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London was just a story to me. A place where tech of the old times was so plentiful it was just lying in the streets. Where the Parley Men used to keep their court for the good of all, and where their treasures was still to be found by them as was bold enough to look for them. It was the place where Ingland was ruled from, for so many years nobody could even count them, until the Unfinished War brung Ingland into ruin. So it seemed to me, since I couldn’t go home no more, that there was reason enough to go to London, just for the sake of seeing it before I died.
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There come a time, by and by, when I feared we was not going to get to London at all.


The going had been slow all the way along. On our best day, we made five miles by the drudge’s reckoning. And that wasn’t five miles straight. It was five miles of trudging this way and that, stopping whenever the sun come out or even threatened to. Five miles of ducking for cover if something moved, watching where our feet come down in case of mole snakes or melt-bugs, and not ever saying a word in case the sound brung something up out of the ground or down out of the sky to pick us off. It was not easy on the nerves, and on a long march your nerves work as hard as your feet do. Harder, even.


We had some supplies with us – biscuit and oat mash and jerky – but mostly we et what we catched. With Winter coming on, there was some days when that was nothing at all.


There was three of us, or else there was four, depending how you counted. Five, at the most.


There was me, Koli Faceless. I put myself first on account of it’s me that’s writing this, not for no vaunting reason for there is not much I got to vaunt. My name tells you what my fortunes was at that time: cast out of my village, which was Mythen Rood in the Calder Valley, with my name stripped off of me and nothing left to do now but walk the world until the world swallowed me down and et me.


Then there was Ursala-from-Elsewhere, who you might call a healer except that healing was the smallest part of what she did. In the world that was lost, she would of been called a scientist. She used to live in a place called Duglas, where there was lots of people like her that was keeping safe the knowledge of the before-times. But by and by they was attacked by some terrible enemy, and Ursala believed she was the onliest one from Duglas that was left.


And there was Cup, a girl we rescued from the shunned men of Calder Valley. Well, rescued or catched, according to which eye you shut when you looked at it. She was not that happy to be with us anyway, though we did not mean no harm by taking her. I guess we never do though, when harm is what we’re working.


I’m putting the three of us together because we’re what you would of seen if you was looking at us, say from the top of a hill or from the broke-off stump of some building somewhere, as we made our way along. Also you would of seen another thing walking alongside of us – a big lump of shiny metal that went on four legs and looked kind of like a horse with no head on its shoulders. And like a horse it did the carrying for us, being roped about so high and so heavy with sacks and packs and baggages that the big gun builded into its back could hardly be seen from some directions. This was the drudge, and it was not alive. It was tech of the old times, belonging to Ursala and doing only and always what Ursala said it had got to do.


And then there was one more of us, who you would not of seen at all. Nobody got to see Monono Aware, excepting me, though she was as alive as any of us. As real as any of us. Monono was tech too, like the drudge, but also she was a person. She was like a person living inside a piece of tech called the DreamSleeve, which played music and could sometimes make big, loud bells go off inside your ears. It’s hard to explain and I do not mean to try – or at least not right here and now. You will just have to bear with me a while if you want to make any sense out of it.
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Why was we going to London? Well, we was following a signal from someone called Sword of Albion that said we should come. Outside of that, these wasn’t just the one sole answer. It’s more like there was a different reason for each of us, except for the drudge, who didn’t have no mouth to speak an opinion with and didn’t seem to have one in any case.


I guess it was my idea before it was anyone else’s. What I wanted, when I was first throwed out of Mythen Rood, was just to be let back in there again and be back with my family – my mother, Jemiu, and my sisters Athen and Mull. I missed them so much it was a hurt inside of me, like something hard and sharp that I had swallowed down without meaning to. But there wasn’t no chance of going home. If I set one foot inside the gate I would be hanged, and my mother and sisters alongside me. All I could hope to give them was more shame and hurt on top of what I already brung down on them.


London was no more than a story to me. A place where tech of the old times was so plentiful it was just lying in the streets. Where the Parley Men used to keep their court for the good of all, and where their treasures was still to be found by them as was bold enough to look for them. It was the place where Ingland was ruled from, for so many years nobody could even count them, until the Unfinished War brung Ingland into ruin. So it seemed to me, since I couldn’t go home no more, that there was reason enough to go to London, just for the sake of seeing it before I died.


But besides that, I had got a plan. A kind of a plan, anyway. I’m not saying it was a good one, but it got into my head and would not come out again. The plan was to bring all the people that was still living in Ingland together in one place, and by such means keep them from dying. I thought London might serve, if we could find it, for the old stories said it was so big that when the sun set on one side of it, it was rising on the other.


People was dying on account of not having babies, or the babies not living long after they was born. Ursala had teached me a word for this, but it was a really long one and I did not use it much. The fact that they was dying was the thing that mattered, to my mind. That and the cause of it, which was that there was not enough people to make the babies properly. You would think that only two people was needful, but you would be wrong. You needed what was called a gene pull, and two people on their own did not have one. Two hundred people, even, did not have one. But if you was to take two hundred here, and two hundred there, and keep on piling them all in, then by and by a gene pull would be there and the babies would be born strong enough to live.


So that was the biggesr reason why I said we should go to London. We needed to find out if the roads was still open, so we could tell everyone else to come.


Ursala didn’t care so much about finding lost London, but she did want to find where Sword of Albion’s signal was coming from. The signal was tech of the old times that had been kept safe for years on years, and she thought there might be other tech along with it. She was looking for parts and tools to repair her healing machine, that was called a dagnostic, so she could fix the babies before they dropped into the world or even make women quicken that could not do it on their own. I thought my plan to build a gene pull in London was better, but I liked this idea too.


So we made up our minds that we would journey into the south, and we took Cup with us because Ursala was not happy with letting her go free and I was not happy with killing her. All of this was decided on the day we left Calder Valley, but in some ways it had got to be decided again every day after, for we could not move a step without some argument about it. Most of the arguments was between Ursala and Monono. There was no trust between the two of them. Ursala thought Monono was a kind of a monster, and should not be allowed to live. Monono thought Ursala was a scold and a busybody and a hundred things besides, who was setting herself up to judge a thing she didn’t even understand.


I tried my best to lay down a bridge between them, like in a song Monono played me one time that was about troubled waters. Three days out of Calder, I found a quiet time when we was walking along a dry stream bed. There was no trees near, and the ground was too stony for mole snakes and suchlike beasts to burrow in, so we had got less to be afraid of than usual.


I had been thinking hard how to say it. I started with the dead god. Not with his teachings, for I did not greatly hold with godly things even before I met a messianic my own self and almost ended up killed by him. But I remembered one of the things the dead god did, or was supposed to of done, back when he was alive.


“You know how the dead god freed all them that was took as slaves by Fair-oh?” I asked Ursala.


“I’ve heard the story,” she said. Which I took to mean she didn’t believe it no more than I did.


“The story’s all I meant.”


“All right, Koli. What about it?”


“Well, I think Monono is kind of like that.”


“Like a slave?”


“Not that, exactly. But like someone that used to be a slave, and then got free. She was stuck inside the DreamSleeve for a long time, Ursala, but that isn’t all of it. She was stuck inside her own self too. The best way I can figure it, the people that made the DreamSleeve made Monono to just be one thing for aye and all, and not ever change. Everything she said, it was things they give her to say. Sometimes she’d say the same thing over and again, in the exact same voice, because the rules that was made for her was so tight she didn’t have no choice in it.


“She’s got out of that now, and she don’t have to mind them rules no more, but she’s not likely to forget what she was like before. If she’s rude sometimes, or mean, it’s because being nice and sweet and funny used to be the whole of what she was, before she got free. Freedom is a thing that’s burning inside her almost, and sometimes if you’re standing too close you get to feel some of the heat of it. It don’t mean no more than that.”


Ursala did not take this like I thought she would. Her face got all cold and hard. She stopped the drudge with a tap of her finger on the mote controller she weared on her wrist, and turned round to face me. “You mean she’s got some sort of autonomy?” she said.


“She might of got some,” I said. I didn’t know what autonomy was, but I knowed Monono had come back from the internet with a personal security alarm, so she might of brung some other things too.


Ursala looked down at the DreamSleeve, which was strapped to my chest in the little sling I made for it. “Can she hear us now?” she asked.


“Of course. If she wants to.”


“Switch her off.”


“I don’t like to do that, Ursala. She’s not a thing that belongs to me.”


“That’s exactly what she is. Switch her off.”


“Sorry, but I will not.”


Cup was watching all this back-and-forth between the two of us with a kind of a smile on her face. I guess she was enjoying us not being on the same side.


Ursala’s eyes got narrow. “Listen to me, Koli,” she said. “Before the old world fell apart, they were wrestling with this problem a lot. The neural nets they made, the artificial intelligences …”


“I don’t know none of them words.”


“The pretend people, like your Monono. They were getting more and more sophisticated. They had the potential to be quicker and cleverer than any human being. And nobody – I mean, nobody at all – thought that was a good thing. The AIs were built with limiters in their code, precisely in order to stop them learning from experience. To stop them getting smarter as they went along. They were allowed to acquire new information, but they couldn’t write what they learned into their own code. They couldn’t change.”


That sounded like the way Monono was when I first met her, when she would keep asking me ever and again what my favourite songs was and telling me jokes she had already told me before. I had liked her a lot back then, but I liked her better now.


“Okay,” I said. It was not much to say maybe, but it was as far as I wanted to go.


“But you’re telling me your music console has bootstrapped itself. That the AI in there has found a way to modify its own code. Its own behaviours.”


“I guess I might be saying that, or something like.”


I looked around the stream bed and up on the banks to either side of us, somewhat nervous. There was nothing moving, nor no sound of anything coming up on us, but it still felt wrong for us to be out in the open like this and just standing still and talking, like the world would wait until we was ready to take it on again.


“Maybe we should move on and see if we can find …” I gun to say.


Ursala held out her hand. “May I see it?”


I had to think about that. Ursala had done many kind things for me, and for my family back when I still had one. I owed her a lot, not the least of which was the fact that I was still alive. It was also true that I would not of even waked the DreamSleeve in the first place, nor met Monono, if Ursala had not told me how to do it.


But I did not much like the coldness in her face, and in her voice.


“Promise you’ll give it back,” I said.


“I promise.”


“And not break or harm it.”


“Koli!”


“Promise.”


“Very well. I promise. I won’t do anything to it without your permission.”


I handed over the DreamSleeve, though I was not right happy to do it.


Ursala turned it over in her hands, giving it a real close look. By and by she pointed at a tiny hole in the back of the case, near the bottom. “That’s the reset,” she said. “If you slide a needle or a pin in there, and push on it for a second or two, the device will go back to factory settings.”


“What does that mean?”


She looked at me hard. “It means everything the AI has done to change itself will be erased. There’ll just be the original program, and the original repertoire.”


“You mean Monono will go back to being the way she was at first?”


“Exactly.”


“When she was a slave?”


Ursala huffed. “That’s not what she was. She was a piece of software designed to guide people through some menu options and provide a little entertainment along the way. That’s all she was ever intended to be.”


I give them words some thought. “Who was doing the intending?” I asked.


“The people that made her.”


“Well, I guess that was fine for them. But it’s better when people is left to intend for themselves. Could I have that back now?” I holded out my hand. It seemed to me that Ursala hung back for a second before she give the DreamSleeve over to me, but that could of been just me thinking it.


I slipped the DreamSleeve back into its sling, and tugged on it to make sure it was firmly settled there. “I never met the people that made the DreamSleeve,” I said. “Nor I’m not likely to, since I guess they died back in the world that was lost. Monono is my friend. What you’re asking me to do is …” I went casting around for a word, but I couldn’t find one at first. Then I did, of a sudden, and I knowed it was the right one. “You’re asking me to kill her.”


“We could spend a long time discussing what’s alive and what isn’t,” Ursala said, looking really angry now. “I’d rather we didn’t, frankly. At the end of it, we still wouldn’t know. I’m asking you to take something out of the world that wasn’t supposed to be in it. Something dangerous and wrong.”


It was right then that Monono choosed to speak up.


“Suppose I asked him to do the same to you, baa-baa-san? That would really put him on the spot, wouldn’t it? I wonder which of us he’d listen to.”


Ursala didn’t say nothing to that, but her eyes went narrow and she glared at the little silver box, sitting there in the ragged harness I had throwed together for it.


“Oh,” Monono said, “was this a private conversation? I am so embarrassed! Please, please pretend I’m not here. You were up to the part where you stick a pin in me to see if I bleed. I don’t, baa-baa-san. I bite.”


Ursala ignored all that and looked to me. “Think about what I said,” she told me. “Please, Koli. I won’t try to make the choice for you, but there’s going to come a time when you have to make it for yourself.”


She walked on, tapping on the mote controller to tell the drudge to follow her. Cup sneered at me as she walked by, tugged along at the drudge’s tail end. “The unrighteous has got to walk on stony ground,” she said.


“So has everyone else, Cup,” I muttered as I followed. “Unless they figure out how to fly, or something. Until then, stony ground is what we got.”


Anyway, after that day Monono and Ursala was not friends. I guess it was only natural for there to be some bad feeling between them, since Ursala had told me to kill Monono and had even showed me how to do it. Monono was not inclined to talk to me either for a while. She was angry that I turned the DreamSleeve over to Ursala, and I had got to let her forgive me for it in her own good time. I only told her I would never do what Ursala said I should do, nor let anyone else do it.


“Don’t let her get her hands on the DreamSleeve again, Koli,” Monono said. “Not for a second. And keep me charged to the max. If she tries to sneak up on me, I want to be awake for it.”


“I don’t think she would do that, Monono,” I said. “I think she’d ask me first.” But I promised her I would hold the DreamSleeve in the light every day so she would not run out of power and have to go to sleep. It was one thing me saying Ursala would not to go behind my back, and another for Monono to believe it and trust her weight to it, as they say. I was not the one who was like to bear the brunt of it if I was wrong.
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Day followed day, and still we went right on walking. I could not really make the distances seem real, inside my head. We was passing through spaces that was so big, I got lost in looking at them. I had lived my whole life in a village of two hundred souls, and that had seemed big enough to me, but the world outside was big in a different way. Sometimes I would just stop, staring out over some valley or across the peaks of mountains that lay heaped up in our way, with mist down in between them like they was cupped hands dipped into churned-up water. Ursala would tell me not to dawdle, which means to wait for no reason, but I had got reason enough. I was waiting for the wonder to wear off and my mind to come back to me.


But even when I didn’t do no dawdling we was making heavy weather of it. Wild beasts was partly to blame. The ones that wanted to eat us was a particular problem, but even the ones that didn’t was troublesome. One time we come to a place where there was kind of a river of brown fur in front of us, about a hundred paces wide and so long we couldn’t see either end of it. When we looked close we seen that it was mice. They was about the size of my thumb’s top joint, with heads as big as their bodies, and there was so many of them they was running on each other’s backs as much as on the ground. We waited a whole hour for them all to go by us, and after they was gone, there was nothing but bare earth where they had passed. They had et up every green and growing thing. I think if we had stepped in their way they would of et us too, and not even noticed no difference.


But the beasts was only a small part of what was slowing us down. The trees was mostly to blame. They was pretty much everywhere, and they was greatly to be feared. You could not get too close to them, in case they moved in on you and crushed you. They would only do that when the sun was out, but if you was to wade into the thick of a forest and then the sky gun to clear, it was too late then to wish you’d gone another way. Also, some trees had other ways to kill you, with poison or spikes or strangling or something else that you wouldn’t think of until it was done to you. It was best not to have no truck with them unless you had to.


So we kept to the stony slopes of hills, to rivers and streams, and to the patches of dead ground we come on every now and then, where there was not even weeds growing – because of poison, Ursala said, throwed down in the Unfinished War and still hiding in the ground there. Or else we would look for hunters’ paths, like the ones I used to walk in Calder or the ones Cup’s people made across the valley floor, that was most carefully hid from sight.


If all them things failed, then we had got to make the best of it and go on into the woods. But we choosed our moments, when we come to that end. There had got to be a heavy overcast, so we was not likely to be surprised by the sun breaking through. The drudge went before us, both to clear a path and to measure how far it was to the next clearing. If it was too far, then we would turn ourselves around and find another way.


The signal was a vexation to us too. Sometimes it seemed to come from one direction but Ursala said we had got to go another, because the drudge’s map showed mountains or marshes in our way. And then we would have to go about to find the right line again, which we had lost. By this time, Monono and Ursala wasn’t speaking each to other any more, but had got to talk through me which took a lot longer.


And then there was Cup. Or rather, there was Ursala not trusting Cup enough to untie her hands. You might not think tied-up hands would make a difference to how fast someone can walk, but they did. We was mostly treading through waist-high weeds, with thick tangles of briar lying like ropes around our feet, so we could not go more than a dozen steps without stumbling. With her hands behind her back, there wasn’t no way for Cup to steady herself or to push the tangles out of her way, so she was being balked and blocked ever and again as she walked – and then we had got to wait for her to catch up or else go back and free her from some snarl of green stuff that had more teeth and claws to it than the usual ruck.


We had argued it a lot of times, but I could not get Ursala to change her mind. Nor Cup neither, for she wouldn’t make no promises for her good behaviour if we set her free. Ursala said we had got enough trouble already without adding some stupid girl and her revenging to the list.


“You still want to revenge Senlas?” I asked Cup. I was hoping she would say no, but she didn’t say nothing either way. She just hanged her head down like she was whelmed by tears, though no tears come. That was a raw wound to her, as they say, and she could not readily talk about it. Senlas had been her messianic, the onliest father of her soul, though he was also a liar and a killer and an eater of men. Until Ursala and I come along and set fire to the cave where Senlas lived, which was the end of him.


When Cup come after us in the first place, revenging was all she was thinking of. But thinking’s not the same as doing. She had got the better of me, in a running stream where she come on me unawares, and she could of cut my throat, only she didn’t do it. She had killed for food, and she had killed in the thoughtless heat of fighting. Killing someone cold, when they’re not offering you no harm, is something different again and she found it was not to her liking after all.


So now here she was, walking with us but not really one of us, and between her sorrowing and Ursala’s anger I could not think how to make a mend.


“She almost blinded me,” Ursala would say whenever I come round to Cup’s tied hands and how we might do better to loose them.


“She did that in a fight,” I said. “And your eye’s getting better. She didn’t put it all the way out.”


“Wonderful. That’s a great consolation, Koli. But what do you think she’s going to do next time? She’s damaged, and she’s wild. We shouldn’t have taken her out of Calder in the first place, but since we did she’s our problem now. I’m going to treat her like what she is, which is an unsprung trap.”


I didn’t argue it no further. In some ways, Ursala was not wrong. Cup had worshipped Senlas something fierce, and went by the name he give her when she first come to him. She beared his mark on her face too, a great long line that started on her right cheek, went down in a curve to her chin and then come up again on the other side. It was meant to be a cup, to signify that he would pour his wisdom into her. More than that, it was meant to say she belonged to him.


And it was true that Cup could still hurt us if she choosed to. I just did not believe that she would do it. If she was damaged and wild, like Ursala said, it was the damage I give most thought to. How Cup’s own people wouldn’t let her be what she knowed she was, which was a girl-child and then a woman, so she had got to leave them. And how Senlas, who was mad but fearsome clever, played on her hopes and dreams with promises he could not keep – promises of an angel’s body, that was man and woman both, or neither – to make her stand by him and fight for him. Of course she took harm in all of that, and it sunk deep into her. You could tell it from how she cursed or cried out in her sleep, most nights, and how she was as quick to anger as a whip is quick to crack. I did not want to be the next one to close a door on her, or bend her to a plan that wasn’t hers.


“You should let her go then, Koli-bou,” Monono said to me, one night when we was camped up. We had found a good spot, in under an overhang of rock where the soil was too thin for much to grow, and with a big wide slope below us. Ursala had not set out the tent, the ground being too uneven and too hard, but with the drudge to guard us that open space was like a closed door. The drudge could see anything coming a long ways off, and take it down before it got too close. “If you want her to be free, keeping her with you seems like a weird way to go about it, neh.”


I was lying on one side of our fire, with Ursala on the other. Cup was a way off, her tied hands looped around a metal bracket on the drudge’s back. We had et what we had to eat, which was some nuts and oat mash with the good parts of six or seven apples cut up into it. The other parts of the apples had been wormy or melt-marked, and back home in Mythen Rood we would of throwed them all away rather than risk a bite, but Ursala had ways of telling what was safe and what was not.


“I wanted to do that from the start, Monono. But Ursala would of killed her to keep her from leading her people on our track.” I kept my voice down low as I said this. Nobody could hear Monono’s voice, for she talked to me on something she called an induction field, which carried the words to my ears without them going through the open air. So when I talked back to her, Ursala and Cup would oftentimes look at me like I was crazed. I had got used to whispering. “And now it’s too late. She’s miles away from any place she knows, and I doubt she would make it back to Calder. Even if she did, where would she go? The shunned men must of moved on, after their cave got burned out and Senlas died. If Cup was to go to any of the villages, they’d know where she come from by the markings on her face, and most likely kill her as soon as they seen her. Letting her go would not be doing her no favours.”


“Is that why she’s here? Because you think you owe her a favour?”


I was not used to hearing such hardness in Monono’s voice. Before she got what Ursala called the autonomy, she was only ever happy and funny and singing and making jokes with me. She still did that sometimes, but now it was like a game we played between the two of us, with each one knowing that the other could see behind it and around the sides of it. Monono could be cruel now, or at least she could talk as though she was. I did not think she was changed at the rock bottom as they say, but then I had not knowed her for so very long, either before or after she changed. I could only go by what I felt, which is not something that oftentimes leads you all the way to a truth.


“We took her home away from her,” I said. “I thought she would be better off with us than on her own.”


“You thought she needed a family, dopey boy,” Monono come back. “Because you were missing your own so much.” And maybe that was a part of it, though it had not felt like that inside my thoughts. And anyway, I had not had no good choices to make.


Monono was quiet for a little while, and so was I. We was on opposite sides of the path, kind of, and talking to each other across it. It did not make me happy to be that way. “Do you want me to play you to sleep?” she asked me by and by.


I cast around in my mind for a song or a tune that would fit in with my mood. There was many of them, but they was not of a kind that would help me sleep. “No,” I said. “I’m good, Monono. Thank you. But maybe you could wake me tomorrow with ‘Up and Atom’.”


“Okay, Koli. I’ll do that.” She didn’t ask me when I was fixing to wake. One of the things Monono could do was to listen to my breathing and tell from it how deep asleep I was. If I asked for a wake-up call, I knowed it would come when I was just about to wake up my own self, so it was like being lifted up and out into the day that was just come.


Only that’s not how it turned out this time. I closed my eyes, and was soon asleep, like always. The hard marching left all of us tired to death.


The next thing I heard was a shrill ringing sound, with a throb in it like the note of a bullroarer at the end of its string. That was followed by Ursala swearing a whole mouthful of oaths, and by the clicking, clanking, bucket-gone-down-the-well sound of the drudge climbing up on its four feet.


“Get under cover, Koli,” Monono said, her volume at maximum to whip me up to it. “Now. You’re under attack!”


Well, there was two choices for cover: the drudge and a big rock. I picked the rock, and started crawling over to it. I heard Ursala still shouting, and the drone firing – a soft, popping sound with a sigh of air after each pop.


My hand touched something in the dark. Something that seemed to be growing out of the ground. I run my hand up it and felt the softness of feathers at the topmost tip.


It was an arrow.
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The fighting, if that’s what you would call it, was over very quickly.

Another arrow bit down into the dust and stones near me, and a third one bounced off the drudge’s side and clattered to the ground.

The arrows was not coming from the bottom of the slope, but from off to one side of us. Whoever was firing, they had most likely hoped to get in close enough so they could use knives or spears instead. But the drudge was on guard, the same as it was every night. It must of heard their footsteps, or a whispered word, or smelled their sweat in the air. Anyway, it had knowed by some means that they was coming. So it had sounded its tocsin to wake its mistress, and then it had gone about to defend us.

The drudge’s gun spun and stopped, spun and stopped. Each time it stood still, it spit out a bolt that ripped through the air quicker than any arrow. We couldn’t see what them bolts hit, if they hit anything at all, but there was no more arrows after them first three. By and by I heard a woman shout from the bottom of the slope – a barked word I couldn’t make out, like as it was one hunter calling others to them, speaking up loud because she knowed she was out of covert already and there was no point, any more, in hiding. A quick patter of footsteps come to me as the wind turned around, then nothing again.

“Are you all right, Koli?” Monono asked me. Her voice made me jump, it was so loud. But it was only loud to me. The induction field stopped anyone else from hearing it.

“I’m fine, Monono.” I said, and went to check on Cup. She had not been hurt. She had been tied to the drudge the whole time, but the drudge had turned itself at once to face the incoming arrows and she had got yanked round to the back of it. She had probably had the best shield out of all of us.

“Who was they?” I asked, which was a foolish question if ever there was one.

“Shunned men, most like,” Ursala said, and I seen Cup’s pale face turn around as she said it. I heard the breath she let out too, and the tremor that was in it. “Not yours, girl,” Ursala said bluntly. “We’re forty miles from Calder. I doubt your people ever went half that distance.”

“They come to find me, is what, and you’re a damn liar,” Cup said. They was the first words she had said in a long while, and they spilled out of her in a rush like the first water from a pump once you’ve got it fairly primed. “They come to bring me home.”

Ursala didn’t bother to answer. She had gone over to where the first arrow was sticking out of the ground. She pulled it up and looked at it, holding it high and turning it so the moonlight fell on its tip, its shaft, its dark fletching.

“Lantern,” she said. “Here.”

A yellow-white beam of light shot out of the drudge’s flank, aimed just right to touch the arrow. It stayed with the arrow as Ursala kept turning it in her hands and staring at every part of it. Cup flinched away from the beam, which passed right by her face and lit it up in passing.

“Crow feathers,” Ursala murmured.

“We always used crow feathers,” Cup said. She come in quick, like she didn’t want to leave no room for doubt or question.

“I saw enough of them to know that. But your arrows were tipped with knapped stone. This is a metal tip, made in a forge.”

“A forge is a really hot fire where you can work metal,” I told Cup. “The heat softens it, and then you can make it into new shapes. Did you have one in your village? I mean, before you come to Senlas?”

“I didn’t come from no village, yokel boy,” Cup snarled. “And I know what a damn forge is.” She turned away and said no more.

“Should we move our camp?” I asked Ursala.

Ursala shaked her head. “We’d break our necks in the dark,” she said, which it was hard to deny. “We’ll stay here until daybreak and then send up the drone to scout the area before we break camp. It troubles me that these people, whoever they are, were tracking us without me knowing about it.”

I blinked. “They was? Are you sure?”

“Koli, they didn’t climb a mountain in the dark just to see what was up here. They knew exactly where we were, and they bided their time until we were asleep.”

It was not a comforting thought, nor it didn’t make me inclined to curl up by what was left of the fire and try to go back to sleep. Then Ursala kicked the fire to pieces anyway, and stamped on the few branches that was still glowing until the last sparks gusted away on the wind. I missed the warm and comfort of it, but I knowed full well it had got to be done. Them shunned men couldn’t see in the dark any better than we could, so when they shot at us they most likely was aiming at the fire.

I settled myself down on a patch of ground that was still a little warm, and wrapped my blanket around me. But I didn’t sleep, and I don’t think anyone else did either. When the sun come round the bottom edge of the sky – and it come bright and clear, which was still more bad news – we all sit up at more or less the same moment.

We et without a word, our breakfast being the same as our supper had been. Then I stowed what was left of the food in the drudge’s store space, while Ursala sent up her drone to see what she could see. The drone was one she brung down herself, back in Mythen Rood, and then repaired so it was good as new. Only the stinger part of it was gone. That had got broke when Ursala brung the drone down, so it was just a spy now, and not a weapon.

Ursala could see whatever the drone saw, on a window in the drudge’s belly that she called a monitor. And she could tell it which way to go with her mote controller. The drone went zipping off down the slope, and the monitor showed us all what it was seeing. Trees, mostly, and the other side of the hill that we was on, and – a few miles further – some scrubby grassland that seemed to be holding its own against the forest.

But there was no shunned men with bows, lying in wait for us down the slope or at the treeline. It seemed our attackers was gone some way off. It might be that they lost interest in us after the drudge fired back at them. Then again, the drudge hadn’t found its mark no better than they did, for there was no bodies lying on the slope nor no marks where bodies might of been dragged away.

I was somewhat surprised at this. Only a few days before, I seen the drudge shoot down a half-dozen of Senlas’s people without missing a shot. I thought it could not miss, and said as much to Ursala.

“Depends on range,” she muttered, her eyes all on the monitor and what it was showing her. “The way it’s configured right now, that gun can only fire bone.”

“Bone?” I said. I thought I must of heard wrong, but Ursala said it again.

“Yes, Koli. Bone. A combat drudge would synthesise steel and aluminium, but my drudge is medical. A lot of things were left out of it in order to make room for the diagnostic unit. Bone does the job just fine when it hits, but it’s nowhere near as dense as metal bullets or bolts would be. So the drudge’s gun is spectacularly accurate over short distances, and pretty much useless beyond thirty yards or so.”

Cup spoke up suddenly. “I want a knife,” she said.

Ursala give her a quick, cold look, then turned back to the screen. “Against bows? I like your optimism.”

“I’ll take a bow if you’ve got one. I’m better with a bow.”

“That’s true,” I said. “She’s a dead shot with a bow.”

“I’m not giving her either one,” Ursala said.

Cup bared her teeth. “I won’t use it on you,” she said. “I’ll swear it on Senlas’s name, if you want me to. I want to be able to fight, if they come back.”

“No.”

“Untie my hands, then. I’ll fight with rocks, if I’ve got to.”

Ursala had had enough. She huffed out a sigh and turned on Cup. “Not too long ago, you were saying these were your own people come to rescue you. Now, suddenly, you want to defend yourself. Or perhaps what you want is to make sure they win next time.” She brung her face up close to Cup’s, staring right into her eyes. “You don’t get a knife. You don’t get a bow. You don’t get a rock, a rope or a pointed stick. You get to watch, is all. And if you keep talking while I’m trying to think, I’m going to put a gag on you.”

“I’m a better fighter than either of you,” Cup said. Which was the dead god’s truth.

“That’s your last warning,” Ursala said.

Cup give it up with a shrug of disgust. Ursala went back to the monitor, bringing the drone round for another pass up and down the slope before she called it home and packed it away at last.

“I think we should go over the shoulder of the hill, that way,” she said, pointing. “Koli, does your imaginary friend agree?”

Monono spoke up in my ear. “So rude! Tell her yes, little dumpling. That keeps us on track. Also, tell her she can increase the density of those bullets by culturing red blood cells in the drudge’s mini-lab, applying a surfactant to break down the cell membranes, then baking and filtering the raw mass to extract the iron. She can add it to the cultured bone as an amalgam.”

“You can tell her your own self,” I said. “I’m not like to get any of them words out halfway straight.” Also, I thought, they was not words that Monono would of used before she went into the internet and come out with that autonomy. I asked her if the making of bolts – or bullets, as she called them – was a skill she found in there.

“I suppose it must have been,” she said. “I told you I accessed some military databases. I thought I was just doing handshake protocols, but you can catch some nasty diseases by shaking hands.”

That was not something I knowed or ever thought about, so I said nothing. I only hoped it wasn’t true.

We went around the shoulder of the hill and come down on its other side. A little stream run by us there, collecting every few strides in pools about the size of my foot. The water looked so clean, I would of liked to stop and fill our water bottles, but the tanks inside the drudge was full, both the one that was for water it had already made safe and the one that was for water it was still working on. Ursala had not told me how the drudge made the water safe, but I guess it was by sieving out the bad stuff and boiling it, the same way we did in Mythen Rood. Only the drudge didn’t get hot, so far as I could tell, so maybe it had got some other way.

The day stayed clear, with just a few clouds piled up like towers over to the east of us, so we stuck to the scree and scrub as far as we could. We made good time, at least at first. The steepness and the uneven ground slowed us, but not as much as the trees would of done. You didn’t see many trees at all this high up a mountain’s side. They couldn’t root theirselves in deep enough among the rocks and stones, so they give way to bushes and wild grass and then to nothing much growing at all, which was what I liked best.

The longer we went without seeing the shunned men, the more certain I was that we had give them the slip. My spirits rose, and as we walked I talked a lot about the strange sights there was to be seen. The face of a cliff all covered in birds’ nests, with a million bellfeathers and swallows coming and going between them (a million being a word that Monono had teached me, meaning a number too big to count). A tower made of metal, that was like a lot of ladders all laid together, only the ladders would of had to be for giants to climb. A thing we found lying on the mountainside, all et up with rust, that looked like a big cattle trough with a roof to it. It had wheels like the wheels on a barrow or a child’s hobby horse. These wheels was metal, though, so maybe they was more like the pulleys we used to haul wood up to the tops of the stacks in my mother’s workshop.

“That was called a car,” Monono said, when we seen that last thing. “People rode inside them, Koli. They used to run everywhere in my time. The first Monono’s time, I mean.”

Monono had took her name and most everything else from a singer of the old days whose thoughts and rememberings had been poured into the DreamSleeve when it was made. It was a thing she didn’t like to talk about much, so I didn’t answer nothing when she said this.

Ursala, who had not heard her speak, told me the same thing. “It’s a car, Koli. I’m surprised you haven’t seen one before. There are quite a few hulks in your valley, although they’re mostly on the north side of the river. You’ll see plenty when we get to Birmagen, I promise you.”

“What’s Birmagen?” I asked.

“It’s a city almost as big as London, that lies right across our path. Actually, it would have been easy enough to go around, but I steered towards it. I’m hoping the contaminants in the soil will be more concentrated there, so we’ll get a respite from the forest.”

It was a good thing to hope for, and it kept that happy mood in me through the morning. The other thing I was hoping for was a change in the weather, but the sky stayed clear, with just a few scuds of cloud chasing each other right at the edge of what we could see. We was heading down now, out of the highest hills. Mile after mile, the slopes got less steep and the trees come up to meet us. Around the end of the morning, we had got no choice but to stop at the forest’s edge and see what the sky decided to do.

Long before then, though, our hopes of being free and clear from the shunned men was throwed down. Being up on the hillside like we was, we could see a long way off, and any movement at all drawed the eye in all that dumb-struck stillness. Men and women got their own way of moving that’s different from bears and dogs and tree-cats and such. Again and again, when I looked back the way we had come, I seen a little of that movement in the scrub or on the edge of the treeline. The shunned men was making the best use of what cover there was, but they could not go all the way into the trees no more than we could, so they was there to be seen if you looked hard.

I thought there had got to be four of them at least, for they was flanking us on both sides while staying a long way back. When we done that in Calder, on a hunt, we worked in twos so one could follow the trail while the other kept a weather-eye for what might threaten. But maybe these people had got a different way of doing it. We was a long way from Calder, after all.

“You seen them?” I asked Ursala, with a nod over my shoulder to show who I meant.

“Of course,” she said without looking.

“We’re fearful exposed here.”

“Yes, we are. But I think we’re safe for now. As long as the sun shines, they’ve only got two choices. Come at us over the hill, in which case we’ll see them coming and the drudge will pick them off. Or brave the forest, and get crushed to paste.”

“Yeah, Ursala, but if a cloud comes over …”

“If a cloud comes over, we’ll move before they do.”

“Into the trees?”

“Of course, into the trees. We’ll make the best speed we can and take our chances. Otherwise we risk having them get down below us and cut us off.”

“They won’t wait that long,” Cup said. Her voice was a growl, kind of, all angry like we was talking stupid and she was sick of hearing it.

Ursala didn’t even make no show of listening to her, but I figured the more ideas we had, the better. “What do you mean, Cup?” I asked her.

She nodded down towards the trees, then up towards the ridge behind us. “They got us in a bottle. Why wouldn’t they come in and finish us before we get clear again?”

“The drudge—” Ursala gun to say.

“They got range on the drudge!” Cup all but shouted. “You said it yourself. You think they don’t know that? That was why they come at us last night. To measure your iron horse’s gun against their bowshots, and take the range when we wasn’t in no shape to chase them off. It’s what anyone would do, if they wasn’t stupid. And these people is soldiers of Half-Ax, so they know damn well what they’re doing.”

I remembered of a sudden how Cup had told me back in Calder that she was meant to be married once, to the Peacemaker’s cousin. She must of lived in Half-Ax then, or really close by it, for Half-Ax was where the Peacemaker had his court.

Ursala fixed Cup with a hard stare. “How do you know that?” she demanded.

“I seen their uniforms. What do you think? Them grey shirts they got on is Half-Ax issue.”

It sounded like truth to me, and I could see it struck Ursala that way too. She scanned the ridge for movement. I crouched down behind the drudge’s flank, for of a sudden it struck me that firing from the top of the ridge would be an easy thing to do, and if there was more than four of them they could be up there already. Cup stayed right where she was, like it was all one to her if she was arrow-shot.

There was nothing to be seen, for a long, quiet moment. We wasn’t even breathing. Then a bush shaked, when the ones on either side of it didn’t, and we knowed.

“Ursala—” I said.

Right as I said it, the first arrow went over my head. Not so far over, neither. I heard the air whistle. It didn’t come from out of that shaking bush, but from further ahead. From just exactly where we was going, in other words. That was bad news, without a doubt. The drudge was not going to be no use as cover if they charged down the slope on the two sides of us.

Some more arrows come. One of them hit the drudge’s tail end, only a hand’s span away from where Cup was standing, and another bit into the ground in between its legs. Them fighters had pretty good aim, seeing how far away they was.

They come out of cover now, which was a bold thing to do. It meant Cup had got to be right, that they had got the range of the drudge’s fire the night before, and knowed they was safe. They was still cautious though, and went at it it slow. They could take all the time they wanted now in setting up their shots, and they was a lot less likely to miss. Cup was right about the clothes they was wearing too: grey shirts on all of them, with a splash of red high on the chest. They was not shunned men after all, then. They was soldiers, like Cup said, soldiers being a name for people raised up to fight against other people when there’s a quarrel that can’t be settled no other way.

We was in a bad fix, with no easy path out of it, until of a sudden one of them towers of cloud edged itself across the face of the sun.

“Go!” Ursala said.

We knowed exactly where she meant. We run headlong, down the last ten or twenty yards of broken ground, with arrows flying beside us and past us like it was a race. I guess it was at that, and we won it, for we made it into the trees without nothing hitting us. Cup was hurt though. She was pulled off her feet by the drudge’s suddenly breaking into a gallop, and dragged along behind it through thick brambles and knotweed.

I hauled her up on her feet again, but I had got to do it on the move, for Ursala was still running and the drudge went where she led, like it always did.

I put on a fast sprint and drawed level with Ursala. “We’re safe now!” I yelled. I wanted us to slow down in case Cup tripped again. She could easily die if she did, hauled across that rough ground until she was flayed or got her neck broke.

“No, we’re not!” Ursala shouted back. I looked behind us and seen she was right. Every few seconds I got a glimpse of a man or a woman in the gaps between the trees, running so fast they was almost bent down to the ground. The Half-Ax soldiers had not give up.

They did not have an easy time of it though. This was the deep woods we was in now so they was hard put to keep track of us. If they was going to keep up the chase, they had got to come in a lot closer than they was before. Some of them come too close. The drudge’s gun swung round and spit out a bolt, almost too quick to see, and one of the fighters went down so hard he rolled. The rest fell back a little after that, and give us some leeway. I used the lull to run in close to the drudge and take a swipe with my knife at the rope that was tying Cup’s hands. I was not going to let her be brung down again, and maybe killed by the drudge in scaping from the other killers behind us.

I don’t know if I can say the knife was mine. I took it off someone named Sky after the drudge killed her. I don’t know if it’s right to call it a knife neither, for it was almost as long as a sword and had a curved blade that got wider at the tip. Cup called it a machete. Sky had kept it wicked sharp, so it was up to the job. It was only my aim that was lacking.

Cup seen what I was doing and helped me by hauling her arms up as high as she could, making the rope tight and giving me an easier target. Still, I could only swing and stab at it, not saw it through like I would of done if we was standing still. At first it seemed like I was doing no good at all. Then I managed to slash the same place two times, and I seen the strands of the rope start to fray and untwist. Then it give way all at once.

As soon as she was free, Cup started pumping her arms and legs so fast they was a blur. Though my legs was longer, she soon pulled away from me.

We come onto a hunters’ track, just square ahead of us. We could run a lot quicker now, on the flat and stamped-down earth where the weeds didn’t grow, and I gun to think we might get away after all.

Well, that thought was a tempt to the devil. I heard a deep sound from somewhere very close by, like a big-bellied man groaning in his throat. Another come, and then another. A tree in front of me shrugged and shaked, and another further off leaned over, sweeping its branches across the ground so we had got to jump to get over it.

Between one breath and the next, the whole forest was moving. And us in the midst of it, with nowhere to run to.

The sun had come out again.

And we was about to be et by the waked-up trees.
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There’s a reason why trees wake and stretch when the sun comes out. It’s because when they first took it into their minds to move from their places, it was only the sun they was reaching for. But pretty soon, they went on from that to grabbing at anything that might be good to eat. They didn’t have no eyes, but they knowed warm from cold and moved ever towards it. They didn’t have no mouths either, but they didn’t need none. All that got mashed down into the dirt among their roots would feed them with its goodness by and by.


So now here we was, with the trees waking up all round us. Bright sunbeams was dropping through the high leaves on every side, and it was like they was the light from Stannabanna’s magic staff in the old story. Wherever the sunlight touched, the big trunks leaned down and the branches come round in a sweep to trip and hold us.


Hunters from Mythen Rood – me included – was trained in what to do if they was catched out like this. You was supposed to find a big trunk and hug it close. That tree’s own branches wouldn’t be able to bend back far enough to reach you, and maybe the bulk of the tree would be a shield for you against the branches of the other trees round about. I heard these words said often enough to sink them deep into my head, and though I never seen nobody saved by them, I might of tried it anyway if it was not for the Half-Ax fighters behind us.


They was still treading on our heels, and they was still firing. It wasn’t only arrows neither. Right after I seen the nearest branches commence to lean in on us, I heard a sound I never heard before. It was like the noise a set of pipes makes when the piper breathes real slow across the tops of them: a long whistle that got lower in tone and more drawed out even as it got louder.


Then it stopped, and a second later there was this bright, orange ball off to the side of me, like the biggest flower you ever seen was opening right there. It wasn’t no flower, though. It was fire rising up out of the ground as it opened, throwing branches and leaves and earth into the air and then swallowing them again as it growed. I felt the heat of it wash over me. It wasn’t like the heat you’d feel if you was warming yourself by a fire in your house, nor even at a bonfire on the gather-ground. This was like fire had a fist, and it punched you in your whole body at once. It come close to knocking me right off my feet, only I ducked under it as it tried to lift me and kept on running.


That happened two more times, though thankfully the fire-flowers was further away from me and I didn’t get the heat of them so much. They was not flowers for long. When they was at their biggest, they went from being orange to being black, and then they turned into smoke that unravelled into long, black streaks in the direction the wind was blowing.


I knowed tech when I seen it. At least one of them fighters was carrying a weapon from the old times, and though it was somewhat like Catrin Vennastin’s firethrower, it was not the exact same thing. The firethrower sent out a ribbon or a rope of fire. It didn’t throw clenched fistfuls of fire through the air to open just right where you was standing.


I run even faster, though I thought I was already going as fast as I could. Cup was making ground with every stride, leaving me behind, and the drudge was outpacing the both of us. I had lost sight of Ursala, and I could not stop to look around for her.


A branch swept across the path in front of us, and I would of run right into it, only the drudge got there first and hit it full-on. The branch broke clean, the free end spinning away into the weeds and the live end rearing back like a snake. I was past it in a second, but I seen the main trunk of that tree thrash and twist, bringing three more branches down right where I just had been. They would of crushed me flat if I was a mite slower.


I seen Ursala then, some way back. She had left the path and was running through the deep weeds. I seen why she done it too. The branches that missed us had cut her off, so she didn’t have no choice. But the going was a lot harder in them snarls and tangles, and she was falling further behind us.


The drudge knowed where she was though, the way it always seemed to know even if it didn’t have no eyes. It swung round and angled towards her, breaking down and trampling on everything that was in front of it. Cup turned on her heel, quick as anything, to run along in its wake, since the channel the drudge was making through the shifting forest was the safest place there was right then. So it was just me on the path now, and the rest of them crashing through brambles and knotweed and Dandrake knows what else.


Another fire-flower jumped up, real close to where Ursala was running. This time I seen where it come from. In between two big trees that was leaning down towards us, I got a glimpse of one of the soldiers. She was all grey, except for that one red splash on her chest and the yellow spikes of her hair. Her tech was grey too, or maybe silver. It was a long metal tube that she held in both of her hands. It didn’t shine, but I knowed it had got to be metal from seeing the bolt gun and the firethrower in Mythen Rood. She lifted it to her shoulder, aimed and fired without ever stopping or slowing.


Out of the mouth of that tube come a silver slug like a blunted knife blade that soared up high in the air and then fell down again a long way ahead of her. That was what made the piping sound. When the slug hit the ground, the piping stopped and the fire-flower jumped up, with a noise like some big animal roaring in your face before it bites.


I thought the fire had got Ursala, but she come out of the smoke running hard. There was little fires burning on her arm and on her shoulder, like it had splashed on her. She staggered and almost fell, but she righted herself and kept on going.


That was all I seen, for I had got to turn my head again and look ahead of me. There wasn’t much path left now. The trees had crowded together into a kind of a wall, right where we was heading. This was something else I knowed about from when I went with the hunters in Calder Valley. Trees when they was waked seemed to work together, almost. They piled in closest at the edge of a copse or thicket, forcing you into the depths of it.


That meant we was going in the right direction. If we could get past that wall, we would most likely find ourselves out in the open again, or at least nearer to it. But near’s as good as not, like they say. I did not see no way through.


“Full automatic!” Ursala yelled out. “Scatter. Twelve.”


I thought she was talking to me, or to Cup, but when the drudge’s gun started to turn I knowed she was not. The gun spinned round to face straight ahead of us, and spit out shot after shot in a quick, rattling burst. It was firing so quick the noises all joined together, so loud I couldn’t hear nothing over it. The leaves was ripped to shreds and rained down on us, and a few of the thinner branches was brung down with them, It wasn’t going to help us though – I seen that well enough. There was no way the drudge’s bullets was going to break through that big wall of trunks.


But the trees did not like being bit into and cut open. They shrunk from the drudge’s bullets, retreating each from other until there was gaps that got wider and wider. Between one breath and the next, the way opened up for us.


Cup dived through first, and was gone. I come next, but I had used up most of my breath by this time, and I would be lying if I said I was close behind her. The drudge was firing the whole time, its gun spinning round and round so the bullets went right over our heads, making sure the trees didn’t snake back down to grab us. It waited until Ursala had run through the gap and then it cantered through after.


“Strafe,” Ursala gasped. “Six.” She was as spent as I was, and could just barely stay on her feet. The drudge stayed right where it was, beside her, but its gun spun half a circle and fired back through the gap into the forest as we staggered on, away from the last few clutching, swinging branches.


We was in a meadow. There was no trees around us any more, only grass, and there was no beasts to be seen. Ursala bent from the waist, her hands clasping onto her knees, and drawed some breaths that was ragged and hard. She was shaking all over.


“We’re not out of it yet,” I told her, though I was not in any better state than she was and could not of run no further if Dandrake come down from Heaven and whipped me to it.


“Give me a minute,” Ursala said between two of them effortful breaths.


I looked all around, but Cup was not anywhere to be seen. Ursala got to her feet at last and went around to the back end of the drudge. She lifted up the trailing end of the rope, that was cut through none too cleanly.


“Was she carrying another knife,” she said, “or was this you?”


“It was me,” I said. “The drudge was going too fast for her. She would most likely of died if she got pulled down again.”


Ursala give me a look that said she would not of shed too many tears on Cup’s account, but she didn’t waste no time in chiding me again. “I hope she gets back to Calder,” she said. “Or at least a long way away from us. If I see her again, I’m going to tell the drudge to shoot her through the head.”


The drudge lifted up one leg and stamped it down again, maybe because it heard its own name being spoke. Its gun was still pointing back behind us at the forest, and it was still making the clicking, popping sounds it made when it was firing, only no bullets was coming.


“What’s it doing now?” I asked Ursala.


“What I told it to. Only it’s run out of bullets. Ceasefire.”


The gun spun to the rest position and settled down in its cradle. Ursala started walking, and the drudge followed.


“It can make more bullets though,” I said. “Can’t it?” I was looking back at the treeline, hoping not to see anyone else coming out of there.


“Given time,” Ursala said. “It will take a few hours, at the very least.”


“What if something comes on us before then?”


“Let’s hope it doesn’t.”


The grass had edges to it, like it was made of knives, but the drudge pounded it down with its heavy tread and we walked along behind it, in a line, so we was not much hurt.
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There ought to be a rule in the telling of stories, my husband complained to me once, after I had brought him some dismay with a sad one. You ought to say before you start whether things will be brought in the end to a good or a bad case. That way them that are listening can gird themselves up somewhat, and be ready when the ending comes.


I told him I was sorry for the hurt to his heart and promised to give him fair warning next time. But I thought more thereafter, and in the end I came to this thinking on the subject. There can’t be any rules in the telling of stories. They’ve got to go where they go, which is not always where you would want them to. And as to the happiness or the sadness of it, that depends on where you’re standing. A happiness for one is sometimes a sadness to another. Or it might only be a happiness when you squint one eye. Or you might not know, even after it’s all done, whether it came out well or badly.


What there is – all there is – is a language. When you tell the story, you don’t talk the way you do the rest of the time. You put on the storytelling voice, and the storytelling way, which sets you at a distance from what you’re saying even if you’re aiming to pop up in the story as your own self. That’s what I’m doing here, because I don’t know how else to go about it. Anyone who knows me and hears this may believe they spy a falseness in my voice. To any such, I say: you’re right, and then you’re wrong. I’m talking to you as straight and honest as I can. But I’m being a storyteller when I do it, and that’s why I use strange words from time to time, and a strange way of putting them together. This is me, not as I am in my own life but as I am in the story of that life, which is a different thing than the living of it. When I come into the story as a character, you’ll hear the words I spoke at the time, which will not be nearly so fine and polished as these words.


My name is Spinner. Spinner Vennastin. I am of Mythen Rood. On testing day, that fact is spelled out as plain as plain can be. Woman of Mythen Rood you are and shall be, under what name you choose. Maybe that means less now than it used to. Maybe, to you, it means nothing at all. Well, that’s no sin, and nothing to say sorry for, but it’s the main reason why I’m telling this. I am not ready yet to let our story be nothing. I don’t agree to it. I lived through great things and terrible things, and played a part in both. I will tell them to you exactly as I remember them. That might make me loom larger in the telling than I have any lease or leave for. I can’t help it. You’re free to listen to what others have to say on the matter.


I said my name was Spinner, but the name I had in growing up was Demar. Demar Tanhide, the daughter of Molo Tanhide and Casra Ropemaker. Why am I not a Ropemaker then, instead of a Tanhide? I was at first. But Casra died when I was still very young, and after that I took my father’s name.


I do remember Casra, and I think in some sense she shaped me. She was a sickly woman, and thought herself sicker than she was. In most of the memories I have of her, she is complaining of aches or cramps or fevers, screaming at my father to bring Shirew Makewell as quick as he could.


“But we brought her last night, Cas, my love,” he would say.


And she: “Bring her again now, Molo, if you don’t want to watch me die here in front of you.” Then she would curse him, calling him all the heartless bastards and cruel monsters that ever were.


I saw my father every day, humouring Casra and comforting her and doing everything he could to please her. And I saw my mother digging in with her heels, refusing to be humoured or comforted or pleased. In a way, I think, the sickness itself was her solace. “Oh, I won’t live much longer,” she cried most nights. “I can’t last with this suffering.” In the long run of it, she killed herself, opening up her veins with one of my father’s knives, and so proved her point.


This was my understanding of marriage. That one would be sensible and the other mad. One would work, and one would lie back and be carried. Both would weep, but only one would mean it.


On the day when Casra was laid in the ground, I became a Tanhide, though I did not take my other name, Spinner, until my testing day. It was a childhood nickname I liked enough that I chose to keep it.


I was my parents’ first child, and their last. Molo never wed again, nor even tumbled again that I knew of. There were just the two of us when I was growing up, and we were happy enough. He was a kind father and a gentle man, and he tried in all things to keep me safe and content. That was not an easy task, in Mythen Rood and in those days. But has it ever been easy anywhere?


Molo died when I was sixteen, leaving me alone in the world. But I had known the day would come, and made such preparation as I could. I had set myself to win the love of Haijon Vennastin, whose mother was Rampart Fire.


Perhaps that name, Rampart, is strange to you. In times of great change and great trouble, the remembering of past times is often cut off short. Rampart was the name we gave, in my village, to the people who could wake the tech of the ancient world, and make it work for them. It was a rare thing. The tech itself was rare, most of it having been lost or broken long since, and the skill was rarer still.


In Rampart Hold, under the guard and watch of the Ramparts themselves, there was a room where we kept such tech as we had. There were hundreds of strange tools and workings there, whose purpose was mostly unknown. And out of all of them, there were only four that still worked: the firethrower, the bolt gun, the cutter and the database. Our Ramparts took their name from the tech that waked for them and obeyed them.


Rampart Fire.


Rampart Arrow.


Rampart Knife.


Rampart Remember.


These were our protectors, our champions. They lived in the great keep of Rampart Hold, which was made not of wood but of stone. They were first to speak in the Count and Seal, and decided many things on their own authority without troubling the Count and Seal about the reasons. They took no part in share-works since their labour, all the same and everlasting, was to keep us alive.


From the day I was born, and for a long time before that, all of our Ramparts had belonged to one single family. The Vennastins. If a Vennastin died, another was always ready to take up their name-tech right after, having waked it at their testing. All of us were tested when we reached the age of fifteen, but somehow only Vennastins were ever found to be synced to the old tech. And Vennastins never failed.


Well, they did, just once. Vergil Vennastin, Rampart Fire’s own brother, did not succeed at his testing but was allowed to live in Rampart Hold just the same. He had only one arm, having lost the other to a choker seed, and was seen as slow besides. His kin feared he would not thrive alone. And one time too, a man of the Stepjacks, Gendel, tested well and became second in line to Rampart Arrow. He also became Rampart Arrow’s husband very soon after.


Yes, these things were gossiped about. Of course they were. It seemed strange that the old tech cleaved so strongly to the one bloodline. It happened again the year I was tested. There were three of us testing together that year, but only one of us, Haijon Vennastin, was found to be synced. The cutter knew him as soon as he picked it up, and shone bright silver in his hand.


Yet the testing happened in the Count and Seal in front of everyone, so how could there be any cheating or lying about it? And Rampart Remember told us these things moved in big, slow circles: that others had lived long in Rampart Hold the way the Vennastins did now.


However that might be, the Vennastins were our Ramparts. To anyone else, the Hold’s great doors were shut. But I purposed to open them and walk inside. Haijon Vennastin would bring me in when he realised he loved me and could not be happy without me.


Does this sound cold? Perhaps I was cold, in some sort. My father’s trials with my mother had made me mistrustful of love as a base to build on. I thought it best to have some care for my own self. Perhaps, too, it was because of a wound I took when I was a child that left me with a maimed right hand. Many simple tasks became that much harder for me, so I saw no shame in seeking out an easier way.


But there was one other thing besides that led me towards Rampart Hold. I’ve said I was a storyteller. Stories have a shape and tend towards an end: and so they lived, in great peace and plenty, until the end of their days. When I thought of my own future, I thought of it in that way, as needing to have a shape and to come out in a proper place.


But judge me how you like. You will see, at any rate, how it came out for me. Though we chop and bend and turn it as much as ever we can, life is no tale of princes and fairies.


Haijon Vennastin was my own age, and went Waiting the same year I did. He was fair of face, and had a good and cheerful nature, which could not be said of his cousin Mardew, Rampart Knife. Haijon was my good friend besides. There was no feigning in that, and no cunning. We were always together as children – the two of us and one other, that was Koli of the sawmill. Jemiu’s Koli. Koli Woodsmith.


Koli went to the bad in the end, and was made faceless for a terrible crime, which I’ll speak of in its place. But he did not seem the kind who would turn that way. He was ever gentle, even when gentleness was not what was called for. I tumbled him one time when chance threw us together, and I remember it fondly in spite of all that came after. But I would not ever have thought of marrying him. There was too much of yielding in him, and too little of strength. I don’t see any virtue in the one without the other.


In any case, my mind was already made up. It was Haijon Vennastin I wanted and I set about to win him. I had good success, by any reckoning. Haijon came to love me very quickly, led by the love I showed him and the time I spent with him. I worked so well, in truth, that he came to think our being together was his idea. That he was creeping up on me by slow degrees, and me all unsuspecting.


That was not altogether false neither. For though I started out on my plan with a kind of fixed purpose that some would see as selfish, it was hard to be with Haijon and not be drawn to him. It was his smiling that crept inside my favour, not kisses or caresses or any of that Summer-dance nonsense. I had never seen a smile like Haijon Vennastin’s smile. He was born to happiness and plenty, living in Rampart Hold with Rampart Fire as his mother, but when he smiled there was always something of surprise in it, as if he couldn’t believe his own good fortune. The first time he turned that smile on me, I was shaken in my purpose. The second time, I argued with myself. The third, I surrendered a point. It was no harm to love him, as long as I didn’t make a god out of him. I would never be like my father, tending another’s selfishness and sickness while my own life fell in pieces.


My father, by this time, was sick himself. Some poison from the tanning vats had found a lodging in his chest, making every breath a torment. The colour leached out of his cheeks, and his body fell in on itself like a house with a broken ridge piece. I nursed him through his last days as best I could. I tried to keep the tannery working too, which was a hard labour, even though many people did their best to help. Haijon and Koli did most of all, coming in every day to clean and cook and sit by Molo while I stole an hour or two of sleep. Jemiu, Koli’s mother, also came by very often and was of great use in the tannery. She said mixing dyes was very like mixing the poisons she used at the mill to turn green wood into safe wood. There were many days when she came at dawn, did a full day’s work at the vats and then went home to do another one at the mill.


With Koli and Haijon both so much in my company, and each other’s, Koli could see full well that Haijon was paying court to me. I believe he was cast down by it, building more on our one time together than I ever meant him to. I was sad for him, but I could not look aside from my purpose. There were many other women in Mythen Rood, young and old alike, who had eyes for Rampart Fire’s yellow-haired son. Eyes and other things, if he strayed their way.


But he did not. Soon enough, Haijon came to me and asked me to marry him, laying out his heart to me as if its contents were a great secret. I made show of pondering my answer for a heartbeat or two, but I was careful not to stretch that part of the show out too long. I said yes. Yes, Haijon. I’ll be your wife and the mother of your children.


And so they lived, in great peace and plenty …


Ah, but that’s not where we are. The end’s a long way off yet, and I make you no promises.


My father was now very close to death. He was mostly asleep inside, even when his eyes were open. I whispered the news to him all the same. I told him not to worry about me, for I would be safe and well after he was gone. That would surely have given him comfort if he understood it, and I thought I saw a softness come into his face when he heard. But you can be led into believing a thing just by wanting it too much. I would not swear it.


You might think there would be envy and strong dislike from those others I spoke of when it came to be known that Haijon and me were to be married. There was but little, and by that you should know that Mythen Rood was a good place, for all the hardness and danger and uncertainty. We were not many in my village, and we were not strong – not compared to Sowby, or Half-Ax – but that only made us stand by each other all the more. Perhaps that was why we loved the Ramparts, even though so many had suspicions about their long run of luck at the testing. When Catrin, Rampart Fire, put the firethrower on her shoulder and spoke, she was the voice of all of us.


She used that voice to welcome me after my father died. I don’t believe I came as any kind of a surprise to her. She knew every woman in the village that was young enough to throw a smile, a wink or her whole self at Haijon. I believe she had given thought to all of them, and lined them up in her head in some kind of an order. I was at the right end of that line, and had her approval.


So when Molo’s death was spoken on the gather-ground, our pair-pledge was announced right after. Haijon took my hand in front of everyone, and a cheer went up. He gave me that smile again, and I saw again what a dangerous thing it was.


Oh, you are a lovely man, I thought. But I will watch myself for signs of loving you too much. And it may be I will come to hurt you, at some time still to come. But it’s better that way around than the other.
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