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Mum, Happy birthday, today and for the many to come.
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Chapter One



Tatters knew the girl was a newcomer by the way she stared at him. City folk didn’t stare at collarbounds. But people who didn’t know what it was were attracted to the glint of gold, and they didn’t know any better, and they looked. Not that Tatters had anything against newcomers. There had been a time when he didn’t know what a collarbound was, either.


The tavern was crowded this evening. The wood had soaked up the beer and puke from generations of apprentices, and now, thanks to the heat of too many bodies, the heady aroma was seeping out of the old beams. The owner was pouring foamy drinks into wooden tumblers. He took a copper for the cup, which he kept if you became too drunk to give it back. He was all right. He rented the room upstairs to Tatters and never asked questions. Questions weren’t good for trade; besides, Tatters was good at bringing customers in.


At the start of autumn, the young mages who had recently been recruited poured into the high towers of the Nest. The first evening, guided by older apprentices, they left their Nest and flooded the streets. The ones who had been around long enough came to see Tatters.


The girl stood out immediately. She was the only human Tatters had ever seen with a tattoo. It covered the left side of her face, from chin to brow. It was weird, ragged, the black lines smudged as if the ink had spilt. She had dark curly hair, the kind that wouldn’t fall down her shoulders and couldn’t be brushed. Tatters winked at her and she – at last, but too late – turned away.


He wondered who the girl had come with. The tavern – which locals called the Coop – was crowded, and he soon lost sight of her in the throng. Amongst the apprentices jostling each other for space, Tatters spotted Kilian. She must be with him, judging by the way he tailed her, guided her to the counter, handed her a drink. He was taller than her; older but not that much older. They all looked like children to Tatters, these twenty-something kids who thought the city was theirs. Kilian flounced about as if he owned the place. Of course, he’d been here a year already and was officially a disciple.


Most of the guys who’d been around a year or more were assigned newbies and the task of showing them around, which they did either by flirting with them or teasing them, depending on their mood. Kilian was blond-haired, blue-eyed, and tall-ish, so he was often considered attractive by the female population. But he wasn’t charming, and he wasn’t much of a magician. She’d grow tired of him soon enough.


Well, it would only be a matter of time before they came to talk to him. Kilian would want to show off. Tatters relaxed against the wall, resting his shoulders against the stones. He liked this part. Meeting people was fun. He wouldn’t have chosen a tavern as a refuge if he didn’t believe that.


It took fifteen minutes. Kilian joined him with the girl and a mismatched group of apprentices from the first and second years. Soon they were pulling stools across, shouting greetings to Tatters. He touched wrists with a few people before turning to Kilian.


‘May you grow tall, young man. Haven’t seen you in a while.’ Tatters smirked. You had to laugh with these young ones, otherwise they got on your nerves.


Despite his good looks, Kilian didn’t know where to put all of himself. He reminded Tatters of a dippy horse that couldn’t work out how to use four legs at the same time.


‘Good to be back, Tatters,’ said Kilian. Before he could do the introductions, Tatters turned to the girl. She was too dark-skinned to be from the city, but her features weren’t quite Sunriser. She held his gaze.


‘And I’m sure I’ve never seen you,’ said Tatters.


She extended her forearm and they touched wrists. He could feel her eyes sliding down his face to his throat. The circle of gold was so close to his skin that it could have been part of his neck – a metallic deformity.


‘Isha,’ she said. A Sunriser name, then, probably Wingshade. She didn’t hesitate before asking, ‘Is Tatters your real name?’


Kilian rolled his eyes at her.


‘As real as any name,’ said Tatters.


He’d been around long enough to be careful about who he gave his name to. The people who knew the real one were far away; far enough that he would never have to worry about them again, hopefully.


But you’re still in hiding, whispered Lal inside his mind.


Nice of you to remind me, he thought back.


To brush away Isha’s frown, Tatters said, ‘Don’t worry. Within the safe community of the Nest, everyone knows everyone’s name.’


‘And you’re not part of the safe community, then?’


‘I told you we’d go deep tonight,’ whispered Kilian. Tatters tried not to laugh. He hid it as a sort of cough behind his mug of ale.


She crossed her arms. Clearly struggling to get used to the Nest’s robes, she tugged at the cloth to make herself comfortable on her stool. Tatters was perched at one end of a bench, the plank nailed into the wall to form a sort of booth, which he shared with Kilian. The thrum of voices echoed across the tavern.


Tatters was curious about the girl, not least because of the tattoo. He could see why Kilian had been drawn to her. Isha had a strange intensity about her. She must be eighteen, nineteen at a stretch. She hadn’t quite shaken off the ungainliness of that in-between age, half an adult, half a child.


‘I’m not a regular mage, as you might have guessed,’ Tatters said. He sipped some beer, considering his options. ‘Hey,’ he spoke only to her. ‘How about I ask you a question you don’t want me to ask, and then you ask me a question I don’t want you to ask?’


Kilian seemed nonplussed at this. He must have planned to speak about duels and impress Isha with his knowledge of underground mindbrawling. But Tatters wasn’t much interested in Kilian or what he believed to be deep. He was curious about this tattoo. He wasn’t sure what it represented. It could be an outstretched wing, or a cliff-edge, or a monstrous hand with too many fingers. It was difficult to pin down.


He had the eerie feeling he’d seen the pattern before, but he couldn’t place it. Something thrummed at the back of his skull, a half-recalled dream. A hand covered in blood, fingers stained – or maybe it wasn’t blood but cloth, red cloth, running down like liquid from the clenched fist. But the moment he tried to remember it, the image faded.


Not wanting to be left out, Kilian chipped in, ‘I didn’t know Tatters answered questions for anyone. Lucky you!’


‘Go paint your face and you might have a chance,’ chuckled someone further down their table.


Isha’s expression didn’t change. ‘What makes you think I’ve got a question for you that you don’t want me to ask?’


Tatters smiled. Cute, but he’d been playing this game much longer than her.


‘You mean you’ve got nothing to ask the first collarbound you’ve ever met?’


She bristled, clenching her jaw, which only seemed to emphasise the black lines along her cheek. Body art like that wasn’t human. Only khers did it. Tatters would have sworn it was a tribal kher tattoo, if it hadn’t been on a human – and on a mage, at that.


‘Very well,’ said Isha. She cast him glares that would have withered a twenty-year-old hoping to score. Kilian was trying to find a way back into the conversation, but Isha spoke before he could: ‘Go on. Ask me. I know what it’s going to be, and you won’t like the answer anyway.’


‘I was going to say ladies first, but if you insist …’ Tatters wondered if it would be too cheeky to ask her to show him more of the tattoo by pushing the tangled hair out of the way, and decided it would. ‘Where does that tattoo come from?’


‘My parents did it to me when I was born. That’s all there is to know.’


Isha hadn’t uncrossed her arms, although she’d rested them on the sticky table. She was hunched there, a dark shape in the flickering light of the tavern. There was clatter and laughter around them, but she stayed in that position, her grey robes creasing around her waist.


Tatters didn’t push, but he was puzzled. What had gone through her parents’ minds, branding their newborn like a kher?


If it really was her parents who did it, thought Lal.


Not everyone lies as much as we do. Give the girl the benefit of the doubt.


Why?


Tatters couldn’t argue with Lal. He drank some more beer. He didn’t even taste it any more, he was so used to it. It could have been water.


‘Where does the collar come from?’ Isha asked.


‘A collarbound is someone bound by magic to obey his master. This is what the collar is. A bind.’ Tatters was used to this. It was like the beer; he couldn’t taste it anymore.


‘That doesn’t answer my question.’


Tatters lifted an eyebrow. Isha hadn’t budged. Kilian glanced from her to Tatters, before giving Tatters a grimace behind her back, as if to say, ‘terrible manners, I know’.


‘I asked where it came from.’


Good for her, laughed Lal inside Tatters’ head.


Whose side are you on?


Give the girl that, at least. She’s right. And what you’ve just said, Kilian could’ve told her.


Someone opened the door of the Coop, and cold night air wafted in. As soon as it shut, the din and smell of sweat closed in on him once more – the heat of people, the shouting across the room, the surfaces glistening with grime.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Where it comes from …’ How to put it? ‘It comes from the other side of the Shadowpass,’ he said at last, relieved to have found a way to say it that didn’t involve unpacking the past.


‘I lived close to the Shadowpass,’ she said. ‘You crossed?’


‘I crossed.’ Although not during the light-tide, like you should, like everybody did. But there was no point in admitting he had crossed during the night-tide. For one thing, nobody would believe him.


If she had lived close to the Shadowpass, like she said, then all the more reason not to believe him. She must have seen her share of poor fools caught by the night-tide, emerging wrecked on the other side. It messed you up, crossing the Shadowpass, even when it went well. That was one of the reasons there was so little contact between both halves of the country – because the crossing was so tough. Not much was worth the trip.


‘Trying to get out of trouble, were you?’ said Kilian, giving Tatters a prod with his elbow. He smiled widely, showing too much tooth and lip.


‘I’m always trying to get out of trouble.’


‘One of the downsides of being too good at mindbrawl, I guess,’ said Kilian. ‘Speaking of which, will you give us a demonstration?’


Isha’s interest perked up; she pulled her stool closer to the table. Tatters stretched, cracking his fingers as he tugged them towards the ceiling.


‘We’ll see. If someone’s up for a fight, I might consider it.’ He eyed Kilian, but the boy hated getting messy. If he could watch, he would. If he could avoid getting involved, all the better. Kilian was a sore loser – and of course, Tatters would win a mindbrawl. Plus, no point in losing in front of his maybe-girlfriend on the first night out. No, the lad wouldn’t fight tonight.


‘What was home like?’ Tatters turned towards Isha, trying to change the subject.


‘Different,’ she said. She glanced around the room, trying to find a way to express the change. ‘Going from my village to this is …’


‘It’s always a shock,’ interrupted Kilian. Tatters did wish he would shut up. Isha might have something interesting to say, but Kilian only came out with platitudes and, occasionally, dirty jokes. ‘The city is so big, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ she agreed.


Tell me something I don’t know, thought Tatters. Lal did the mental equivalent of a shrug.


‘The village I was sent to this summer was a bore,’ said Kilian. Disciples were usually dispatched to different areas during the summer, so they could learn first-hand how a mage ruled over a piece of land. ‘Nothing happened. I helped the local mage organise the harvest and decide on the price for brews and flour. I wrote reports that I’m pretty sure nobody at the Nest reads. That’s about it.’


He didn’t seem to notice the conversation subject was also a bore. Isha turned to Tatters and asked: ‘You do fights?’


Tatters nodded. Kilian launched into an enthusiastic explanation of how a mindbrawl went, and how you could duel someone, and how it was forbidden outside the Nest, and how you could do it with Tatters. This, supposedly, would awe Isha. She didn’t seem awed so far.


‘We did cock fights in the village,’ she said.


Tatters burst out laughing. She cracked an inch of a smile when he did, just about visible under the thick black hair.


‘This isn’t cockerels! It’s a clash of minds!’ said Kilian. So much for impressing the new girl.


It brought in money, as far as Tatters was concerned, and it meant he could keep informed about the Nest. The apprentices coming to see him for extra training – and drinking afterwards – meant his room was kept at a few silvers a week. He was on the edge of legality, but he suspected the high mages didn’t mind. He would know if the Nest disapproved. A bit of fighting cleared the air, the teachers believed, and kept everyone on their toes.


‘Could I do it?’ Isha’s voice snapped Tatters out of his reverie.


‘What?’


‘Could I duel you?’


Kilian’s eyes goggled. Someone nearby laughed loudly. The right answer was ‘no’, but to the underworlds with right answers.


‘How often have you used mindlink?’ asked Tatters.


Isha shrugged. She pushed up the heavy wool sleeves of her robes, knotting her fingers together, resting her tanned forearms on the table.


‘They gave me a talk today.’ She held his gaze.


The farm girl who wanted to prove herself. Too young to impress the adults. Too much of a peasant to impress the city-dwellers. Too much of a newcomer to impress the mages. And the tattoo everyone looked at, which meant they only asked about that and never about her. Yes, he could read her without even using mindlink. It had happened to him, too. He’d been sick of people mentioning the collar and forgetting to ask if he was more than what was etched across his skin.


‘Why not? Kilian, will you be so good as to be the settler?’


It was difficult to know if Kilian was more shocked by Isha offering the challenge, or Tatters accepting it.


‘You won’t hurt her, will you?’ He gaped.


‘If I’ve never hurt you, I won’t hurt her.’


‘If you’re sure …’ Kilian addressed this as much to Isha as Tatters. She shrugged.


‘I’m here to learn,’ she said.


‘That’s the spirit.’ Tatters smiled. This evening promised to be interesting.


As the settler, Kilian created a space inside his mind, a mental platform where they could meet. He had an imagery that he had built for that purpose. Tatters stepped inside Kilian’s mind. It was a theatre of velvet chairs and wrought balconies, with ornate statues at every corner. The stage was the space where the duellists fought. Kilian wanted to impress his guests with complicated, several-storeys-high architecture and detailed decoration.


The problem was, he wasn’t a good enough mage. Around the third level the seats disappeared into a black fog, where Kilian was hazy on how the roof linked to the balconies. Some statues started melting if guests focused on them hard enough, like carved chunks of soft cheese. The perspective didn’t work; the chairs were mismatched sizes depending on their distance from the stage, and the pillars didn’t always reach the ceiling or the floor. The overall effect was an ambitious sketch from someone who had no idea how to draw, and who had grown bored with the exercise halfway through.


Kilian imagined himself in a chair close to the stage. He didn’t need to – he was the arena, from its floorboards to its columns. But some mages found it easier to visualise a space if they could place themselves inside it.


Isha stumbled inside the arena, struggling to find her footing. Inside Kilian’s mind, she was different. She looked the way she believed herself to be, which wasn’t flattering. She painted herself plumper, and smudged the tattoo even more, as if the ink had been flung at her face. She appeared younger, too, with less refined features, more of the ruddy peasant girl she must have been told she was.


Tatters knew how to draw himself in someone’s mind. He made himself taller – a few extra inches couldn’t hurt. He thickened his hair, giving it more shine. He cleaned away some of the freckles that dappled his skin. Most importantly, he didn’t try to underplay the collar. If anything, he thickened the rim of gold and made sure it burned with inner light, adding decorations to the plain line of metal cutting across his throat.


‘You attack,’ said Tatters. ‘See what you can do. See what you can imagine. Trust me, you probably won’t hurt me. I’d be surprised if you grazed me.’


Isha gritted her teeth. She lifted both her hands, palms towards Tatters. This kind of gesturing could help you concentrate, but it didn’t affect the strength of your mindbrawl. She imagined fire and hurled it at him. He imagined water, crashing down from the pulleys and other special effects gear hanging fuzzily above the stage, dousing the flame before drenching her. She jumped in shock at the cold. First contact with mindlink was always surprising, especially if the imaginings used against you were well-crafted, using all five senses. Tatters was good. He knew she could taste salt on her tongue.


The water dribbled between the stage’s wooden floorboards and was gone. She stood, straggled, wet.


‘Dry it off,’ said Tatters.


‘How?’


‘Just imagine yourself dry,’ he said.


It took her a while. Kilian was sitting on the front row, on a chair of frayed red velvet. ‘Should I let anyone else in?’ he asked.


‘Be a gentleman,’ said Tatters. ‘The last thing she wants is an audience.’


Isha shook herself dry. She brushed back her black hair, tucking the curls behind her ears.


‘You’re doing something,’ she said.


Tatters shrugged. ‘You’ll have to be more specific.’


She waved at him. ‘You’re … manlier.’


‘Ouch!’ he laughed. She had bite. He couldn’t help but enjoy her frankness. He wondered what she saw when she looked at him: the lanky red hair – which usually surprised Sunrisers – the freckles down his arms, the mark of age and weathered skin over his face. The unkempt beard growing in sprouts across his cheeks, which he trimmed only when he remembered to. He was lean, even when he had eaten well, and the rags he was wearing were too large for him, which revealed how gaunt he was. He wondered what she guessed of who he was while she watched him, and whether it was as crude as what he guessed of her.


He drew himself to his full height, which became taller as she watched. He changed the rags he wore into a dyed shirt and matching trousers. ‘Why should I let you see me as I am when I can show you what I could be?’


She fumbled around for a while as she tried to grow herself.


‘Size isn’t everything,’ said Kilian.


‘Later on, not now, practise thinking about your perfect self. A good shell to visit other people’s minds is something you need to work on.’


She nodded. At least she didn’t blabber as much as Kilian. During his first fight with Tatters, the boy had barely stopped long enough to breathe.


Isha studied Tatters, then Kilian lounging in his gilded chair.


She wants to impress him as much as he wants to impress her, whispered Lal.


Shouldn’t you be making sure no-one gets inside my mind while I’m doing this? Tatters wasn’t so much bothered as amused. Lal was showing unusual interest. They were both curious about this tattooed Isha, for whatever reason. It was something about the energy she radiated, he decided. As if she believed she could take over the world.


I was sharing my female insights with you, Lal said.


Noted.


Isha suddenly lifted one hand and did a power grip in front of her.


‘Kneel, slave!’


It was a good attempt, but only half-hearted. She didn’t expect him to bend the knee; she probably would’ve felt bad if he had. The collar glowed, but the pang that squeezed Tatters’ heart was only that – a pang.


‘Everyone goes for the collar, girl.’ But still, she’d gone from physical manifestations, such as fire, to more cerebral attacks. It was an improvement.


‘But there must be something there, right?’


‘Of course. But it’s also where I’m most expecting you. And, to tell you the truth, no-one has ever managed to get the collar to work in a mindbrawl against me. Everyone tries it, but it never works.’


Except for the times it did. But that was a long time ago, and the memory was faded, like an oil painting smudged with a wet sponge. Tatters was careful to keep such recollections as far away as possible, especially during a fight.


‘You’re not all there,’ said Isha.


‘Why should I be? You’re not enough of a threat.’ He knew from her expression that she was stung. Even with a settled mind, it betrayed what she was thinking. That would be something else to work on. But one thing at a time.


They sparred in Kilian’s mind for a few more minutes; he stayed defensive for the whole brawl. He didn’t want to risk hurting her. It was like fencing – if the opponent had no idea how to fight, and the weapons were sharp, then you didn’t hit them, or only lightly, as lightly as you could, to be sure you wouldn’t cut them.


Isha tried different tactics, but her imagination wasn’t vivid enough. She lacked training, but that would come. Some of her approaches to mindbrawl were original and would prove dangerous to her enemies in the long run, if she ever got the discipline to practise. Some mages never did and remained mediocre their whole lives.


‘Enough,’ said Tatters, when he decided she was looking tired.


‘Why?’ asked Isha. ‘I haven’t even touched you yet.’


The faith she had in her own talent! He’d had that once. Like everyone else, life had kicked him in the teeth until he learnt otherwise. Maybe it was a bit early to start the teeth-kicking on Isha, though.


‘No offence, but you won’t do that any time soon,’ he said. ‘Now leave Kilian’s mind. If he collapses it, you’ll be stuck.’


‘Collapses?’


‘See what I mean? When you’ve got the basics of mindbrawl, come back to me, and we’ll see if you can land a hit that hurts.’


Tatters left Kilian’s mind. He opened his eyes. The sounds and lights of the tavern hit him in waves; voices first, then music from a bard in the corner, then the bangs of chairs being pushed back and the hiss of beer pouring out of kegs. He rubbed his arms and his shoulders, blinking a few times, trying to shake off the after-effects of mindlink. Isha sat very straight on her stool, her eyes vacant. Her lips were parted, a thin line of spittle running down the side of her mouth.


Tatters waved the tavern keeper over for another round of beer. The man picked up their empty tumblers to refill them at the barrels.


‘Already starting on the duels?’ the keeper asked.


‘Nah, this was more like training.’ Tatters indicated Isha with his chin. ‘New to the game.’


‘Good. Start them young.’ The innkeeper glanced across the room, shaking his head. He rubbed the back of his hand against his beard to scratch it. ‘Lucky sods, training without even getting up from their chairs, while I’m running around refilling cups, me. I’m getting too old for this, you know.’


‘Get yourself a servant. Be sure to choose a kher, so they don’t get mindlinked when counting the change.’


The innkeeper grunted. ‘You think I’m rich or something? Mages are the worst payers.’ He was wearing kher horn himself, as a protection against mindmagic. It coiled around his forearm several times, annulated like a ram’s horn, the spiral smaller towards the wrist, growing larger as it reached the elbow. It must have belonged to a small kher. It was tight on the innkeeper’s arm; skin and fat bulged between the annulations.


Kilian snapped out of mindlink and gratefully downed the beer. Isha emerged as if from a deep sleep, struggling to place herself. She nearly fell off her stool, but Kilian caught her in time.


‘Careful there!’


She rubbed her eyes and forehead. She hated being off-guard, Tatters could tell. At first, she refused the drink, but Kilian insisted. ‘Sense of taste helps you come back,’ he said. Reluctantly, she sipped the bitter ale.


Tatters gave them time together. He drank slowly and talked to a few other people around the table, or to apprentices who were curious about this closed mindbrawl and wanted to know the outcome. He told them it was only training.


‘If you do free training, I’m up for it!’ said someone.


‘Nothing’s free in this world,’ Tatters answered.


Kilian couldn’t believe his luck – Isha needed him after all, to help her hold onto her stool and to explain the after-effects of mindbrawl. She let him take her hand, and he used this as an excuse to bring her to the bench and hug her close.


She cast Tatters crushing glares, although he didn’t see what he’d done wrong. They didn’t stay long after that. When they left, Tatters crossed his hands on his lap and closed his eyes. It was getting late, but he couldn’t be bothered pushing through the crowd for the relief of a bed. It would be as noisy upstairs as it was here, anyway. And this way, if someone wanted anything from him, they’d tap his shoulder or chat loudly next to him until he woke up.


Now that he didn’t need to focus, memories of past training sessions drifted inside his mind. It hadn’t always been as controlled as it was today, not when he was the one learning. The shock of the stick across his face. The blue and yellow bruise going from his thumb to his wrist. The first time Passerine introduced himself and told Tatters he would remember his name soon enough. The weight of the shield strapped across his left arm.


You don’t want to go there, warned Lal.


The problem with being a mage was that remembering was never as easy as it had been. He was trained to keep an eye on his mind, and so nothing could ever drift, or emerge, or float to the surface. Everything was hand-picked.


‘Tatters? You sleeping?’


Maybe it was for the best. Tatters put the memories away and opened his eyes. He knew this disciple – Caitlin. She was beautiful but, compared to Isha, she was bland. Auburn, tall, bristling with the energy of youth but lacking the motivation to do anything with it.


‘May you grow tall, Tatters.’


They touched wrists. ‘It’s nice to see you too,’ he said. ‘How have you been?’


Caitlin was one of the older disciples. She worked with Tatters on his duels. She wanted to be rich and powerful and, because she had a face that could make boys swoon, she would be. But she didn’t want to work too hard for it.


‘I’ve spent the summer doing someone else’s accounts and counting coin that wasn’t mine. I’m fine.’ She had a deadpan, sharp humour. ‘Apparently you’re doing free training for the puffins? I never got that.’


He rolled his eyes. ‘Skies, I gave one free lesson to one cute face! Don’t get excited, starting from now everyone is paying.’


She pulled her stool closer to the table, revealing her sleeves, where she had embroidered her grey robes with gold thread.


‘As I understood it, it wasn’t her pretty face. You were interested in her tattoo.’


‘Curious. I wouldn’t go as far as interested. But if you’ve got something to tell me, I might reconsider free training.’


‘Well, I thought you might want to know which mage brought her in, for starters,’ she said. That was true. Tatters hadn’t thought to ask. Depending on who it was, it might have influenced how much training she’d had, or how they’d introduced her to the Nest. Although, she might just as well have been sent by her family after they experienced weird phenomena around her.


‘Go on. Surprise me.’


‘It wasn’t someone sent off to pick up low-talented peasants across the countryside. It was a high mage who happened to meet her during his travels, and who decided she was too good to be left behind.’


Tatters picked up his half-empty cup and lifted it to salute Caitlin’s speech.


‘There’s more,’ she said. ‘He’s not a local mage. He’s not from the Nest. He crossed the Shadowpass with news from the Sunrisers.’


‘I’m interested now.’


So, someone had waded through the Shadowpass, then found Isha and dragged her all the way to the Nest. He obviously thought she was too important to let out of his sight. ‘Who was the high mage?’


‘A guy called Sir Passerine.’


A shiver ran down Tatters, starting at the nape of his neck and crawling down his spine. The hairs on the back of his arms rose.


‘That’s an original story.’ He shrugged. ‘Not quite good enough for a full training session, but I’ll give you thirty minutes free. I’m running a business here.’


She grumbled and teased and grumbled some more, but he didn’t yield. For one thing, he didn’t want to show her that what she’d said mattered.


But we’ll have to look into it, said Lal.


She was right, as always.







Chapter Two



Isha’s head spun. She kept misjudging distances. She bumped her toes against the floor. She lurched; she stumbled. It was like being drunk, without the high. She kept trying to do something or say something and failing, as if it was the world that kept pulling itself away at the last minute, rather than her mind that was lagging behind.


‘It’s normal, mindlink does that to you,’ Kilian kept repeating.


‘Tatters looked fine,’ she grumbled.


Kilian shrugged. ‘He’s used to it.’


They walked arm in arm. She’d tried to push him off, but without his support she was unbearably slow. It was best to lean on him, just a bit, to avoid the humiliation of falling over. Kilian was taller than her and, despite his slim frame, he was stronger. He didn’t hold on hard, but she was sure he would keep her upright if her knees buckled.


They were with other apprentices, breaths stale with alcohol, some laughing, some shouting. It was her first day and she was already staggering back with a group of drunkards, needing help to put one foot in front of the other. What would Passerine think?


As they reached the outskirts of the city, the houses changed from stately stone to wooden shacks, before stopping abruptly, piled up against the city gates. Beyond, the houses were replaced by moorland, with the odd bunch of heather and wildflowers. Acres of untamed grounds surrounded the Nest, which meant the castle stood out on the horizon. Shrubland grew as far as the eye could see, except for a small forest to the right, hiding the lightborn Temple from view. But Isha knew it was there, perched above the Edge, threatening at any time to fall.


Beyond, the world abruptly ended.


Standing on the Edge, you might think you were at the top of a cliff. But this wasn’t a cliff down which you could simply climb. It was the rim of the world. Beyond, there was nothing. Below, there were clouds and mist and, further down, the underworlds where the dead flew. Isha had never lived near the Edge. To think that you could drop and fall through all the underworlds made her shiver.


None of the other apprentices seemed to care. They threw their heads back and yelled at the stars to get ready for when they would ascend and join them. Four girls had linked arms, singing and dancing, swaying as they tried to stay together. Kilian joined in, although he was out of tune. The song dwindled when everyone started forgetting the lyrics.


‘Are welcome days like this every year?’ asked Isha.


Kilian laughed. Someone behind her said, ‘You’ve seen nothing! Wait until the puffins get their act together!’


The puffins were the newbies. Like her. Because puffins are tiny and get bullied by seagulls, just like newcomers got bullied by disciples. And seagulls and puffins nested in the cliff, like the mages did.


‘It’s a pretty average first night,’ said Kilian.


A wonder anyone gets any mindlink done.


Before the Nest, a cleft in the cliff ripped the earth into two jagged pieces. It wasn’t so much a gorge as a scar across the countryside; a reminder that they were near the Edge, where pieces of the world sometimes fell into oblivion. It was full of wild, foam-white water, which curved in front of the Nest and then crashed over the Edge.


A bridge arched over the chasm – an impressive, if bleak, stone structure. Beneath it, metal chains were deeply embedded in both sides of the fissure, holding the pieces together. The links were of a thicker iron than men had ever forged, covered in a layer of rust. The legend had it that the same feathered giants who had built the Nest had made the chains to keep this sacred piece of the cliff from breaking off.


When Isha stepped onto the bridge, the rush of water below shook her chest. She clung to Kilian tighter. He rested his cheek playfully against the top of her head.


‘Tatters was really into your tattoo,’ he said.


‘I know,’ she muttered. He couldn’t hear her above the roar of the river, and she had to repeat herself.


‘I think it’s awesome,’ said Kilian. ‘It suits you.’


He was being polite, but Isha appreciated the effort. So far, half the apprentices had pretended not to see the tattoo and the other half had asked nosy questions. One had even asked her if she was a halfbreed. At least Tatters hadn’t asked her that.


Maybe sensing this was a sensitive topic, Kilian changed the subject. ‘What do you think of your new home?’


‘I’m not sure I think of it as home, yet,’ she answered.


The Nest was a high castle, which went as far above ground as below. Some chambers opened up on the face of the cliff, peering down into the mist. On the left side of the Nest the rift continued, its river spilling over the Edge, a silver moonlit waterfall. The air all around was filled with spray. On the right, woodland separated the Nest from the Temple. Isha was used to hills and mountainsides, but here, where the horizon and the sky met, no land rose to meet the eye. Everything was flat.


And in front of them were the Nest’s gates. They were higher than any humans would ever need, too big to be manned by one person, with metal strung across the wooden planks. At this time of night, they were closed. But in order for the apprentices to get back to their dormitories, the mages had built a more manageable, human-size door within them. A kher and a lawmage guarded it.


On either side of the gates sat a bleak blend of beggars. They slept at a distance from each other. A few were awake, and the whites of their eyes caught the light. They stared at the mages, muttering to themselves.


‘Ignore the lacunants,’ advised Kilian.


Isha nodded. She also forced herself to ignore the shudder that went up her spine and caught in her throat. She wasn’t used to the lacunants’ presence yet.


When they reached the doors, the girls in front of them squeezed past, teasing the lawmage. But he lifted his hand when he spotted Kilian and Isha.


‘None of this, lad,’ he told Kilian.


‘What?’ Kilian looked around, confused. He exchanged a glance with Isha. She didn’t know what the lawmage meant, either. Self-conscious, she untangled her arm from Kilian’s. Maybe he didn’t want them to go through the doors holding hands.


The lawmage sounded bored.


‘You want to go out with a mongrel, it’s your business,’ he said. ‘But you don’t bring them back to the Nest.’


Isha’s stomach lurched. She took a step forward. ‘I’m not …’


Before she could even finish her sentence, the lawmage interrupted her. His tone became sharp.


‘Shut up, halfcow. You should know better than to try to get into the Nest. And I could get you fined for dressing up like an apprentice. But it’s a long night, I’m tired of this shit, and I’m going nice on you. So, you trot home and we can forget about this.’


The kher guard didn’t react to any of the insults. Her red tan stood out beside the lawmage’s paler skin. She leant against the doorframe, arms crossed, chin pushed low on her chest. She scanned the people walking past and didn’t seem to hear her colleague’s comments. A torch was planted in the ground beside her. She had black horns, like a gazelle, which glinted in the firelight.


‘You’re making a mistake,’ said Kilian. ‘Isha isn’t a halfbreed.’


From beyond the doors, a girl turned around and called for Kilian to come over. Childish laughter echoed across the inner courtyard. It rang in Isha’s skull like a headache.


‘I’ve heard it before, kid. But look, I’ll show you I’m trying.’ The lawmage turned to his colleague. ‘Whatya think of her tattoo?’


The kher barely glanced at Isha. ‘It’s a kher tattoo, all right.’


The lawmage nodded and smiled, as if this was new, unexpected information. He gave them a beaming fake smile. ‘Now, piss off.’


‘I can mindlink,’ said Isha. ‘Halfbreeds can’t do that, can they?’


Kilian stuck by her side. ‘I’ve seen her.’


‘You must have a register with all the apprentices,’ Isha ploughed on. ‘Can you check if my name is on it?’


The lawmage stretched to his full height and took a step towards them. His smile faded. When he crossed his arms in front of him, Isha spotted thick rings across his fingers. Some of the lacunants who had been clustered around the gates scrambled out of the way. One pointed at the rings and shouted some nonsense about lost treasure, before breaking into gasping sobs.


‘Look.’ The lawmage’s voice was low, and Isha had to strain to hear it above the whimpering. ‘Maybe you’ve only got a tiny bit of cowblood in you, and that’s why you’re all nice and hornless. But you’re a kher, so unless you’re wearing the uniform, you’ll keep out of the Nest. Screw that inside your brain.’


Isha felt sick and tired; she wasn’t ready for a fight. She backed down. Much to her relief, Kilian followed her. She had to rest one hand against the heavy oaken door – her eyesight was blurring. She thought she might throw up. The crying lacunant was clutching his chest and moaning like a banshee in the night.


‘What are you going to do?’ asked Kilian.


Isha swallowed a few times and rubbed her forehead with both hands. She hated herself as she said it: ‘I think I need Passerine to let me in.’


I’m going to make a fool of myself in front of him.


‘If you tell me where his chambers are, I’ll ask him to come to the doors,’ said Kilian.


She looked at Kilian’s earnest expression. He wasn’t charming – his brow was too large, his nose too long. He moved his hands too close to her face when he spoke, and she always felt he was going to land a finger in her eye. But this was a kind offer, from someone who didn’t owe her anything, especially not bothering a high mage at night. Apprentices could get into trouble for less.


‘That would be wonderful,’ she said. ‘Please.’


She told him where to find Passerine, in the guest wing of the Nest. Kilian said he would be back soon. When he slipped through the door, the lawmage snickered. The kher didn’t. She could have been a statue.


Isha stepped away from the gates so she wouldn’t have to hold the lawmage’s eye, or see the disciples peeking as they passed through the doors. She stood before the river as it churned underneath her feet and listened to the white sound of swirling water. It crackled and spat like fire. It was so loud, it could have been anything – it could have been wind in the treetops, it could have been rain. She let the noise overpower her; it rushed through her mind, leaving it rinsed and cleared, like a pebble slick and smooth at the bottom of a stream.


She took a deep breath. The air was cold and wet. She touched her cheek where the tattoo was. Spray left damp lines on her fingertips.


The lacunants were returning to their shacks for the night, like birds going to roost. The shacks were flimsy wooden structures packed along the Nest’s gates, vile things with rotted straw scattered inside. At least they left her alone.


The river arched, heading towards a sky that was freckled with stars. Beyond the Edge, the stars weren’t only above her – they continued along the horizon and down the cliff. Isha had never seen stars below her. It gave her a feeling like vertigo, as if the world were upside-down and she was bound to fall.


At last, she heard Kilian’s voice calling her. Part of her was relieved; part of her squirmed. She closed her fists tightly, then forced herself to spread out her fingers before turning around. She walked towards the gates. At least she felt sober now, in control of her senses.


Passerine was waiting for her, looming a head above Kilian. He stood out amongst the Duskdwellers and their pale complexions; his hair, eyes and skin were black.


The lawmage and the kher both straightened their postures at the sight of a high mage.


‘Are the kids being too noisy?’ asked the lawmage. ‘I’ll tell them to shut up.’


‘No,’ said Passerine. ‘It’s not them I have a problem with.’ He was one of these men who, alongside their height and gait, had a very deep voice. It sounded like a long-forgotten instrument.


Passerine was clothed in dark robes, not his travelling outfit. Isha had never seen him in the deep dye of the high mages, with a golden brooch across the front of his cloak and the crest of the Nest sewn on the front fold of his robe. It gave him presence. Although he hadn’t wrapped the cloth in the Sunriser style, he did have a long black scarf across his shoulders, a sacred nasivyati. He stood in silence by the gates and everyone, guards and apprentices, wriggled uncomfortably under his gaze. Even Kilian, who was beside him, looked as if he would rather be somewhere else.


He was searching the crowd for her. Isha felt like burying herself underground, but she gave him a wave. He nodded for her to come closer.


The lawmage spotted her and frowned. He mouthed something, probably a swearword or an order to get out of the way. The kher took a step backwards, so she wouldn’t brush against the high mage by mistake.


‘Let me introduce you to someone you need to know,’ said Passerine.


Isha hesitated a short distance from the entrance, not wanting to annoy the lawmage even further. Passerine must have sensed her unease because he crossed the door with one easy stride and placed a hand on her shoulder. Heat seeped from his hand down her arm. He pushed her towards the lawmage as one would guide a dancing partner.


‘As you can imagine, I hate having to get up at midnight to teach doormen how to do their work,’ Passerine said. ‘So, I will say this once.’


The lawmage was the colour of ash. He nodded. Behind him, the kher smiled at Isha. If anything, she seemed faintly amused.


‘This young woman is Isha. She is an apprentice. She lives in the Nest at my invitation.’ Passerine gave the lawmage a long, hard stare. They said nothing for a few seconds.


Kilian caught Isha’s eye from the other side of the door. He shoved his chin towards Passerine and wiggled his eyebrows. At first she couldn’t make sense of his contortions. Then she understood what he was trying to tell her – the two men must be mindlinking.


Whatever had been said, the lawmage swallowed and answered, ‘Of course, sir. My mistake.’


‘It is,’ said Passerine dismissively.


‘I won’t do it again.’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


The lawmage ushered Isha through the door, giving her a sheepish, we’re-good-friends-really sort of smile. All the apprentices were gawking. It wasn’t common for a high mage to get up in the middle of the night to protect a puffin. If her guardian had been less concerned about her wellbeing, they would have noticed her absence the next morning. She would have been allowed in – after breakfast for them, after sleeping rough for her.


Passerine didn’t take his hand off her shoulder. She was conscious of the weight of it.


‘Thank you,’ she whispered to Kilian.


‘It’s the least I could do.’ He smiled. ‘Want me to walk you to your dorm?’


‘Thank you, young man.’ Passerine’s voice was smooth, but it was the kind of softness that betrayed how hard it could become. Like molten metal, it was liquid for now, but could turn sharp. ‘Your help is appreciated. I’ll escort Isha.’


They crossed the courtyard together, leaving Kilian stranded behind. It was only when they reached the Nest’s main hall that Passerine lowered his hand. Isha kept her face low. She couldn’t bear to see his disappointment.


The Nest’s front hall was a concave circle, like an upside-down dome. Legends assumed that it was more comfortable for the feathered giants to rest curled up inside the circle. It wasn’t deep – only a slight inclination in the floor, not enough to make it awkward to walk. Isha could still hear water whispering through the large hall, despite the thud of their leather soles hitting the sandstone.


‘I thought we would have this conversation tomorrow,’ said Passerine, ‘but in light of what has happened, now seems a good time.’


She sensed him glancing at her. She didn’t look up. When she was with Passerine, she always seemed to say the most stupid thing that went through her mind. Whatever she did, she was gauche, and she sounded young and silly, like those cackling girls holding hands and smudging kisses on each other’s cheeks, even though they barely knew each other.


‘Tomorrow, most apprentices will ask a master to teach them,’ Passerine went on, never breaking his stride. ‘As you have witnessed tonight, it might be difficult to convince a teacher to take you on. Be sure to stand your ground.’


Isha nodded. The Nest worked through a complicated network of favours offered and returned, and although in theory only the supreme mage could decide where she was sent or which administrative tasks she fulfilled, in practice, it would be her powerful friends and foes who would make those choices.


She struggled to keep up. Passerine was fast, his robes billowing behind him as if he were gliding above the floor. The central hall was circled by balconies, from which announcements could be made to the people below. The balconies had been built to better use the space left by the giants. In the same way, the staircase leading up from the hall was too large for human feet, so mages had added wooden steps between each stone one. When Isha and Passerine climbed up, the two kinds of steps had a different echo – muted on stone, loud on wood. Clunk, thud, clunk, thud, clunk.


‘Won’t you teach me how to mindlink?’ she asked. She cringed at the shrillness of her voice compared to his.


Passerine shook his head. ‘I won’t be taking on apprentices.’


His tone was final. They reached the first floor in silence. Ahead, a tapestry hung from the wall, spilling from the ceiling all the way down to the beginning of the stairs. It was the Nest’s heraldry: a golden castle with spires on a blue background. In the corridors beyond, Isha spotted draperies of gold, green and red; the silk glimmered in the dim light. Torches and kher guards stood at regular intervals.


They headed down the maze of corridors, each leading to rooms like the honeycombs of a beehive.


‘Find people you trust to teach you,’ said Passerine.


Isha wanted to blurt out that she trusted him – after all, he had brought her where she needed to be. He had escorted her from her farm all the way to the Nest, only to protect her. She held her tongue.


It was the end of the summer when Passerine had come to visit. He had been wearing a cape, poppy-red, wrapped around him like a sash in the Sunriser style. As the light-tide poured out of the Shadowpass, he’d arrived with a group of travellers, some of them on horseback, some of them on foot. Isha always waited with her foster brother at dawn beside the tunnel, to see who would emerge.


When these men and women surfaced from the pass below the Ridge, Isha had immediately known they weren’t the usual wayfarers. They weren’t merchants and tradesmen. These looked weary, bleary-eyed, their clothes and hair thick with dust. Whole families were gathered, mothers holding their children’s hands, several dogs, some of the animals strapped with bundles of goods, a few lanky donkeys. Amongst them, towering above everyone else, standing straight despite the harrowing journey, was Passerine.


They were refugees.


She snapped out of her reflections as they reached the entrance to the female dormitory. Passerine stopped before the high oaken door. Like the gates, it contained a smaller door.


He untied a leather pouch from his belt and handed it to her. The clink was more subdued than metal coins would be.


‘Here’s some baina,’ he explained. ‘You can spend it inside the castle, but not the city.’


Isha opened the purse and counted the little bone coins. They were of various shapes, white with black outlines, each with a hole in the centre. She didn’t know how to start thanking him for the help he’d given her. Before she could say anything, Passerine continued: ‘The Nest pays its teachers, and you shouldn’t spend anything for lessons. But if need be, use these to make sure a good mage takes you on.’


In other words, if they think you are a mixblood, buy them off. Isha’s mouth was dry. She nodded.


Slipping through the tiny inset door into the dormitory, she felt like a cat slinking through a cat-flap. The thought made her feel better about the lawmage at the door.


Maybe I don’t belong. But in the giants’ Nest, no-one does.


Early in the morning, Tatters prepared to set off for the Nest. When he stretched, his fists bumped against the kegs of beer piled at the head of his bed. Yawning, he picked up his cloak, which doubled as a pillow when he slept. It wasn’t technically a cloak but a stana – an unstitched piece of cloth that one could wear straight off the loom. Sunrisers believed very different things, depending on their ethnicity, but one idea that seemed to cross borders was that sewing was unholy; or, rather, that unsewn clothes – the nasivyati – were holy. Peasants could stitch their tunics, and warriors their armour, but a mage couldn’t, not if they intended to ascend.


It had been a black stana originally, now it was the colour of mud. Tatters had owned it before he crossed the Shadowpass. Since, it had served so many purposes it could hardly qualify as a piece of clothing.


He plucked his belt off the broken chair where he’d draped it. The belt was a Duskdweller item. On the belt, he tied his purse, his keys and, after consideration, his knife. He unearthed his sandals from a pile of spare wooden cups. Their soles were so worn he might as well have walked barefoot.


You’re taking ages, complained Lal.


It’s barely dawn, said Tatters. What’s the rush?


The fewer people in the Nest, the better.


Tatters stepped around the mess of chairs, stools, spare linen and empty barrels to reach the door of the attic. From there, the staircase brought him behind the counter. The innkeeper, who slept in the back room, wasn’t up yet. Tatters let himself out through the front door.


The city was bustling with life – shopkeepers were opening their wooden shutters, placing them horizontally in front of their windows to serve as a counter on which to display their wares. Girls carrying buckets of water from the wells passed him in the street. A few khers milled about, their curved horns as black as onyx, their skin various shades of clay-red.


The mages’ influence hung heavy in the air. Tatters could sense it, shifting slightly as he went through quarters belonging to different factions. He was always conscious of crossing a boundary, even when there was no-one to guard it. It was one of the downsides of being attuned to mindlink. The city reeked of the stench of the people fighting over it.


Aside from magic, the streets smelt of urine, rotten food and manure. Grooms brushed horses with hay to clean them before the day’s work. Tatters stopped to pet a few on his way. The grooms were welcoming enough: it was bad luck to bother a collarbound, just as it was bad luck to shoo off a beggar.


He patted the warm flanks of the animals and, for those he knew best, stroked their soft noses and wished them good luck for the day to come. Most horses were overworked, with sores between their front legs and along their mouths. He touched those delicately, alleviating the pain through fleshbinding when he could.


When Tatters reached the central square, it was already full. Groups of children sat around the statue of the woman who currently ruled the Nest, Lady Siobhan. They perched on her spread marble robes, lounging between the folds of stone. They spat in her upturned hands, to curse the mages and bring themselves some good fortune, which was rare enough amongst humans who weren’t magicians. These children were born ungifted, which had condemned them from the start to being servants, farmers and thieves.


There was one girl with tangled red hair who reminded him of Lal. She was busy plucking lice from in between her toes.


In front of the statue there was something that could have been confused with a birdbath. It was a circle of stone on a small stand, filled with mercury. No birds were bathing in the glinting metal; ungifted kept well away from it. Mages used certain metals – mercury, gold – in combination with mindlink, suffusing them with imaginings, warnings, emotions. This wasn’t as crude as a cut head stuck on a pole, but it carried the same meaning. Tatters gave it a wide berth.


He headed up a paved street two coaches wide that was already swarming with horses and people on foot. To avoid the bustle, he walked alongside the road, in the churned mud on the side of the track. The path led out of the city and into the moors, set in a straight line towards the Nest.


Tatters walked briskly, breathing in the cold morning air. He enjoyed stretching his legs. Now that the cramped buildings were behind him, Tatters could see the Nest looming on the horizon. A castle built for giants but inhabited by dwarves.


The giants made the collars, thought Lal. Good thing they’re all dead.


Mist was rising from the rim of the cliff, draping the bottom of the castle in clouds. It gave the impression that the Nest was hanging in mid-air, about to float away. Seagulls mottled the sky with flecks of white. They flew off the Edge to catch fish from the river. Their screams filled the air, piercing above the thunder of the waterfall. Tatters didn’t know how mages managed to sleep between the cries of birds and rushing of water.


He crossed the bridge. The great doors of the Nest, which required a crew of human hands and pulleys to manoeuvre, stood open. Merchants were already bringing food to the servants, who would then rush to prepare breakfast. By the time the mages dragged themselves out of bed, the Nest would have been awake and brimming for hours.


Across the threshold were beggars of a different kind – the lacunants. Tatters tried not to look at them nor catch their eye.


Whether the gates were open or closed, the lacunants stayed begging at the entrance. Their welcome didn’t extend to the Nest’s courtyard. Once Tatters had made his way through, it was a relief to be away from their glazed stares.


The Nest was built out of creamy sandstone, pockmarked by years of wind and rain. Its inner courtyard was large enough to set up a market inside. On the right was the gibbet to hang criminals from, with the prison just behind. On the left were the stables. And in front of Tatters was a series of arches, each one as large as the door of the tavern, all leading into the Nest’s main hall. On either side of each arch, a kher stood guard. Only mages or their servants could cross into the Nest itself.


Tatters strolled closer, intending to walk past without asking for permission. That was usually enough to be let through. Nobody impeded a collarbound – at least, most days.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ A kher guard. Only khers could serve as efficient guardsmen within the Nest, as they were immune to mindlink. She was a woman, of course – most males weren’t allowed to work. He spotted the sword at her side and gave her his best smile.
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