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To those who would sacrifice to build a better world.
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Introduction



You have heard, now, the tale of my rise and my fall. Of my father’s garden and the Temple of the Flame, of Usher and Oriole and Atar, of the factionalism that nearly tore our rebellion asunder, and of the culmination of that rebellion in my greatest, most world-shattering mistake.


The emperor survived, and yet I broke the world.


As the ragged edge of a garment begins an unravelling that, in time, creeps inwards to unmake the whole – a single thread, pulled and pulled until the warp and weft of the cloth collapses – so the ragged edges of the world unravelled. Monstrous claws scraped at barricaded doors, and all of us – even those who had never once tasted magic, that most thrilling wine that made all the world more vibrant for an instant – felt the tremors through the pattern.


And now, I sit and write.


It is what I have always done best. Magic was ever my obsession, but I now give myself over to my truest talent to leave some record of what we have done.


There will be a world, and I will have played a terrible and wondrous part in creating it. I would have those who endure long after we are gone understand, at least, my final, most devastating, most liberating choice. If those who come after us  would love me, they must love me in the full knowledge of all that I am, all that I have done. If they would hate me, I would at least have them hate me honestly.


That is all any of us, in the end, can ask.







PART 1






City
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A Better World


Foolish Cur


Not since my childhood had the forest been so full of mystery and terror. A cry twisted in the brittle air – perhaps a fox yowling for its mate, perhaps some monster on contorted limbs signalling, with eerily human voice, that it had at last caught our scent. Okara loped ahead of me at Doctor Sho’s heels, his hackles high with the same creeping dread that clutched at me. A dread that gradually faded as dawn turned to morning and the cries of beasts no longer closed my throat with horror. As shadows became only shadows, no longer the frayed tears in the pattern of the world.


Doctor Sho set down his pack and lowered himself onto a fallen log. ‘We should be safe to rest,’ he said, massaging his calves. ‘The pattern hasn’t worn thin here yet.’


I collapsed in the roots of a tree, my limbs leaden after my flight from Eastern Fortress and the rebuilding of my body after my battle with those . . . things . . . in the forest. Doctor Sho had called them ‘unwoven’. He had said that they were drawn to magic like spiders to the struggling of a captive fly.


Okara snuffled around the edges of our makeshift camp, little more than a space between two gnarled trees. Satisfied, he flopped to the ground beside me and rested his scarred head on my knee. I searched those scars for any flicker of light, any sign that Okara the god was still with us, still inhabiting this dog who was only his namesake. Any sign that he was still an ally.


The emperor had called me a fool for trusting this god who had led me, by dreams and premonitions, away from happiness in An-Zabat. To Hissing Cat, and thence to that fateful moment in Voice Golden-Finch’s garden when, in desperation, I had wielded forbidden magic against the emperor, giving the gods the excuse they needed to rekindle their war.


The Wolf of Guile indeed.


I reached out to ruffle the dog’s ears. My hand shook, then shrank away. It was not his fault. Forces beyond his awareness, beyond his ability to comprehend, had made use of him. Yet when I thought of Okara, I thought of this dog’s face.


‘Where are we?’ I asked, mostly to draw my attention away from the dog and how badly we had both been used. ‘We should be near Eastern Fortress, but I don’t recognise these woods.’


‘You fled far.’ Doctor Sho searched the drawers of his medicine chest and produced a handful of dried mushrooms. ‘And you look exhausted. Here. Eat some of these. Not particularly tasty, but nourishing, with potent medicinal qualities.’


I took the mushrooms, distinct for their yellow stalk and red cap, and ate mechanically. ‘I need to get back to the city. Hissing Cat will need my help to . . . Well, I ought to help her, in any case. This is my fault.’ My voice hitched. I ate another mushroom, settling myself before I pressed on. ‘And the battle wasn’t over. I should be there, not hiding in some forest.’


Doctor Sho’s gaze felt different somehow, more penetrating, but of course I understood him now better than I had. He was not only Doctor Sho, my erstwhile companion, but Traveller-on-the-Narrow-Way, a man who had been preserved across eons of time, like the emperor and Hissing Cat, though he possessed no talent for magic. A scholar whose ideas had formed the foundations of the Sienese Empire and had shaped so much of my own thinking. No mere doctor but the most revered – and hated – mind in the world.


‘Hissing Cat is more than capable of sealing the bulk of the city from the pattern’s fraying, but that protection comes at the cost of magic,’ he said. ‘Are you a skilled enough swordsman to single-handedly defeat what remains of the Sienese Army? No? Then leave that work to soldiers and their captains. We have another task.’


‘I caused this.’ My throat ached at the words, but I forced them into the world. ‘I have to fix it.’


‘And how will you do that?’ he asked, leaning towards me, his elbows on his knees, his gaze burning bright as a furnace. ‘Will you, as Tenet – your emperor – did, force the gods into some uneasy peace, brittle as glass?’ He leaned back and took a deep breath. ‘Why is order valuable? Why is it preferable to chaos?’


I opened my mouth to speak, but hesitated. My mind had darted instantly for the dogma of empire, dogma I had learned to question and come to reject. Yet here was its architect, asking me this most foundational question.


‘When everything is in its place, there is harmony and life can flourish,’ I answered, ‘to quote . . . well . . . you. When there is disorder, life’s energies are consumed by the effort to survive it.’


‘Close enough,’ he muttered. ‘And has the empire created order? Was there harmony under Tenet’s reign?’


‘No.’ The answer came easily. ‘The empire’s order had to be maintained with the edge of a blade. The rebellions here and in An-Zabat and the destruction in Toa Alon speak to instability.’


‘Because Tenet has no faith.’ An acid bite seeped into Doctor Sho’s voice. ‘He does not trust the pattern. Does not trust people to find their place, does not trust in harmony. It is difficult to blame him. He lived through such days of chaos . . .’ He shook his head sharply. ‘But he strayed from the path. Refused to do what was necessary.’


He looked away, the muscles of his jaw tense under his wispy beard. ‘Tenet could have saved us from this, but he wanted his empire, a world shaped as he desired, cultivated and pruned like a garden. He had wielded power too long to abandon it.’


‘What of the classics?’ I asked, feeling adrift. I had long understood this man’s words as the foundation of the empire he now spoke of with open loathing.


He answered with a brittle laugh. ‘My writings were as windcalling or battle sorcery, a tool Tenet took and twisted to his own purpose. There are glimpses of the truth to be found, but only glimpses. No, when I learned what he intended to make of my writings, I left the imperial palace and swore never to return. And he, in turn, promised that I would live to see the world he meant to build.’


Perhaps it was exhaustion, or the vertigo of so many sudden revelations, or the dregs of the nightmarish wake that seemed to permeate the world around me, that put up my hackles, drying my mouth, and turning my stomach. The sky wheeled above me and I would have collapsed if Doctor Sho had not caught me by the arm. We sat there for a moment, the bark of the tree digging roughly into my listless back, Doctor Sho’s hand firm on my elbow. The edges of my vision began to churn with colour, yet when I looked towards the strange, swirling lights, they danced away, holding ever in the periphery.


‘Now listen to me,’ Doctor Sho said, his voice thin. ‘The pattern is in tatters, yes, and there will be suffering, but you must not despair. Order is preferable to chaos, but chaos creates opportunity, a chance to get things right this time. But I can’t do this on my own. I need you to promise that you will help me and do what is necessary when the time comes, no matter how it pains you.’


My gaze found his face and penetrated through layers of wrinkled, greying skin to the sagging ropes of muscle underneath and the angled planes of his skull. ‘Help you do what?’ I murmured.


‘Help me make a better world,’ he said, his voice ringing in my ears as sleep took me. ‘A pattern free from the curse and yoke of magic.’


Doctor Sho’s words resounded as my own first thought upon waking. Free from the curse and yoke of magic. The chill, dewy air bit at my face and hands. The leaves overhead shimmered in the bright blue light of dawn. For a moment, the last few days seemed no more than a terrible dream, a premonition, the pattern’s injunction against wielding the power that Hissing Cat had warned against. I would sit up and find a smouldering campfire nearby, Clear-River curled up in his blankets beside it or fetching water for morning tea. Soon Torn Leaf and the others would join us to continue their practice with the canons I had carved in strips of bone. Hissing Cat would lurk nearby, watching it all with a scowl, the ravens’ skulls in her hair clattering, and Running Doe would walk—


A tear tumbled from my cheek. A sharp hook caught within my chest. Had I been happy then, towards the end of our long march to war? I remembered the night before the battle, the bonfire, Running Doe’s eyes dark in the moonlight . . .


‘Good, you’re awake.’ Doctor Sho said gruffly, emerging from the forest. He set down his pack and studied me, his eyes rimmed with dark bruises of fatigue. The flesh around them hung slacker than I remembered, as though he were being slowly pulled apart by some invisible force. It was a sight that at once captivated and repulsed me.


‘Awake, but still feeling the effects of that medicine, it seems,’ he went on with a gentle smile. The maddening geometries of his teeth sent a fresh wave of nausea through me. ‘Don’t worry. The side effects will fade as you develop a tolerance.’


‘I’ve long thought you something of a miracle worker with your herbs,’ I muttered, ‘but I’m beginning to doubt my judgment.’


He fished one of the red-and-yellow mushrooms from his pocket and flourished it. ‘Witch’s eye,’ he said. ‘So named in ancient days for its ability to open the eye to the world’s deepest mysteries. Or so it was believed. In fact, it does the opposite. The gods move freely in the world again, and they will be wary of you, if they do not already hunt you. I have long moved through the pattern like a snake through tall grass, disturbing not a blade, leaving no wake or ripple. This’ – he gestured with the mushroom – ‘will allow you to do much the same, by stifling your magic.’


His words echoed between my ears. Despite my knowledge that wielding magic would draw the horrors that had so nearly killed me, I delved into the pattern. My awareness was as broad and keen as ever, and the world redoubled in its brightness and texture as power filled me. I cupped the palm of my hand and conjured a flame.


Not even a wisp of smoke appeared in answer, nor the warming wake by which I had first felt magic.


Stunned, I reached for battle sorcery, and produced neither a spark nor the sharp heat down my limbs. Neither did the wind come at my call, its brittle chill failing to suffuse my lungs. I had awoken to find my arms and legs bound, my voice gagged, my ability to affect my world stripped away. I poured power inwards, hunching my shoulders, willing my arms to twist and reform into the broad wings of an eagle hawk.


The creases of my palm were a vast, empty expanse, its ridges like the dunes of the Batir Waste, the jagged diamond scar where I had cut away the imperial canon a bleak desert. I stared down at that emptiness, powerless and terrified, fragile as I had never been before.


‘Come now, it isn’t as bad as that,’ Doctor Sho chided. ‘You’re alive, aren’t you? And there is work to be done.’


All my terror reared up and bared its fangs. ‘You did this to me!’ My voice cracked like rotten ice. ‘You took away what even the emperor could not!’


‘He could, and did,’ Doctor Sho corrected. ‘By more invasive means. You needed a night of sleep, and while the unwoven are unnerved enough by me to shy away, eventually their hunger for one who has done so much to rewrite this world would overwhelm their fear, and what little protection I can offer would fail. I saved your life, as we must save the world.’


I stared at my featureless hand, and at the pink stump of my right arm, the latter a loss I could once have restored on a whim, blending the magics of veering and healing. I had left it untouched for months, considering it not a wound but a reminder of the path of tragedies that had carried me from my father’s garden to Greyfrost Keep. Now, stripped of my power, a sudden, aching longing for that missing limb swept through me. ‘Give me whatever medicine counteracts this poison. Now.’


Doctor Sho shook his head. ‘It will wear off on its own in time, and you will need to take another dose before then. Listen to me. Those beasts will be upon you—’


I stood, turned away from him, and began to walk. The angry heat behind my eyes burned away any thought for the forest around me, or which direction I was going. My sole aim was to leave Doctor Sho behind.


‘Wait!’ he called after me. I heard the rattle of his medicine chest as he jogged to catch up.


I ignored him and kept walking. He had taken away the one thing that had been my guiding light, my hope for any control of my life in a world where so many forces had driven me to their own ends. My father, the empire, my grandmother, the rebellion, the gods – even Atar had manipulated me. I saw that now. She had used me to further her own end of An-Zabati rebellion and liberation. The one meaningful choice I had made, to betray the empire and join the rebellion, had been motivated by guilt for my mistakes and made at Okara’s prodding. I should have stayed in Hissing Cat’s cave, drunk deep of the knowledge I had always longed for, and given up on the rest of the world.


I saw the tree root through a misty blur the moment it caught my foot and sent me sprawling on the forest floor, freshly scraped and bruised, staring up through the forest canopy at the grey dome of the sky, half expecting shrieking monsters to flock down, hungry for my flesh, or – worse – one of the inscrutable, many-winged gods to unfurl and, with a gesture, burn me from the world, unprotected and powerless as I was.


‘What is your plan, exactly?’ Doctor Sho leaned his elbows on his knees, taking heavy breaths that puffed out his whiskered cheeks. Despite his unnatural lifespan, he showed the occasional sign of age. ‘Walk back to Eastern Fortress defenceless? Likely get yourself killed by some Sienese soldier fleeing the city, if not the monsters actively hunting you? Think. What reason do I have to take away your power, other than to protect us?’


‘A world without magic,’ I replied bitterly. ‘You said as much yourself.’


‘A world, yes. But magical ends can be achieved only by magical means. I will need your help, and your power, to make the world what it should be. To make it safe at last and give humanity a chance to live in harmony.’


A world without magic. When I closed my eyes, I could still feel that first flush of my grandmother’s conjured flame, could still remember the thrill of the world coming into focus in all its richness and all its detail. The sudden blossoming of hope for freedom.


It was a gift not equally given, for there were so few witches of the old sort in the world, and the pacts and the canon offered no true freedom. In truth, magic had done much more harm than good. It was the foundation on which Tenet had built his empire. Every act of imperial cruelty and degradation – the poverty of An-Zabat, the massacre of Setting Sun Fortress – sprouted from roots of magic. And now, thanks to my ambition and ignorance, the world had been plunged back into war with the gods.


Perhaps Doctor Sho was right. If harmony depended upon all things aligning to the pattern’s will, it stood to reason that magic – which tore apart and rewove the pattern on a whim – could breed only chaos. Perhaps the cycle of horror, whether on the scale of empires or of gods, could never end while magic still rippled through the pattern.


But it was a gift infinitely precious to me, despite everything. I loved it as a calligrapher loves his hand, a singer loves his voice or a dancer loves her feet. More, it had filled the world with beauty and wonder. Without it, An-Zabat could never have flourished as an oasis in the desert, a bridge across the Waste, founded on mastery of wind and water. I thought of my dance with Atar, when we had first embraced, and of silver-threaded scarves and conjured fire twining in a helix of woven wind. And in that moment, in my weakened state – full of fear, desperate to control a world unravelling around me – I rebelled against the very thought of giving it up, even to save the world.


I could fix this, I told myself. If all things had their place in the pattern, that must be true of magic as well. Doctor Sho was only afraid of it, never having wielded it himself. He did not know the meaning of the sacrifice he demanded. The world could surely be put right again by less painful means.


‘I will go to Eastern Fortress,’ I told him. If anyone in the world could help undo the damage I had done, it was Hissing Cat. With luck, she still stood in Voice Golden-Finch’s garden, holding back the unravelling of the world. I levered myself to my feet as Okara emerged from the undergrowth with a squirrel in his teeth, studying us. ‘Follow if you must.’


Ignoring Doctor Sho’s muttered protest, I found my bearings from the growth of lichen on the trees, using a skill he had taught me during our first months of friendship while we followed the Sun Road north. With Okara at my heel I headed east, my fist curled tight, the stump of my wrist aching, feeling as lost as I had ever been.
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A Beast from the Sea


Pinion


Pinion woke to the taste of sand and the crash of the surf. A groan crawled up from his numb toes – still trailing in the receding waterline – along the length of his spine, to bubble from his parched throat and salt-chapped lips. Memory flooded in after.


The many-winged thing hovering in the air. The flames coloured like the sheen of oil, washing down to carve through the Ocean Throne. The halves of the ship’s hull collapsing into the sea like the ribs of some massive, desiccated corpse. Kicking and clawing at the sea, fighting to keep his head above the waves. Lashing himself to the spar at Huo’s insistence, though he had moments before been ready to sink beneath the waves and embrace his end.


Huo.


Bits of broken shell cut into his palms as he crawled his way up from the edge of the surf. He pushed himself to his knees, swooning as blood rushed out of his head and towards his numb extremities. A length of rope, heavy with salt and water, still clung around his waist. He pawed at the knot, casting about for the spar it had been tied to and to which Captain Huo had clung.


Dawn had blossomed into morning and filled the blue sky with wisps of mingling cloud and smoke. While he searched for the captain, Pinion’s eye lit upon – and darted past – a strange shadow against that blueness. Not a cloud, and darker even than the inky smoke that roiled up in columns, marking the position of Eastern Fortress. He put it from his mind. Questions of the madness Wen Alder had unleashed upon the world could wait. First, he needed to survive.


At last, some dozen or so paces down the shore, he spotted a length of mast. He shuddered at its broken edge – not splayed and torn as shattered wood ought to be but cleanly cut, as though sliced through by some enormous blade – and blinked away a vision of the winged beast and its oily flames.


Pinion worked saliva into his cheeks and lumbered to his feet. His limbs dragged at him like leaden weights, but he staggered towards the broken mast and made himself shout. His voice emerged at first as a dry whisper, but soon became a sharp cry that rose above the crashing waves. Movement answered him. Captain Huo’s head lolled, his shoulders rising with the swell of the surf, as he sought the voice that called his name.


‘Captain!’ Pinion went to his knees and levered Huo onto his back. The tatters of his blue-and-gold undertunic clung to him like seaweed. His sword jutted upwards at a crazed angle, its hilt buried in the sand beneath him. A knot of bruises down his right side spoke to broken ribs. Sand and bloody shreds of tunic were pasted to his chest, obscuring what seemed a deep puncture.


Pinion gritted his teeth against a curse. Only days ago, he might have relished seeing the captain – a thorn in his side all the way from Greyfrost to Eastern Fortress – brought so low. Now, in the aftermath of catastrophe, he needed whatever help the world saw fit to offer. And despite Huo’s toeing the line of mutiny countless times, the man still believed in the hierarchies of empire and in Pinion’s right to command, not only because Pinion was Hand of the emperor, but because the emperor himself had summoned Pinion to the Ocean Throne to offer him a place at his side.


This fact Pinion had entirely failed to reconcile with his own burgeoning hatred for the empire, a hatred born on the march south from Greyfrost in the shattered bodies and spraying blood of innocents outside the walls of the city of Setting Sun Fortress, where the army he had led in flight from Wen Alder’s rebellion turned on the Nayeni refugees they had, until that morning, been charged to escort and protect, and who had been promised sanctuary behind the city’s walls.


Much as he had come to despise the empire, a deeper hatred burned in him for Wen Alder. He would make Alder suffer as Alder had made him suffer – no, as Alder had made the world suffer. The severed Hand was due payment for Oriole’s murder at Iron Town, for the death march from Greyfrost and the slaughter of thousands in the battle for Nayen’s capital, and for the terror Alder had unleashed by inviting the gods back into the world in some mad bid to destroy the emperor and free Nayen.


Such hatred and questions Pinion cast from his mind. None would be settled here, on this beach. None would ever be settled if he died of exposure, or was captured by some Nayeni patrol.


The captain’s injuries were severe, but healing magic could quickly put them right. Pinion reached out with the phantom limb of his magic, hoping against hope that his connection to the network of Voices and the emperor’s canon – severed during the nightmare that had unfolded when the gods appeared above Eastern Fortress – had been restored. Yet where he ought to have found channels bearing the effervescent flow of power, he felt a cold, expansive emptiness.


On the Ocean Throne, the second time the winged creature called down its flames, he had reached for magic, almost instinctively, unthinking, though the canon had vanished from his mind. He remembered sheets of light descending, enfolding him, shielding him from the flames even as the ship collapsed into dust around him. An impossibility . . .


A cough bubbled up from Huo’s lips, and with it a dribble of red froth.


Pinion put his hand to Huo’s brow and shut his eyes. Either this would work or the captain would die, leaving Pinion on his own, without magic, in a forest full of rebel war camps, his nearest shelter the city Alder’s army had put to the torch.


Like a man rendered suddenly sightless, Pinion reached out into the darkness, towards where memory and instinct told him the source of healing magic ought to be. Tranquillity trickled through him, dulling a panic that had filled his chest since waking. And with that quietening of his terror came the certainty that all he had ever been taught of magic was wrong.


‘Sorcery is the emperor’s gift,’ his father and teacher in magic, Voice Golden-Finch, had told him after Oriole had failed the imperial examinations. It had been but one lesson in the flurry of books, tutorials, and lectures to which Pinion was subjected – a gauntlet meant to prepare him to take his brother’s place. ‘By the emperor’s grace alone, we are permitted to reshape the world. Without the canon, we are powerless.’


And yet now, as he reached out into the darkness, unaided by the emperor’s will, he found power waiting. This fact alone should have left him paralysed by doubt and confusion, yet the wake of healing sorcery washed away those feelings too. A profound calm descended in their absence, which allowed his mind at last to indulge a horrible curiosity sparked by his first glance at the sky.


No ever-unfolding wings met his eye, nor any strange holes in the fabric of the world. There was only the sun, crawling its way up past the peaks of Nayen, and even it was obscured by drifts of black smoke. Yet the sky was not as it should have been. Above the sea, where the Ocean Throne and its fleet had met their end, hung a terrible cloud – a perfect sphere, black as a drop of thick ink, that ate the light of what little sky peeked through the clouds behind it.


Old poems flitted through Pinion’s mind. Verses meant to capture the strange terror of an eclipse, of heaven’s orbs coming into unusual alignment. Others that cast the sun and moon as opposites, the one radiating heat and warmth, the other the cold light of midnight. Yet the moon still cast a light; hanging above the sea was the sun’s opposite. Opposite in all things, in fact, for the sun crawled each day across the heavens, and this sphere of swallowing blackness hung motionless, less an object in the sky than the lack of one. Like a hole burned through a painting.


Huo gasped and arched his back, drawing Pinion’s detached attention back to the task at hand. The strange darkness in the morning sky was one impossibility; the fact that, on his own, without the canon of sorcery, he had wielded magic to knit the captain’s chest was another. Gently, Pinion wiped sand and dried blood away. What had once been a hole wide enough for two fingers had shrunk to the width of a brush handle. Despite the wake of the magic he wielded, Pinion felt a tremor through his calm.


Huo groaned and pawed at his flank. Time enough for mysteries later.


‘Huo?’ Pinion leaned close to the captain’s face. ‘It’s Hand Pinion. We’re on shore. You’ve been badly wounded. I’m doing what I can, but fully sealing the wound will take time, and we’re exposed. If you can walk, we should make for the shelter of the trees. Do you think you can try?’


Huo nodded weakly. Grimacing, he managed to lever himself up until he sat with his elbows on his knees. ‘What happened?’ he muttered, his voice dry as sand.


‘Don’t worry about that now.’ Pinion draped the captain’s arm over his shoulders and helped him to stand. Sudden fatigue swept through him – the cost of the magic he had worked – yet he kept his feet. ‘I’ll explain as well as I can later, when we’ve found shelter.’


Pinion’s own scrapes and bruises complained as they made their way up the sloping beach towards the treeline. Huo grunted with every step, effort twisting his face, but the trees grew nearer and nearer, and Pinion began for a moment to believe that the nightmare had ended, or at least come to a pause. But at that moment a sharp splash drew his eye back to the sea.


A limb, black and wriggling, reached up from the surf and clawed at the sand. Another followed, and a third. Ridged, boneless tentacles dragged a mass as sleek as sealskin, white as pale flesh, ribboned with purple veins. The mass split, like a boil rupturing, yawning open to reveal a maw lined with hook-barbed teeth.


Pinion’s stomach clenched, disgust and horror warring for dominance with a third feeling, muted beneath the wake of healing magic: a deep ache, like a broken heart in the pattern of the world.


A tongue flicked out of the maw, tasting the air. In a surge of limbs, the mass of flesh hauled itself onto the beach, dragging its bulk towards them with threatening speed.


Pinion clenched his teeth, shifted Huo’s weight on his shoulders, and pointed. Heat pulsed down his spine as thunder boomed and scattered sand. A fork of lightning speared the hideous creature through, casting up a gout of hissing steam. The tentacled monstrosity shrieked, hurled itself further up the beach, and collapsed. Its limbs and ragged mouth fell slack.


The surf receded, frothing around a dozen more churning limbs. Three more monsters – no two alike, but all hideous, twisted from the bulbous, distended shapes of sea creatures – crawled onto the beach, baring their teeth, filling the air with inhuman cries that shredded what remained of Pinion’s nerve. He hurled lightning, carving through the surf. Monsters collapsed into hulks of charred flesh, only for others to emerge, howling and thrashing, in their wakes.


‘We have to run,’ Huo wheezed.


Pinion looked to the still-seeping hole in the captain’s chest and the purple knots along his flank.


Huo answered his concern with a scowl. ‘If you keep me on my feet, I’ll keep up.’


Though the captain had been on the edge of death only moments ago, Pinion wasted no time arguing. Together, they managed a shuffling run, Huo wheezing and dragging one foot. Bestial cries and the scraping crawl of strange limbs hounded them. Alone, Pinion had a better chance of escaping to the shelter of the trees, even a chance of outpacing the slow, hitching gait of the monsters, yet he pressed on, half-dragging the captain over the sand, then onto a field of jutting rocks and muddy earth – the last stretch of open ground between them and the forest.


A dozen paces now. They could throw themselves down amid the roots and underbrush or make a stand behind some fallen trunk, an obstacle that would surely impede the monsters with their heavy, bulbous bodies and limbs unused to land.


Huo gasped and twisted, his hand clawing at Pinion’s back as he fell. Pinion stumbled forwards, his feet sliding on gravel, while Huo collapsed onto his back. The nearest monster lunged, its maw gnashing the air. Pinion regained his feet as Huo’s sword flashed in the morning sun. Thick, dark blood sprayed from pallid flesh, soaking into the sand. The monster recoiled even as another surged forwards to take its place.


Pinion planted his feet and took a deep breath. Without the canon, the reins on his magic felt loose, and he would not risk a fork of lightning arcing wild and killing Huo. Instead, he fumbled with his phantom limb where memory told him the magic of An-Zabat should be. A brutal, sudden chill seized his lungs and he hurled a spear of wind that punched through pallid flesh and sent the monster tumbling back towards the sea, buying Huo enough time to scramble to his knees. Pinion ran to him, skidding on loose stones.


A cry like that of a strangled hawk split the air.


Above them, three dark shapes circled against the billowing sky. One flattened four wings against a serpentine body. Pinion reached again for magic as it dived, though his mind had grown sluggish, as though drawing power without the guidance of the canon took a greater toll.


Before he could hurl lightning, however, the creature shrieked as it was struck by an arrow, then banked back towards the sea, trailing ropes of blood.


‘Run for the trees!’ a voice shouted in Nayeni. ‘We’ll keep the bastards off!’


This statement was punctuated by a flight of three more arrows, two of which sank deep into the nearest monster, which gurgled and hissed, its strange, boneless limbs pawing at its wounds. Pinion threw Huo’s arm over his shoulder and hauled him the last dozen steps up the beach into the shelter of the trees.


The monsters followed, smearing the rock and sand with their viscous blood even as another flight of arrows riddled them. They pressed on, heedless of pain like no creatures Pinion had ever known. Their limbs tangled in the roots and branches where the thick forest met the edge of the beach. Arrow after arrow punctured their bodies and roars of incoherent fury rumbled from them until, finally, they collapsed, leaking putrid ichor from their maws and dozens of wounds.


The distant cries of their flying cousins reached down through the forest canopy, then faded as they went in search of less troublesome prey. Pinion heaved a sigh and leaned against the trunk of a tree. A tremor seized him, pulsing down his limbs, shaking off the terror that had gripped him since waking.


‘What were those bloody things?’ Huo gasped weakly, hugging himself tightly with one arm, the other gripping his sword. He prodded the nearest monster, sprawled and tangled in the roots of a tree. Gelatinous flesh rippled, then collapsed, spilling gore and meat and emitting a noxious putrescence that made Pinion gag. Huo backed away, muttering a string of curses, then grimaced and clutched at the still-seeping wound in his chest.


‘I’d not disturb the corpses,’ the Nayeni voice that had called out to them said, nearer now. Pinion turned towards it. A few leaves and ferns swayed, as though a wind had passed through the underbrush. ‘Their blood does strange things to human flesh. Though I’ve not seen these sort before come crawling out of the sea. What d’you think they were, before the change took ’em? Squid?’


There was a pause before a young woman’s voice answered. ‘Jellyfish, maybe?’


‘Who there?’ Huo called out in poor, barking Nayeni – a vocabulary and tone useful only for cowing villagers. ‘Show you self!’


‘Put the sword away first, little soldier,’ the first voice said. ‘And you, Hand. Can’t really do much to stop you blasting us to pieces, but I doubt you’d make it far on your own. Rumour has it witches draw the monsters’ attention when they wield magic out here. By the look of that scuffle on the beach, I’d wager the same holds true for your Sienese sorcery.’


‘What are they saying?’ Huo hissed.


‘Sheathe your sword.’ Pinion peered into the undergrowth, seeking bent ferns or rustling leaves, anything that might help him guess where and how numerous the Nayeni were. He raised his voice and answered in their own tongue. ‘We thank you for rescuing us. We were at sea when the . . .’ When the sky opened and filled with fire and forgotten gods felt accurate, but the words snagged on barbs of their own impossibility. ‘. . . when we were caught in the catastrophe. We want no trouble, only to make our way back to Eastern Fortress.’


‘Oh, aye?’ A thick-bearded Nayeni stepped out of the undergrowth, a bow held loose in his hand. ‘A pair of Sienese, one carrying a sword and the other a sorcerer, and ye think we’ll let you just wander on back to the city?’ The Nayeni sucked his teeth and shook his head. ‘Would you lot offer our kind the same kindness?’


Pinion showed his tetragram. ‘You know what I can do. You’re a fool if you think you can stop us. I’m offering to let you live.’


The Nayeni scratched his beard and scowled. ‘Ignore my warning. Burn me to ash if you want. Throw a fucking tantrum. As I said, you’ll only call more of those twisted beasts, and this time without our help to fight ’em off.’


A bolt of lightning would burn away that beard and melt the scowl behind it, but the man’s words prodded at Pinion’s mind. He had never before seen – never even heard of – monsters like the ones he had just fought. Monsters that had grown more numerous as he’d fought them, a new mass of roiling flesh and grasping limbs rising to replace each one he cut down with wind or lightning. Perhaps they’d been drawn only by the scent of blood and sound of battle. Yet the first had appeared only after he’d begun to heal Huo’s wounds.


‘So you’re more than an idiot child after all. I see the mind’s brush working behind those eyes.’ The Nayeni toyed with the red braid down the centre of his beard, seeming far too relaxed for one staring down an imperial tetragram. ‘You noticed, didn’t you? There’re some dozen names for them floating around – in our tongue, at least. Twisted Ones. Magic-Eaters. The emperor’s maggots.’ A few titters of nervous laughter rose from the forest around him. ‘That last is only a joke, mind. Hissing Cat says your emperor still lives. You’ll be on your way to see her shortly. Just waiting for those flyers to move on. They’re drawn to magic, but they’ll snack on any meat for want of it.’


Pinion wondered, while the Nayeni spoke, how these rebels could already have known so much about the monsters, which surely must have appeared alongside the return of the gods to the world mere hours ago. Yet something else the man had said caught Pinion’s attention.


‘The emperor lives?’ Pinion blurted. For a moment, his simmering hatred gave way to a wave of relief. Brutal the emperor might be, but his survival meant some vestige of the world Pinion understood still endured. But how? He reached again for magic but felt only the expansive void, unstructured, teeming with unbridled power. Perhaps the absence of the canon meant only that no Voice had survived the battle and the fire of the gods, leaving Nayen isolated. Yet this notion did nothing to answer the most pressing question: how had he, lacking the canon, wielded magic?


‘So t’would seem, the bloody bastard.’ The Nayeni peered up at the sky. ‘Hands behind your backs now so my lads can bind you up.’


Huo stepped forward, brandishing his sword.


‘All right, then,’ the Nayeni muttered. ‘Not the move I’d make, but what can ye do?’ He whistled sharply, and in a clattering of branches five archers dressed in cloaks stitched with leaves and moss appeared suddenly, like figures in a trick painting whose image changes when viewed from a slanting angle. Their arrows gleamed in the dappled light.


‘Your sorcerer friend, Hissing Cat’ll want,’ the Nayeni leader said. ‘You, I think we can leave for the beasts.’


Pinion touched the flat of Huo’s sword. ‘We’ll come peacefully. Please.’


Huo glared at him. Pinion met his stare and pushed the ichor-wet tip of the sword towards the earth. ‘To quote the great sage, “The foolish merchant trades a stable future for the slim chance at sudden wealth,” ’ Pinion whispered in Sienese. ‘Whatever you’re hoping for, it won’t happen if these bastards shoot you dead.’


‘That’s the other thing.’ The Nayeni leader approached, playing out a length of rope. ‘No chatter. We move quiet, and if you can’t manage on your own, I’ll gag you.’


With another roving glare that fixed on each of the six Nayeni in turn, Huo wiped his blade on his salt-stained tunic, leaving streaks of black gore on the blue-and-gold linen, and sheathed it. The Nayeni leader smiled warmly, then forced Huo’s hands behind his back. Huo grunted as the Nayeni tied first one knot, then another, then a third for good measure. The Nayeni then took the sword from Huo’s belt and slipped it through his own. Pinion offered his wrists willingly, and suffered far less.


‘A bit funny to tie you up, I think,’ the Nayeni muttered while he finished Pinion’s bonds. ‘You could kill us all with a thought, no? Remember, though: you’d be dooming yourself just the same.’


The words chilled Pinion, though the Nayeni might have been lying, of course. They wanted him as a prisoner, or at least this Hissing Cat person they seemed to serve did. Was she the leader of the hunters, perhaps? Or one of Wen Alder’s captains? Besides Alder, the only names he knew were Harrow Fox and Frothing Wolf, though much may have changed since Greyfrost Keep. Regardless, if the rebels meant to hold him captive, they had to find a way to stop him from wielding magic – a feat that even the deaths of Nayen’s Voices had failed to accomplish. The monsters were terrifying and had seemed drawn to magic. It was a simple enough lie to craft – if lie it was – and a believable one to a mind already rattled by shipwreck.


Yet it was an unnecessary one, for the moment at least. The Nayeni intended to take them to Eastern Fortress, which suited Pinion. Once there, he would free himself and find Wen Alder: the traitor, the Severed Hand, Oriole’s killer and – Pinion would bet whatever inheritance might be left to him – the fool responsible for these monsters, the opening of the sky, and the black emptiness that even now hovered above the fraying world.
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Finding a Course


Koro Ha


Days passed on the Swiftness of the South Wind as it carried Koro Ha away from the Black Maw – or from where the Black Maw had been before the island reared up from the ocean floor and strode towards the mainland, leaving whirlpools wide enough to swallow cities in its wake. No one aboard the Swiftness, from the deckhands to Captain Yin Ila herself, had spoken of the occurrence since. Koro Ha could hardly close his eyes without seeing the jutting slopes of rock rolling over, casting up monstrous waves as skeletal, serpentine limbs of stone heaved up before crashing down again, shaking the earth and churning the sea.


The sight had troubled him nearly as much as had the last words of his teacher, Uon Elia, the last stonespeaker of Toa Alon, who had spent the dregs of his strength to save the Swiftness from imperial pursuit. ‘There is deep lore,’ Uon Elia had whispered, ‘passed down, generation unto generation, from the first stonespeaker, buried in the roots of the Pillars of the Gods.’


Whatever this deep lore was, however, Uon Elia had kept secret, even as he had taught Koro Ha all he could of magic in those last fraught months of the stonespeaker’s life. Koro Ha ran his tongue over his teeth, remembering the sting of the needle that had marked his gums with a blue line of ink, a mark that had brought with it a deeper awareness of the world than he had ever known and access to the ancient powers of cultivation, healing, and dowsing passed down by the stonespeakers. Only a few years ago, he would have baulked at the sight of such a mark, and likely reported the one wearing it to the nearest Sienese authority. He had spent his life as a tutor, educating the sons of the wealthy to take the examinations that were the gateway to the upper reaches of Sienese society, examinations that selected for the young minds best suited to becoming scholars, magistrates, generals, and sorcerers in service of the empire.


Koro Ha himself had passed them, attaining the first and highest degree. But his wiry, curled hair and dark skin marked him out in a way that could never be overwritten by any achievement. And so he had become a tutor, living comfortably on the margins of wealth and success. Such a life had suited him well enough, even in its dullness, reaching its peak when he educated the Nayeni prodigy Wen Alder to success as Hand of the emperor. Well enough, that is, until Orna Sin – Yin Ila’s employer – had offered an opportunity to leave an even greater legacy: not just one student raised to success, but a school of them, all of Toa Aloni blood. A chance to prove that his people were just as capable as any in the empire.


Orna Sin had begun the school with an agenda of his own: to find a worthy successor for the stonespeakers, a pupil for Uon Elia, who lived in the buried ruins of Sor Cala, near Orna Sin’s estate. His plans had shattered, however, when word reached Toa Alon that Wen Alder had thrown away success to join his family in rebellion, leaving Koro Ha instead the unlikely successor to his people’s magic, burdened by his teacher’s shrouded secrets and final command.


Now Koro Ha leaned on the rail at the bow of the Swiftness, listening to Yin Ila and the ship’s quartermaster mutter over the ship’s ledger. Even before the chaos at the Black Maw, the Swiftness had been running light, evading imperial patrols on a mission to extract Uon Elia and Koro Ha from hiding. Whatever Yin Ila had been planning to do after that, the sudden changes in the world and the rumours that drifted from ship to ship, written in a code of coloured kite tails glimpsed by the watchman atop the mainmast, had wrenched those plans awry. Now the Swiftness darted about, just beyond sight of the mainland shore, while Yin Ila struggled against her own uncertainty in an effort to decide on a place to land.


‘We should go to Sor Cala,’ Koro Ha called over his shoulder, not bothering to turn away from the heaving seas. He knew little of ocean-going, but enough to recognise that the sudden swells and whorls of wind as if from nowhere, and the bursts of ball lightning from a clear sky, to say nothing of the nerve-rattling silhouettes of sea beasts that from time to time circled beneath the ship, went against the common course of nature.


‘We’ve spoken of this before, tutor,’ Yin Ila said. ‘The risk is too great. At a glimpse of the Swiftness, every cutter in Sor Cala will be upon us with grappling hooks, if not battle sorcery and grenades. We must put in, aye, but I’d rather die drinking saltwater than willingly give myself to the empire.’


Her words rankled Koro Ha. He was no tutor. Not anymore. A year ago, he would have quailed under Yin Ila’s hard stare, but a great deal had changed since then. Uon Elia had marked him and entrusted him with the greatest burden in all of Toa Alon.


‘If you have any love for your people, you will take that risk,’ Koro Ha said, wielding the firm voice he had used countless times to admonish unruly students. ‘There are secrets buried in the old city. The heritage of our people. Secrets Uon Elia charged me to find.’ As, in the same dying gasp, he had charged Koro Ha to seek them – whoever they were – among the windcallers, the witches of Nayen, and the Stormriders. Perhaps whatever he was meant to find beneath Sor Cala would guide him.


Or perhaps those words had been only the dying ramblings of one who had spent decades in the darkness, apart from the world. If only Uon Elia had explained these things while he had yet lived. There had been time, Koro Ha was sure, during their months of isolation on the Black Maw. Why, then, had the old man kept his secrets?


‘Buried where in the old city?’ Yin Ila matched him stare for stare, her sharp eyes boring into his. Her face had been toughened by the sun, sea wind, and salt spray until it resembled flesh less than it did leather armour. Yet there was a twitch of fear and uncertainty there. ‘Orna Sin excavated only a few tunnels and domes. Whatever it is you seek is likely still buried beneath tons of rock and rubble. Old stories say the stonespeakers had a gift for finding things, but how will you dig it out, assuming you can even reach Orna Sin’s tunnels? Let me remind you, his estate was seized, given over to a Sienese merchant family, occupied by their guards. It will be a wonder if they have not yet found the tunnels and filled them in!’


‘I can do none of those things from the deck of this ship,’ Koro Ha snapped. ‘And what do you plan to do, Yin Ila? Sail to some safe harbour – if there is any left – and wait for the empire’s interest in you to fade? How long will that take? What will be left of Toa Alon when you are finally ready to act?’


Yin Ila set her jaw. ‘Yes, tutor. My life is as shattered as yours, but I still have this ship and this crew. They are my responsibility, and we will make a new life for ourselves, as we have done countless times before.’


‘I am no one’s tutor now,’ Koro Ha said. He took a breath. Yin Ila was a hard woman. If he tried to batter her down, she would only meet him with resistance. He’d had students like that – Alder had been one – and with them a different tack had been needed. ‘You saw what I saw, Yin Ila. The strange shimmer in the sky. The Hand of the emperor’s magic flickering out like a candle. You know the rumours written in the message kites. Know them better than I, for I must hear them second hand while you can read them yourself. The sea is empty of Sienese patrols. News no longer travels as it once did, from Voice to Voice. Entire provinces, it seems, are cut off from the emperor’s will.’


Yin Ila grimaced. The watchman was not shy about shouting the news down to the decks whenever he spotted a sail kite – a practice that might come to threaten morale if that news turned much darker and stranger.


‘Perhaps the Sienese will hunt us down the moment we approach Toa Alon,’ Koro Ha pressed, ‘but it seems to me that they have greater concerns. Something shakes the foundations of the empire. We may never have another chance to return to the buried city and seek out whatever it is Uon Elia meant us to find.’


Yin Ila glared up at him, her arms crossed tightly until their corded muscles bunched and twisted. ‘Promise me this, then, stonespeaker,’ she said, tilting her head, her eyes hard and determined. ‘If we return to Sor Cala and the chance presents itself, you will do what you can to save Orna Sin.’


Koro Ha baulked, though guilt gnawed at him. How much would Orna Sin have risked to save Koro Ha if their roles had been reversed? Despite his flouting of the law – something Koro Ha still struggled to accept, despite having become a fugitive himself – Orna Sin had been a good man, kind and caring, spending his fortune in a bid to shepherd Toa Aloni culture into an uncertain future – a responsibility Koro Ha now felt heavy on his own shoulders. With Orna Sin a prisoner and Uon Elia dead, who else was left now to take up the dream of a restored Toa Alon?


‘How would we accomplish such a thing?’ he demanded. ‘I would like to see him freed as much as you—’


‘Not as much as me,’ Yin Ila snarled.


Koro Ha threw up his hands. ‘Fair enough, but my point stands. He languishes in an imperial cell – if he still lives. If we are to reach the buried city, we will need to avoid detection. Would you have us begin our effort by assaulting the garrison?’


‘He lives,’ Yin Ila said firmly, ‘and old stories tell that stonespeakers could find the only vein of gold in a mountainside. I’ve sprung men from cells before, and with your help we’ll have no trouble finding him. We both want impossible things in Sor Cala. If I’m to help you seek yours, you’ll help me seek mine. Those are my conditions.’ She cocked her head towards the steersman, who stood at the tiller, awaiting her order. ‘And I’m the one with a ship.’


Koro Ha rolled his shoulders back, trying to match the captain stare for stare. He still knew little of the hard life Yin Ila had lived, but it was not difficult, in that moment, to imagine her cutting throats and ordering men to their deaths. In contrast, the poverty of Koro Ha’s childhood seemed as soft as a cushion – not to mention the decades he had spent living in Sienese gardens. ‘That you are,’ he said, sighing. He was not used to so much danger. What she asked of him was good and right, which unfortunately did little to ease his fears. ‘Very well, Yin Ila. If – if! – Orna Sin yet lives, and if my aid will help to free him, I will do what I can.’


Yin Ila nodded sharply, then wheeled away and began barking orders. Sailors – many scarred, and all at least wearing tattoos of intricate Toa Aloni knotwork – leapt at her words as Koro Ha could only ever have dreamed his students might heed his. The ship’s sky-blue sails furled wide and it canted to port, turning sharply with the wind back towards the south and west, towards Sor Cala, where danger and secrets lay in wait.
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The Eye of the Storm


Ral Ans Urrera


The storm is far from over, but every storm has its eye.


It lingers, now, in a growing war camp beyond the walls of the Skyfather’s Hall. Winds of change and chaos whip across the plain, churning the air into howling gusts at the edges of the camp, beyond the barrier of the Skyfather’s protection. A shimmering line etched on the earth marks the end of his blessing and the edge of chaos. Every war band that arrives from beyond it brings word of strange beasts – wolves and vultures pulled apart and rewoven into monsters – and stranger visions in the sky. The stars are wrong, the elders say when Ral Ans Urrera visits their fires. The guidestar no longer points north but draws all who survive upon the steppe here, to the eye of the storm.


Ral has no answer for their questioning eyes. They look to her because she too is a strange, new, impossible thing: a Stormrider, the first in a generation, though she does not wear the marks of her power. They were lost – as her people believed all their magic must be lost – when the empire conquered the plains.


The empire is gone now, scoured from the Skyfather’s Hall like so much grime by the wind of Ral’s fury. The skeletal corpses of Sienese merchants and bureaucrats hang on thick ropes from the walls, the smallest repayment in kind for the years of oppression and horror the Sienese brought to her people. Ral intends to bring them to a full account, to lead her war band south, into the Sienese heartland, and burn Centre Fortress to the ground. Not even these rumours of strange nightmares twisted from the broken bodies of beasts will cow her, nor those, stranger still, that the empire has retreated from its own northern border, as though inviting an invasion – or, as some of the elders speculate, collapsed inwards upon itself.


If the empire falters, Ral will seize the opportunity to shatter it. If it feigns weakness to set a trap, Ral will spring it and break those who think themselves clever enough to snare her. She is Ral Ans Urrera. She is a storm, and a storm cannot be trapped. Not when the Skyfather himself drives its wind.


She has told the elders of her dreams. Of the face in the clouds, watching her, urging her to act. Of the voice in the back of her mind. The Skyfather’s blessing, she knows, is what has kept the chaos tearing through the Waste away from the edges of her camp, holding back the wild winds and monstrous beasts beyond that shimmering silver line. But how long will that blessing last if she lingers here, a spear unwilling to be thrown?


Not yet, she tells herself as she watches the southwestern horizon. Twenty days ago she sent the windcaller Atar back to the Batir Waste with an offer for her people: join the storm or be broken in its wake. Long enough for her to reach them on her windskiff. But the An-Zabati settle nothing without debate, and in that time everything has changed.


Chaos sweeps now across the world. Perhaps the windcallers, too, have been shattered by its fury. Without them, it will be a long, hard ride into the heart of the empire. Even in disarray, Sien commands magics stolen from every corner of the world and a trained army that encloses those corners within a single, sinuous border. Enough of her people have died. The thought brings with it flashes of butchered flesh and bone, among it a face like her father’s, heaped in hideous display. Once, she had nearly broken herself to deliver vengeance, but she will not break her people. Not if there is another way – which, if Atar and her ships do not soon return, there may not be.


<I will be your shield as you are my spear.> The voice thunders behind her eyes. She closes them, revels and quakes in the presence of the god. <But my patience is not endless, Stormdaughter. If your people are to have a place in the new world, you must help to scour this one clean.>


She shivers. The winds surge within her. Lightning burns beneath her fingernails. Not yet. The effort to hold still, to preserve this eye in the midst of the storm just a little longer, sets an ache in her teeth.


‘They saved me, once,’ Ral whispers. Not a prayer – no burning tallow and wailing at the sky – but a demand. Where was the god when her people were dying? He owes her for those years of neglect, and for her suffering. ‘They deserve a place in the world to come.’


‘Are you all right, Stormrider?’


A jolt runs down Ral’s spine. The horizon, and her hope for the sight of sails or signal kites, so absorbed her that it stoppered her ears against footsteps whisking through the grass. Her father would tap her forehead and shake his head in shame.


She turns to face the speaker – Garam Yul Teppo, iron-haired above his leathery face, which is seamed by two fresh scars from the fighting to retake the Skyfather’s Hall. The son of a band chieftain, reduced by imperial conquest to a tradesman making saddles to sell and send south to cushion the arses of imperial lords and merchants. Yet the fire in him smouldered long, and the wind of Ral’s coming stirred it to a blaze. Garam wears armour of his own make, stitched with scraps of gilded steel broken from the helms and breastplates of Sienese captains he’s killed. He and his children – a son and daughter, flanking him, wearing their own armour and weapons – dip their heads and touch their chins in obeisance, but the question lingers behind Garam’s eyes.


‘Only consulting with the Skyfather,’ Ral says, and they nod. Why shouldn’t she, who is herself a miracle, speak directly with the gods, despite their being silent for countless generations?


‘Another band has arrived,’ Garam says, straightening. ‘They wish to speak with you.’


‘They had word of me, then?’ Ral asks. After the rout of the Sienese, riders set off for the four corners of the plains bearing word of Ral’s coming and the toppling of the empire. The first war bands – with their herds and families trailing behind – had come to answer that summons, until chaos gripped the Waste and the river of new arrivals faded to a trickle, each speaking in terror of the nightmares they had endured in coming. Ral has long assumed that those messengers not yet returned fell prey to the long-loping wolves and monstrous vultures that stalk the edges of her storm’s eye.


Garam exchanges a glance with his daughter, who wears a worried frown beneath her fur-lined helm. ‘They did not say so, Stormrider,’ he says. ‘They were shocked to find themselves at the Skyfather’s Hall, and to find so many here. Their elders refused to meet with anyone else until they spoke with you. We can send them to the audience hall to wait—’


‘Am I Sienese, that I waste time on decorum?’ Ral shakes her head. ‘I will go to them, Garam. Lead the way.’


A flicker of amusement lights Garam’s eyes. He and his children turn on their heels and guide Ral through the growing encampment that spills from the Skyfather’s Hall. Pitched tents stand in clusters surrounded by herds of horse and cattle, or flocks of sheep and goats, all gathered as near the walls as possible, like children beneath a mother’s skirts. There are over a dozen bands now, marked out by fluttering banners, some little more than a hastily dyed strip of hide bound to a spear. It has been decades since the Girzan rode to war, but the elders remember the old sigils – words written in circular script, pictographs of running horses. One flutters above the gate itself, depicting the black silhouette of a woman wreathed in curls of white lightning. A new sigil for those who, like Garam, have lost their band.


It is Ral’s sigil now, whatever her ancestors might have flown when they rode to war. Her elders are dead, and all that they remembered with them. The truth of this gnaws at her even as she looks upon this new sigil – that of her new people, of the Skyfather’s Hall – with hope. It will not be only hers, she knows. It is the sigil of the new world.


No sigil flies above the newcomers’ camp. They have pitched their tents away from the others, as near to the strange, shimmering edge of the Skyfather’s protection as they dare. Men and women – some wearing bandages, some still in bloodstained armour – sit horse with their bows across their saddle horns, eyeing the plains, the fear burning in their eyes stifled only by the exhaustion that makes their shoulders sag and faces droop. A herd of only a few dozen cattle, still crusted with sweat, mills about, cropping hungrily at the long grass. Most unsettling of all, no children run between the tents, or ride alongside their parents, or keep watch over the herds. Ral hopes that they are all sheltering in the tents, sleeping perhaps after days and nights of flight.


One of the sentries rides near. He shows his hands in the gesture of peace. Ral does likewise and dips her head. ‘I am told your elders wish to speak with me,’ she says.


The sentry looks to Garam. ‘This woman leads you?’


Garam shrugs and says simply, ‘She is the Stormrider.’


Disbelief quirks the corner of the sentry’s mouth, but he gestures towards the central tent. Eyes follow Ral as she crosses the camp. Garam keeps his hands folded but ready to draw his looted Sienese sword. Ral wishes he had left it behind. These newcomers may not know her yet, but they are her people. The days when bands raided and warred with one another are long past. There is but one enemy worth baring steel against, one enemy with blood worth shedding.


Furs, skins, and rugs woven with geometric designs cover the floor and walls of the vast tent, holding in the heat of a low burning pit fire at its heart. The skulls of bears, wolves, and wide-horned elk hang from the framing poles. The light catches on the resin-darkened planes of those skulls, casting deep shadows in the hollows of their eyes. Beneath them, in a ring, sit the nine elders of the band: four men, four women, and one who wears a beard and the twin braids of a maiden. Two of the men and one of the women lay sprawled out and bandaged, attended by two youths wearing the silver-stitched jackets and belts of herbs that mark them out as healers. One stained bandage in need of changing encircles the stump of a severed arm. All talk between the elders ceases at Ral’s entrance. One of the women pauses with a copper tea kettle held ready to pour.


Ral touches her chin and bows deeply. ‘You sent for me, honoured ones?’


The tea kettle rattles against its stand as a shaking hand returns to motion. Eight pairs of eyes scrutinise Ral. The man with the missing arm does not stir.


‘This slip of a woman?’ one of the men snarls. ‘This is the Stormrider who gathered such a host?’


Ral feels heat behind her eyes but swallows her anger. ‘The host gathers itself, Elder. I am only the star that draws it in.’


‘Since arriving, we have heard the rumours of you.’ The bearded maiden strokes the iron streak below her chin. ‘A Stormrider . . . yet I see no mark of power on your cheeks and brow, as the stories say you should wear.’


Her words stun Ral to silence. Her own elders had forgotten those stories, else they would have marked her. Instead, she learned her power strapped to a horse’s back beneath the driving rain, sitting on a flake of shale while lightning burned the sky around her.


‘My elders found other means to teach me,’ Ral says. ‘Mine is a gift not of heritage and ritual but of the Skyfather himself, meant to shatter the empire and scour the Sienese from the world.’


A woman with close-cropped hair scoffs and dumps her cup of tea onto the coals. She glares through the puff of steam. ‘You wield magic, girl, but you wear no marks. Your power is no gift of our gods but some witchcraft of your own making. It angers the gods. How else do you explain the chaos that rages upon the Waste? The saw-toothed wolves that took Alad Dor Enden’s arm? The dozen-taloned hawks that tore out Ka Alsa Allon’s eye?’


One of the women winces, her hand rising to the bandage that wraps the right side of her face and the blood that still plasters her cloud-white hair.


‘I have held my magic long,’ Ral counters. ‘Wielded it many times. The chaos did not rise until days after we chased the Sienese from our lands. Surely you do not believe the Skyfather resents us that victory?’


The short-haired woman sneers but has no answer. Ral considers telling them of the Skyfather’s voice in her mind, of his demands for the swift destruction of Sien, but swallows the words. It is one thing to hear a rumour that the Stormrider sometimes whispers at the sky; it is another for her to claim that she hears a voice from nowhere.


‘Nevertheless, the coincidence is inauspicious,’ the bearded maiden asserts, tilting her head and narrowing her eyes. ‘We followed the north star, and yet it led south. A journey of days – brutal, hard days – but we arrived to find nearly a month had passed here, since the unfurling of chaos upon the plains.’


‘This is a thing we have heard from others,’ Ral says. ‘Time floods its banks, it seems, and flows in strange directions.’


‘Perhaps your power was but the first such overflowing,’ the short-haired man says. ‘Old boundaries – those that bind time and the stars and define the shapes of beasts – are broken. Why not those that once bound magic?’


‘Or those that once bound the gods?’ the bearded maiden observes. The others shift uncomfortably, as though this treads near some idea they wish not to discuss. Questions bubble within Ral, but the bearded maiden cuts her off with a smile. ‘We must apologise, young Stormrider. We have not shared our names. I am Elsol Url Tabr, herbmistress of the Red Bull band.’


The others mutter and grumble but speak their names, giving Ral the pride of sharing hers last. When the simple ritual is done, Elsol leaps ahead with her next question.


‘My fellows may question whether your power is an ill omen or a gift. I know better. No plant is only medicine or poison, a boon or a curse. All depends upon how it is used. We have seen well enough how you have used your magic. To chase the Sienese out of the steppe is a boon to all Girzan, Ral Ans Urrera. For that you deserve our gratitude, and you have it. As you deserve our gratitude for this shelter from the storm of chaos.’


‘No,’ Ral says. ‘For that, you owe the Skyfather thanks. It is no work of mine.’


Another ripple of discomfort passes through the elders. The one-eyed woman – Ka Alsa Allon, huntmaster of the band – mutters a word for fending off evil. Only Elsol retains her placid smile.


‘We understand that you intend to wage war in the south,’ Elsol continues. ‘That this is no mere gathering but a war band. If what you say is true and the Skyfather touches the world again, then it may be he twists the stars themselves to draw the Girzan in and build this host.’


Ral blinks. She has not considered that, assuming the strange position of the stars as being a product of the same chaos that has twisted beasts into terrible nightmares.


Elsol’s smile shifts, losing its placidity, becoming the comforting, mournful expression of one who bears tragic news. ‘How much did your elders teach you, child, of the Skyfather and when last he touched the world?’


Ral remembers stories of the Skyfather’s wrath and the elders burning, in his honour, the stomach, brain, and kidneys of the first kill from any hunt. Remembers, too, the An-Zabati speaking of their own goddess, Naphena, who lost her life to the Skyfather’s jealousy. But the sky brings rain as well as wind and lightning, the shade of clouds as well as the blazing sun.


‘You would have me afraid,’ Ral says simply. ‘As you are afraid.’


‘How are you not already?’ Ka Alsa Allon blurts, pounding a fist on her thigh. ‘You would know fear well if you had ridden as we—’


Ral opens her hand and reaches out into the world. A flush of fever burns through her, and a single spark of lightning sizzles from her fingertips, casting the old bones that decorate the tent in stark relief as it arcs to the iron kettle stand and down into the languid coals of the pit fire.


The elders exchange another flurry of frightened glances. Ral shakes her head and lets her shoulders sag in disappointment. ‘I would benefit from your wisdom, elders,’ she says, ‘but I will not be turned from my course. What fear dwelt in me has been burned out. If the Red Bull band will join with mine and ride to war, you are welcome.’


She searches their faces, all but Elsol’s now frozen in wrinkled masks of terror. They know now how easily she might have killed them rather than entertain their absurd, tortuous conversation. Their willing cooperation would have been better, but this is not the first time Ral has conjured lightning to cow a prideful, reticent band. Only the bearded maiden does not wear open fear. Her face has hardened, her smile gone, her eyes burning their own coals.


‘If you will not fight, stay here,’ Ral says. ‘Though I doubt this will be a place of safety. The Skyfather, and his protection, will ride with us.’


‘These are truly dangerous times,’ Elsol says, her voice flat and sharp. ‘We will ride with you, Ral Ans Urrera. It seems we have no choice. I only hope you remember that a storm destroys the just and unjust, the deserving and the innocent, alike.’


Ral bows her head once more. ‘Then we should drink tea together, that you might learn to trust—’


The rustle of hides thrown hastily aside interrupts her. The elders’ eyes go wide at the intrusion as Garam steps backwards into the tent. ‘I apologise, elders,’ he says, his back still turned. ‘There is news the Stormrider should hear, and it cannot wait.’


Elsol flicks her wrist dismissively, though her face remains troubled. ‘What is an intrusion upon the elders’ tent when compared to the deceit of the stars? Speak your news, man.’


‘Sails and kites spotted on the southern horizon,’ Garam says. ‘The An-Zabati, at last, have come.’


Ral resists the urge to bolt from the tent and run to confirm this news with her own eyes. She does as she ought, instead, and bows to the elders. ‘I would still drink tea with you,’ she says, ‘if you would welcome me back.’


‘Go, child.’ Elsol all but shoos Ral from the tent. ‘Tend to your affairs. I’m sure they are many.’


Ral dips her head once more, then rushes out into the bracing chill of the early evening, Garam at her heels, his quiver rattling. A half-dozen curious watchers already line the ridge at the camp’s southern edge. She joins them, shading her eyes. She remembers Atar’s promise, her voice bright in anticipation of the vengeance Ral’s power made possible. ‘I will bring the Waste,’ she said. ‘Dozens of ships, if not hundreds, and every soul aboard thirsty for Sienese blood.’


The ships are distant still, their angled sails little more than shards of white against the blue sky. Seven ships, Ral counts. This must be the vanguard. More must follow, still too far for the reach of the eye.


A dark blur passes in front of one of those white sails, little more than a speck at this distance but enough to put Ral back on her heels. Then another, darting down to the deck before lifting away, lurching in flight as though weighed down. More of the dark shapes flit around the other ships. Ral’s heart aches, heavy as a fist of lead.


‘We could ride to them,’ Garam says. His jaw works back and forth. Neither he nor Ral has fought the twisted creatures that stalk the plains, but they have heard stories and seen the wounds of those who have. ‘A hundred horse, to escort them in.’


It will not be enough, Ral knows. If the windcallers are already overwhelmed, a hasty war party will fare little better.


<You need not worry over them.> The voice thunders within her. <What use will their ships be once you leave these grasslands? What purpose will they serve in the forested hills of the south?>


Ral grinds her teeth. Useful or not, these people saved her. She will not see them destroyed by her storm. Her eye fixes on the shimmering line at the edge of her camp.


‘Give them a path,’ she whispers. Garam leans close, but she shakes her head and looks to the sky, her voice rising. ‘Shield them as you shield us.’


<They are not my people,> the voice answers. <They worship a pactbreaker instead of their rightful gods, who languish. They are as deserving of death as your enemies.>


The words mean nothing to her. ‘They broke no pact with me,’ she mutters, and turns to Garam. ‘Stay here. Watch the line of safety and be ready to lead as many as you can into the Hall.’


Before he can question her – before her mind can begin to doubt – she acts. The sentry answers with only a baffled stare when she demands his horse and is quickly glared into submission and out of his saddle. She fears the young colt will baulk at the shimmering line of the Skyfather’s protection, but he surges over it, into the chaos, as though it does not exist. Yet, passing from safety into danger, she feels a pulse of fear, as though some distant predator’s eye has locked upon her, watching for its chance to pounce.


A hundred hoofbeats until, from the corner of her eye, she sees the shimmering line shift, snaking beneath her. As the Skyfather enfolds her within his shield, the sense of threat fades.


<Foolish girl,> the voice rumbles. <I should have let them tear a few pieces from you. You could use the lesson.>


Ral twists her mouth but does not speak. The shimmering line races just ahead, only ever a stride quicker than her horse’s gait.


The dark shapes that flit around the ships resolve into monstrous birds, many-winged and with snapping maws where beaks should be. Some fall, shrieking, skewered by flights of arrows or darts of conjured wind, yet more always appear from behind the clouds. They dart down, tearing sails and flesh, carrying men and women over the rails and dropping them to tumble and break upon the earth as the ships race on.


The shimmering line sweeps out to encircle the first ship. Like motes of dust carried on the wind, the monstrous birds flee its edge, tumbling through the air in their haste to escape it. Soon, all seven ships are enfolded within the Skyfather’s shield. They begin to slow, their hulls and masts creaking as the stress of long and hard-pressed flight eases.


An-Zabati clutch their bows and watch the monstrous birds circle the edge of the Skyfather’s protection. A few look down at Ral, murmuring among themselves in confusion. She recognises the third ship, the Spear of Naphena, which rescued her from Sienese capture, and rides up alongside it. A familiar bearded face appears, and beside it stands Atar, her shoulders heaving, blood dripping from a bandage that encircles her upper arm.


Ral shows her hand in greeting and catches Atar’s eye. The winddancer answers with a grim expression. She has brought her people, but at what cost?


An ember of guilt burns in Ral, but she stamps it out. The world has changed, and it was none of her doing. Together, at least, the An-Zabati and the Girzan might seize the opportunity for revenge. Together, they will carry the storm to the south, to the very palace of the emperor, and scour the stain of him from the world.
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Captivity


Pinion


The rope chafed Pinion’s wrists. Thrice already he had tripped over a root or loose stone and had nearly toppled, unable to throw out an arm to catch himself. Once, his feet had slipped out from under him and he had stumbled a dozen steps before colliding with a tree. Only the threat of summoning another horde of twisted monsters forestalled him from calling lightning to cut away the rope, and with it his Nayeni captors.


Darting Buck – the heavily bearded captain – had laughed aloud at Pinion’s humiliation, then threatened to carry him the rest of the way to Eastern Fortress. ‘Maybe your people should have learned a spot of woodcraft before invading a bloody forested island, eh?’


The insults meant little. Pinion and Oriole had bandied worse back and forth in childhood behind the backs of their father and their tutors. It was the indignity of it all that dragged Pinion to the edge of idiocy. Worse, Huo, despite his injuries, had yet to stumble once. He walked proudly and as straight-backed as his bound hands allowed, glaring daggers at their captors all the while.


While they marched through the afternoon, following a deer trail that cut up- and downhill with disorienting randomness, Pinion planned out their arrival at Eastern Fortress. The moment the city wall was in sight, he would free himself and Huo and kill their captors. The Nayeni’s sentry lines and defences would have their guard down after the recent capture of the city and there would be gaps large enough, hopefully, for them to slip through unnoticed. Then it would be a matter of hunting rumours and pulling threads until they discerned Wen Alder’s location and a means of taking him unawares. Once he was dead . . .


In all likelihood, Pinion and Huo would be captured and killed. The thought did not trouble him, however; only Alder’s death mattered now. Perhaps the world would return to normal, the gods fading back into the space between the stars, the twisted beasts chased back into the shadows, and that hanging sphere of blackness above the sea scoured away. He could hope, at least. But that, too, did not matter. Killing Alder was a worthy end in itself, not the means to making a better world, nor even to fulfilling the emperor’s will.


Pinion barked a laugh. Darting Buck glared at him, but Pinion only rolled his aching shoulders. Let the Nayeni captain wonder what had so amused his captive for the short while he had left to live.


As twilight like a blot of ink in water darkened the blue of the sky, Darting Buck put up his fist and their small column came to a sudden halt.


‘You’ll want to keep your eyes on the ground,’ Darting Buck said, ‘or, better yet, shut them until we’re through.’


‘Through what?’ asked Pinion. Not a dozen paces ahead of them, the undergrowth began to thin and the light seemed brighter, even for early evening. The edge of the forest, then. Soon they would reach the city.


Darting Buck stroked the braid in his beard. ‘Even hardened woodsmen have heaved up their guts the first time, and I hear tell witches get it worst of all.’


‘What is he saying?’ Huo hissed, speaking Sienese.


‘He suggests shutting your eyes if you don’t want to vomit,’ Pinion said.


Huo frowned. ‘Some kind of trick? To hide something?’


‘Quiet, you two,’ Darting Buck snapped. ‘Save your words for Hissing Cat. She’ll have plenty of questions.’


Pinion matched the Nayeni captain’s glare but kept his mouth shut. Huo was surely right: the Nayeni had laid some trap or meant to keep secret the details of their sentry lines. Oriole might have had a better idea of their intent, from the heroic romances and tactics manuals that had obsessed him. Regardless, Pinion had no intention of doing as Darting Buck advised. They could blindfold him if they wanted, but he refused to cooperate. Soon enough, he would burn them all to ash.


‘Whatever it is, I’m sure we’ve weathered worse,’ he said.


Darting Buck only shrugged. ‘Have it your way,’ he said, and led on, but locked eyes with the soldier who followed close behind Pinion, giving some unspoken order.


Here was the moment of highest danger. Pinion would free himself and Huo and dispatch as many of their captors as he could before they reached the denuded field between the forest and the city. Yet if he acted too early, he risked calling down a flock of twisted birds or a pack of monstrous wolves. Readying himself to run – and hoping Huo would have the good sense to follow – he reached out with the phantom limb of his power, towards where memory told him the magic of imperial battle sorcery should be.
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