreech lied?’ asked Lunja.




  ‘Excellent question!’ said Mandric. ‘That boy was more crooked than a back alley in Ulsprit. What if he decided to stick it to us one last time?’




  ‘I don’t think he lied about Gurishal,’ said Neeps.




  The others looked at him. ‘Oh yes,’ said Dastu, ‘your famous hunches. Your nose for lies.’




  Neeps glared at Dastu. ‘It’s not a blary hunch,’ he said. ‘Think it through. If you can’t reach the world of the dead from Gurishal, then what did Dri mean

  about Arunis being tricked?’




  ‘If, if, if!’ said Dastu. ‘If that was really your crawly friend who spoke to us. If she has any idea what Arunis is really up to. If the sorcerer

  didn’t tell Fulbreech exactly what to say when we found him.’




  ‘Mage,’ said Cayer Vispek, turning to Ramachni, ‘now that the sorcerer’s body is burned, how much power remains to him?’




  ‘In this world?’ said Ramachni. ‘Not much, I hope. But I am troubled by that missing scarf; we must search the ruins again before we leave.’




  ‘There’s one more thing,’ said Ensyl. ‘Dri said that Arunis spoke the truth about the Swarm.’




  Ramachni’s eyes darkened. ‘This much is true: that the Swarm is drawn to death, and grows stronger when deaths are numerous. It belongs in the Border-Kingdom, patrolling that great

  and final Wall, beyond which stretches the land of the dead. Where the Wall crumbles, the Swarm holds back the dead, lest they flood into living lands and despoil them. That is its purpose: a vital

  purpose indeed. But it was never meant to be in the living world, or to encounter living beings, and here its work can only bring disaster. It will fall upon death, immobilizing the souls of

  the fallen. But when it falls upon the living, they too shall die – and feed the Swarm. The cycle can only accelerate, you see: with each death, the Swarm will grow stronger. Unless we rid

  the world of the Nilstone, the Swarm will come to blanket earth and sky, and smother every living thing beneath its pall.’




  ‘But Ramachni, this makes no sense!’ said Bolutu. ‘Why should the Swarm have such power here? I have read many treatises on magic, including your own. The Swarm should be weak

  here in Alifros, if its power comes from elsewhere.’




  ‘Not while the Nilstone remains in this world,’ said the mage. ‘You see a dark sphere, Belesar, but the Stone is also a puncture wound, and it is through that wound that the

  Swarm’s power floods into our own.’




  ‘Where has the Swarm gone, Ramachni?’ asked Hercól.




  ‘Away in search of death,’ said the mage. ‘Like water flowing downhill, it will go where death is strongest – to some unhappy corner of Alifros beset by plague or famine

  – or war.’




  ‘War,’ said Thasha. ‘It all fits, doesn’t it? Arunis did everything he could to start a war between Arqual and the Mzithrin. And we made it easy for him, both sides did,

  with all our greed and hate and holy nonsense.’




  She looked pointedly at the sfvantskors. Silence fell. The North, the humans’ battered homeland, was briefly, painfully present.




  ‘I think war is getting now,’ said Neda.




  ‘There you go again,’ said the marine.




  Pazel lay on his stomach on a wide, flat stone, and Ramachni jumped up beside him and licked his ankle. A cool painlessness flowed from the mage’s touch into his wounded

  leg; soon the whole limb felt heavy and remote. Then Bolutu came towards him with a knife, and they made him look away. Pazel could not feel the touch of the blade, but he heard a faint slicing

  sound as Bolutu cut out the dying flesh. Afraid he might be sick, he forced his thoughts elsewhere.




  ‘Where is Myett?’




  Bolutu frowned and glanced upwards. ‘She has scaled the tower anew. Ensyl plans to go looking for her. Be still now, let me work.’




  He bandaged Pazel’s leg with scraps of cloth washed clean in the river, and Ramachni set a paw on the wound and spoke a few soft words. The delightful coolness grew stronger, but Ramachni

  warned him that the pain would return. ‘I would fear for your leg if it did not,’ added Bolutu.




  ‘The bite will heal,’ said Ramachni, ‘but the damage may be of more than one kind. The jaws of the flame-trolls are ghastly pits, and just what foulness lurked in the one that

  gnawed you I cannot tell. Of course you were not the only one bitten – Mandric and Lunja both need tending – but the fang that pierced your leg went especially deep. You must keep your

  eye on that leg for years.’




  ‘If I live to have such problems I’ll be glad,’ said Pazel.




  But his words touched a deeper fear, resting like a stone in the pit of his stomach. ‘Ramachni,’ he said, very low, ‘Neeps is the one I’m worried about.’




  ‘He fears for his Marila, and their child,’ said Bolutu.




  ‘It’s not just that, Bolutu,’ said Pazel, glancing nervously at the rest of the party. ‘It’s the mind-plague.’




  Bolutu started. ‘Jathod, I smelled it! The sharp smell of his sweat, like lemon peel. I had forgotten what it was like.’




  ‘For Rin’s sake, don’t tell anyone,’ said Pazel. ‘Thasha knows, but no one else does. Not even Neeps has guessed.’




  ‘I know of his condition,’ said Ramachni. ‘We can discuss it further after you sleep.’




  ‘Can you cure him?’




  Ramachni sighed. ‘Pazel, your friend is succumbing to one of the most powerful spells ever cast in Alifros. It has already destroyed the minds of every human south of the Ruling Sea. The

  spell’s caster herself proved powerless to stop it. Before I try to do what my mistress could not, I must have help. You know where I hope to find that help, I think.’




  Pazel glanced at Thasha. He took a deep breath. ‘I know,’ he said, ‘but you’ve made a mistake. There isn’t going to be any help from Erithusmé.’




  ‘We shall see,’ said Ramachni gently.




  ‘I don’t think you understand,’ said Pazel. ‘It didn’t work, she hasn’t come back. Thasha is still just Thasha.’




  ‘She was never just Thasha, my lad,’ said Ramachni. ‘And now I must insist that you sleep.’




  The last word was like a finger snuffing a flame. Pazel barely had time to lay his head on the stone before sleep engulfed him, blissful and profound. In the stillness of the clearing he dreamed

  of a typhoon, and the Chathrand running north again, racing on madcap winds, chasing or giving chase. The whole crew was reunited, the dead and the living alike, and Captain Rose was on his

  quarterdeck, raging and gesturing, shouting orders, cursing ghosts. Pazel stood in the lashing rain, and Thasha was near him, her eyes bright as sparks, her pale skin luminous, as on the night when

  they had made love beneath the cedar. And somewhere in the darkness of the ship Pazel could feel the Nilstone, throbbing, pumping death through the ship and the storm and the world like a malignant

  spirit, like a great black heart.




  Myett had climbed three hundred feet before she realised that she did not wish to die.




  She knew the difference between flirting with death and hungering for it, wanting it with her soul. She had known the latter condition, and once, very nearly, succumbed. This was different. The

  impulse to destroy herself weakened with every yard she ascended.




  She’d been in earnest that other time, however. Sealed in the Chathrand’s flooding hold, blind drunk, heartbroken. It was luck that had saved her: luck and the Masalym

  shipwrights. If the draining of the ship had been delayed another quarter-hour, they’d have found her body clogging the pumps.




  Three hundred feet brought her to the level of the bottom-most leaf-layer, where the wind began. She held tight, feeling the still-pleasant burning in her muscles, the strength in arms, fingers,

  ankles no giant could ever attain. She was wedged in a crack that ran like inverse lightning up the tower wall. The strange birds wheeled around her, crying. Afraid she’d come for what was

  left of their brood.




  The alternative to death had been this expedition, this crossing of battle-lines. She had spent most of the voyage fighting Ensyl and Diadrelu and their giant friends. Myett had been as

  committed as any ixchel to the hatred of human beings, and heaven knew there was reason for it. But loyalty to her lover had been the bedrock of that hate. She had cleaved to Taliktrum,

  Diadrelu’s nephew, before and after his rise to power. After he became a visionary, Myett had argued with the doubters, rabidly insistent that he was all that he claimed. Too funny. All along

  the debate had been with herself.




  She could not pinpoint when the change had come. After the flame-trolls, surely, and before the catastrophe in the forest. Was it the night she dreamed her grandfather’s death, and woke

  sobbing, bewildered, unable to recall for nearly half a minute that she’d left him safe and sound on the Chathrand? Was it when the giants wept for their dead, and she had nowhere to

  be but right there beside them, witnessing grief that looked and sounded for all the world like ixchel grief? Or the night she saw Thasha and Pazel Pathkendle slip away to make love, and followed

  them, unseen of course, and vaguely disappointed to learn that this, too, was not a thing her people did better than giants.




  Four hundred feet, and the rim of the crater was in sight. A tearing wind broke around her, trying her grip. The crack had narrowed, too: Myett found fewer places to wedge her body, rest her

  weight. She could see the large, shaggy nests atop the pinnacle, now, and one grey wing, spread wide to bask in the sun.




  Whenever it had happened, the change was real. She stood with Ensyl, now – and heaven help her, the giants. The humans. She would have to remember to hate them, secretly, remind herself of

  what they were. Or else become one. That was Diadrelu’s choice, and Ensyl’s. Myett would never go that far, never risk becoming a mascot. But the quest was hers now, and she would give

  more than they did, more than they ever could. It had become a cause to live for, rather than a slower, grander way to die.




  She stopped. Her muscles twitching, her fingers raw. She was a hundred feet above the highest leaf-layer, seeing the wider world for the first time in days. She knew that the descent would take

  all her strength, if indeed she had not gone too far already. The wind tore at her, but she would not retreat without the view she’d come for. Aching, she leaned out from the wall.




  The ruins stood almost exactly at the Forest’s centre. To the south, dark hills pressed close to the crater’s rim. A shimmer of reflected sunlight marked the place where the mighty

  Angungra cut through the crater wall and swept away, into a deepening gorge. A mist hung over that gorge, and beyond it there were mountains, lower than the cold peaks they had passed through, but

  tight and forbidding all the same. And endless, too: if they somehow escaped this Forest they would have little choice but to brave those mountains – with no guide who had ever set foot

  there, no notion of what lay beyond.




  Or almost none.




  There is hope downriver, between the mountains and the sea. The strange message from Vasparhaven, the Spider Temple, came back to her with sudden irony. Hope. Maybe it was out

  there, somewhere, hidden in this great arbitrary maze of a world. But what of it? The notion seemed cruel, like showing a coin to a beggar, then tossing it away into a field.




  Carefully, she turned to face the north. The snow-capped range through which they had come loomed dark and massive. Astonishing to think that a footpath snaked through those peaks, and down

  again, to the city where they’d left their ship, their one real hope of any life save the life of castaways. To say nothing of kinfolk, clan brothers and sisters, her grandfather . . . and

  Taliktrum.




  He was back there in Masalym. The only ixchel in that vast city of dlömu. Her lover, exiled by his own choosing. And by the impossible, the suffocating neediness of their clan.




  I should be with you. I should have sought you out.




  Nonsense, of course. Taliktrum had spurned her, called her an entertainment. If Myett had abandoned both the ship and this expedition, if she somehow found him in that huge dark hive of a

  city, Taliktrum would only have called her a fool. And been right in doing so. Myett was done with foolishness: she too had made decisions, chosen sides. It was a strange fate, to be fighting

  alongside giants, sworn enemies, for an abstraction called the world. But Myett knew what she and Ensyl could give them, how ixchel skills might help them all survive, and that certainty of being

  needed was what one felt in a clan.




  It was not passion, not ‘starlight in the blood’ as the poets had it, not the bliss she had felt when Taliktrum was at his best, when he managed to be loving and kind. But it was

  good, they were good; even Hercól had forgiven and embraced her. She looked down, mapping out her descent.




  Then her brow furrowed. What was blocking the sun?




  Instinct came too late. Myett’s hand flew to her knife, but the hawk was already on her, grey wings filling her vision, shrill cry rending the air. Talons longer than her arm bit into her

  flesh.




  She was crushed, barely able to breathe. But as the hawk wheeled away from the tower she managed to pass the knife from her half-pinned arm to her teeth. Her thoughts exploding. She would fall.

  She would die. She would work the arm free, stab the bird, master it, make it land. No quitting. No quitting. The talons moved. Her arm slid free.




  At once she buried the knife in the bird’s leg. Its reaction was swift and violent, a sharp jerking stall, and Myett was thrown, whirling, falling, falling to her death. The sun whirled,

  the earth flashed in circles around her, the tower wall surged by faster and faster, she was dead, she was surely dead, a life of lust and bitterness and rage—




  The hawk snatched her from the air. Myett felt its black beak tighten as it pulled out of the fall, straining, the tug of the earth so strong she thought her ears must be bleeding. Then they

  rose above the top leaf-layer and shot away to the south, and the hawk passed her back into his claw, slick now with the blood she had drawn. One eye, coral-red and brilliant, fixed upon her.




  ‘If you fight me,’ said the hawk distinctly, ‘I will pinch that arm until it dies.’
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  Flesh, Stone and Spirit
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  11 Modobrin 941




  240th day from Etherhorde




  

    

      

        The mighty are beggars, child. They rattle silver cups by the roadside, pleading for love.


      


    


  




  Dlömic folk song




   




  Sandor Ott paced the cabin in a circle. His movements as always were fluid, measured, utterly precise. He spoke no offhand words, made no careless sounds, revealed nothing but

  what he chose to in the cast of his old, scarred face. His hands hung loose; his knife was visible but sheathed. As he walked, his eyes remained fixed on the circle’s centre: the spot where

  Captain Nilus Rotheby Rose sat scowling, fidgeting, in a chair barely large enough to accommodate his bulk.




  The captain’s eyes were bloodshot; his red beard was a fright. It was his own day cabin he sat in, under the assassin’s gaze. The chair was the one he usually gave to the least

  favoured guest at his dinner table.




  Rose crossed his burly arms. Sandor Ott continued circling. For some reason he had also brought his longbow – huge, stained, savage – and propped it near the stern galleries, along

  with several arrows. Target practice? Shooting gulls from the window? Rose scratched the back of his neck, trying to keep the old killer in sight.




  Maybe he would never speak. It was even possible that his thoughts were not with the captain at all, no matter how much he drilled with his eyes. Some people whittled sticks when they were

  concentrating. Sandor Ott tormented people, stripped their certainties away, needled them with doubts.




  There was a small table within the captain’s reach, and a flagon of wine atop it. Rose snatched it up and pulled the stopper. His grip was weaker than a year ago: he had lost two fingers

  in a fight with Arunis. Rose had trod on one of them, heard the knuckle crack beneath his boot. Horrible the things that came back to him, the sensations one was powerless to forget.




  He raised the flagon, then paused and removed a small object from his mouth. It was a glass eyeball, beautifully rendered. Yellow and black, orpiment and ebony, arrow-slit iris of a jungle cat.

  A leopard, to be precise: the symbol of Bali Adro, this Empire twice the size of Ott’s beloved Arqual, if the dlömic freaks told the truth. They’d handed Rose the taxidermed animal

  (sunbleached, moth-gnawed, deeply symbolic in some way he cared nothing about) just hours before the ship’s departure from Masalym. A gesture of goodwill to let a human captain hold the

  carcass, during those last hours in port. No matter the captain’s own concerns. No matter that he loathed all things feline, beginning with that vile Sniraga, purring even now beneath his

  bed.




  He drank; Ott circled. In Rose’s closet, Joss Odarth was snickering about modern naval uniforms.2




  Monster. Fool. You have blinded the Leopard of Masalym. So the freaks had shouted, and of course it was true. The first eye had come loose when he’d handled the carcass a bit too

  roughly, clubbed the topdeck with it in fact; the second he’d pried out with a spoon. Thinking all the while of the Tournament Grounds, where his crew had been imprisoned, and from whence

  twenty-three men had escaped one panicky night into that great warren of a city, and never returned.




  Damn your soul for all eternity, Ott! Whatever you mean to do, get on with it!




  Rose squeezed the eye in his sweaty fist. He had tossed the leopard ashore when the mooring-lines were freed, just as tradition demanded. And they’d caught it, those dlömic mariners.

  They’d even cheered a little: the tail had not brushed the ground, and that meant splendid luck. Then they’d noticed the missing eyes and stared in horror at the departing ship. Rose

  had grinned and popped the eye into his mouth. He had traditions of his own.




  He would keep it; there was power in a little theft. One day it would gather dust on his mantel, declaring with its stillness that this was a mantel, in a house without ladderways or a

  brine reek from the basement, a house that never rolled or pitched or pinwheeled; Gods, how he hated the sea.




  Nonsense, nonsense. A frog could not hate the mud that made him; a bird could not hate the medium of the air. He was fatigued; he needed protein; where in the Nine Pits was Teggatz with his tea?

  He put the eye back in his mouth. Better to keep it there, clicking against his molars, studying his tongue, watching his words before they left his—




  ‘Riding pants!’ said Sandor Ott.




  Rose inhaled the eye. His face purpled, his vision dimmed. The old killer sighed and bent him double; then came a stunning blow between his shoulders. The eye shot from his mouth, and the hated

  cat, Sniraga, chased and batted it across the floor.




  ‘Now sit up.’




  Rose did not sit up. He was thinking of the augrongs, Refeg and Rer. It was just possible that he could oblige the huge anchor-lifters to kill Sandor Ott, battering through a wall of Turachs,

  lifting the spymaster, breaking him over a scaly knee. But what if the Turachs killed the augrongs instead?




  ‘Kindly look at me when I am talking,’ said Ott. The captain stared hard at the floor. Vital to resist, vital to deny: if he caved in on small matters, the larger would follow.




  ‘Boots,’ Ott snarled. ‘Buckskin gloves. A spare belt buckle, a fifth of rum. Powdered sulphur in your socks. A little whetstone for your axe. But the pants, Captain: they tell

  the whole tale. They’d been altered that same afternoon: bits of leather trim were still in Oggosk’s sewing basket. The hag stitched them especially for you, with thick pads in the

  seat, lest that treacherous arse develop saddle sores. You truly meant to go through with it. To abandon your vessel, your crew. To run off with Hercól and Pathkendle and Thasha

  Isiq.’




  ‘Only to the city gate,’ said Rose. ‘Only until I was sure we’d seen the last of them.’




  ‘And for this you kept the witch up all night sewing pants?’




  Rose sat up heavily. ‘They’re not idiots,’ he said. ‘They had to believe I meant to join their daft crusade.’




  Sandor Ott stopped pacing directly in front of Rose. He put his hand in his pocket and withdrew a small lead pillbox. He held it close to the captain’s face.




  ‘These?’




  ‘Sulphites,’ said the captain, ‘for my gout.’




  Ott extracted a pill, crunched it in his mouth. He turned and spat on the polished floor.




  ‘Waspwort,’ he said, ‘for altitude sickness.’ The spymaster’s gaze was very cold. ‘You were going with them over the mountains. It was no bluff at

  all.’




  Rose dropped his eyes. ‘It was no bluff,’ he said.




  ‘I am empowered by His Supremacy to punish you with death,’ said Ott. ‘You were given command of the most crucial mission in the history of Arqual, and you tried to shrug it

  off and flee. That is criminal dereliction of duty. Your life is justly forfeit.’




  ‘We both know you’re lying,’ said Rose. ‘Emperor Magad gave you into my service, not the other way around.’




  ‘Have you believed that all along?’




  The captain’s face darkened. ‘I am the Final Offshore Authority,’ he said.




  ‘Treason nullifies such authority,’ said Ott. ‘You would do better to concentrate on providing reasons I should want to keep you alive. For at the moment, Captain, I

  have not a one.’




  His hand shot out, seized the captain’s own. Then he pointed to a short scar, healed but plainly visible. ‘How did you get this?’ he said.




  ‘From that miserable Sniraga,’ said Rose, flicking his eyes towards the cat.




  ‘Stop lying to me, bastard. That’s the mark of a blade tip. A sword, I think. Who the devil lunged at you with a sword?’




  ‘It was the cat, I say. Have a look at her claws.’




  Ott shook his head in disappointment. He turned and walked to the gallery windows, swept the curtains aside. Grey daylight flooded the chamber, refracted through a haze of cloud. It was

  midmorning but the sun could have been anywhere – high or low, east or west. They were in the shallows of the Ruling Sea, two days out from Masalym, running west along the endless length of

  the Sandwall. Running for their lives.




  ‘Our relationship,’ said Ott, ‘must proceed henceforth on a new footing, or death alone can be the result. And speaking of death, three mutineers remain at liberty among the

  crew. It would be better if you dispensed with them, rather than I.’




  ‘That matter is decided for now,’ said Rose. ‘I have suspended their punishment. There were mitigating factors.’




  Ott shook his head. ‘For certain crimes there is no atonement. You will hang them.’




  Rose erupted to his feet. ‘What are you proposing? To hang a pregnant girl from the crosstrees? To hang the quartermaster who saw us across the Nelluroq alive?’




  ‘You condemned them yourself,’ said Ott. ‘And haven’t I heard you tell your officers that they must never issue a command they’re not willing to enforce? What is

  the difficulty? The girl Marila is nothing: a stowaway who fell in with Pathkendle’s gang, and spread her legs for one of them. Fiffengurt’s skills are redundant, as long as

  you’re alive. And Mr Druffle is a tippling buffoon.’




  ‘He claims he was too drunk to know that he’d been brought to a gathering of mutineers,’ said Rose.




  ‘Is that one of your mitigating factors? Go ahead, extend that reasoning to the entire crew. Amnesty for drunkards. Pickle yourself before you challenge my command.’




  Rose’s mouth twisted. The spymaster looked caught between amusement and outrage. ‘You can’t have gone soft?’ he demanded. ‘You, Nilus Rose? The man I watched

  strangling Pazel Pathkendle in the liquor vault? You, who sent a boatload of men ashore to pick apples, then sailed away and abandoned them at the approach of a hostile ship?’




  ‘My hand was forced. As you would know if you had not been imprisoned.’




  ‘But I was imprisoned, Rose – and once freed, I dealt with those who had imprisoned me, and rid the ship of them.’




  ‘That remains to be seen.’




  ‘You’re splitting hairs, now,’ said Ott. ‘Some of the crawlies fled into Masalym. Others we killed. They are gone, neutralised. That is how one deals with enemies, unless

  one prefers to be dealt with.’




  He looked out through the curtains again. ‘I remember when you tossed a man from this window,’ he said. ‘Mr Aken, the honest company man, the quiet one. You could hear the

  wheels turning in his mind, you said, and for all I know you spoke the truth. But listen once and for ever, Captain: the wheels in your head are loud as grinding stones. You will not deceive

  me. When you feign madness, I know it. Just as I do when true madness directs your steps. Your plan to abandon ship was not one of the latter cases. You were deliberate. You had better tell me

  why.’




  ‘Go rot in the Pits.’




  Not a flicker of response passed over Ott’s face. He waited, looking out over the sea.




  ‘You can’t sail this vessel,’ said Rose. ‘Elkstem can choose a heading, and Fiffengurt trim the sails, but neither can manage eight hundred men. Who’s going to keep

  them working as a team, as a family? Haddismal, at spear point? Uskins, who nearly put the ship at the bottom of the sea? You?’




  ‘What is the danger you haven’t spoken of, Captain?’




  ‘You know the danger,’ said Rose. ‘There’s a she-devil of a sorceress bearing down on Masalym, in a vessel packed with dlömic warriors. Macadra, she’s called.

  Arunis’ rival, the one who stayed behind when he crossed the Ruling Sea and set about teaching us to destroy each other. With your expert help, of course.’




  ‘Stick to the point,’ said Ott.




  ‘The point, bastard, is that she wants the mucking Nilstone, and we can’t assume she’ll believe it when they tell her Arunis took it away over the mountains. And even if she

  does believe, she may still want this ship. Pitfire, she may want us: human beings, to torture or take apart. Or breed. We were their slaves, once, and could be again.’




  ‘What is the danger, Rose?’




  ‘Gods below, man! Isn’t that enough?’




  ‘We stand a fine chance of evading pursuit,’ said Ott. ‘Something else weighs against our chances. Something so terrible you’d rather abandon this family, and run

  away in shame.’




  Rose lowered his chin, glowering. His mouth was tightly closed.




  ‘You are asking yourself what kind of force I mean to apply,’ said Sandor Ott. ‘It does not involve pain – unless things go very wrong, that is. It will be worse than

  pain. But you should know that I never discuss my techniques. Some things are better demonstrated than described.’




  ‘The trouble,’ said Rose, ‘is that you won’t believe me.’




  ‘That is not your concern. Speak the truth. What were you running from?’




  Rose looked the assassin in the eye. ‘Not running from,’ he said. ‘I was running to. The worst danger’s not the one that’s chasing us. Stanapeth and

  the tarboys and Thasha Gods-damned Isiq: they’re in the right. You don’t like it; nor do I. But it happens to be true. We’re going to be slow-roasted, all of us, the whole

  Rinforsaken world, if Arunis finds a way to use the Stone in battle.’




  As Rose was speaking, Ott had once more grown still. Now he walked to the cabin door and opened it an inch. A Turach was stationed there, barring entry. Ott gestured, and the Turach passed him a

  pair of objects. A small glass pitcher and a shallow bowl.




  Ott closed the door and returned, and Rose saw that the pitcher held a few ounces of milk. Ott knelt beside the captain’s desk, not far from where Sniraga crouched, tail twitching,

  watchful. He poured the milk into the bowl and set the bowl on the floor. Then he stood and walked to the gallery window. He picked up the bow and notched the arrow to the string.




  ‘You hate this animal,’ he said.




  Sniraga raised her head, considering the proffered milk. Rose’s eyes widened. ‘Lower that bow, Spymaster,’ he said.




  ‘In killing her I’ll be doing you a favour, no doubt. You’ve thought of doing this so many times, but something has always stopped you from acting on the impulse.’




  ‘Nothing will stop me from avenging myself on you, if you harm the creature.’




  For the first time, Ott smiled. ‘Halfwit. If only I could let you try.’




  Sniraga nosed forward. It had been many weeks since she had tasted milk.




  ‘Speak the truth, Rose. Otherwise you may consider this a foretaste of something much slower and crueller I’ll be doing to your beloved witch. Is she your aunt or your mother,

  incidentally? Or are you still unsure?’




  ‘I can state my motives,’ said Rose, ‘but I can’t make you hear. Put the bow down. That’s an order.’




  ‘You are right in one respect,’ Ott continued. ‘I won’t be killing you. Not until the mission is completed, and Arqual’s victory achieved.’




  ‘That day will never come!’ Rose exploded from his chair, prompting Ott to bend the bow. ‘Damn you to the blackest hole! Forget the mission! It’s a fever dream. A

  lie you hawked to that deathsmoke-addled Emperor of yours.’




  ‘I will not tolerate slander of Magad the Fifth,’ said Ott, taking aim.




  Rose was bellowing. ‘Greater Arqual, the defeat of the Mzithrin – rubbish and rot. One of these sorcerers is going to clap hands on the Stone and make sausage out of us. Out of your

  precious Emperor, out of Arqual and the Sizzies and the whole Rinforsaken North. Blind fool! You’re a soldier in an ant war, and the mucking anteater’s coming down the trail.’




  ‘Rose,’ said Ott, ‘do you recall that you’d become a disgrace? Removed from command by the Chathrand Trading Family, wanted in twenty ports, living off the last spongings

  from your creditors? Do you know what a boon of trust His Supremacy gave you, when he restored you to the captaincy of the Chathrand, and gave you nominal command of this mission you advise

  me to forget?’




  ‘We will see how nominal it is when the waves hit eighty feet,’ shouted Rose. ‘As for that boon: rubbish again. Put the bow down, Ott. The game was never winnable, but

  without me you couldn’t even play. You didn’t dare attempt the Ruling Sea – put the bow down, I say – without Nilus Rose at the helm. I alone know the soul of this vessel. I

  alone have the sanction of the ghosts.’




  ‘You alone see them.’




  Rose’s body was rigid. ‘I am the captain of this ship. You are an adjunct, a supernumerary. If you challenge me openly you will bring anarchy down upon us all. That’s as clear

  today as it was when your mucking Emperor—’




  Ott’s bow sang. There was a caterwaul (horrid, held) and Sniraga became a red tornado of fur and fangs and blood. The arrow had pinned her tail to the floor.




  Rose leaped on the hysterical creature. He was bloodied instantly from hands to shoulders, but he wrenched the arrow free. Sniraga flew from beneath him, crashing against furniture, painting the

  room with the red brush of her tail. Ott leaned on his bow and laughed.




  Then the wailing changed. Rose turned, bewildered; Ott snuffed his laughter. A second cry, a human cry, was drowning out Sniraga. It rose through the floorboards, a voice they had not heard in

  months. The only voice as deep as the captain’s, or as cruel as Ott’s.




  ‘WHERE IS IT? WHO TOOK IT? FAITHLESS VERMIN, PARASITES, OFFAL WORMS! UNCHAIN ME! BRING IT BACK TO ME NOW!’




  Alongside the screamer, other voices began to rise, shouting in fear and wonder. Then commotion at the door. Ott dashed to it, flung it wide. A gnarled stick poked him in the chest, and Lady

  Oggosk, tiny and raging, hobbled into the room.




  ‘He’s dead, Nilus, get up! He’s dead, he’s dead, he’s alive!’




  ‘Duchess—’ began Rose.




  ‘Is she mad, Rose?’ Ott demanded. ‘Who is dead? Who is shouting below?’




  ‘Nilus, your arms are soaked in blood!’ shrieked the witch. ‘Get yourselves together, you pair of fools. The sorcerer’s been killed, and Pathkendle’s charm is

  broken. The spell-keeper was Arunis, all along. Do you understand now, Sandor Ott?’




  A wild gleam lit the spymaster’s eye. He flew from the cabin, shouting at the Turachs to clear a path. Rose looked at Oggosk, but there was no hope under Heaven’s Tree of explaining,

  so before she noticed Sniraga he charged after Ott. He had a presentiment of disaster. It grew with each roar from below.




  Sailors thronged the topdeck; some of them already knew. The captain waved them off, needing to see it before he heard them speak, needing to mark the disaster with his eyes. Down the broad

  ladderway called the Silver Stair he plunged, bashing aside Teggatz and his tea service, bellowing at dolts who froze at the sight of him, walking right over a topman who had fallen flat in his

  haste to get out of the way. Everyone below was shouting. He could hear the panic in their throats. He plunged out onto the orlop deck, raced through the fire-scarred compartments, and stepped at

  last into the manger.




  Great devils, there he was.




  A huge, hideous man, seventy if he was a day, raged into the centre of the chamber, his bare feet stamping in an effluvium of grime, straw and fresh blood. In his eyes was more mad viciousness

  than Rose had glimpsed in any living soul. The Shaggat Ness, the lunatic king, the most hated man in Mzithrini history. He was tangled in chains looped around an indestructible wooden stanchion.

  But the chains had been placed to secure a statue, a lifeless thing of stone, for that is what the man had been for five months.




  No longer. The mink-mage had told Arunis he could only reverse the spell when someone aboard the Chathrand died. If Lady Oggosk was correct, that someone was Arunis himself. What

  happened? Did he die trying to master the Stone? Could that gang of children and mutineers possibly have killed him?




  No time to wonder. The Shaggat was gesturing, flailing with both hands: the unharmed right, and the dead, scarecrow-stick left, the hand that had seized the Nilstone. His jaws were wide, his

  screams insufferable, a bomb that kept going off, Where is it, who stole it, bring it to me, you lice.




  His eyes found Rose. He lunged, and the stanchion shook.




  Sandor Ott rubbed his chin. He stood with Sergeant Haddismal and several other Turachs, conferring quickly, eyeing the Shaggat like a rabid dog. Ignus Chadfallow, the Imperial Surgeon, was in

  the room as well, bending down to talk to old, befuddled Dr Rain, whose gape of horror made him look like an eel. The captain stepped towards them – then leaped sideways with a curse. The

  Shaggat had lunged at him again.




  ‘BRING ME THE NILSTONE! BRING IT! BRING IT!’




  ‘Monster—’ said Sandor Ott.




  ‘I WILL PACK YOUR MOUTH WITH SCORPIONS AND GLASS!’




  ‘Listen—’




  ‘I WILL TEAR OFF YOUR MANHOOD AND THROW IT TO MY HOUNDS!’




  ‘Your toe.’




  ‘BRING ME THE – WHAT?’




  ‘Your toe.’




  The Shaggat looked down. And dropped in his chains, howling, seizing his foot with his one living hand. The foot was gushing blood: where the big toe should have been was an open wound.




  Undrabust!




  It came back to Rose in a flash: how Neeps Undrabust had pulverised the Shaggat-statue’s toe with a lump of iron. Arunis had managed to heal the other damage, the long cracks in the

  Shaggat’s stone arm: wounds that would have killed a living man. But he had forgotten the toe.




  A sailor appeared in the doorway, clutching Dr Chadfallow’s medical bag. The surgeon and Sandor Ott rushed to the man. Chadfallow seized the bag and withdrew a folded cloth and small blue

  bottle. He glanced dubiously at the Shaggat.




  ‘This will suffice, but how exactly—’




  Ott snatched both items, uncorked the bottle and sniffed. He coughed, then doused the rag with the contents of the bottle. The doctor retreated as a cloying smell of spirits filled the room. The

  Shaggat raised his head too late. Ott threw himself on the huge man, and caught his chin in the crook of an elbow. The mad king erupted, clawing at him, crushing him against the stanchion, rolling

  atop him on the bloody floor. The Turachs surged forward, weapons drawn.




  ‘Hold!’




  Ott’s voice, loud in the sudden silence. The Shaggat’s bellowing had ceased. His arms went limp, and he toppled over in his chains.




  Sandor Ott hurled the rag away. ‘Stop the bleeding, fools!’ he said. Then he too collapsed. During the struggle his face had been only inches from the rag.




  A cold claw touched Rose’s elbow. Lady Oggosk was there, suddenly, her shawl splashed with blood and fur, staring up at him with her milk-blue eyes. ‘They will press you harder than

  ever, now that he’s returned,’ she said. ‘Do not yield to them, Nilus. You know what must be done.’




  Rose studied the two men at his feet. He felt a bottomless disgust. The mastermind of Arqual and his tool. Better for everyone if they had strangled each other, if that sleep were the sleep

  of death.




  But what of Nilus Rose? He had sworn to his father that he would bend these creatures to his will. But that was only hubris – the kind of talk his father wanted to hear, demanded to hear.

  Over and over, decade after decade. The long, daft proof of their power. The family epic. Rose had never stopped writing it, even though a fool could tell you that the premise was absurd.




  ‘He was unhinged before, or partly so. Now I fear his derangement is complete.’




  Dr Chadfallow lowered himself stiffly into a chair, scanning the other faces around the table. The wardroom was cool, bathed in grey-blue light from the glass planks in the ceiling. Old Dr Rain

  took the chair to his right, glancing at Chadfallow with a mixture of jealousy and gratitude; it was only through Chadfallow’s courtesy that he’d been included at all.




  Fiffengurt, the quartermaster, sat down as well, glancing at the other faces as though tensed for a fight. That one will take it badly, thought Rose, studying him.




  Fiffengurt was almost old. He had white whiskers and a rogue eye that spun randomly in its socket. He looked anxious, and more than a little guilty. Chadfallow, Rose saw now, was much the same.

  Allies of Pathkendle and company – even the doctor has at last chosen sides. I must expect the worst from both of them.




  No one looked healthy, in point of fact. No one but the ghosts. Three had slithered into the chamber when the door was ajar. Captain Kurlstaff was among them, his pink blouse faded, his painted

  lips the colour of a man’s intestines, his battleaxe huge and unwieldy in the crowded room. He watched the living with interest. He was the only one of the Chathrand’s former

  commanders with whom Rose deigned, at times, to consult, although today the old pervert merely stood and stared.




  At least Kurlstaff had the decency not to sabotage the meeting. Captain Spengler was rummaging in the chart locker behind Rose’s head. And Maulle, the pig, had actually taken a chair, in

  which he slouched and squirmed and bit his fingernails. The man had the worst facial tic Rose had ever seen; when it happened his face compressed like a sponge, and a puff of chalk powder lifted

  from his ancient wig.




  ‘Sir?’ said Chadfallow.




  Rose pivoted away from the ghosts. ‘So the Shaggat is mad,’ he said. ‘Is that news, Doctor? Have you nothing else to report?’




  Chadfallow took a careful breath. ‘The Shaggat is seventy-four years old. And he has just suffered traumas that would strain the faculties of any man. The touch of the Nilstone. The

  killing fire that ran up his arm. The transmutation into a dead statue, through Pazel’s Master-Word, and this morning’s reversal. But above all, he is disturbed by the loss of the

  Stone. To gain it was his lifelong obsession. He thinks the Gods themselves chose him to wield it, along with that lesser artefact, Sathek’s Sceptre. And because he cannot have had any sense

  of time’s passage while enchanted, he must perceive that the Stone has just been taken from him.’ Chadfallow shook his head. ‘His mind is warped beyond all healing, now. What you

  saw is likely all that remains.’




  Old Dr Rain cleared his throat. ‘He exhibits a certain unease, Captain Rose. That is to say, he is uneasy.’




  Rose turned him a choleric stare. The old medic looked quickly at Chadfallow.




  ‘I cut off the dead hand,’ said Chadfallow. ‘He felt nothing. Below the wrist the limb was dry and brittle. It’s a wonder it did not break during that wrestling

  match.’




  ‘It did not break, because I did not break it,’ said Ott. ‘What else?’




  Chadfallow shrugged. ‘His body is otherwise sound. The man is a war elephant. You’ve heard the legend about the arrow that broke off in his chest, the head of which was never

  extracted? I saw the scar, I felt the hard nub with my fingers. The wound was two inches above his heart. There are flecks of iron embedded in his left eyeball, too, and signs that his feet were

  blistered by walking through fire, or over coals. He is indestructible, in a word. Only his mind has failed, and that utterly.’




  Rain cleared his throat again. ‘In professional terms – that is, in proper language, medical language—’




  ‘Stop your fidgeting, dog!’ snapped Rose. He was addressing Captain Maulle, but Rain flinched as if struck.




  Haddismal was scowling. ‘The Shaggat’s mad, but he ain’t an animal. The good doctor exaggerates.’




  ‘Agreed,’ said Ott. ‘You’re distorting your own diagnosis, Chadfallow, because you wish our cause to fail. In violation of your medical oath, to say nothing of your oath

  to His Supremacy.’




  Chadfallow bristled. ‘You saw it yourselves,’ he said. ‘That man raged for six minutes without a glance at his own maimed foot. He might have bled to death without noticing the

  wound.’




  ‘And blary good riddance,’ said Mr Fiffengurt, the quartermaster, unable to contain himself.




  Sandor Ott turned his gaze on Fiffengurt. ‘Another proud son of Arqual,’ he said. ‘What has happened to all your friends, traitor?’




  Fiffengurt’s bad eye drifted. But the other was clear and sharp, and he trained it now on Sandor Ott.




  ‘My friends are right here,’ he said, thumping a fist to his chest. ‘Where are yours, exactly?’




  A frigid silence followed. Then Ott said, ‘Captain Rose may have his reasons for delaying your execution—’




  ‘He does,’ said Rose. ‘The word is seamanship, and it cannot be wasted.’




  Fiffengurt did not smile – Rose would get no smile out of him, not in this lifetime – but a certain grim pride showed in his face.




  ‘Seamanship,’ said Ott, ‘just so. Yet this voyage will end one day, Mr Fiffengurt. And when you step ashore, so shall I.’ He turned back to the others around the table.

  ‘As for the Shaggat: hysteria is rarely permanent. Through all the years of his ascendancy he was prone to fits. They form part of the legend of his greatness.’




  ‘They can’t have been like this,’ ventured Elkstem, the sailmaster. ‘He’d never have been able to lead no rebellion. He was screaming like a stuck

  pig.’




  ‘I doubt we shall ever see another display like this morning’s,’ said Ott. ‘And if we do – well, Doctor, I did not add you to this mission because I loved your

  company. You earned great fame with diseases, but your talents go further, don’t they? Before the miracle with the Talking Fever, you had another specialty. A rather lucrative one, at

  that.’




  Chadfallow started. ‘You’re mistaken,’ he said.




  Ott raised an eyebrow, smiling.




  Dr Rain snapped his fingers. ‘“Ignus Chadfallow, Sedatives and Stimulants,” ’ he said. ‘Remember, Ignus? You gave me your card at the Medical Academy dinner,

  in the spring. I have it right here . . . .’




  The old man fumbled in the pockets of his threadbare coat, at last producing what looked like a mouse’s nest. Tearing open the fluffy wad, he extracted a crushed and soiled square of

  parchment. He held it up, beaming. Chadfallow stared in disbelief.




  ‘That card is twenty-six years old,’ he said.




  Ott leaned over and snatched the card from Rain. He squinted. ‘ “Compounds to Induce Tranquillity and Peace of Mind.” Capital, Doctor; the Shaggat Ness is in good hands.

  Besides, we do not require the murdering genius of his youth. All he needs is that apocalyptic impulse, and enough coherence to put his fanatics once more on the path of war.’




  ‘And the Nilstone?’ asked Rose.




  Ott shook his head. ‘The Nilstone is behind us. And despite the Shaggat’s obsession, the cursed thing was never part of our plan. It nearly killed him, after all. Let it remain here

  in the South. If it has truly caused the death of Arunis, so much the better. Our concern is to finish the task His Supremacy placed before us, with all dignity and speed.’




  ‘Dignity,’ said Chadfallow.




  He spoke the word softly, but it still conveyed the bitterness of a lifetime. Captain Kurlstaff, breaking his silence, said, ‘I like this doctor, Rose. But the spymaster wants him

  dead.’




  ‘Hold your peace, Ott,’ said Rose. ‘I have not brought you here to bicker like tarboys.’ He turned to Fiffengurt, and barked suddenly: ‘Where in the Black Pits is

  the first mate? Did I summon my deck officers or not?’




  ‘I conveyed your order to Stukey myself, Captain,’ said Fiffengurt. ‘He only grunted at me through his door.’




  ‘Uskins missed his noon log entry as well, sir,’ put in Mr Fegin, who had recently been promoted to the rank of bosun. ‘Perhaps he’s ill?’




  Rose looked at the doctors, who shrugged. ‘He’s not been to sickbay,’ said Chadfallow.




  The captain’s fury was a live coal in his chest. ‘Find the duty clerk, Mr Fegin,’ he said, very low. ‘Tell him to inform Mr Uskins that if he is not here within three

  minutes he will be tied to the mizzenmast with a vat of excrement from the chicken coops, and not released until he drinks it.’ He paused, then shouted: ‘Go!’




  Fegin was off like a greyhound. The captain spread his hands flat on the table, glaring at the faces around him. ‘Why do ships sink?’ he asked them. ‘Imprecision, that is why.

  Laxity and sloth, and men who look the other way. That will never be while I command this ship.’




  He took care not to glance at Sandor Ott. But a part of him knew that his words were for the spy, a reminder of what Rose alone could deliver.




  ‘We are being hunted, gentlemen,’ he said. ‘In all likelihood that sorceress has reached Masalym by now, and learned that we have fled. Whether or not she realises that we

  don’t have the Nilstone, she’ll want to take us – and she has the right ship for the job. The Kirisang, also known as the Death’s Head. The vessel’s

  every bit as large as the Chathrand, and a warship through and through. Or so Prince Olik claimed. Of course I do not trust him, or any other dlömu. But we have seen Bali Adro firepower

  for ourselves.’




  He gave them a moment to remember it: the horrific armada that had passed so near them, great squalid ships held together by spellcraft, bristling with terrible arms.




  ‘Now take heart, for Arunis is dead. Lady Oggosk sensed it, and the Shaggat’s return to life is the proof. He is gone, and the Nilstone is gone, and the ship is both

  provisioned and repaired. You may have heard that there was a hairline crack in the keel—’




  They had not heard: Fiffengurt and Elkstem gaped, struggling to contain themselves.




  ‘—but I assure you that rumour is false: no ship of mine will ever touch the Nelluroq with a damaged keel. No, the Chathrand will not disappoint us. The sorcerer is gone, and

  if any crawlies remain, we shall deal with them as with any vermin.




  ‘In short, gentlemen, we are done with the South. The last stage of this mission lies before us. We must find our way to Gurishal. The Shaggat must go to his tribe, to wreak havoc in the

  heartland of the Mzithrin. Only then will we be suffered to return to Arqual, and our families.’




  Ott and Haddismal looked deeply content. The others showed varying degrees of confusion. ‘But sir,’ said Fiffengurt, ‘ain’t it nearly time to land our men on the

  Sandwall? We talked about it just yesterday. Men with mirrors, to relay the all-clear signal from Masalym, when it comes.’




  ‘We will be landing no one on the Sandwall,’ said Rose.




  ‘How, then,’ said Chadfallow, ‘are we to know when Macadra has left the city, and what course she is on?’




  ‘I say again, no need.’




  ‘But I don’t understand, Captain,’ said Fiffengurt. ‘How will we know when it’s safe to return for Pazel and Thasha and the others? Can Lady Oggosk tell you that as

  well?’




  ‘Oggosk has nothing to tell me in this regard,’ said Rose, ‘because we are not going back.’




  The explosion was just as he had foreseen. Chadfallow and Fiffengurt rose, shouting in rage. ‘You wouldn’t dare, Captain!’ thundered the quartermaster. ‘Leave them

  behind? How can you even jest about such a thing?’




  ‘I make no jests,’ said Rose.




  ‘You will not do it!’ shouted Chadfallow. ‘What’s more, you dare not. The Nilstone—’




  ‘—is in Hercól’s hands,’ said Ott, ‘or perhaps those of the Masalym Guard who rode with him. In either case we can do nothing about it. Believe me, I hate to

  leave a thing of such power unclaimed. It would be a great joy to present it to our Emperor.’




  Chadfallow was gaping. Fiffengurt was nearly out of his head. He stepped towards Rose, hands in fists. Sergeant Haddismal, grinning, merely seized his arm. Ott was watching Chadfallow with

  lively curiosity. Neither the spy nor the Turach bothered to stand up.




  ‘This is unthinkable,’ said Chadfallow, shaking with rage. ‘Even for you, Rose. We gave you our trust.’




  ‘Oh, Doctor, you’re priceless,’ laughed Sandor Ott. ‘You gave nothing of the kind. Tell the truth, old man: you never expected to see them again. You knew they were

  choosing exile among the fish-eyes for the rest of their days – indeed, that that was the best possible outcome for the ardent fools, and far from the most likely. I’m not calling you a

  coward, sir. You might even have joined them, if I’d allowed it, for you’re quite fond of your family of criminals. But of course I could not allow it. We have over seven hundred men

  left to care for, and no doctor but you, save that, that—’




  He gestured vaguely at Rain, whose eyes tracked his moving hand, befuddled. Ott and Haddismal roared with laughter.




  ‘Prince Olik’s brief rule in Masalym will already have ended,’ said Rose, speaking over them. ‘Macadra will likely kill the man, if she can do so quietly enough. In any

  case, she will replace him with one of her servants. Ott is correct, Doctor: you knew from the start that we would not return. So did your friends who went ashore, in their hearts.’




  ‘You yourself planned to go with them,’ said Chadfallow, staring rigidly at Rose. ‘What if Ott had allowed you to join the expedition? Do you think for one instant that if Mr

  Fiffengurt had taken command, he would have abandoned you?’




  ‘Ott did not prevent me going ashore,’ said Rose.




  At that Spengler paused in his rummaging, and spat. ‘You’re a liar, Rose. He hog-tied you. You should boot that spy’s arse right over the rail.’




  ‘Pointless speculation,’ said Ott. ‘I would have compelled Fiffengurt to sail on, whatever his preference might have been. No, our dalliance with traitors has run its course.

  If there was any justification for their presence aboard, it lay in their efforts to thwart Arunis and drive him from the ship. That work is done, but His Supremacy’s great task is

  not.’




  Fiffengurt’s face had turned so scarlet that Rose half expected to see blood filling the whites of his eyes. Chadfallow was restraining him by force. The doctor’s jaw was clenched,

  as if words he dared not utter were caught between his teeth. He drew a deep, shaky breath. ‘Sandor Ott,’ he said, ‘you’re a man of immense talents, immense energies and

  strength.’




  Smiling broadly, as though preparing for a grand entertainment, Ott leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head.




  ‘You are the personification of commitment,’ the doctor continued. ‘That I would never deny, although I differ with your choice of loyalties. You might have grown very rich,

  without ever leaving Etherhorde; you might have settled for exploiting your office. You did not. You chose one task and pursued it selflessly, and with skills like no other man alive. I say all

  this because I wish you to know that I am not blinded by the animosity between us.’




  Haddismal appeared to be preparing some caustic remark, but Ott wagged a finger at him for silence.




  ‘Now all I ask,’ said Chadfallow, ‘is that you try to see beyond that hatred yourself. The emperor you serve has long counted me among his irreplaceable servants. In his name,

  let me ask . . . a favour of you. Let the men be landed on the Sandwall, and await the signal from Masalym. Let us wait for them here, as we discussed. Only for a fortnight – your plans for

  the Shaggat will not be harmed by such a small delay. Let us see if Macadra departs, and whether Pazel and the others return. They need not trouble you, now that Arunis is gone. They can be kept in

  the brig – all of them, all the way to Gurishal and beyond. But do not leave them here, to grow old and die among the dlömu, never seeing human faces again.’




  Ott’s smile had faded into something more thoughtful. Haddismal too had shed his look of mirth.




  ‘Rose, you must put a stop to this,’ said Kurlstaff. ‘You’re the blary captain, not the spy. He should be seeking that boon from you.’




  Rose looked the ghost in the face but said not a word.




  ‘I am begging you, Mr Ott,’ said Chadfallow. ‘But more importantly, I am appealing to the idealist in you – the loyal soldier. Your dedication to Magad the Fifth is a

  passion in your heart, like all human loyalties. Pazel, Thasha, Hercól Stanapeth – their passions are no different. Consider them misguided, consider them mad if you must. But see what

  you share with them – it is conviction, sir, a willingness to risk one’s very life for what one holds most dear.’




  Ott was frowning now. His eyebrows knitted, and the scars about his eyes were lost for a moment among the wrinkles.




  ‘Not just their lives,’ said the doctor softly, ‘but their souls. They are in the land of the mind-plague. They may all become animals, brainless tol-chenni, if we

  abandon them. Mr Ott, do you imagine that they would take such a terrible risk if they did not believe it was essential? Is that not what you believe of Arqual’s conquest of the

  Mzithrin? Disagree with them all you like – but do not condemn them in this way. To do so is to condemn yourself.’




  The room was silent. Even Spengler had turned away from the cabinets to gaze at the Imperial Surgeon. Ott himself was looking down at the table. He blinked, a quizzical light in his eyes.




  ‘A good speech, Doctor,’ he said. ‘It’s plain to see why His Supremacy needed your diplomatic skills. But you’ve left out a key detail, I think.’ He raised

  his eyes. ‘You’re his father, aren’t you? Pathkendle’s father. You cuckolded Captain Gregory while he was away at sea.’




  Silence. The living and the dead were still. Then Chadfallow, never shifting his gaze from Sandor Ott, said, ‘Yes, I did. And Pazel is my son, that’s true.’




  ‘Are you the girl’s father as well? Did you sire a future sfvantskor on that woman?’




  ‘Neda is Gregory’s daughter,’ said Chadfallow stiffly. ‘She was born before I ever knew him, or Suthinia Pathkendle.’




  ‘You were wise not to lie,’ said Ott. ‘That would have ended the discussion. But one thing still perplexes me, Doctor. Why lie to the boy? He asked if he was your son just

  before leaving the Chathrand, I believe. And you denied it to his face.’




  Chadfallow looked shocked. Though why should he be, thought Rose, to learn that the spymaster continued to spy?




  ‘You let him depart thinking himself the son of that traitorous freebooter, that nobody,’ said Sandor Ott. ‘Why?’




  The doctor’s hands were trembling slightly. ‘I made a rash promise,’ he said at last. ‘To his mother, the night she told me that the child was mine. She was afraid of

  losing her son, as she was already losing Captain Gregory. She feared that Pazel would choose me over her one day, if he ever learned the truth. And so I swore I would never tell.’




  ‘It has cost you a great deal to keep that promise, I think,’ said Ott quietly.




  Chadfallow nodded. ‘Yes, it has,’ he said.




  ‘Hmm, so,’ muttered Ott. ‘You wish us to give them a fortnight. To catch up and rejoin us.’




  ‘Nothing more,’ said Chadfallow. ‘A fighting chance, sir. In Magad’s name.’




  Ott looked sidelong at Haddismal. Then he rose to his feet and started for the door. He waved his hands as though relinquishing the matter. ‘This means the world to you, apparently,’

  he said.




  ‘Do you mean—’




  ‘You served Arqual truly, once,’ said Ott. ‘I haven’t forgotten.’




  Chadfallow closed his eyes, his shoulders bowed with relief. Mr Fiffengurt put a shaky hand on his arm.




  Then Rose glanced up to see that Ott was ushering Turachs into his cabin. Haddismal barked a code word, gesturing at the doctor and Fiffengurt, and before either man had time to react they were

  seized, and the door slammed anew. Ott struck Fiffengurt in the stomach, lightning-fast, dispassionate. The quartermaster doubled over, labouring to breathe.




  The soldiers threw the struggling doctor to the floor and stretched him out, a man on each thrashing limb. They beat him, slapped him so hard that the outlines of their fingers appeared like

  strips of white paint on his cheeks. Sandor Ott let himself into Rose’s sleeping cabin, and returned with a pillow, fluffing it in his hands.




  ‘Credek, he’s in for it now,’ said Captain Maulle.




  Ott tossed the pillow to Haddismal, then knelt and tore open Chadfallow’s jacket, sending buttons flying. He drew his long white knife, slipped it under the doctor’s shirt, and cut

  the fabric from collar to waist. He did the same with each leg of the doctor’s trousers. The doctor’s skin was very pale. His limbs were muscular but the joints looked stiff and

  swollen.




  ‘Be gentle with his hands, we need them,’ said Ott to the marines. Then he nodded to Haddismal, who lumbered forward and knelt by the doctor’s head. Using both hands, the

  sergeant held the pillow down over Chadfallow’s face, leaning into it with the whole of his bulk. The doctor kicked and thrashed, but the Turachs held him firmly. A muffled howl escaped the

  pillow, but it did not carry far.




  Fiffengurt tried to lunge and was brought down with a second blow. The ghosts were backing away. Death, for some reason, could always be counted on to unnerve them.




  Ott pinched the doctor’s skin appraisingly, as a tailor might a jacket he was preparing to trim. Then his knife-hand moved in a blur, and an arc of scarlet appeared on the doctor’s

  breast. Chadfallow’s writhing did not change: he was suffocating; the pain of the cut passed unnoticed.




  Ott studied the wound a moment. His hand flicked again. The second cut, three inches lower, was exactly the same shape and length as the first. Rose found himself admiring the man’s

  concentration. Two more strokes followed, curling this time, bisecting the lines in a graceful pattern.




  Captain Kurlstaff moved away from his ghostly companions. He flowed through the crowd, through the table, and solidified again by Rose’s chair. ‘You whore’s bastard! Make him

  stop! You’re the captain of this ship!’ Rose sat as if turned to stone.




  The doctor’s movements grew erratic. Ott picked up speed, moving from chest to stomach to legs, violating the doctor’s body with the precise but impulsive movements of a painter

  surrendering to inspiration. Blood ran in stripes over Chadfallow’s limbs, trickling into the remains of his clothes.




  At last Ott gestured to Haddismal, and the sergeant removed the pillow. Dr Chadfallow was barely conscious. Blood foamed about his lips. He had bitten his tongue.




  ‘In Magad’s name,’ said Sandor Ott.




  Thumping footsteps outside the cabin. Mr Uskins, the disgraced first mate, pushed open the door. He was terribly dishevelled, his hair untrimmed and greasy, his uniform lumpy and stained. He

  gaped at the scene before him, then broke into a smile of glee.




  ‘Look at the Imperial Surgeon! How the mighty are fallen, eh, Captain Rose? How the highborn are brought to heel!’




  Fiffengurt was sobbing. Chadfallow moved feebly, leaving smears of blood. Captain Kurlstaff stared at Uskins with vague apprehension. There was a white scarf knotted at his neck.




  Ott cleaned his knife in Chadfallow’s hair, then stood and stretched his back, wincing with pleasure. ‘Spread him out,’ he said.




  The Turachs pulled at Chadfallow’s wrists and ankles until the doctor lay spreadeagled on his back. Unbuttoning his fly, Ott began to urinate on the man, methodically, face to feet and

  back again.




  ‘The trust we put in you,’ he said, ‘makes your defection all the more base. It is not only treasonous but hurtful to His Supremacy. It is a crime against – what did you

  call it, Doctor? – the soul.’




  The room grew rank. Chadfallow groaned and spat but could not move. Ott paused, chose a new position, began again, soaking the doctor’s wounds and shreds of clothing. When he finished, he

  went to the table and gathered the linen napkins and tossed them at the doctor. ‘Clean yourself,’ he said. ‘Rose, I am sorry this occurred in your cabin. Tell the steward to clean

  it with vinegar and lye. I believe this concludes our business, gentlemen. Let us hope for favourable winds, and a swift departure for the North.’
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  A Leopard Hunt
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  He heard the dogs behind him at midday, while he rested near the mountain’s peak. He had the telescope out and trained on the inlet. When the baying started he swung the

  instrument back down the mountain in the direction of the city, and swore.




  ‘Are they hers, Prince?’ asked the ixchel man on his shoulder.




  ‘Oh yes, they’re Macadra’s.’




  That ancient sound, the war-bay, the summons to their masters: here is the blood you want. He could see five dogs on the mountain, huge and lean and red. They were racing up the dry ridge like

  furies, cutting the switchbacks, tearing through brush. Their deep chests heaved like bellows. Their wide paws gripped and pulled. Athymar eight-fangs, bred for murder, the dogs that bit and

  never let go.




  ‘They have our scent,’ said the ixchel.




  ‘My scent, Lord Taliktrum,’ said the prince. ‘I doubt they would know what to make of your own.’




  Prince Olik Bali Adro, rebel and fugitive and distant cousin to the Emperor, allowed himself a last glance at Masalym below the mountain: her layer-cake loveliness, her waterfalls, the River

  Maî winding through her like a sapphire braid. City of marvels, and of fear, with its wealthy households squeezed together like a rosebud at the apex, and the poor adrift in the crumbling

  labyrinth below. He had ruled Masalym for something less than a week. This morning, he had barely escaped it with his life.




  Five dogs, five athymars. He did not want to fight them. He did not, in truth, want them to exist. Dogs had a beauty and a purity no dlömu ever matched. They would work or fight as

  their keepers required, go through battle and flames and savage landscapes that bloodied their paws. They would serve until their bodies broke, or their hearts. And they would kill him regardless

  of Imperial law.




  ‘She has branded them on their hindquarters,’ he said. ‘That seems a senseless act. Who would be fool enough to try to steal those monsters, I ask you?’




  ‘Prince?’ said Taliktrum.




  ‘Hmm, yes?’




  ‘Put that scope away and run.’




  The prince lowered the telescope, considered the dogs without it, the distance they had travelled in the last few minutes alone. ‘Quite right,’ he said, and let the instrument fall

  from his hands.




  He ran west along the summit trail, through the hyssop and giant rosettes. No cover, nothing to climb. He saw his own dogs loping parallel to him, dispersed as he’d ordered them to be. The

  nearest were keeping him in sight; those further out watched their companions. All nine could be called in with a gesture to help him fight. But his dogs were smaller creatures, a mixed pack of

  hunters and scouts. They could fight, certainly: they had been trained by the Masalym Watch. But the slaughter, the maimed animals – no, this was not the place to make a stand. What he needed

  now was distance from Masalym, and the servants of Macadra Hyndrascorm that streamed from it in all directions.




  Prince Olik had already killed once that morning. Barely an hour up the Rim Trail, with the huge cliffs called the Jaws of Masalym open beneath him and the thunder of the great falls

  reverberating in his bones, a pair of riders had suddenly rounded a bend and spotted him, and the one in the lead had charged. The prince could not help but feel a moment’s fright. He had

  lived so long in safety, protected by his face and name: a face it was every citizen’s duty to know; a name that meant death to anyone who touched him. When he fled beyond the Empire they had

  made him a target, but here, all his life, they had accustomed him to invulnerability. Each time he met a citizen who feared Macadra more than the ancient law, it was as if a crack had opened in

  the bedrock of the earth.




  Still, the prince had not hesitated. He had killed them, those men who had been his subjects only the day before: the first as he tried to run Olik down with his spear, the second as he raised a

  bugle that would have sealed his fate. Lucky kills, both of them. Yet he had no luck with the horses, which bolted riderless back down the ridge.




  Two hours later the sun was fully risen, and the prince stood atop the headland, wild rosemary about him and Taliktrum on a stone nearby, looking down at the Kirisang, the

  Death’s Head, Macadra’s hideous ship. ‘Why, it’s almost a twin of the Chathrand!’ the ixchel had exclaimed. And of course that was true: though much

  older and heaped with strange Plazic weaponry, the Kirisang was a Segral-class ship like the one the humans had arrived in. Olik turned away from the sight: he knew that Macadra

  herself was on that ship, unless she had gone ashore to look for him. The sorceress had not stirred from Bali Adro City in thirty years, but lust for the Nilstone had drawn her out.




  Then the prince had raised his eyes and looked north, through the gap in the Sandwall where the Chathrand had sailed five days before. ‘I wonder if they are truly out there, waiting

  for an all-clear signal, so that they might return and collect their missing crew. Rose’s eyes were shifty when he promised to do so. And that bloodthirsty Mr Ott never left him alone.

  “Stath Bálfyr, Captain; our goal is Stath Bálfyr.” He was in a fever to reach that isle.’




  ‘He should not have been,’ Taliktrum had replied. ‘If they ever do reach Stath Bálfyr, it will be the end of the voyage for them all.’




  ‘You sound quite sure of that.’




  ‘I am,’ said Taliktrum, ‘but ask me no more about it, Sire. There are some oaths even an exile must keep.’




  He was a cipher, this tiny lord who’d saved his life. The prince knew almost nothing about ixchel. They had suffered under the Platazcra, but their own habits of secrecy disguised the

  extent of their persecution. They were found occasionally aboard boats plying the Island Wilderness, and were said to be tolerated by the people of Nemmoc and other lands west of Bali Adro. Yet

  Taliktrum had given him the impression that the Northern ixchel who had come with the Chathrand were of a very different sort: rigidly communal, even indivisible in their clan structure and

  ethos of ‘us’ before ‘me’. Which made Taliktrum’s own defection rather startling. On the headland, with as much delicacy as he could muster, Olik had asked Taliktrum

  if he regretted leaving his people behind. Taliktrum had stared hard at the sea.




  ‘I left myself no choice,’ he said. ‘I am like the hunter who falls into his own snare. I could blame my father, of course: he persuaded us all to go hunting to begin with. But

  I took up the horn and blew until my face was red. And when my father became frail I named myself not just the master of the hunt, but its guardian spirit, a visionary, a prophet.’




  ‘You do not strike me as so proud.’




  Taliktrum laughed. ‘I might have before,’ he said, ‘but even that would have been an illusion. Pride did not lead me on, though at the time even I thought it had. No, I named

  myself a prophet as an act of rebellion. I lacked the courage to turn from my father’s path, so I tried to escape another way: by going too far. Unfortunately, my own people called my

  bluff.’




  ‘By believing in you?’




  Taliktrum had nodded. ‘And trapping me, thereby. I could not deliver what I promised them, and so I fled. And when I had been gone a little while, free from their needy eyes, my mind

  cleared and I saw my own need at last. But before I could return and claim her, I saw her vanish into this wilderness, joining you giants in the hunt for the Nilstone, abandoning the comfort of the

  clan. She was the one of vision. I was the blind fool who never saw her until she was gone.’




  They raced on up the slope. The prince was vaguely disgusted with himself: a mere five hours and he was winded, and the path had not been that steep. He should have started

  earlier; he should have spent the night on this mountain.




  ‘The hounds are closing already,’ said Taliktrum. ‘Mother Sky, but they’re fast.’




  ‘Wait until they reach level ground,’ said Olik.




  ‘I’d rather we didn’t, Sire.’




  If he had started at dusk yesterday he would have reached the Sarimayat River by now, and could have sent the dogs safely home. Now look at him: desperate, pretending to a calm he didn’t

  feel, hoping for a miracle, or the kind of strength he’d not felt in a decade.




  Your strength, for example, he thought, glancing at Taliktrum out of the corner of his eye. If an ixchel stood six feet tall, and his strength were raised proportionally, well, the prince

  wasn’t quite sure what that would mean, but something astonishing. Taliktrum stood eight inches tall and could leap forty from a standstill.




  There were rocks by the sea cliff, however. Tall rocks, and many. On an impulse, the prince dived from the trail and ran among them. He had rope. Perhaps there was a way down the cliff where

  they could not follow, or even a path along the shore.




  Or no path. They are almost upon you. Best be ready for an ocean swim.




  But a swim to where? Last night in Masalym he had studied maps, traced his possible avenues of escape. He’d known Macadra was coming, bearing down on the city in the Death’s

  Head, knew she thought the Nilstone might still be there and would commit any atrocity to obtain it. The Stone was not there, of course – but was Arunis? Olik had sworn not to

  abandon the city until he could swear to its citizens that the sorcerer had fled. At last Hercól Stanapeth’s fire-signal from the mountains let him do so. But by then Macadra’s

  ship was already in the harbour, and Olik had barely managed to slip away.




  The river, he thought. The Sarimayat. You can lose them there, hide your scent, crawl out after sunset on the nether shore. Gain that river and you live.




  ‘Prince, you must abandon these rocks,’ said Taliktrum. ‘They can trap you here. This was a mistake.’




  The ixchel was right again: he should have crossed the summit at a dead run and simply hurled himself down the western slope. Or called his pack in to fight at his side. The prince had no

  illusions about his talents. He was a passable swordsman, nothing more than that. His strength was archery, but he had no bow. What he did have were nine kryshoks: steel disc-blades, each

  the width of his palm, and bulging slightly at the centre with the weight of lead. They were less accurate than arrows, but no less deadly when they found their mark.




  ‘A vantage,’ he said to Taliktrum. ‘Find me a vantage point, an outlying rock. Some of them will follow their noses in here. I want to be waiting where they emerge.’




  Taliktrum nodded, seeing the plan. He crouched tight as the prince grabbed him bodily. Olik threw him high, like a ball, and at the zenith of his ascent Taliktrum spread his arms, thrust deep

  into the gauntlets of the swallow-feather suit, and soared west over the rocks.




  Behind him, the athymars suddenly bayed: a deeply chilling sound. They were on the summit. Olik dashed, slipping and squeezing through tight places in the rocks. Macadra would not

  use athymars if she meant to take me alive. They will devour me, probably, devour the evidence. And she will still have them slaughtered and cremated, lest their stomachs be opened by the

  Platazcra Inspectorate, looking for fragments of a missing prince.




  Taliktrum returned, alighted on his shoulder. ‘That way, run,’ he gasped. ‘It is far, but no other place will serve.’




  The prince ran where he was told. The dogs’ howls echoed among the rocks. If they caught him here, with no throwing-room, no room even to swing a sword . . . .




  Grey fur: the prince wheeled, groping for his dagger. But it was only Nyrex, his pack leader, a great rockhound with the tented ears of a fox. Her mouth was foamy with exhaustion and her tongue

  lolled like a skinned eel, but her eyes still begged for orders.




  ‘Out of these boulders, out! Scatter!’ Olik flung his arm, and the dog sprang away like a hare. Then the prince emerged from the rocks, and Taliktrum pointed to the one that stood

  apart. Flat-crested: fine luck. He raced the sixty feet and vaulted onto the stone. Eight feet: tall enough. But the rear of the boulder had a shelf halfway up its side. Bad luck. He lay flat at

  the centre of the stone.




  ‘Circle me at dog-height,’ he told Taliktrum. ‘Can you see me? Quickly, pray!’




  Taliktrum flew low about the stone, arms working furiously. He landed, rolling, by the prince’s arm. ‘You’re hidden from view,’ he said. ‘But Prince, their

  noses—’




  ‘Yes,’ Olik whispered. ‘I’m counting on it. When I toss you again, Lord Taliktrum, you must fly off shouting – and not return until the killing’s

  done.’




  ‘I’ve fought dogs before, Olik.’




  ‘No you haven’t. Not like these.’




  He slid his hand into the leather pouch that held the kryshoks, dealt out four upon the stone, as though preparing for a round of cards.




  Taliktrum shook his head, frowning. ‘If they wait at a distance, for the rest of the pack—’




  ‘Silence,’ said the prince, ‘they are here.’




  He caught the sound of their panting, the low huffs they directed at one another. Olik tried not to breathe. Four kryshoks beside him; one in each hand, three left in the

  pouch.




  Wait.




  A sharp yip: that was Nyrex. The brave creature was still on the mountaintop, somewhere, trying to draw them off. The athymars growled at her, but they were not really tempted. Sweat was

  running into Olik’s eyes. The panting drew nearer. It was on both sides of his rock.




  Wait.




  Three were here for certain, probably four. They were trotting in small circles now, orbiting him, the scent always returning them to this spot. He drew a finger along the knife-edge of the

  kryshok. Sniff, step, pant, sniff again. He could feel the pulse of his own blood. Then, all in the same moment, the pack grew still as stone.




  Olik hurled Taliktrum skyward. The ixchel man shot away like a living, screaming arrow. The dogs’ heads turned – and Olik rose and struck.




  A kryshok could pierce welded plate, cut through chain mail like straw. Olik flung his arms out, snapped his wrists, making himself want to kill them. One. Two. The third so near it

  sprayed his legs with blood. The fourth was airborne before he could draw another kryshok, but only its forelegs reached the rock, and he sent it tumbling with a kick. He whirled, drawing

  his sword, and plunged it into the chest of the fifth dog in mid-spring. It knocked him flat; it had found the ledge and used it. Even as it died the creature bit him, and he screamed with pain.

  Four fangs locked on his arm. Never mind, where was the other? Where was the dog he’d kicked?




  Then he knew. He rolled over, in agony, and lifted the eighty-pound corpse. Its eyes still on him, he smashed forward, and caught the last dog as it leaped. But it was wiser now. It snarled and

  clawed and soon Olik was retreating, still parrying with the dead dog’s body, still trying to free his sword.




  The dog came on, a burning fuse. There was no more room to retreat. Then suddenly the athymar whirled in place and there were two dogs, fighting, falling, dropping from the stone. It was

  Nyrex, fearless Nyrex, a dog he had purchased barely a week ago, a dog about to give her life. They rolled, cyclonic, a single entity at war with itself.




  He couldn’t wait. Nyrex would be shredded; the athymar could not possibly lose. He drew a kryshok and hurled it blind into the tangle of limbs with all his might.




  A death-howl soared above the bedlam for an instant. Then silence. Olik found that his eyes were pinched shut. He forced them open: Nyrex stood over the athymar, dripping blood. The

  kryshok had severed the spine of the larger dog.




  The prince slid down the back of the rock, dragging the corpse of the dog whose jaws had locked. He inspected Nyrex: she had scratches and a torn ear. ‘A torn ear!’ he shouted aloud.

  ‘Finest beast, that’s a mark of honour! But you’re a disobedient bitch – I told you to stay clear of this fight.’




  ‘Just as well she had other ideas,’ said Taliktrum, landing on the rock once more.




  Prying open the jaws of the dead athymar was a foul business. When at last the prince succeeded, he groped for his tiny medical kit and washed out the four fang wounds with spirits of

  copperwood, then bound his arm with gauze. He called Nyrex and began to clean her ear. She whined and turned her head sharply.




  ‘Those were fine kills,’ said Taliktrum gruffly.




  ‘They should never have happened,’ said Olik. ‘I should have seen to my own horse yesterday, not obliged a servant to do it for me. You can’t blame the man for

  disappearing with his steeds. Law or no law, Macadra’s wrath could fall on anyone who aids me.’




  ‘You are most forgiving of betrayal,’ said Taliktrum.




  ‘I prefer to see myself as pleasantly surprised by loyalty,’ said Olik. ‘My mistake was betting my life on it.’ He glanced up at the ixchel. ‘At the river I will

  disperse the pack entirely, except for Nyrex here. She will bear you until we take to land again. Hold still, girl! I’m almost done.’




  The dog was squirming, pulling away from him. She had grown abruptly tense, gazing back the way they had come. Olik stilled his hand. He rose, and motioned Taliktrum to be silent.




  There it was. More baying. More athymars. A dozen more, at least.




  Olik dug the kryshoks from the corpses, wiped them hastily on their fur. He tore his shirt, gave the pieces to his own dogs, sent out in a fan shape across the mountain.

  Then he ran as he had not run in ages. His jacket chafed, but Taliktrum needed something to grip. Olik was lightheaded from the loss of blood. The ruse with his shirt-scraps might buy him a few

  minutes. And it might buy him none at all.




  The trail returned to the cliffside. They had descended from the summit, but not very far; there were miles of high country yet. And the sea? It boiled and foamed below them – so

  very far below. If it came to that he would dive; Taliktrum could fly to some crevasse in the cliffs and hide until the athymars withdrew. Every healthy dlömu was a diver; and

  every Bali Adro prince leaped from the Hyrod Cliffs before his thirteenth year. But this jump would be from twice that height or more, threading a needle between rocks, and the wind gusts could

  toss him anywhere, or turn him sidelong at impact, which would be death. It was a leap Imperial champions would shy from. A very last resort.




  He counted his blessings. Good shoes, good footing. Enemies who announced that they were coming to kill you while still far away. Taliktrum, this gruff comrade-in-arms. And the dogs, with their

  flawless loyalty, of the kind that worked so much evil between men.




  A mile swept by. From a hilltop, well inland, two shepherds gazed at him in wonder, surrounded by their milling flock. Then came a stone wall. Then a meadow, and a patch of wild sage.




  ‘Smell that!’ said Taliktrum. ‘You should stop and roll!’ But the prince shook his head.




  ‘Not strong enough to hide my scent. Worse, it would give them two scents to follow, once they guessed what I’d done.’




  Another ridge, another breathless climb. At the top he surprised a hermit poking a fire by the trailside. The man fled with a squeal, leaving behind his water jug. Olik drank deeply from it,

  then tossed the jug over the cliff. Better that way. The dogs might harm the old man if anything he owned smelled of the prince.




  ‘Héridom, I could have used a sip myself,’ said Taliktrum. ‘Never mind, keep moving; you’re too visible here, and – skies of fire, Olik, what

  is that?’




  Something whirled overhead, dark and viciously fast. Olik turned, chasing it with his eyes as he groped for his sword. But what he saw was so appalling that for a moment he could only stare.




  It was a smoke cloud, or a swarm of insects, or a nightmare fusion of both. It was miles above them, probably, and fast as a shooting star. Jet black, opaque, and yet writhing as it flew

  like a nest of maggots. To his horror the thing slowed momentarily, as if pulled in two directions at once. Then it resumed its westward course, and soon dwindled to a speck.




  ‘Blood of devils,’ said the prince. ‘Did you see it? Do you know what that was?’




  The dogs were whimpering. The prince himself felt ill. ‘I don’t know,’ cried Taliktrum, shaken. ‘How could I know? Tell me!’




  ‘That was the Swarm of Night. That was the doom foreseen by the spider-tellers, the doom that travelled with your ship.’




  ‘There was no such monstrosity aboard the Chathrand!’




  ‘No, but there was the Nilstone, and a sorcerer itching to use it. Well, he has used it, my lord. He has brought the Swarm back to Alifros, to kill and to feed.’




  A sudden howl. Olik started. Four or five miles back along the trail, upon a knob he’d crossed thirty minutes ago, stood an athymar. It was looking straight at him – but its

  eyes were not the equal of its nostrils, and Olik reflected that there was some chance at least that it did not yet know what it saw. He might be just another shepherd, another hermit.




  Even as the prince watched, more dogs came up behind the first. Some of them lay down upon the hilltop.




  ‘They must be winded,’ said Taliktrum. ‘They started out in the wrong direction, after all, and had to double back when the first ones caught your scent. They may have run

  twice as far as those you killed.’




  ‘They are not tired enough,’ said the prince. ‘Jathod, look at them all.’




  The dogs kept coming: ten, now fifteen. ‘Very well,’ said Olik, ‘we are going to start off walking. No, better yet – hobbling. Old. I think I can imitate a bent old

  hermit. And then, if they let me hobble around that curve in the trail there, we shall fly. Watch them, Taliktrum, and tell me if they start to move.’




  He bent his knees, and his back. The performance was harder than he’d imagined. For the first time since his departure from Masalym, the prince felt afraid. It was this slowness, this

  charade. It made him aware of the trembling of his skin.




  Halfway to the curve. The dogs remained still. ‘I count nineteen,’ said Taliktrum.




  ‘My lord,’ said the prince, ‘do you know what the nuhzat is?’




  ‘I heard you speak of it, that night on the derelict boat.’




  The night Taliktrum had saved him, striking down his assassins with a poisoned blade. ‘The last man to fall,’ said Olik, ‘the one Sandor Ott kicked to death. He was in

  nuhzat. That is why he began to fight so well.’




  ‘What of it, Prince?’




  ‘I will be in nuhzat soon; I can feel its onset already.’




  ‘Ah!’ said Taliktrum. ‘Is that good luck or bad?’




  Before Olik could answer the pack behind them erupted in howls. ‘They’re coming, they’re coming like fiends!’ cried Taliktrum. Olik burst into a run, his dogs flowing

  beside him, and this was it, no more resting, no more tricks. Only speed. He swept around the bend, clawing at the rocks for purchase, gravel scraping under his heels. The path was narrow; there

  were sheer falls on his right. He flew headlong, screaming at his dogs to keep their distance: one stumble and the athymars would have them.




  His throat was raw. This was a long descent – but was it the descent, the start of the river valley? No, damn it all, there was a plateau before him yet. And structures. Many

  structures. Could he possibly be approaching a town?




  The ridge grew steeper. The earth sheared off in patches beneath his feet. It was like skiing at one of the Emperor’s mountain retreats, that freefall sensation, one’s balance

  miraculously restored again and again. He thought of his mother. You’ll know a world beyond me, Olik, a world I’ll never see. If there be peace in your lifetime perhaps you’ll

  be an artist, and paint the glories of this kingdom – I mean the beauty of it, not the deeds. If there be war, you’ll fight.




  ‘There are riders with them!’ cried Taliktrum. ‘Seven riders! Olik, you must go faster! On that plateau they’ll run you down!’




  I’m not one for fighting, Mother; I’ve told you I can’t stand the blood.




  ‘Prince Olik!’ Taliktrum was shouting in his ear.




  I know that about you, darling. That’s why you’ll matter, when the world looks back. Others will be bloody-minded; you’ll fight to bring us to our senses.




  If he had wings sewn to his arms he would spread them now, and lift like a falcon from this wounded earth. But instead there came a quietness, and a change in the light. The nuhzat had

  begun.




  Thank you, Mother. Thank you for easing this pain.




  For his raw throat, the burning in his chest, the ache of his bitten arm: gone. Nothing hurt any more, and yet his senses were rarefied and keen. And he was running faster, much faster. Already

  the buildings were flying by.




  ‘That’s it! Don’t stop!’




  They were ruins. Not ancient, merely old. He was sprinting down the centre of a wide, dead street, his own dogs barely matching his pace. Then he remembered: Ved Oomin. Human Settlement.

  The words in pale red ink upon his map. This was a township, wiped out in the mind-plague and never settled again.




  Sudden snarling behind him. He could not look back; he was a running spirit, an idea of speed. Taliktrum shouted that the first athymars were catching up with his pack. Olik clenched his

  teeth and ran faster. The village was ending. A ruined wall crossed his path. Olik cleared it in one bound.




  Steel horseshoes on cobblestones. The riders were behind him. ‘They have bows,’ said Taliktrum. ‘Never mind, they’re not using them; it’s still the dogs

  you’ve got to outrun.’




  Tombstones. Human graves lost in brambles and weeds. Names melting with the years, souls fallen like raindrops in this silent land.




  Another wall, another leap. And now he was in forest, wet and tangled. He slashed through vines and cabbage palm and tall soaked ferns. Bad luck. The forest would slow him more than the

  dogs.




  Then the ground began to drop, steeply. At last, he thought, the descent.




  ‘There’s the blessed river!’ cried Taliktrum, ‘but Prince, they’re too close! You must push one more time, a little faster, do you hear? Olik, you will not make

  it at this speed.’




  Half a mile, less. Then came an explosion of canine fury. On his right, two dogs were rolling, a coil of fur, claws, teeth. Olik shouted to the rest of his pack: Go free, disband, leave the

  fight and turn home. But there was Nyrex, keeping pace with him, disobedient again. She caught his eye. So much trust in that creature, so much unwarranted faith.




  Taliktrum was screaming: ‘Faster, faster! Hérid aj, man, you’re almost there!’




  A quarter mile. The final stretch looked terribly steep. An arrow flew past him, wildly off the mark. His pursuers were desperate; they could see the river too.




  A last scramble before him. Maybe a leap from the high green banks. ‘Pitfire, you’re doing it!’ cried Taliktrum, almost laughing in his amazement. ‘You’re losing

  them, man, you’re the royal leopard incarnate!’




  Of course he was; he was Bali Adro. There was no stopping his family. Given time they would conquer the sun.




  Then an athymar caught his heel.




  It was a nip, not a bone-crushing bite, and yet it was enough to send him sprawling. Any semblance of control was gone; the world spun madly. But the athymar had fallen, too. Nyrex had

  pounced on it, and the three of them and half a ton of loose jungle soil were rushing for the river; it was a landslide with heads and limbs, his boots fending off the athymar, its four

  fangs seeking him, Nyrex tearing at the larger dog’s hindquarters and—




  Freefall.




  The banks were high, all right. They plummeted in their squall of mud and debris, revolving helplessly, and then they struck and it was done.




  Olik was in the water, and Nyrex surfaced beside him, paddling. The athymar, not five feet to his left, had struck a fallen tree projecting out into the river. Dead already, it hung

  before them, impaled on a jagged branch.




  Arrows fell. On the banks fifty feet above them, the other athymars were massed and baying. They pulled away from the shore into the swifter current, the rushing chariot that would bear

  them away. A mad river, a beautiful thing, burrowing deep into the Peninsula and the wild lands that remained.




  But before they gave themselves to the current, Olik made for a rock, and Nyrex came up beside him, and they waited there, struggling to be still. Olik watched the shore, murmuring the

  hope-chant that for the dlömu takes the place of prayer. But no winged shape flew to him out of the jungle, only arrows and sounds of rage. The athymars jostled along the banks, now and

  then looking back over their shoulders.




  Olik knew that the riders would soon brave that last slope, and spy him, and that once they did they would never turn back. He made a small sound of grief. If there was a lonelier soul than Lord

  Taliktrum’s, he could not have said whose it might be.




  The prince and his one companion swam away.
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  The raft did not inspire confidence. The party stood around it, staring; none of them could quite believe what they had built. ‘It looks like a pig’s stomach tied

  to a loom,’ said Neeps.




  ‘Your imagination does you credit,’ said Bolutu.




  ‘It is sturdy enough,’ said Hercól, ‘but I dare say it will be like no float any of us has ever taken.’




  ‘I don’t like it,’ said Dastu, probing the raft with his foot.




  ‘What would you like?’ Pazel asked him. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, we don’t have a highway to follow.’




  ‘Or wings to fly,’ said Ensyl, gazing upwards.




  Thasha felt a stab of grief. It was about this time yesterday that Myett had been taken. Pazel had slept through the tragedy, but Thasha had seen Ensyl leap up as though stabbed, hearing what

  they could not: a fellow ixchel’s cry. Looking skyward, they had all seen the bird of prey, fighting in midair with something gripped in its talons, before beating a swift path to the south.

  They had raced up the stairs, crying Myett’s name. Ensyl had continued far up the ruined wall, her shouts and wails so eerily silent to human ears. She had come back stone-faced. ‘We

  are thirteen now,’ she’d said.




  Of course Dastu had a point about the raft. It was a freakish thing. Its body was a huge bladder-mushroom, a tendril-fringed bag some fifteen feet in diameter. Half the party had ventured into

  the forest in search of such a fungus, Ramachni lighting the way, one last time, with fireflies. Thasha had joined the search: loath as she was to set foot in that hot, dripping hell, the thought

  of waiting for others to return from it was worse.




  And light made all the difference. Beneath the bright canopy of insects the forest had mostly shrunk from them, closed its petals and pores. The flesh-eating trees withdrew their tentacles; the

  lamprey-mouthed fungi turned away. What could replace the fireflies, once the journey resumed?




  It had taken hours to locate a bladder of the right size, and immense care to drain it from a single incision and cut it free of the ground. Even emptied, the thing was heavy, like a great

  rubbery hide. They slogged back to the clearing with it draped on their shoulders. When they arrived it was well past sundown. A fire burned in the clearing, with two geese roasting on spits, and

  when she tasted the sizzling meat Thasha groaned with pleasure.




  ‘I am telling you, no?’ said Neda, catching Thasha’s eye. ‘My master is best to kill with a stone. He is hitting anything, whatever you want.’




  There were a handful of young pines in the clearing; those who had remained behind had felled and stripped them already. When dawn came, they had notched the soft wood with swords, tied them

  into a square frame with the vines that boiled at the forest’s edge, and woven a net of these same vines on which to rest the giant bladder. Then everyone had helped to stuff the bladder like

  a cushion, with anything that would float: dry grass, hollow reeds, a spongy moss that grew on the ruin’s north face. At last, using Ensyl’s sword like a sewing needle, they had

  stitched the incision shut as best they could.




  ‘It should carry us as far as the forest’s edge,’ said Hercól, ‘provided we keep that hole above the water line.’




  The sun was by now almost straight overhead. They ate a hurried meal of cold goose. Then Ensyl brought something from among the stones, and Thasha felt the ache again, worse than before. It was

  a rough pine carving of a woman, standing straight, arms raised high like a child who expects to be lifted in its mother’s arms.




  ‘Farewell, sister, honour-keeper, brave daughter of the clan,’ she said, bending her voice so the others could hear her. Then, methodically, she broke the statue into twenty-seven

  pieces, and wrapped each one in a bit of cloth. Everyone but Dastu had contributed a scrap or two from their clothing. Ensyl gave the parcels to the stream one by one, and Thasha blinked back

  tears. If Myett had died among them, it would have been parts of her body in those little shrouds. Thasha had witnessed it before, this grisly rite, an assurance that no trace of the dead could

  ever be found by humans, and thus endanger the clan. Even funerals were part of the ixchels’ struggle to survive.




  The ceremony over, Hercól brought out the sack containing the Nilstone (another sort of death-parcel), and tied it firmly near the centre of the raft. Ramachni circled it once, his black

  fur raised. Then he turned and looked at the others.




  ‘The sorcerer’s reek is still about the Nilstone,’ he said. ‘Stay as far from the sack as you can. If anyone should reach for it, we must assume his mind is under siege,

  and stop him by force.’




  ‘To do so would be simple mercy,’ said Hercól. ‘Four men on the Chathrand touched the Stone, and four men’s bodies withered like leaves in a fire. Come, it

  is time we left this place.’




  Together they dragged the raft into the shallows. Hercól and Vispek held the frame as the others scrambled aboard. The raft heaved and shifted, but it bore their weight. They spun away

  from the clearing, pushing off with long poles, and Thasha felt the current gather them into its arms.




  Big Skip laughed aloud. ‘We’re ridin’ a blary jellyfish,’ he said. ‘By the Tree, I hope I live just to hear what people say when we tell ’em.’




  ‘They’ll say we are liars,’ said Bolutu.




  ‘Be still, now,’ said Ramachni. ‘We are above the very spot where the River of Shadows roars up most powerfully into the Ansyndra. The blend of shadow and water is very thin

  here. If we do not sink in these first minutes we may have hope for the rest of the journey.’




  They brushed the side of the tower where it jutted out into the stream. ‘We are sinking!’ cried Ensyl. And it was true that the raft was suddenly very low, ripples and

  wavelets lapping over the frame.




  ‘Spread out! Lie flat!’ Ramachni hissed, and they hurried to obey. The raft was teetering, one side and then another vanishing beneath the surface. Thasha lay on her stomach, half

  submerged, watching the river slosh around the crude surgical scar in the middle of the raft. She prayed, a reflex. The water black and chilling. They knocked along the tower wall, spinning like a

  leaf, then gyred out into the swifter current.




  No one was laughing now. Thasha was dizzy and cold. She sensed a frightful nothingness below her, as though an endless black cavern waited for her there, lightless and roaring with wind; and

  this river surface, delicate as a soap bubble, was all that held them above its maw.




  They sank lower still, clinging to the frame and to one another. The craft was all but submerged; the hole was like a pair of sealed lips just inches above the water. Helpless, Thasha watched

  the first surge of water pass over it. There were oaths. A second surge followed. Air bubbled around the wound.




  And then, by the Blessed Tree, it stopped. The raft held steady, and – was she imagining it? – even began to rise. Thasha glanced at Ramachni, wondering if he had cast a spell after

  all. They rose higher, and picked up speed. ‘We’re out of it, aren’t we?’ said Pazel.




  ‘The worst of it, yes,’ said Ramachni. ‘Almost pure shadow lay beneath us for a moment. It was there that the Swarm of Night burst forth into Alifros, when our enemy called it

  yesterday. The further we drift from that spot, the thinner the darkness beneath us – but do not be deceived. The Ansyndra will go on mixing with the River of Shadows for hundreds of miles.

  We must try to avoid swimming – and never, ever dive.’




  They were far from shore, now. Thasha looked back but could not see the campsite, the place where they had bled and triumphed, where she had killed a mage but failed to become one herself, where

  Ramachni had at last been free to tell her the truth of her birth. A strange truth, an awful truth. She had thought herself the child of Erithusmé; now she knew that she was the great

  mage, one soul shared between them: Erithusmé’s soul. The wizardess had sparked life in the sterile womb of Thasha’s mother, but not as an act of kindness. She had needed a

  hiding place, as her enemies closed in. She had bricked up her memories and magic behind a wall in the back of the unborn child’s mind. Out of everyone’s reach, even the girl herself.

  For seventeen years Thasha had lived in ignorance of that wall and the force behind it.




  And now she had to let it out. Ramachni had told Pazel that they could not win otherwise. In fact Ramachni had believed that his mistress had already returned, after Thasha beheaded

  Arunis. But it was Thasha who had done that killing, not Erithusmé. Arunis’ head had told the truth: Erithusmé could not return. The wizardess might have dismantled her own

  wall, but the young girl had built another. No one knew how or why, least of all Thasha herself. She only knew that it had to be broken.




  ‘The current is swift,’ said Hercól. ‘Very soon we must face the darkness again.’




  Thasha gazed ahead, where the vast trees arched out over the river, their thick leaves fusing together, shutting out all light. She felt Pazel’s hand on her own and gripped it fiercely,

  caught his eye and saw the love there, and marvelled. How he steadied her. The things he did without speaking a word.




  ‘Listen, now, for I have a solution of sorts,’ said Ramachni. ‘There is a light peculiar to this forest, produced by the plants and mushrooms themselves. Your eyes cannot

  perceive it, but mine can. I can share my vision – but with no more than two of you at a time. We must defend the raft, three at a time. Come here, Thasha and Neeps; you shall be the

  first.’




  ‘Why the boy?’ said Cayer Vispek. ‘He is brave-hearted, but new to the warrior’s arts.’




  ‘Trust his choices, Cayer,’ said Hercól.




  Thasha and Neeps crept close to Ramachni. ‘Shut your eyes, and cover them as well,’ he said.




  Thasha obeyed. A moment later Neeps gave a yelp of pain. ‘Keep your hands in place, Neeparvasi Undrabust!’ snapped Ramachni. ‘Do not move until I speak!’




  Thasha was shocked; Ramachni had never snapped at anyone before. His paw touched her chin, lingered there a moment, withdrew. Thasha waited. ‘I don’t feel a thing,’ she said at

  last.




  ‘That is because you listen to your betters,’ said Ramachni. ‘Lunja, come closer. If this knave has not seared his eyes with daylight, you must lend him your sword.’




  They were back in the forest: Thasha could feel its hot, moist breath on her skin. The noise of the river grew, as though it were echoing in a cave. ‘Keep your eyes covered,’ said

  Ramachni, ‘until we round the first bend, and the clearing is gone from sight. Not long now—’




  Such heat! Already Thasha longed to splash water on her face. But when at last the mage told them to uncover their eyes she forgot everything but the message of her eyes.




  A purple radiance, a kaleidoscope of melting images and hues, flooded her vision. She stretched out her arms and could not see them. She blinked, and the radiance moved. Slowly the kaleidoscope

  began to settle, the colours to sharpen and divide. There were her hands, two flickering lights. Here was the raft, a spinning pool of jade, and her friends like burning spirits upon it. And the

  forest, Aya Rin! Endless, vast pillars of tree trunks, supporting the distant roof of joined leaves, in which veins burned like hot wires, and eye-stabbing colours flashed like wormy

  lightning and were gone.




  Along the banks, the riot of mushrooms overwhelmed her: they bled colour and form in such profusion that she simply had to look away. The river itself had become a thing of glass, revealing a

  second forest of water-weed and knobby coral-like growths beneath their feet. Some reached to within a few yards of the surface; in other places the lights flickered from startling depths. There

  were fish like tiny particles of fire, fish as large as sharks with glowing gills, fish that resembled arrows, hatchet-heads, stingrays, moths. And under everything ran veins of darkness, pulsing,

  impenetrable, but thinning like ink as they rose. Thasha shuddered: those were the depths she had sensed at the beginning, when they had almost sunk. Veins of shadow from the River of

  Shadows. The blood of another universe, leaking into their own.




  ‘Well, I’m not blind,’ said Neeps, ‘but Rin’s gizzard, Ramachni: wouldn’t it have been easier to light some magic lamp, if you can’t bring back the

  fireflies?’




  ‘Savant!’ said Ramachni. ‘Thank heaven we brought you along.’ Then, more gently, he added, ‘I considered it, lad. And of course I could produce such light at need.

  But a mage-lamp bright enough to pierce this River’s depths would make us visible for miles about. It would also take more from me than sharing my vision. I prefer to do as much as possible

  with as little as possible, for now.’




  Thasha felt a nervous tightening of her limbs. He’s been drained. He gave all his strength fighting Arunis, keeping us alive.




  But Ramachni, as if reading her thoughts, added, ‘My powers are far from spent – but we are far from our goal as well. And no rest in this world will allow me further magic than what

  I harbour within me now. Do you remember when I spoke of carrying water across the desert, Neeparvasi?’ He sighed. ‘There is a final desert before us. My powers must see us across it,

  to the place where our work is done at last.’




  ‘And then you’ll return to your own world, and recover,’ said Pazel. ‘Won’t you?’




  The little mage did not answer. Thasha’s fear redoubled. He came back through this River, but he can’t go home without my clock. He’s trapped here, unless we somehow make it

  back to the ship.




  Then she recalled the first time she had seen Ramachni drained of magic, in Simja, after their first great fight with Arunis. He had warned them that he had no choice but to leave. If I do

  not go while I have the strength to walk away, I shall still depart, by burning out like a candle.




  He wasn’t risking exile by standing with them now. He was risking death.




  The three of them took up positions at the edges of the raft. The others, perfectly blind, kept low and still. The hardest job was keeping the raft off the coral-like growths and fallen tree

  limbs. They loomed up suddenly, and Thasha and Neeps had to scramble to pole the raft left or right. ‘Faster!’ Ramachni chided them. ‘One scratch from below and our proud ship

  could sink! Above all, do not lose your balance! We have no means of stopping for you – or of knowing what lurks in these waters. Thasha – on your right!’




  Over and over they lunged with the poles. The light was deceptive: what they took for coral proved a surface mirage; what looked like soft weeds would resolve into a branch. There were also

  dangers from above: vines that stuck to them like taffy, or burned at the touch – and the groping white tentacles of the trees themselves. Neeps and Thasha hacked at them, and lengths of the

  tentacles fell upon the raft, still writhing, among their blind companions.




  The struggle went on and on. Thasha’s head hurt and her eyes were throbbing. Tentacles snatched at them; a spiny fish leaped onto the raft and flopped about like a living pincushion; a

  storm of bats swept around them in a cloud. The river curved and twisted and appeared to have no end.




  When Hercól and Bolutu relieved them at last, Thasha dropped beside Pazel and pulled him close. He fumbled for her, bathed her face with a river-wet rag. She put her lips to his, forced

  his mouth open, kissed him in hunger and exhaustion. Before the kiss was over Ramachni’s magic left her and she was blind.




  She lost track of the hours. Hercól and Bolutu’s shift ended; Pazel and Cayer Vispek took their places. Thasha found being blind and motionless every bit as awful

  as manning the poles. Every sound became a danger. Every tilt or shudder in the raft meant they were sinking at last. But somehow the vessel bore them on, mile after lightless mile.




  There were spells of calm, in the deep centre of the river where no snags threatened them, no tentacles groped. During her second shift Thasha was paired with Pazel. She watched Ramachni’s

  mage-sight come over him: a gasp, disorientation, finally a grin as his eyes met hers. They shared a strange privacy for a time. Thasha waited until the mage looked elsewhere, then leaned close to

  Pazel and mouthed I want you, and laughed when he nearly dropped the pole. After their shift Pazel sat beside her, kissed her, slipped a hand beneath her ragged shirt. Thasha laughed again

  and pushed his hand away. Pitfire, he’d thought she was serious.




  Later she must have dozed. A hand touched her again, but it was not Pazel. It was Big Skip, shaking her by the shoulder and whispering: ‘Lady Thasha, wake up. Something’s

  amiss.’




  She bolted upright. The raft was not moving. ‘What happened? Did we wreck?’




  ‘Softly!’ came Hercól’s voice. ‘We are not wrecked but beached in the shallows, and we are all of us blind. Ramachni has cancelled the seeing-spell. There was a

  strange sound from behind us. Like thunder, or a monstrous drum.’




  ‘Where has Ramachni gone?’




  ‘Up a tree, with Ensyl,’ said Bolutu. ‘We couldn’t talk him out of it – or very well prevent his going. Hark!’




  This time she heard it: a deep rumbling, far off but furious. An eruption, or the peal of some war drum of the Gods. The sound rolled past them like a storm front. When it ended the silence was

  profound.




  ‘Closer, this time,’ whispered Bolutu.




  ‘What he is wanting in the tree?’ hissed Neda. ‘I think to climb is not sensitive.’




  ‘Sensible, lass,’ corrected Mandric.




  ‘The sound came from outside the forest,’ said Pazel. His voice was oddly strained. Thasha reached for him, wishing she could see his face. ‘Pazel?’ she said.




  His arm trembled beneath her fingers. ‘My mind-fit’s coming,’ he said. ‘Soon, I think. And it’s going to be a bad one.’




  Dastu muttered a curse. ‘Brilliant timing, Muketch,’ he added.




  ‘Your hearing is sharpened, then?’ asked Cayer Vispek.




  ‘Yes, it is,’ said Pazel. After a moment, he added, ‘Ramachni’s singing to himself, up in the tree. I think he’s weaving a spell. And that wasn’t thunder,

  Hercól. It was a voice.’




  ‘A voice,’ said Dastu, scornful. ‘You’re mad as a mudskipper, Pathkendle. What sort of voice?’




  Pazel was silent for a very long time. Then he said, ‘A demon’s?’




  Even as he spoke, light appeared: a stabbing red light that made them all recoil. Wincing, Thasha forced herself to look: the glow came from about a quarter-mile away, at the height of the

  forest roof. Already it was growing, spreading. ‘Tree of Heaven, that’s fire!’ said Mandric. ‘The mucking forest is on fire!’




  ‘Do not move!’ said Ramachni suddenly. Thasha heard the mage and Ensyl scrambling aboard, felt Ramachni’s sleek shoulder brush her arm. ‘Be silent, now,’ he said,

  ‘and whatever happens, do not leave the raft. We are in unspeakable danger.’




  The light became a sharp red ring: the leaf-layer, burning outward from a central point, like dry grass around a bonfire. The fire’s glow danced on the river beneath it, and soon the

  red-rimmed hole was as wide as the river itself. But there it stopped. The blinding light faded, leaving only a fringe of crackling fire, and another light replaced it: pale blue and gentle. It was

  the Polar Candle, the little Southern moon. The fire had burned through all four leaf-layers and opened a window on a clear night sky.




  Oh Gods, it’s true.




  In the fiery gap a monstrous head had appeared. A hideous sight: part human, part snake, larger than the head of an elephant. Fire dripped from its jaws, dark runes were etched upon its

  forehead, and its eyes were two great yellow lamps. A long neck followed, snaking in through the burning hole. The lamp-eyes swung back and forth, casting the trees in a sickly radiance. When they

  passed over her, Thasha felt a prickling in her mind. She shuddered. Now it was Pazel’s turn to reach for her, pull her close. The lamp-eyes returned. When they touched the raft again they

  grew still.




  Deep within Thasha’s mind, another being sensed those eyes, and reached out for them as if to feel their heat. Another being, who did not fear them as Thasha did.




  No girl, not another. Your maker, your soul-sharer. The part of you that’s lost.




  Beside her, Ramachni tensed, bearing his tiny teeth, flexing his claws one by one. Then the creature roared: a deafening, complex blast of noise that shook them to their bones. Beside her,

  Pazel’s face showed a horror unlike that of the others, and suddenly she knew that he was understanding. His Gift had given him this creature’s language; there was meaning in that awful

  sound.




  Ramachni turned suddenly to look upstream. To Thasha’s amazement the creature did the same, breaking off its roar and turning its fell eyes away from them. It looked very much as if both

  mage and monster were straining to catch some far-off sound. Thasha listened but heard nothing at all.




  The creature faced them once more, and spat a meteoric glob of liquid fire, which hurtled towards them with a whistling noise, tore through the low vines at the river’s edge, and exploded

  in the shallows thirty feet from the raft. Over the wall of steam Thasha saw the snaky neck retract upwards. She caught a glimpse of ragged wings, spreading, filling, and then the beast was

  gone.




  Ramachni was the first to move, stretching out catlike on the raft. ‘Well,’ he said, as fire fell sizzling around them, ‘now we have faced a maukslar out of Neparv

  Nédal. I am afraid we must get used to such things.’




  ‘What – what—’ The old Turach found no other words.




  ‘A maukslar. A demon.’ Pazel’s voice was hollow. Dastu stared at him, aghast.




  ‘The beast was a scout from Macadra,’ said Ramachni. ‘I did not know she had grown strong enough to pluck servants from the City of the Damned. She must have wagered her very

  life on obtaining the Nilstone. I wonder how much she knows of us, and our friends on the ship.’




  ‘Why did the thing not attack?’ demanded Hercól.




  ‘It was never certain we were here,’ said Ramachni. ‘Some hours ago it reached the clearing, and pawed the ground where we burned the sorcerer’s remains. I sensed it

  then, and shrouded us in a mist, and the demon turned away. But as you see, I should have done more. When it came racing back, I threw the mightiest hiding-charm I could fashion over us all. It was

  not quite enough, alas. The creature smelled something. It would have rushed straight at us, probably, if not for that . . . flash.’
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