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For my father, who could not sail the ship, but will greet it on the far shore. For my mother, who is the lighthouse that calls me home. For Rowan, who is the sea, and the sun, and the fairest wind.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black-and-white illustrated map showing the coastline from The Shipwright and the Shroudweaver. The coast runs from north to south down the length of the page, with various coastal features, like small islands, inlets, and estuaries. The ocean is to the west of the map, and the mainland is to the east, where the landmass is illustrated with swamps, lakes, forests, and mountain ranges.
To the centre-north is the city Thell, located in the centre of a mountain range called The Barrowlands. Directly below this to the southwest is the coastal city Luss. East of Luss, at the far eastern side of the map, is The Burner’s Forest. Directly south of the forest is the city Chek. Directly south of Chek are the lakes, named The Hollows. The swamplands, known as The Midlands, are placed between Chek and the coastal city Rum. The coastal city Hesper is southeast of Rum, directly south of The Midlands. South of Hesper is a line of villages, from east to west they are: Sedge, Fallow, Vantage, and Dryke, which is on the west coast. South of the villages is the city Astic, situated on the coast.
The map features a unique symbol for each city, a stylised compass star in the bottom-left corner, and a barque as a decorative emblem – to indicate the ocean – in the centre-left.
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first light


dawn


water moving onto water


Shipwright’s hands.


Coarse, heavy things.


Fit for spars and oars and swallowing skies.


Shroudweaver’s hands.


Thin things, light-boned as a bird.


Fit for cerements, the twisting and weaving of linen, brief touches on shoulder blades.


Both bent to their tasks with quiet focus. Each living in the hush of their own heads, the ship pitching and bucking in a ceaseless swell.


The ocean rocks the wet timber like a wolf at the door, seeking gaps and weaknesses. The Shipwright feels it under her as she stands on the deck, feels it run up her legs, a slow rhythmic push in her muscles. A gentle, hungry flexing. The first whispers of a challenge. She drives and hammers pegs, splits wood, retwists twine with raw fingers. She’s quiet as she works, letting the sea fill the spaces in her mind. Above, clouds ravel like skeins of old wool, spitting the first few drops of new rain. She raises her head, sticks out a dry tongue and catches the cool water. The ship rocks, the sea waits, the crew watch, callow and listless. She splits wood, strings sail, slops tar in silence.


The Shroudweaver stands below decks, a slip of a man, his body built from forgotten pieces and then trimmed by a life in lightless places, by years spent in the hollow of other lives, gently shaping and weaving and sending forth. He feels the sea against the hull, sees its slow salting into the barnacle gaps, hears its dripped-out irregular rhythms, feels its predator sway. He works efficiently, binding and parcelling, making swift stitches and careful knots to hold what remains of the spirit within the body under his fingers. Much of it is likely lost already; the man has come to him late in the day. A lesser worker would have given up long ago, but Shroudweaver is practiced and stubborn and knows the ways to carve a god from a man.


Heavy boots sound on the stairs down, the hatch thumps, and Shipwright joins him, broad-shouldered in the drip-down light.


‘This war’s too fucking hungry,’ she says, and the curl in her lip stretches the scars on her face as she glances down at the corpse.


He’s a light thing, slim, roughly hewn. Ribbon threading his fingers, neat red stitching on his eyes and lips strangely out of place on a face that looks fresh off a mason’s block.


‘Did he come in on West Tide?’ she asks.


He doesn’t look like a West Tide boy. Too raw-boned – skin clear of ash – his teeth still straight and proud in his head.


Shroudweaver purses his lips, shakes his head, slowly darns and stitches. ‘I don’t think so. He floated in at dawn with a few others. Kisser’s been hunting again.’


The needle moves, silver swift.


‘Too emptied. I couldn’t do anything for them.’


If there’s a frown there, it fades like breath on a mirror. She claps him on the shoulder. ‘I’m going to take a look topside.’


The deck greets her listlessly. What remains of the crew tend their tasks with quiet persistence. This close to land, even the great ships are vulnerable. She reaches the rail in measured strides and scans the shoreline with a spyglass.


Despite the distance, as the shingle gives way to scree and scrub, she can see that they’ve hung up gallowswatchers – limp-fleshed, their stretched necks craning ceaselessly, the hollows of their sockets filled with a bright hungry light. Dead men dancing a salt-jig, as their eyes comb the coastal paths. No one is making it out of the port of Astic tonight, not without attracting their stares. It’s not worth running the gauntlet to get out to open sea.


The ship is dubious shelter at best, despite her efforts. She shifts her wide hips uneasily, plants her feet more securely against the shuck and roll. She’s done what she can, Shroudweaver too.


The rig spirits are tightened, lashed steadily to spinning copper bearings which whine gently in the stiffening wind. Whether it’ll be enough – that’s another question. This voyage has been long, sucking life from the spinners like meat from a bone.


On the grey coast, the port spits out a flock of questing crows. They wheel drunkenly.


Magic is being worked ashore. She can taste it on her tongue, bitter as burnt sugar. Staying here is a fool’s game.


There’s only one thing for it. Shipwright fills lungs built from bellows-brass and gives the order.


‘Raise sails!’


Shroudweaver hears the shout thunder above decks, watches the corpse’s fingers stiffen. Even in death, a sailor wants to sail. He leans low over the dead man’s cool skull and rubs saltpetre into its temples. A little touch of the soil to soothe the spirit. His long fingers move with exaggerated care, his thin heart flutters like a bird in a paper cage.


The raising of gods is a dicey business. Decades he’s been doing it now, with a catch in his throat every time. He still hears his teacher’s voice in his head. Red thread for binding. Holding the scraps of the soul in the body long enough for him to push them together into something new. Old notes reused for a new song. Stale air slipped into fresh lungs.


Above, the gunshot snap of canvas as the sails unfurl. The cries of the crew given sudden life. More distantly he senses the hot toffee taste of magic, a flash of crow wings, and stifles a frantic fear of being torn asunder.


Shroudweaver finishes his preparations and, inside the body of the dead man, a small god begins to sing. A halting thing, at first, for the god is fragile and unreal. Stitched from scraps of spirit and nested in a dead man’s chest. Yet it sings as it grows, its fledgling body stretching through meat and muscle. Filling dead flesh with golden light.


The song filters up through straining timbers and curls around Shipwright like a cat. The crew’s backs straighten and the sails fill with a wind hung with spices.


The ship is brightest in motion. Shipwright’s face is split by a broad grin and she throws back her whipcord arms to greet the freshening wind. Shroudweaver appears by her shoulder, his thin grey hair spidering in the breeze. She drops the grin on him, broad white teeth and sharp eyes.


‘Nice work,’ she says.


He shrugs diffidently. ‘I had good materials.’


The ship kisses the ocean, the tops of the waves a brief press against her surging bow.


‘We couldn’t move like this without you.’


Another shrug. ‘You couldn’t move like this without the god.’


She cuffs him around the head. ‘And who makes the gods?’


This time, with the shrug, a sly smile.
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the body chases the flame of first creation


the name burns like tinder


the mouth still holds the song


Eventually they stop running, the crows far behind, the last gilded breath fading from the sails. They’ve both left the rail by the time the last swell subsides, sprawled around a bottle of wine in Shipwright’s cabin.


She takes a deep draw of her pipe and speaks through the smoke.


‘How long can we keep this up?’


Shroudweaver waves a hand loose with drink.


‘There’ll be gods as long as there’s corpses.’


Shipwright coughs, spits.


‘We can run a while yet then. Up to Hesper at least.’


She stretches, shoulders popping. ‘We need to do something more than just harry her though. Our luck can’t hold, not with the north locked down.’


Shroudweaver pours, marvels at the steadiness of his hands. Amazing what a drop of something good can do. ‘Locked down? Is that what we’re calling it? Last I talked to Fallon he said they were’ – he sips, adopts an enraged expression – ‘“Pissing over everything between hill and coast”, by which I think he meant, getting a bit more aggressive about their borders.’


‘Hard to tell with Fallon,’ Shipwright says. ‘He’s so understated.’ Shroudweaver raises an eyebrow and clinks her glass. Shipwright leans back, crosses her legs, drinks deep. It is good, this one. Nabbed out the hold of some unlucky merchantman a few days back. A bit opportunistic, perhaps, but if Kisser was sinking ships, there was no reason to let the wine drown as well. She swills it a little as she wriggles her toes to warm them up. ‘I think aggressive is putting it mildly. Some of the caravels that used to run north have given up entirely. Trade routes are all locked down from the coast on in. Heard tell there’s towns burning there that haven’t been touched by Kisser.’


Shroudweaver’s expression is perplexed. ‘Why would they?’


‘Why do people do anything these days? Fear. There are still the remains of temples up there, still pilgrim routes that might pull people north. It’s clear they have no interest in that. Not in money, not in the war. Thell wants one thing, to be left the fuck alone.’


She sips again. ‘I can sympathise’.


After a moment, she takes her glass to the cabin window and looks out across the waves to the shore. She watches distant, small lights bob as patrols of people who want to kill her tread the coastline, waiting for any ship stupid enough to court the rocks.


‘Ah, no peace for us until we finish this.’ She reaches up with a hand, pulls the curtain against the growing chill, turns the lamplight down softer, before she sits back on the bench, arching a spine grown weary from standing.


Shroudweaver’s breath catches in his throat and he rubs his brow with tired fingers.


Shipwright sees the movement and her smile is softer than her face should allow.


‘It’s alright,’ she says. ‘I’m not quite done yet.’


‘We’re getting closer though,’ he says.


Her rough hand is heavy on his knuckles and when she leans in to kiss his forehead she smells of tar, split wood, and sweat.


‘Close isn’t done,’ she says and there’s steel in it.


She pours more wine, raises the glass.


‘Kicking and screaming?’ she says.


Shroudweaver’s smile could light lamps.
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other temples


whalebone arch


willow bower


lover’s arms


mother


In the city on the shore, the crows return. She waits for them, watches their wings beat over lamp-lit streets, between smoke-stained buildings.


People are avoiding the curfew, she notices, in small defiant clumps. Tiny rebellions. Irritating.


The crows descend, in ones and twos, pressing themselves against her body, clustering on the pale branches of her arms. Their small insistent hearts hammering with secrets.


She opens her mouth and they crawl inside, sharp claws on her lips and tongue, small bones crunching under her teeth.


She swallows feathers and blood, feels them wriggle down her throat and settle in her stomach. Their quiet cawing threads through her muscles. Their knowledge fills her brain.


She swallows the flock piece by piece, as the lamps wink out and the streets are filled by loyal men with sharp blades.


The ship is long gone, sped across the sea, its body mended and its sails filled with a new god. She’d almost had them, Shipwright and Shroudweaver both. That would have been a thing, an end to at least one annoyance. She couldn’t move anything up the coast because of Hesper and the remnants of her bastard fleet; couldn’t move anything overland while the republic in Thell was marking its borders in bronze and blood. So she stayed here – her people stayed here – slowly starving.


She steps to the side of the room, pours a pitcher of water and begins to wash herself. The water darkens with swirls of blood and feather.


It takes some time for her hands to scrub clean. The blood has worked in deep, under the nails, dark against her skin. She works studiously, precisely, like a surgeon, feeling her throat contract as the last scraps of bone and flesh wriggle downwards.


The Crowkisser seems small in this room, as if it were designed for someone larger, bolder. She could get lost in the shadows of the great pillars. Her thin hair could be pulled by the wind that howls through the shattered panes and be lost.


When she straightens and stands her spine is picked out in the moonlight like a half-finished carving. The harshness of her breathing is the only sign that she might be anything less than utterly calm.


Inside her skull, her mind runs like a rat. Testing out theories. Scurrying to conclusions. None of it made sense. She’d won; had won for three years now. Three years where her enemies had refused to die, and where she’d been kept penned in the south by a mountain of fundamentalists, and a handful of ships’ captains.


She swirls water, spits redly. One ship the worst of them, ruddy as the dawn, and pushed along by some foreign magic she barely understood. Sails always bright against the dark rocks of the coast. Every one of its damned voyages heralded by the lighting of the signal beacons. Great piles of bleached wood, coughing flame up into the sky.


The Teeth, the people of this city called them. The people of Astic. Her people, looking up at her over cups or across scattered maps and shaking their heads ruefully.


‘When the Teeth spit fire, the sea burns.’


And wasn’t that the truth? She sits, straightens the coarse line of her skirts, half spattered with blood, feather, other darknesses.


As long as the ship remained on the sea, she would never truly have won. Faster than the rest. Stronger. Worse than that, a symbol.


As long as that pair remained aboard the ship, that symbol actually held meaning. The last Shroudweaver. Perhaps the last Shipwright.


Her fingers run over the map before her, digging in.


Patience. She needs patience. Patience and a drink of water. And him, much though she hates to admit it.


As if the shadows hear her, he approaches from behind. Soft-booted in the half-light, announced only by the faint clink of harness and clasp, he steps lightly over tilted flagstones, strewn with the bones of small creatures and wet with the insistent, driving rain.


She steps quietly backwards into his opening arms and he pulls her towards him until she rests on her heels and can flick her eyes up precariously to meet his.


‘Long night, Crowkisser?’ he says, his lips grazing her neck as his fingers tighten against her ribs.


She opens her mouth to reply but her first words are feather and gristle. She coughs and wriggles free self-consciously.


‘Yeah, too long,’ she says, and her fingers flick anxiously at the corners of her lips, brushing away the ghosts of birds.


He steps towards her again, and staggers. Beneath his jacket, under the armour, there’s blood, ragged and spreading.


‘You’re hurt,’ she says, and it’s an accusation.


He shrugs apologetically, lopsidedly. ‘They got lucky.’


Crowkisser shakes her head tersely and walks towards him.


‘No,’ she says. ‘I got lucky. Which means you, you get to stay alive. And be safe.’ Each point punctuated by a prodding finger in the middle of his chest.


He winces and nods, slower than she is, less confident.


‘Fine, fine. I hear, I obey. Help me off with this, will you?’


The rifle over his shoulder is almost as tall as he is. She slips behind him and unclasps buckles that retract back into the weapon with a satisfied hiss. He stands clear, and Crowkisser does something quick and clever with her fingers. The rifle clicks, folds, collapses, until it’s no more than a sullen, wrought, jagged spike in her hands, a foot long, if that. It smells acrid and she sucks at her gums subconsciously.


‘Who was aboard?’


Another shrug. The Slickwalker is full of them tonight.


‘More of Fallon’s diehards,’ he mutters. ‘Change is hard for some people.’


Crowkisser purses her lips. ‘They shouldn’t take it out on you.’


For a second, his face flickers into something sharper, more remorseful.


‘They’re paid to. Besides, who else are they going to take it out on?’ He raises his arms in exasperation, ‘We pulled the trigger. We … we set all this in motion.’


His shoulders slump, the anger flows out of him like water. He holds her at arm’s length, runs a finger along the proud, sharp jaw he’s known since they were kids, remembering her jutting defiance at children twice her size, at anyone who said no.


‘We did this, Crowkisser. We can’t step back from that.’


Her eyes flick up to meet his and he flinches back in shock at their flat hardness.


‘We set them free.’ Crowkisser’s voice is the first stones of the landslide. ‘We set them all free.’ She pitches and cracks, boulders crashing in the mountain heights. ‘Every. Single. One. Of. Them.’ Her eyes are black fire and her voice is the roll of distant thunder.


He barely sees the slap coming, but feels the whip-crack sting on his cheek, spits blood into the dust and bones.


‘Every. Single. One.’ She repeats and her voice is hollow as the high valleys.


‘Every one,’ she says, in the husk of a whisper. He pulls her close with aching arms and feels her heart hammer against his chest.


‘Every one,’ and her breath lurches ragged and wet.


‘Oh gods,’ she breathes.


Slickwalker rocks her like a baby.


‘No,’ he says. ‘Not anymore.’






4


on anatomising the hearts


we found them strange


nacreous, rigid,


ringing like a struck bell


—Excursions in the Near Wreck, Wicktwister


Dawn rises shyly off the Hesperian coast, East Tide retreating from the beaches where grey gulls sweep, cackle and war with fat green crabs over the bounty of last night’s swell.


Four or five fresh bodies, bloated and scoured by the sea. Shroudweaver watches them. Shipwright watches Shroudweaver.


Her arms enfold him from behind and she murmurs in his ear.


‘Recognise them?’


Shroudweaver squints and his mind falls into a quieter space, rattles and hums with detail. The weave of cloth, the cut of boots.


‘Wreck of the Volante,’ he says and feels Shipwright’s arms stiffen. His sharp eyes scan cuts, abrasions, peeled-back grimaces, and the crabs squabbling over charred fingertips.


‘She went down to something big and noisy. Maybe guns. Maybe magic. Maybe sabotage.’ He rolls his shoulders. ‘Lots of fire. Not quick. Not pretty.’


Shipwright snarls, ‘Fucking Crowkisser.’ She ruffles Shroudweaver’s thin hair. ‘No offense, but your daughter’s a cunt.’


She turns to the crew.


‘Bring us in.’


A few minutes later and they’re standing knee-deep in the surf, watching the broken boards of the Volante make their way to land for the last time. The crabs have retreated to a safe distance, their slick bodies jostling in oily, boisterous heaps.


The crew fan out, searching for salvage, and more importantly, for bodies. Names and faces to bring home to the widows on shore. Scoured fingers to break fathers’ hearts and salted hair to be clasped in lockets and shaking hands.


Shipwright squats on the tideline, an ache in the small of her back, and a harder ache in her heart. Never too many drowned young faces for the sea. She fishes around, pulls up a shattered plank, its edges burnt and curved smooth as glass. She sniffs it – lemon and grease – and bites her cheek to stop her breakfast from coming up.


‘Slickwalker. He’s getting better.’


Shroudweaver turns. He’s shivering already, the cold of the water stealing up his thin legs.


‘He shouldn’t even be able to get aboard. I thought you fitted the remaining ships with spinners?’


She nods, sloshes towards him to push him gently out of the water and up the beach.


‘That I did. Stay dry.’


He pulls his hood higher, tightens a scarf against the wind. ‘I’ll try.’


His eyes wander up the cliffs, lingering on the distant spike of a gallowswatcher against the skyline. Closer, one of the Teeth smoulders. ‘We shouldn’t hang about. Any clue on the spinners?’


Shipwright rolls her eyes, hikes her trousers and heads back to the swelling scurf of the wreck. She lets her fingers sink into the waves, reading their rhythm, and trying to feel the hum of a spinner somewhere amid it all.


‘Nothing.’


Up the beach, one of the crewmen yelps, trips, flounders in the surf and dark sand. Shipwright glances across, down at his feet and sees it buried, just at toe height. Fairly rough and ready as spinners go, but she’d been working fast, and the smiths in Hesper hadn’t seen one for years.


When she draws closer, the problem is obvious – half the facing torn off, that same lemony stink.


‘The bastard shot them off,’ she calls.


Shroudweaver turns. ‘Shot them. From where?’


She shrugs. ‘The shore, I’d guess. I should have seen that coming.’


Shroudweaver’s eyes scan the distance between shore and deep sea. ‘You have to be kidding me,’ he mutters.


‘What?’ she shouts.


He walks closer. ‘What did she do to him that he can do that?’


She shrugs, pockets the spinner. ‘A mystery for another day.’ Then, rubbing a hand across her brow, asks, ‘Can we go? This is breaking my heart. And Fallon needs to know.’


He nods, places a hand gently in the small of her back.


‘Of course.’


From the gangplank, they look back at the shore as the ship casts off.


Shipwright’s eyes are narrow against the wind, her hair pulled across her face.


‘One of the last,’ she says.


‘Last what?’ he asks


‘Last of the great ships.’ Her hands tighten on the rail. ‘One of the last to sail south with us. One of the last still standing. One of the last with a crew still breathing. I should have seen this coming.’ The tears on her cheek are dragged by the wind. ‘She’ll come for all of them, eventually. Then us.’


He turns her face towards his. ‘We won’t let that happen.’


‘They took me in,’ she says.


He frowns, ‘Who?’


‘The Volante’s crew, when I first got here. Not a damn crew would turn their head. Afraid of me, afraid of the ship.’ She smiles wistfully. ‘Not the Volante though. It was two minutes of bristling then days of drinking something red and foul.’


‘Buckwater,’ Shroudweaver mutters, and grimaces.


She nods. ‘That was it. Tasted like burning goat’s piss.’ Her face softens. ‘They didn’t care that I wasn’t from here; that they’d never seen a ship like mine.’ She snorts. ‘I mean, they offered to sell their captain to me in trade for it, but I don’t think they were serious.’


Her face clouds again. ‘Wish I could remember his name. Poor sod never lived long enough to take a new one. I suppose he’s just blowing ash somewhere in the south now.’ She shakes her head. ‘Last of the great ships.’


Shroudweaver taps her arm, ‘Wait here.’


The shore pulls up to the horizon before he returns with two leather cups and a bladder that reeks like a drunkard’s nightmare.


She stares at him.


‘That isn’t?’


He grins, ‘I got the taste for it a while back, on the voyage down.’


He leans on the rail and pours, passes her a cup. Turns to the sea, and raises it.


‘To the Volante.’


She mirrors him, ‘The Volante. Those shabby bastards. The sea’s too good for them.’
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every map different


every river returning to


the same source


A few hours later and the Volante’s unlucky crew are just more bodies in their wake. Shroudweaver sucks on hard tack and looks at Shipwright with narrowed eyes as she buffs the scratches out of her thick deck-boots. Her broad lips curl as she spits and polishes, and he falls in love again. Almost twenty years now. Always the same motions when she’s worried. Boots polished and socks darned. Small repairs. Always the same motions. Probably the same boots, come to think of it.


He waves the biscuit pointedly. ‘Old habits, huh?’


She nods, tongue on teeth.


He grins. ‘So, what’s the plan?’


There’s barely a beat before she replies. ‘Two more days up the coast to Hesper. We see what’s left of their fleet, we talk to Fallon and we take on who we can. Get the civilians up the coast some before Crowkisser comes to stir up trouble. She’ll head for Hesper next.’


Shroudweaver frowns, tips his head. ‘And then?’


Shipwright snorts, slips thick grey socks on her broad feet and buckles up. ‘Then we find out if anyone else is as pissed off as we are, and we start to dream up some really inventive ways to fuck her shit up.’ When Shroudweaver laughs it’s dry as sand swilling around a glass.


‘Poetry,’ he says. ‘Pure poetry. Maybe just a hair short on ideas though.’


She sets the boot down, fixes him with a look. ‘We have thirteen fresh bodies in the hold. I’m a little light on ideas.’


He picks sand out from between his toes. ‘Me too. Well, I have one or two, but it depends on Fallon. And I don’t know if he can be depended on.’


She watches him. ‘That’s a little … off-putting.’


He flicks with a nail. ‘Sorry. Sandals.’


She shakes her head despairingly. ‘It’s just as well you’re cute. Do you think Fallon’ll be happy to see us?’


Shroudweaver shrugs and looks out to the coast. ‘I think so. We’re all he has left at this point, since the north shut its gates. Since Riss, and then Quickfish.’


She follows his gaze to where white-bellied birds wheel around the headland. ‘Time was we would have run north first. We had that heroic glow about us. A bit of cred to lean on.’


He snorts, but she continues. ‘Now, I wouldn’t set foot up there without someone watching my back. Too much god-stink clinging to our boots. Then after the fleet burnt, after we lost the ships, after the south …’


‘Hard to hold your head high’, he finishes


‘Hard to hold your head high.’


She moves closer to him, undoes a strap, starts rubbing the blood back into his feet.


‘I really thought it would work, you know? Time was, I thought there was nothing the three of us couldn’t achieve.’


He sighs, half relief, half regret. ‘We’re bad losers, that’s our problem.’


She tries to hold back a smile, fails. ‘Among other things, maybe.’


He wriggles his toes. ‘Can you do the other one?’


She taps her thigh. ‘Yes. Bring me your manky feet. Something I can actually handle.’


Her tone’s light enough, but he’d have to be an idiot to miss the edge on her words. Eighteen months of skirmishing and running fraying at the edge of her smile. Crowkisser hadn’t sat meekly in Astic while they starved her out.


‘I think,’ he says, ‘that it’s partly our fault.’


She rolls her eyes. ‘Thanks for that. Very uplifting.’


Above them, a spinner whines like a wet cat. A wave breaks over the side of the ship, salt water sliding down the curve of the spinner’s vibrations, leaving the deck untouched.


He smiles. ‘You know what I mean. We were cocky. We’d won one war already. Liberated Thell. Founded the Republic. Defeated a monster.’


She dries off his foot, slips the sandal back on. ‘Do you ever think we were a bit rusty? Decades between saving the Republic and sailing south.’ A bitter laugh. ‘I remember sitting with Declan and his wife. Before’ – she waves a hand – ‘all of it. And we were laughing.’


She puts her head in her hands. ‘I remember her saying to me … she was holding that battered sword of his, and she turned and she said to me, “how much damage can one girl do?”’ She winces again as the spinners whine, and the whole ship bucks. ‘I guess we all found out the answer to that.’


Shroudweaver says nothing, re-straps his sandals quietly. The ship cants again, and she sways. ‘I guess we’re still finding out.’


She reaches into a pouch, digs out some shards of metal and starts whittling, bending them gently with her hands. ‘Gods. What were we thinking?’


He watches her hands move over the brass. ‘That we had an alliance of the biggest cities on this side of the world? That we, somehow, had Hesper and the whole of the Republic at our back. That we’d had more than fifteen years of peace. Tenuous peace, but real peace. Growing peace, farming peace.’ Her fingers tighten. Metal snaps and she curses. ‘Didn’t save us.’


He takes her hands, checks them for cuts. ‘What are you working on?’


She gestures up at the spinner. ‘That one’s off by a tone. Ten, twenty more big waves and we’re getting wet.’


He follows her finger up to the tiny brass sphere strung impossibly high above. ‘They still amaze me.’


She clenches her jaw. ‘They didn’t save us either. We all sailed down there. That big beautiful fleet. All those people.’ She breathes deep. ‘They didn’t save us either.’


Shroudweaver brushes faint flecks of metal from Shipwright’s hands, takes her face and pulls it down to his shoulder. ‘You know why though, love?’


She settles into the curve of his neck. ‘No. Hair, please.’


He starts moving his fingers through it, teasing out the burrs and snags, and wishes he could hold the world there for a while, with just her slowly relaxing breath, and the rock of the ship under them. The world had never seemed interested in waiting for them.


He kisses the top of her head. ‘Nothing would have saved us. We sailed down looking to win a war. Instead, we got the end of the world.’


Her voice is sleepy with the rhythm of the sea, the rhythm of his fingers. Her hand snakes around his ribs. ‘Not yet.’


He brushes the salt from her hair. ‘What, love?’


‘Not the end of the world yet.’
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What does the sea take


But everything


But everything


But everything?


Everything


but light.


—Burial litany, Heron Halls


The ship takes on water at night, and they bail during the day. Salt moves into the skin, and into the blood. Shipwright feels herself aching with every swing of the bucket, a tiredness burning deeper than muscle.


It’s dark down in the bilges. What little sun there is has been snagged in the rigging and spilt over the deck boards, as the ship noses her way up the coast.


Hesper waits. Distant, still, but sat in her mind like a toad in a well. A great, grey body hauled atop the stark cliffs by pure pride, a city with money in its bones. Once fat on trade from the South, now wasting away, as this war that is not a war drags out, year on year. The city hollowing out, building by building; any life that’s left sparkling like fever in the eyes of a corpse.


She stoops, scoops, tosses.


In Hesper, the Fallons are the only named lords left: Declan and his wife. And beneath them, a guddle of guildmasters and ships’ captains; the dark jars of the Glass Archive and the hammering fire of the forges. Hesper was a body built from smaller bodies, guilds and captaincies, fraternities and consanguinities.


She stoops, scoops. The water is black in the bucket, shot with small, silvered fish dancing within, barely fry. Little scraps of flesh and electric movement, swept up by the waves and driven here. What must it be like for them? The world so dark, huge and irresistible.


She dips her fingers in the bucket and lets them nibble at her skin, feeling the tingle of their energy against her palm. As if their bodies had tiny spinners nestled amid their soft bones, their thrumming hearts.


Unexpectedly, she feels like weeping. Instead, she murmurs a small blessing and tips them over the side into the wider, drowning dark of the sea.


Her fingers are numbing, but she persists. Stoops, scoops.


Hesper was a body built from smaller bodies, and stitched together with lies. The reason the Fallons stayed on top of the pile was that they knew who was lying, and why.


‘Nothing wrong with it,’ Fallon had said, before they last sailed out. ‘Human nature.’ This as he pored over charts and ledgers of debts owed, every inch the responsible businessman.


He had to be responsible. With Arissa gone, Hesper scented weakness like sharks chased blood, and for a while, after the South fell, Shipwright had felt a stirring of something dangerous; rats looking to climb to the top of the pile. Fallon had responded as he always had, by looking at those with debts due; by finding the strings wound tight around half the city’s worthies, and then yanking them until they choked.


Fallon was many things, but he was not shy to wield the knife. The days were long gone when he had needed to do it personally, although Shipwright had seen what that could do.


She stooped again, letting her hands sit in the black water, feeling the salt pick at the cuts in her palms. No, these days, she was the knife.


She had brought it on herself, of course. She had come here, and she had made herself useful. Young enough to view the whole coast as a basket of opportunities ripe for the plucking, with a heart full of hot blood and ambition, and a love for that wild, howling sea. The trouble was, the sea was attached to the land and she’d quickly realised that what this country needed wasn’t a shipwright, but a surgeon.


Even before the South burnt, a host of petty rivalries and ancient grudges boiled up and down the continent, and she had followed like a good dog, year falling on year as plagues raged, and cities fell.


She’d done a lot of good, she knew it – even if you were a knife, you could choose how to strike. Amid it all, somehow, she’d made friends. Some of them on the crew, others stowed inland, tucked away in the Burners’ forest and along the trade roads wending through the Green.


Easy to make friends, and easier still to stay with the friends that had found you. It had been painless working for the Fallons after the war for the Republic. Hard to imagine it any other way, in fact. How could you leave the side of someone who had walked through fire with you? And after Arissa was lost, how could she have left Declan to pick up the pieces by himself?


She scoops again. Bangs her knuckles on the edge of the bucket. Curses.


That was the rub of it, really. Too many years piled on top of each other, and too many people who it would hurt to leave. So she stayed as Fallon’s knife; against the Herons when they tried to lock down Serpent. When the plague hit Errant. When Crowkisser burnt the South.


And that last one was killing them all. Nothing to fight. Nothing to save. A nightmare so vast she still struggled to comprehend it. A disaster that had split the seams between Hesper and Thell wide open. That purple sky stooped over the South as a reminder that the wound wasn’t healed, but growing, festering into new and dangerous shapes. It wouldn’t close until Crowkisser was done. And she wouldn’t be done without the application of a little corrective force.


Shipwright was trying to stitch the world, and Crowkisser was a half-step behind, ripping at the seams. Sometimes it felt like crafting a spinner. You made something you hoped would work, and when it began to spin erratically, you hammered it back to true. So, she did what she could, harried supply lines and chased down spies. Always Fallon’s first choice because her ship was bigger, faster. Because she made people afraid.


Again, she feels like weeping. Something filling up her chest, salt water in the hold of her heart.


She could let it go. She could begin to do the work. She knows what drowns inside her ribs. Another life, where she was not a knife. Where she moved by her own tides. She’d like to see it, some day.


Not now though. Not with the wolf at the door. She hears her father’s voice, down here, rocked by the creak and swill of the ship, ‘Try to drink the sea all at once, and you’ll choke.’


So, drop by drop, she bends her aching back, swallows the salt inside her, and bails.






7


some rivers open wide


deer step in them


some rivers, you can see clear to the bottom


still drown in them


—Proverbs of the Burning Forest, Heartshamer


Three days and a stiff salt wind later, and the Grey Towers of Hesper are visible on the horizon, cut against the coast like an old scar.


Hesper is barely changed from the first time Shipwright sailed into port with a heart full of hope and a hold full of spice, her hands jittery on the ship’s wheel. Then, the city had welcomed her like a surly lover, the massive barques of the other captains sliding past her as their crews alternately jeered, catcalled or cheered. The savviest waiting in silence, eyes wide at the sight of a ship from the East in all its long-beamed glory. Requests for boarding hollered and signalled. Ratlines helpfully tossed. Clods of shit. Bottles of rum. Arcs of piss. A mixed welcome.


Nudging into the lowest loop at the bottom of the cliffs, where the city finally dared to let her toes touch the sea. Above, the switchbacks and twists that brought up the smaller ships into the belly of the port, through the canals and straight to where the money was.


No room for her ship, even in those massive engineered channels, she needed more depth. Besides, Shipwright had thought, it was good to make an entrance. A few quick twists to the mechanisms at the base of the main masts, and the spinners atop roared to life, bigger than anything else she’d ever worked with, the size of a small globe, or a man’s skull. A little cocky, a little dangerous; a little exciting.


Their hum spread down the spars, shivering the whole ship and Shipwright along with it. Spinner magic disregarding the boundaries between bone and board, threading her muscles until she thrummed like a barely chained dog, wild with energy.


Out across the water, the ship began to sing. The sound flattened the tops of the waves, and lifted her bow. The speed with which she moved cut the rim of the ocean, sending waves of spume over the howling crews of the barques, spinning the latch boats and tugs that had come to greet her.


Her crew crowded the rails, shinned up the masts and opened their mouths to the song of the spinners, an old eastern shanty, one Shipwright had only heard in quiet whispers around the deck fires and mess tables before. Here, held in harmony by thirty voices, it sounded entirely different, the burr of the spinners a ceaseless bass. Beyond that copper twang, the cries of the sailors hit the water with force, the shout at the end of each verse almost a physical thing.


She felt the eyes of Hesper’s captains on her, and beyond that, attention from the shore. It didn’t take her long to find the source.


A busy port, Hesper, labourers and merchants and counters and cutters, hand over fist. All of them curious, some panicked at the speed of the approaching ship. A scurry of tar-boys with lines and no plan. A docksman shouting at them to get their worthless arses back.


At the heart of them all stood a great grey charger, motionless as stone. Atop it, back straight as a spear, a woman who put all the ships’ figureheads to shame. Tall as a tree, slender as a mountain ash, her back straightened by armour of sculpted steel. A grey cape settled across her shoulders like a cormorant’s wing, a sword at her hip. Lady Arissa Fallon, Lady of the Grey Towers.


Shipwright should have been humble – she knew nobility when she saw it. But she was the best captain on this sea, and she helmed the best ship. Humble could wait.


She wrenched the wheel and kicked the spinners into a flying hold. The ship turned, skewed broadside and kept thundering towards the docks, the wave building before it now like the skirts of a sea god, thrashed with kelp and fish and flotsam.


She watched the onlookers flinch back. All but Arissa. Thousands of tonnes of roiling, singing wood and water, and all she did was sit up a little straighter yet, something in her eyes, perhaps the shadow of a smile on her face.


Shipwright left it to the last moment, the docks reaching out for her like the mouth of a startled drunk. All that ship under her hands and only the faintest movement from her fingers to swing the spinners into a ghost hang. Two feet from the docks, from the yelling traders and scrambling guards, the ship simply stopped.


She felt the stress of the spinners in the back of her skull as they took all that forward weight and stored it. The faintest pine in their pitch, and then, still. She dropped them to silence with a gesture.


For the first time in months, the docks of Hesper hung quiet.


Held it for a second, two, and then erupted into cheers, hollering from the cobbles and the flung-wide windows; salt-wives corpsing into their baskets and old sailors pushing up from their lobsterpot perches.


A whip-thin gangplank out, and the crowd swarmed forwards. Shipwright set foot on the rail and waited a moment, watching the faces in front of her, the whitewashed stretch of the city above, its reddened roofs, its arches. Above it all, the bulk of those great grey towers.


The air split with sound as either side of that massive horse, soldiers pealed out on silvered trumpets. The crowd melting grudgingly from the foot of the gangplank, encouraged on by the hafts of pikes across thighs and backs.


The horse and its rider approached, hooves striking echoes from the wet stone.


Closer up, the Lady of the Grey Towers was still dignified, but more human, her cloak spattered with the spray. A wariness in her eyes, and something else; a lick of humour that Shipwright could stand to see more of.


She tilted down the plank, jumped the last few feet.


Down on the cobbles, Arissa Fallon seemed less approachable. The horse holding her up against the sky, and the cut of her shoulders framed against the scudding clouds. The wind pulling at her cloak, at her hair in its severe ponytail. Beautiful. Shipwright felt a brief twitch in her stomach, tried to stay professional.


The cobbles slicked with fish guts and bird shit. It wasn’t easy.


‘Lady, I am …’


‘Shipwright. I know.’ Her voice was filed glass. Dark and crisp. ‘I’ve heard of you. You ran the blockade at Serpent. That was brave. And you were the first ship into Errant during the plague. That was … interesting. No profit in that one.’


‘Last one out,’ Shipwright muttered.


‘What?’


She crossed her arms. ‘I was the last one out. Of Errant. With half her people.’


Arissa unknotted her dark hair, letting it fall down her back before it was caught by the wind.


‘From what I heard, half her people was all she had left.’


‘That’s true, Lady.’


‘So why risk it? I can’t imagine they had coin. The plague hit the guildhalls first, as I heard.’


‘No coin, Lady.’


She dismounted in one fluid step, ‘Why then?’


‘No one deserves that death, Lady. Not just because they’re too poor to run.’


Arissa watched her, her eyes the blued grey of the clouds.


‘Interesting. My cousin married a fisherman in Errant. Family hated him, but she loved that man. Do you know what she told me about you?’


Shipwright shook her head.


‘No, Lady. I couldn’t put names to all the faces, I’m afraid.’


Arissa waved a gloved hand, ‘She said you didn’t sleep for the whole four days it took to get them into safe harbour.’


‘True, Lady.’


‘Said you sailed that ship alone some nights, so your crew wouldn’t have to go near the sick.’


‘True, Lady.’


‘Said you gave near half your cargo when you pulled into Visage, to get cure to them all.’


‘Also true.’


Arissa stepped forwards, until she was barely an inch or two away from Shipwright’s face.


‘Interesting.’


Her breath was sweet. Like flowers. Or aniseed.


‘My cousin said, Shipwright, that you never sickened, nor tired.’ A faint smile, the briefest line of teeth, ‘Also true?’


‘Yes, Lady.’


A gloved hand settled on Shipwright’s shoulder, another, startlingly, snaked around her waist. A shiver ran down her spine from the suddenness of the touch.


‘I think I can use you, Shipwright. I think this city can use you.’


‘I hope so, Lady.’ She caught herself. This was hardly driving a bargain. Her cheeks were too hot. She couldn’t focus.


‘Why did you come here, Shipwright?’


Did the fingers around her waist tighten, for just a moment?


‘I wanted to help people. Talk on deck is that you do right by your own.’


Arissa pulled her in close, her lips the barest brush against her ear. Not a hope of hiding the slyness in her voice.


‘Also true. Welcome to Hesper, Shipwright.’


Shipwright rolls her shoulders, shakes herself back to the present. Over her head gulls scream, and the ship rocks on the cusp of a wave.


Arissa was long gone. Pulled down into nothing by Crowkisser. Defiant, sly, caring to the last. Her best friend. Almost … almost her lover. Her breath still catches at the thought.


With Arissa’s fall, Hesper had stumbled too. Her husband, never the most sociable of rulers, grew suddenly reclusive beyond reason. Apparently, he’d thrown himself into his work, because the wheels kept turning, but the towers grew as quiet as they could.


Gradually, Hesper’s trade dwindled. The bold, brutal captains were gone, deceived into thinking that joining the great fleet sailing south would crown their careers and send their barques and bosuns home covered in glory and gold. Packed off and provisioned by the guild heads, who had slid into their still-warm bunks and cradled their coffers with startling speed.


Almost all those great ships were sunk now, sundered at the bottom of the sea, along with their crews, their captains, their cheers and their piss. When you sailed into Hesper now, the silence created itself.


Shipwright wanted to mourn it all, or cut loose of it all, but she couldn’t. High in those grey towers, her best friend still lay. Heart still beating. Lungs still breathing. Nothing to shake her out of it, for all she had tried.


Oh, how she’d tried. The last of her gold, the most precious pieces of her cargo that she’d squirreled away over the years had bought her nothing but disappointment. Arissa was gone. Only her body remained. That smile, that wit, that fierce kindness, had fled to somewhere no ships sailed.


Shipwright could leave Hesper, could go if she wanted, but the city remained just like Arissa, a whisper of what it had been, a shadow on her heart with just enough of the shape of something she loved to keep her coming home.
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Hey now mill wheel,


hey now furrow,


hey now the high ice,


hey the sleeping barrow


—Harvest song, Millet


The hill held the tomb and the shadow of the tomb held the town. That’s how the story went. The people of Millet drawn by the gentle curve of the river and the rolling fields of dark earth that spilt out on either side like a dowager’s skirts, brought their rickety wagons from Hesper’s walls and made a little town in the crook of the water, got fat on fish and grain.


Quickfish could hear his mother’s voice telling the story, could see the silhouette of her body framed against the lamplight. His childhood bedroom, a world and twenty years ago. The lines of her hands miming fish and grain. The flicker of the flame. He is seven, maybe eight. Enough of a boy to crave the terror of the outside; enough of a child to want to hear about it in bed, at home. The grey walls of his tower bedroom cradle him, the sheets white canvas for the tale, as Arissa spins it onwards.


The shadow of the tomb held the town. Night would fall, and the lights of Millet would cluster in the dark of the hill, against the kiss of the wind.


The people of Millet were simple people, good people, as much as all people are good. They locked their doors, and stoked their fires, and slept in each other’s arms.


And if the wind ran strangely over the hill, they marked it not. And if the mouth of the tomb whispered, they marked it not.


And this was their undoing. For although the good people of Millet had built well above the ground, in the crook of the river, they had forgotten to fear what slept below the earth.


Arissa’s hands slipping under the covers. Hunching into fearsome shapes that crept towards her boy. He’d wriggled higher, pressed against the headboard. Chest fluttering with excitement as he watched those hands move, and imagined what crawled beneath his very feet.


Worms, yes, and other animals. But what else? Bones? Bodies? Magic?


The next bit of the story had been his favourite, his mother pulling the lantern close against her chest, so flame licked her throat and the stark planes of her face. Her eyes black hollows against the softness of the light. Enunciating every word, playing with the sounds of the tale. Shooting a sly smile over her shoulder at his Da who watched by the door.


The hill held the tomb. And the shadow of the tomb held the town. But the tomb had been here long before the town. For the people of Millet were not the first to feel the call of that dark soil and the bright curve of the river.


Long ago, the mountains had coughed forth warriors. Bold warriors, sharp-toothed and bronze-bladed. Conquerors, pouring from a city that lived in the stone, like a maggot lived in the wound, or a worm slept in the soil.


Thell. And her voice dipped and rumbled enough, that for a second, he wondered if that really was his mother sat at the foot of the bed, this black-eyed shade licked by light.


Warriors of an empire which slept in the shadow of glaciers. Followers of an Emperor who craved blood. Times past, they had pushed far south from the mountain, almost to the gates of Hesper itself.


She creeps up the bed as she says this, the lamplight swaying, just enough of a smile on her face that he doesn’t scream. His Da’s muffled laughter fluttering round the side of a whisky glass.


And as Thell’s warrior had conquered, they’d died. And they had built homes for their dead. Great tombs beneath the earth. But those dead slept lightly, for their Emperor lived in their blood and always called them, called them, called them back to war.


And here was Millet, sleeping in the shadow of one such tomb. And when the good people of Millet slept, and dreamt, the old ghosts of those warriors crept down the hill on the night wind, soft as wending. Skulked through alleys and rapped on windows. Waited for the one house with an unlatched door, the one window without a light to guard it.


And when the lock was loose and the light was dimmed, they would strike. Dragging a child from its bed and back up the dark hill on the cusp of the wind. Stifling its screams and pulling it down into the black below until they could slit its throat, slake their thirst and finally, sleep again. Red with blood, quiet as the grave.


Quickfish had barely moved. Pressed back against the wood, breath stilled in his chest as he imagined dead fingers on his throat, dead mouths drinking hot blood. And of course, his mother had pounced, pulling him tight against her breast. Soft cloth and strong bone. The warmth of her like nothing else. The smell of her; herbs and cooking oil, perfume and steel.


And she’d reassured him that the warriors were long gone and the Emperor dead. And he knew it was true, because his own mum and dad had done it. She had shown him the sword she swung, and the armour she wore.


There were no monsters anymore, because his mother had killed them all. She had repeated this as she kissed his cheeks and tucked him back in. Tight as a shroud, she’d said. Ruffled his hair, kissed his forehead again, held on it. Said his name, which does not exist anymore. Which slips through the memory like an oiled absence, and vanishes.


Quickfish remembers the touch of her lips though, and the feel of her hands. The callus where the sword grip had rested. The way the killing she had done to keep him safe had marked her body. The way her smile lingered in lamplight as she kissed him. The way she shrank back into the dark bulk of his Da’s body, tipping her head for a different kiss. The pair of them against the light. Solid as shadow. Fading as his memory slips back to the present.


To the curve of a river, to the hill above a town. To a tomb upon the hill. Millet had survived the stories, but there was enough truth to them that he had been pulled out of Hesper to chase the shape of the tale. Roofkeeper dutifully plodding ahead of him, broad shoulders set against a fine rain, axe swinging loose at his side.


The tomb on the hill was real. And Thell was real. The Empire had been real. And perhaps their magic had been real. That magic that called the dead back simply for the memory of blood. The hunger for life.


Quickfish had read about it in the tower’s small library, and when that was exhausted and insufficient, taken himself to the street of small saints, and when that had given only rumours, he’d visited the Glass Archive, and paid the price for some real knowledge.


And what they had told him was simple: that Thell was an empire which had defeated death. Until it was itself defeated. His mum and dad had killed the monsters he now needed to find, and put the Republic in their place.


The connection was clearest in what the sources didn’t say, be they book or back alley or archive. The Republic was not so distant from the Empire it had overthrown. Something of that Empire still lived on in Thell. Which meant that magic might still sleep there. Like a maggot in the wound, like a worm in the soil.


And if there was any hope of bringing his mother back into the light, Quickfish would take it. Even if it meant stepping into the place of his childhood nightmares.


Ahead, Roofkeeper has stopped to chat with a miller working by the lock, with two children who are very hale, and not at all starved of blood. He looks back and beckons.


‘Got a bed for the night, and some food too if we don’t mind bending our backs to the wheel.’


Quickfish smiles at this man who has left house and home with him. Because of love. Because of hope that something can still be saved.


And maybe Quickfish had stopped believing that, at points. And maybe he needed to see that face, with its honest brow and firm bones. He catches up with Roofkeeper and kisses him on the forehead. Lingers on it for a second. Smiles at the kids as they go to chase ducks down the eddies.


‘Time to earn your supper, your majesty,’ Roof mutters, and Quickfish kicks him.


‘Time to mind your tongue.’


Roof holds his eye as he hefts a sack of flour. ‘I thought that was your job.’


And Quickfish doesn’t mean to blush, but the blood is in his cheeks before he knows it. Roof’s laughter cutting the rill of the mill water.


‘Come on, come on. Town’s not so bad after all, is it?’


Quickfish hefts a second sack, and looks at Millet as it shelters in the river’s bend. At his back, the Grey Towers of Hesper still limn the sky. In the tallest tower, his mother, and all the stories she ever told. If he’s going to get her back, he’s going to need to go Thell.


Perhaps it’s like Roofkeeper says. Perhaps the stories are just stories. Perhaps there is only enough magic left to fix the world, not break it again.


Shoulders set and cheeks aglow, Quickfish steps into the town, into the shadow of the hill, and the shadow of that tomb.
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These berks are so superstitious


they shit into their own shadows.


—Caskheart, first mate of the Pride of the Forests


The docks of Hesper embrace the water in long, lazy loops, switchbacks of solid stone, creating a series of calmer pools, a brief breathing space between the city’s ships and the ceaseless pull of East Tide.


A trade city from the very shape of it. Smaller ships and boats could make their way up the canals that climbed the cliffside, levered up on lock and muscle, and follow the waterways right out to the whitewashed merchant houses, with their low loading docks and broad, beautiful doors which opened with slowness, stillness, onto the sluggish waters. Shipwright could still remember the merchants carefully stepping down slick canal steps, lifting the trimmed hems of their gowns and robes free of the algae, running broad, confident fingers over wares which came from all corners of the world. Fruits shelled in hard black spikes, silks and linens and perfume. The bigger barges bringing the real trade; iron and brass and powder.


She could still remember the thrill of the mornings, floating markets flung wide, their owners crying out their newly arrived wares in a looping, liquid shout that was part song, part prayer, part auctioneer’s block. Browsing wares and delicacies in those low-arched salerooms, their roofs crisscrossed with geometric patterns that seemed to reflect and refract the water lapping inches from her feet.


Each shop had its own smell, a mix of the produce and incense, the sweat of the sellers and the pomade in their dark hair. She missed their confident, soft hands, offering up treats with a glint, a soft word, taking her money with twice the speed.


A good hustle, with everyone in on the con. And then breakfast on the canal’s edge, feet dangling above the water, stripping rind and spitting pips at the mouthy barge boys below. Behind her, that half-song, half-sale, growing and ebbing in the morning light. It almost felt like being home.


The ship’s sails snap uncertainly in the seaport’s breeze, jerking her loose from the soft grip of memory. Their sail-god is dying, a guttering pulse of buttery light in the struggling canvas.


Below decks, Shroudweaver holds the body of a dead man and weeps as he feels him buck and writhe. The last shreds of his existence burnt and cindered to feed the god that got them here. Shipwright wants to join him down there, but there’s no time. There hasn’t been time for months.


Above the looped entrails of her port, the Free City of Hesper squats like a vulture on a fresh kill. The talons of her grey towers spear into the twitching body of the city, their massive flanks writhing with rope and men. Once upon a time whitewashed and beautiful, perhaps; now stained by the smoke from a million foundries. The whole city stinking with the filth of war.


Shipwright watches her crew unload; barrels and bales, oilcloth swaddled blades bobbing and weaving their way down ropes and hawsers into the guts of the city. After that, thirteen long boxes, each bound with red ribbon by Shroudweaver. Proof against any final indignities for the crew of the Volante. The men and women were mostly quiet as they worked, focused on the task beyond what was necessary.


There had been precious little chat since the fall of Astic. The last of the border towns swallowed up by the grey tide of Crowkisser’s army. A few ragged survivors arriving in Hesper with tales that were too bloody familiar. Wild-eyed dissenters with their names peeled loose, fraying like chewed skin. Mad within a week, dead within two. And they were the lucky ones. Many of them hadn’t run fast enough. The sea and shore between Astic and Hesper were studded with bodies reeking of lemon and rot. Slickwalker ranging ahead of Crowkisser’s armies, burning through shadow and twilight to keep the exodus slim. How he did it, she didn’t know, but it chilled her blood. Almost as much as the other tales. Not spoken as loudly, no froth of ale or madman’s roil to muddy them. The tales that Fallon’s scouts told, that Astic had welcomed Crowkisser in. That even now, warm lights burnt in that little fisher town, and its people gave themselves over to the new regime, so long as the boats still sailed, and their nets still pulled fish. Shipwright hadn’t mentioned that to Shroud, not yet. Scared to, if truth be told. Could be that’s how this war would be won. Folk got tired of fighting.


She looked at her crew, and marked the strain of it on them, the shadowed eyes and shaking hands. Too much time taken up with running and hiding, even if they called it raiding. Crowkisser hunted the ship like a coursing dog, and her crew were run ragged. Almost all of them new fish, brought aboard after the last disastrous sally towards the south. Shipwright barely knew their faces, much less their names.


She cracks her knuckles methodically. Ah, well. Time enough for that if they survive.


As the last barrel bellies off into the depths of the city, Shipwright beckons her first mate towards her. Sandy haired, wide-faced and blue-eyed, scarred along the collarbone where something hot and hungry has tried to put an end to him. Slickwalker’s blasted gun, most likely. Makes him distinctive though. Let’s her hang onto his name.


He dips his head respectfully. She smiles.


‘Ropecharmer. All swinging steady?’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ he says, ‘Smooth and easy.’


Gods, she thinks, he’s fucking enjoying himself. Maybe it was easier, when you were young. She stifles a twinge of envy and steadies a hand on his shoulder. ‘OK, Rope. Take the rest ashore. Get them fed, get them laid, get them drunk. I don’t care but get them out from under my feet. I need you back by first swell, but no sooner.’


Her eyes slide up to the city’s writhing talons.


‘Shroud and I have to go see the boss.’
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the shepherd knows truths the sailor does not


that every byre is a fiction


that old heifers only rest in the teeth of dogs


A few hours later Shipwright and Shroudweaver stand in front of the High Lord of Hesper.


A decanter arcs lazily over their heads and bursts against the wall, spattering a room which looks like an antiquary’s wet dream. In the middle of it all, Declan Fallon, moustache bristling, arm in a sling and looking less than positive.


‘The Volante! That skinny fucking bitch. That pallid, dead-eyed slut. I’ll take her apart bone by fucking bone and never mind that ratshit lover of hers. I’ll shove his fancy fucking gun so far down his throat he’ll be shitting lead for years.’


Another wave of the arm that had sent the decanter to a better place.


‘That. Fucking. Slit. I’ll end her, see if I don’t.’


Shipwright rocks back on her heels. That was what someone like Fallon expected, all noise and bluster, flapping his mouth because he’d found a problem that his money and his cock couldn’t solve.


It might have worked on her once, a decade ago, two decades ago.


She glances at Shroudweaver to see if he is similarly impressed. The fingers of his left hand flash a quick response in Katkani tip-speak.


Let the bag empty itself.


She chokes down a smile and turns back to Declan. ‘We agree the problem is serious.’


The large man’s face purples in rage. ‘Serious? No. Serious is when the crops are slow. Serious is when the rifles run out of bullets. Serious is maybe, maybe when my feckless son disappears two ruddy months before our fucking chat here. Serious is when my wife can’t …’


Shipwright lets it all flow over her like the tide.


‘How is your wife?’ she asks quietly.


Fallon deflates like a sodden bellows.


‘She’s …’ His voice falters, fades into emptiness. ‘She … is. I suppose.’


For a moment, Declan Fallon is not the Lord of the Grey Towers, he’s something smaller, more delicate. If Crowkisser could see him now, Shipwright thinks, she’d break him into a thousand pieces.


Perhaps she can. Shipwright’s eyes flick over the shadows in the room. Shroud’s right. This isn’t a war anymore. She doesn’t really know what it is. Somewhere between a losing battle and a reluctant surrender.


She watches Declan shrink in on himself. Three years ago, he’d been planting trailing vines over the high balconies. Getting drunk mid-day. Talking about another kid, maybe. Three years ago, Shipwright had been thinking about a life on land. What it might be like to dig the earth. She hadn’t thought about children, but she’d dreamt spaces where they might be.


Now, she watched the shadows, and waited for the hammer to drop.
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Mind your mother’s words boy


Mind your father’s tongue


Mind the trade in liars’ coin


Beneath the turning sun


—Tannery kids’ kick song, Hesper


Fallon watches Ship and Shroud leave. Pathetic. He knows how it looks. He can’t make it look any another way. Grief hangs on him like whaler’s tarp and their sympathy is a finger in the wound.


He’d liked that decanter. He’d liked running this wild dog of a city. Riding home with his wife after the Revolution like the land itself had been carved for him. A proper victor’s return, stomping stallions and tossing banners.


A bit of peace after that. The world luring him in, letting him get soft. Arissa finally untensing and revealing the girl that lived inside the soldier, inside the diplomat. Quick smiles and soft touches, kisses in the stairwell that ran straight to his hips.


Mornings dicing and dickering with all the squabs and vultures that made up the shape of the city, Quickfish at his elbow, learning the trade. How to spot a bastard. How to slip a lie between two sheets of paper. How to hang a smile on your face and leave it clear of your heart.


Hesper had disagreed with herself since her founding. Founded by a guddle of captains rich enough and lazy enough to crave a big house on high cliffs, and just smart enough to realise they could run coin through their fingers from tariffs and trade, give their sword arms a rest, turn their criminal brains to more mercantile pursuits.


Brilliant idea. A potage of colossal egos and miserly cunts. That had been before his time of course. Over the years, all those captains and corsairs had fucked hard and brewed up a whole passel of mewling babes that craved not just money but legitimacy. So they had stopped calling themselves captains, and stopped sailing forth. Put down roots, hard, like a vine twining the throat of a tree, moving into all the trades that kept Hesper’s blood pumping. Forges, tanners and bilge-merchants. Cutters, crossers and crooks, the lot of them. Guilds. With guildmasters to lead them. Every one of them snakes in sharp coats, but wielding real coin, and wearing big, flashy hats, so impossible to ignore. The city needed money to turn, and Fallon needed the city to turn to keep his hand on the wheel. It was exhausting. Hard to believe he’d married into this. Stepped in that nest of snakes. All for her hand. For her smile. For Arissa.


The loss of the Volante would worsen things. The captain had been insufferable, a real preening prick, but he’d known what side his bread was buttered. And he’d survived the South.


That was how it was these days. Your friends were just those folk who’d stayed alive. Couldn’t be pickier than that, unless you were down in the Archive kissing glass.


Precious few friends for Declan Fallon, High and Knackered Lord of Hesper. Ship and Shroud, he’d grant. They’d stuck to him like barnacles on a bilge pump, even after the South burnt to glass and Crowkisser boiled up from her rancid nest with a pile of grey-cloaked, sharp-eyed menaces. Loyal to a fault, both of them, even when it cost them time together. Or space to breathe. Now, even that loyalty was showing cracks. Arissa lying between them all like a corpse in the wedding bed.


He knew everyone could smell it on him. The stink of grief. And he didn’t mind Ship or Shroud clocking it. He could wash off that shame with a few swigs of something amber and warm. But the other vultures squatting on Hesper’s corpse could see it too, and for them it was like chum in the water.


That’s why he’d held off going cap in hand to the guilds. Courting them was weakness. They came to him. He flattered himself that he was still the last word, despite it all. No one twitched in Hesper without his say.


Or so he hoped. He’d wound enough gilded chains around the worthies of the city to keep them to heel, but even he could feel a tension. The odd exploratory tug. This sorry excuse for a war had made everyone fractious. No clear victories, and Crowkisser’s grim little flock pecking at the edges of what little control he had left.


He hung on. For all Hesper’s newly minted guildmasters styled themselves as respectable men of business, they were only a few births and burials down from those pirate captains, and that corsair’s urge for control still stirred their blood. So, he let their pride and hunger run them into traps baited with good deals and firm handshakes. Balanced their urges and egos with ledgers, and threats. Debts due and debts owed. The red columns and the black.


He could feel the squeeze though. If Kisser kept up her current pace, she was going to swallow every wretched little hamlet that still clung to the black crust of the southern border. Something strange was happening there, a swing in the weather vane that didn’t quite add up. Resistance had been fierce to begin with, after the South burnt, and Hesper’s fleet had limped back to port. Terror had quickly turned to fury, and fury had kept the forges lit for a while, even the most callow entrepreneurs among Hesper’s grasping classes realising that to stay atop the pile, there needed to be a pile to climb.


When Crowkisser had taken her victory as a chance to stretch her claws northwards, the little southern towns scattered in her path had fought tooth and nail, panic lending steel to their spines. He’d run men and supplies out for months, until he ran out of men, and the towns ran out of living mouths and able hands.


Now, his scouts were whispering another, shittier story. Crowkisser and her shadow-walking hunting dog rolling up on those towns and being greeted with, if not open arms, then arms open enough for a boot and a gun barrel to be jammed between them. All those little southern villages choosing bowing heads over digging graves. A pragmatism that was impressive, but deadly to Fallon. For every town that realised that submission to the crow-witch was easier, the wall of free folk around the south crumbled. Every one of them a drop in the bucket, but enough drops, and that bucket would spill dross all over his boots.


The southern towns were just sprats though. The real twist of the knife had been Thell. Years they’d fought for that bastard lump of rock. He still had a hot pain above his hip where little shards of some jade mace ground against the bone, reminding him of his bad decisions. He should’ve known better. Thell had left quicker than a scalded cat when the world burnt, and stones piss on them for that.


Kinghammer and the rest of them tucking themselves away from the world, as if that seclusion wasn’t just a dangerous indulgence. He glances over the map to where the Stump lurked in the mountains. A fat little blot of selfish ink. A new capital for a new age that wanted precisely fuck all to do with the folk who had bled and died for it.


He’d understood it when they wanted to be left to themselves. A whole fledgling nation brutalised by what they’d fought through. Except, they weren’t bloody keeping to themselves anymore.


He takes some chalk and sketches, irritated, down the map. Crowkisser’s fuckery in the south had put the wind up Kinghammer, clearly. Just days later, and all roads north had been sealed. Villages cleared, livestock and people pulled up and into the shadow of the mountain and all of it done with the same clinical economy that had won Thell’s freedom.


Of course, when the scale of what Kisser had done became clear, as names fell like leaves and the prayers of hosts went unanswered, Thell had stepped its operations up a gear. Now, Hesper was squeezed between the hammer and the anvil. All their efforts to keep Crowkisser penned in the south fraying, as the southern villages tired, and great ships like the Volante slowly sank to the bottom of the sea.


The crow-witch nipping at his arse cheeks, and from the north, Thell sent patrol after patrol of harsh-eyed young warriors, hands sweaty on their leaf-bladed spears. Guarding the roads, so they claimed. Turning back every rider that tried to canter towards the mountain.


He scratches his stubble and sighs. Doing a damn sight more than that, he suspected. Thin columns of smoke kissing the Midlands sky. Some of his scouts had seen enough before they were turned homewards, riding back with warnings that Thell was marking its borders with blood and ash. Those tight patrols of lithe young killers alighting in villages which had hosted temples, seeking the god-touched, seeking hosts. Fallon was surprised they had found any worth marking. Most towns with temples had turned quick enough when the south burnt. As the sky split and ran, those poor folk playing host to the gods had felt the full effects, half their body clinging to the earth, and the other half boiling loose and fleeing to the heavens.


Easy enough to find scapegoats when they were stumbling through the streets, hair aflame, jaws loosening with stellar fire.


Not all the hosts had fallen in that first flash though. The divine had left them, of course. Broken, golden things spilling out of the first available hole, and writhing helpless in the streets until their scales and sinew twitched into the space between stars and air.


Without their gods, the hosts were a broken lot. Either in mind, or in body. The land round here had long been a good home for the broken though, and its people had picked up the pieces often enough that a few more wild-eyed mouths were no great hardship.


So some towns had kept their hosts, or husks, or whatever they were now that the gods had fled. Some pulled their weight, and some simply took up an attic cot and wept, singing songs their mothers had sung.


Fallon pours a splash of something fierce, swills it around his teeth. Thell was doing exactly what he would do in their place. He admired Kinghammer for it, the wall-toothed sod. They were hunting hosts. Burning out the god-touched, root and branch. And if every temple set alight took the town along with it, that seemed a price they were willing to pay.


He taps the glass on the centre of the map. A damp circle marking the worst of it. If Thell kept burning southwards, and Crowkisser kept pushing northwards, it didn’t matter how daintily Hesper hiked her skirts, she was getting fucked either way.


There had been other options, briefly. Nothing with enough clout, though. And he knew that for a fact, because he hadn’t been sitting on his hands while Ship and Shroud roamed the coast. He’d sent a skiff to Errant, but she was locked down after the famine, and there was rumour of a strangeness among her rulers. Some feral madness skulking across tile and trellis, blossoming in the bone. Fallon had skipped the details, he was already up to his neck in weird shit.


He’d sought out the Heron Halls as well, sent bird after blasted bird west across the waves, and heard nothing. Perhaps their cities were moving again, the current pushing them further than wings and hollow bones could reach. The best he’d got out of it was a few quiet nights in the aviary, and a sill covered in exotic, redolent excrement.


Birds and skiffs and messengers, a hundred fractured hopes tossed out into the wind. And what had it got him? A few polite lads from the Burners wringing their sooty hands and tugging their caps, muttering that the Forest sought only to weather the storm. Some well-meaning Midlands coin-kissers who had half a brain between them, and barely twice as many swords. A smattering of other soldiers of misfortune. It was embarrassing.


And always, Thell on the horizon. The great chain of mountains that held the new Republic stitching the far hem of the sky on clear days, just close enough to mock him with its distant, cloud-laced seclusion.


Thell’s soldiers were active and lethal, carrying torch and spear through the Midlands, but none of it to help Hesper. Fallon had toyed with going north himself, to rattle Kinghammer’s thick neck and ask what he thought he was playing at.


He sits down heavily, drains the glass. He’d rather stick his fist in a furnace. Hesper had bled enough for Thell, and if they wanted to snap at the fingers of any outstretched hand, let the rock take them. He had some pride still.


At his back the sounds of the city rolled against the towers. The songs of the canal workers, the canary clamour of the markets; the hot ring of forges, and the stench of tanneries. The answer was there for him, rising in his mind with the acrid reek of gunpowder, and the distant flash of blades on the walls.


He had to ask the guilds. Cap in hand. Which meant he needed something in the shape of a cap. And he had it, nestled there in his ledgers of account. Red debts which could be flipped to black, and black debts which could fall to red, with the barest nudge of his pen. The invisible weight hung around the guildmasters of Hesper. Something to trade that he was loath to give. And which he had to give. Which meant he needed another drink. He moves to fill the glass, then finishes the bottle, orange fire coating the back of his throat.


Was it really such a sacrifice? A few imaginary numbers for the bodies and blood to push Crowkisser into the sea?


The whisky swills around his teeth, acrid, burning, hard to swallow. Midlands grain lighting little fires on his tongue.


Still, it’s not that which chokes him, in the end.
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On the Dancing of Bones


On the Infusion of Smoke into Blood


On the Cost of Negligence


—Chapter headings, Archivist’s Primer, for Transparencies I–III


Hesper, the great city by the sea, offers a whitewashed tower room that smells faintly of gull, and a thin cot with roughened sheets.


To Shroudweaver, it’s paradise. He hasn’t slept much since the war began, especially not aboard ship, where the rocking and stretching of the boat makes him feel like a ratty squirrel clinging to a slim branch over the boundless sea.


Here, the stone is solid, and the covers, though rough, are pleasant. The linen lets in the lamplight, filtering it as he pulls them over his head.


He’s never craved the softer things. Life in the Aestering had been gentle, but it was a simple place, built of simple things. Rough textures and uneven edges suited him fine.


He’s slept enough in sailcloth and sheepcloth, under tarp and straw. This is, if not luxury, something close.


The thin mattress creaks as Shipwright slips in beside him, the weight of her bowing the bed, before the warmth of her stomach lines his back as she slips an arm around his shoulders. She smells of the port, a faint glisten of spice and oil. He kisses her wrist, her forearm, lets his lips linger on the thin white scars of lash lines and splinters that have healed into sailors’ silver.


Every time they climb aboard the ship, she exacts her toll of blood in a thousand small cuts. The ship herself is sleeping in the deep dock of Hesper, Ropecharmer pacing the deck like a cat, tying off and stowing to.


The docks are far from here. The city spilling from the towers in a ruck of tile, staggering merrily over the grid of canals that pull Hesper’s life through her sluggish body. Arched bridges and low porticos where the bargemen can pull to and trade in all the little scraps of sense-memory that make up this city. Thick-rinded fruit that stains the fingers and mouth, scraps of forgotten songs that have bubbled up over the Halls and been caught in their nets. Lean blades of copper, and fine-worked shawls that have come all the way from the mountains, from Thell.


The docks are far from here, and Thell is further still. Hesper sinks into the night like a bone into broth, and Shroudweaver lets himself sink with it. That thin mattress opens up to the softness of sleep. Shipwright’s breathing at his back stronger than the sea, soft and steady. The push of her stomach, the brush of her thigh as she settles closer.


Her hair falls over his face, and he keeps it like a curtain. The warmth of her skin is held in it, and a lightness from the herbs she washes with. She kisses his neck gently. ‘Stop smelling me.’


‘Can’t help it,’ he murmurs. And even those words come from a long way away, falling through the tiredness that pulls him down to dreaming.


Sleep like weaving, the soul unlatching from the world, and lifting to hover over dreaming bones. Night becoming a nest of breath and pulse. Sleep like the spaces between, where his magic lives. A weaving not his own. The world reaching for him. For the threads that connect him to the rest of the earth.


The docks are far from here. Thell is far from here. Even Crowkisser, dark and feathered, is far from here. There is only the solid wall of the Shipwright, and the halter of her arm.


He can rest. The world is far from here. His world is right here. There are no lines between far and near. He is a weight on the threads of the world, and time and distance fold under him like a sheet. He feels Shipwright’s fingers move through his hair and across his shoulders, and he falls into sleep.


The scholars of the Glass Archive refer to sleep as the dancing of bones. Bodies twitching in dream and nightmare, sketching a map of the roads that their minds run.


Does the world feel the Shroudweaver when he dreams? Does the world recognise the mind that slips into the dark?


Something marks him perhaps. Marks him like the fish feel the shadow of the heron. The dreaming world opens up paths for him. The world opens paths for the Shroudweaver, and he chooses one. As much as we choose anything. Like a deer chooses the forest, or an arrow chooses the heart.


In that small tower room, Shipwright holds him as he shivers and twitches. The man she loves, shaking like a dying leveret, a beached fish. It doesn’t worry her. This is how the evenings go, and have gone, and will go.


The scholars of the Glass Archive will have you believe our bodies are nothing more than the metronome of our souls. Do not confuse the instrument for the song, they will say.


The Shroudweavers knew the truth was more complicated, and the last Shroudweaver is about to find this out.


For he sleeps, and worse he dreams. With all the logic that his mind has left.


And in his dream, the broken earth is singing. Lowing like a calf just born.


And in his dream, he can go to the earth and place his hands upon it. He ties his red right hand to the soil, and digs deep.


And there is sense to this. For this is how he has always been able to work his magic. By the touching and binding of things.


And in this dream, the song of the earth is a chorus. The earth a composite of all the little lives that burrow within it. The lives of worm and beetle. The earth a composite of all the great energies that move above it. The weight of the glaciers, and the immense, heartless whirl of the stars. The earth itself vast, porphyritic. The past embedded within it, and moving through it. Great distant caverns where water falls unseen in the black. Hidden tombs where blind life is born and dies far from the touch of the sun.


The earth’s song is the wind moving through hollows and over hills. It whips him like a bird in a storm. Rips his hands from the skin of the world and hurls him into the air. Still there are threads here. His red right hand trails the red of binding, and his left begins to spark with the silver of sending.


The earth follows the red, and the air takes the silver, spinning him higher.


He laughs in the dream, and in the bed, Shipwright laughs too, as she feels his chest twitch. This is new. There is usually little joy in Shroudweaver’s dreams. But she does not see what he sees, the vast unrolling of the land, the shadows of forests and the blue cut of rivers, the black sink of the Midland swamps and the smudged trees of the Burner’s groves.


The earth’s song holds here, for he cradles the earth in his red right hand. Dark clods and red threads. The sky’s song joins it, and for a second, his heart feels light. He is a boy again. Beneath the Aestering grove, watching birches dance in the summer light. He relaxes, and the dream has him.


The land unspools below him. He can see the scars on it. He does not look south, he cannot, but even here the earth has seen too much. Not just the wars of Thell’s rebellion, but the smaller conflicts before and between. The bladedrinkers. Thriceflower. The land is green with grass and the grass is thick with barrows.


He is pulled faster in the dream. Northwards, with the song of the wind. He is a brother to geese and swans. Smooth, wild cuts of feather and noise barrelling through the stripped clouds.


He is pulled northwards, along what were once pilgrim roads, over the ruins of towns that held temples, market squares scoured empty, nursing only ash and mangy dogs.


Further north still, the grey of the air falling to blue with ice, and then purple with the growing cold. The shadow of mountains stretching over the land.


And here the towns are small things, and at their heart there are shrines, cold and empty. No candles, no meat, no offerings. The people left living in the shadow of the Barrowlands draw close to each other as darkness falls, and leave their shrines to the night, stroked by the calls of owls.


The scholars of the Glass Archive will have you know that every dream is a wealth of symbols, and that the body crawls through their meanings as the evening unravels.


The Shroudweaver would instead tell you this, were he awake: your soul will go where it is needed, pulled and bound.


By the time he realises where he is headed, it is too late. His dream-self greets it with fatalism, folding his body into the curve of the wind, and plunging downwards.


Sleet licks his skin, and the mountains open up to take him.


The land outside of Thell much as he remembers. Scattered now with cattle-fold and firepit, a few smaller, softer signs of life.


Thell remains the same. This Thell, which his mind has built. A composite of memory, and map ink. A dark line that cuts the sky like an absence. The white light of glaciers hanging on its far edge, like the whole chain of mountains might be a mouth waiting to unveil sharper teeth.


His mind does not panic, but his body does. In that thin tower cot, Shipwright grumbles as his ankles kick, and his brow sweats. Resignedly, she pours water from a pitcher, straightens the covers, sips.


Here, in the Thell of times gone, Shroudweaver falls towards the heart of it all – the Stump. Rock piled upon stone, battlements and hollow windows, and the flicker of red flags, bright tongues of flame in the dark.


The threads he holds unravel. The wind takes them.


He falls lower. The great escarpments loom, socketed and waiting. There is an impression of armour, of spears, but the dream does not care for this.


Instead, he falls towards a brazier that gutters against the cold. That spits as the sleet falls into the flame. As night pushes against the light, again and again.


The figure at the brazier is hooded, wrapped in rags of red and yellow. They smile, and the movement cuts the shadow of their face.


‘Weaver.’ A familiar voice; a familiar hand that passes a cup of spiced cider, thick and wild on the tongue.


‘You’re dreaming, Weaver.’


Shroudweaver answers in the voice of geese, of the snow.


The figure laughs. ‘Oh dear. You’re really dreaming’.


Shroudweaver answers in the song of the land. His hands scatter threads of red and silver into the flame.


The figure adjusts its robes, scratches its side. ‘I think this is supposed to be a prophecy, Shroud.’ They shrug. ‘Of course, it’s broken. Because the gods are dead.’


They scratch their ribs again, and the brazier flares. ‘You’re trying to dream a way to stop the godkiller, Weaver.’ The figure leans in, cloves and spice on their breath. ‘You’re trying to save your daughter while you sweat your skin off in a Hesper bed.’


Shroudweaver answers in the bark of a fox, juddering out of his jaw.


The figure by the fire starts. ‘Hm. Let’s sort this before it gets any worse. Do you want an omen?’


Shroudweaver does not answer. The ice is dancing on his skin in patterns of silver flame.


The figure’s voice deepens, their tan hands stretching against the fire. ‘I’m the omen, Shroud. Thell is an omen you made for yourself. If you want to stop a godkiller, you need to build a god.’


They stand and walk to the edge of the escarpment where the wind bites the skin. Their robes bowing back against the night, red and yellow and red again.


‘Do you remember how to build gods, Shroud?’


And Shroudweaver does, deep in his heart. But he waits for the answer anyway.


‘You build a god the same way you kill an empire – piece by bloody piece.’


The figure beckons him to the edge of the mountain, where the wind howls like a mourner.


Their arm is warm along Shroudweaver’s shoulders, where ice flickers in gouts of pale fire.


‘This is why the dream carried you here, Weaver. If you want a god to stop the godkiller, you need a composite. You need the biggest god-stitching your pallid hands have ever seen.’


They push on Shroudweaver’s shoulders until he is leaning out over the edge of the scoured field beneath the Stump. It opens up below him like a mother’s arms. The grass and roots falling away into pits of dark earth that writhe with bones.


‘We put them all here, Shroud. You and I. If you want to build a god, come to Thell.’


Their voice lowers. ‘We have all the pieces you will ever need.’


Shroudweaver tries to answer, but his voice emerges in that tower room, clipped with sleep.


Shipwright shushes him, holds him close, and in his dream, the figure does too. Their lips are dry and warm against his, their arms strong and firm.


The wind howls, and the clouds part to spill the light of the moon across their face.


And it is gold, and it is broken, and it is familiar. It has one eye, then two, then none. It smiles at him with the face of a friend, and an enemy, then kisses him again, as you might kiss a child, or a corpse.


‘Come to Thell and build me a god, Weaver.’ Its strong arms wrap around him, and the push is stronger still, sending Shroudweaver out, over the battlements and down into the bone-filled dark.


The song of the earth rises to meet him, and he screams, so much louder in that small, whitewashed tower room, that smells of gull and sweat, and Shipwright. He is sitting, wrapped tight in sheets and white as chalk. He tries to speak, but his mouth is full of the memory of bones, the dry weight of earth.


Softly, firmly, she places a cup of cool water in his hands.


‘Take it easy, skinny. Just a dream.’


He looks at her and she flinches, sees something in him that scares her. And he watches as she kills it, packs it away, and puts her arm around him.


‘Not just a dream, eh?’ she sighs. ‘Well, under the circumstances, I can probably let you take another huff.’


She leans her head into him. Her hair falls over his face like a curtain and he breathes deep. And for the second time that night, even as distant geese kiss the rim of the moon, he sleeps.
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the power of the gun doesn’t lie in powder, barrel or stock


it fires from the flicker in your heart as you thumb the trigger.


—Drill Hall Maxims, Coglifter


They wait for him in a quiet room. It is unprepossessing, in the way that only men desperately concerned with status can make a room unprepossessing.


A servant closes the door behind him with a soft click. Even the latch doesn’t want to make a fuss.


Fallon wants to make a fuss, to ripple the water. Instead, he stands in the wan light from the bullseye glass that frames the hall and waits.


There is a low curved table and six chairs. The leather on some worn near to fading and on others, ruddy as blood. He marks the spacing between the chairs, marks the carving on their backs, and the less official marks where daggers and nails have scratched boredom into the wood.


They file in soon after. Two of them, hooded, and masked. Like he doesn’t know every line of them; he could tell them in the dark just by their stink; good targets for a little hard trading.


Hammershy squats on the far chair like a rookery gargoyle, thighs wide and hands clasped, the reek of the forges rolling off him, burnt hair and salver’s grease. His eyes beneath the hood are wide, lucid. A dangerous man, all peace and steadiness until the time comes to break bones and collect dues. The face beneath the mask is a blunt thing, unworked ore thick with stubble.


He catches Fallon’s eye and grunts, lifts a finger. Somebody is feeling gracious today. A couple of seats down, Rookspit slides into a barely touched chair, thin bones hovering over the leather, like a little comfort might be caustic.


They have barely bothered with hood or mask. The rind of their smile slips out from behind the cloth, and thin, soft hair spills like thistledown across the blistered bone of their cheeks. The pale prince of catchpoles and thimbleriggers dances their toes on the threadbare carpet as if at the end of a gallows’ rope.


‘Gentlemen,’ Fallon says, and there’s barely any venom in it. ‘I have an offer.’


Hammershy snorts again, ‘Of course, Fallon. We have eyes and ears.’


Declan smiles, and he can feel the muscles in his face start to thrum as he holds them carefully, politely still. ‘I’m hoping you have brains, too, Shy. This war is turning the screws on us. Kisser’s turning the screws on us. We need money, we need bodies, and we need them fast.’


Hammershy leans back, a gold chain glinting in the thick net of hair that curls disrespectfully through the front of his robe. ‘You need money, Fallon. Your pretty wife’s sleeping, and you can’t dip her pockets no more.’


Rookspit snickers at this, and it turns into a snorting, hacking cough that flecks the table. ‘Do you miss dipping her pockets, Fallon?’


Declan feels a fire light in him. Decades on this earth and he’s never got any better at being talked down to. He lets it burn to ashes in his gut, because this is politics. This is what Arissa taught him to do.


‘I’ll keep it quick. You are both in deep with me. Shy, after that nonsense your crew pulled after-hours in the Dogloop foundry, you’ll be lucky if you see another contract before the winter snow.’


Hammershy opens his mouth, and Declan barrels on. ‘Yes, yes, I know. Exuberant lads, boys will be boys, but it takes months to chip slag off the bottom of the canals, and it’s my men doing it, and my waterways clogged with that idiot spill.’ He turns to Rookspit, who is watching him rather like a frog might watch a windmill, wide-eyed and gormless.


‘And as for you, there are currently two ships short crew because you traded them in for bounties. The diggers outside of Twelvebarrow keep talking about ghosts, but I bloody know it’s you from the description, and you owe me at least six port bells which have “accidentally” fallen from their belfries and split into unstamped currency in your shoddy little clipping dens.’


Rook twines a coil of hair around their finger, then pulls it loose with a hiss.


‘Sailors shouldn’t be misbehavin’ under the silver moon. And I am only a ghost when it is required of me. As for your bells,’ they shrug expressively. ‘I needed some quick cash, mighty Lord.’


Fallon paces. This was how they liked to play it. Hammershy the stolid obstacle, Rook all twists and lip. It was an act; two different coloured sheathes for two very sharp knives.


He glances at the window, thin light falling from the day. ‘I’ll keep this quick. I will scrub the debts you owe. Lock and stock, root and branch, and I will feign stupidity if I get any hard questions on that topic. Two nice clean slates.’


Hammershy has a poor poker face, on occasion. ‘And in exchange?’


‘In exchange I want your best. Men, and blades and enough coin to send them roving to the blasted arse of the world if required. Enough to split Crowkisser’s lip and buy us some time. Let’s say a two-month lease.’


The two guildmasters look at each other. A bluebottle plinks against the sun-warmed glass, before bumbling downwards to die.


Hammershy shifts, drums thick fingers together. ‘Well, that seems …’


Rookspit holds up a pale, loose hand. Amazingly, Hammershy stops and leans back, like his mother has just walked in to collect him from school.


Spit takes their time, lowers the hand, rolls their shoulders. Theatre, theatre, bloody theatre.


‘Got something you want to say, Spit?’ Fallon asks. A little push.


Rookspit’s eyebrows raise, pale as milk worms on the soft bone of their face. ‘Shall I, Hammer?’


Hammershy shrugs. ‘You are your own creature, Rook.’


Another laugh at that, limp and spidery. From the floor above, muffled voices. The thump of something heavy hitting the floor.


Hammershy glances up. ‘Pick it up Rook, we have other engagements.’


Fallon nods. ‘Like your colleague said, what’s on your mind Spit? It’s a good deal.’


Rookspit shrugs. Rookspit shuffles their feet. Rookspit leans forwards, runs an exploratory finger up a nostril.


‘Found a snail in my boot today, Fallon. Found him with my toe.’


Hammershy laughs despite himself. ‘How’d a snail get in your boots, Rook?’


The look Rookspit shoots him is pitying.


‘Left them behind when I was scurrying up by Teller’s Bell, didn’t I? Came back after I’d cut a slice or two from the Malker’s lot, and there he was tucked into the tip, quite the thing. Little idiot. Found him with my big toe, Fallon. My foot was the last thing he ever felt falling from on high.’


Their palm arcs toward the wood, miming. Rookspit cranes closer, their long lean fingers reaching over the table.


‘First the crunch of his little walls, then all the goo and juice of him spurting up between my toes.’


Hammershy grunts.


Rookspit laughs, thin and looping. ‘Too messy for you Hammer? Not enough steel and scorch, eh?’ One lean finger makes an obscene gesture, and even Fallon smiles.


The grin falls off Rookspit’s face like a dropped curtain.


‘I need to know if I’m the snail Fallon, no matter how much you’re offering.’


Hammershy straightens at this, listening.


‘Me and my broad-beamed associate here are holding up a lot of your precious city. Even if we have taken the odd liberty in the process. In fact, we’ve got it cupped top to bottom, roofs to rats, and so we have to be real careful.’


Their hands move fluidly, flicking a small ball of something unpleasant down the table. ‘Everything we move from one place, has to come from another place.’


Rook looks up, their eyes the green of pond scum. ‘Everything we give to you has to be paid for from somewhere else. I ain’t saying we don’t like what you’re offering. You could swing our red columns black with a stroke of the pen, and starlings’ shins if that wouldn’t open up some options for me, never mind old Hambone over the table.’


Hammershy snorts, but nods. ‘They’re right. Irritating, but right.’


‘But it ain’t just about the columns. We are committed, meat and bone and coin. Everything we have is going to keeping this old girl turning, because we are more easily shaved than we have ever been.’


Long fingers trace the grooves of the table, sharp nails picking at the joins. ‘All it takes is a promise from the little crowkissing girl, and a village that used to send piss to the tanners is singing holy holy shag-a-fishy. And what’s piss you say? Well piss is money, and piss is half a walk towards armour, and armour keeps you half a step from death.’


Hammershy opens his mouth, but Rook is in full flow. Fallon watches their hands wave. ‘And sure, OK, you cuts my red columns in half and you gives me new black columns, but my pisspots are still empty, and the young lads that used to run scopes up on the Cheapskin way have left, and where are we going to find them?’


Spit’s eyes flash. ‘One of them puts on a grey hood and starlings’ tongues! Now he’s singing shag-a-fishy with the rest of Crowkisser’s lot, and one of them, he runs west over the sea, and the last we see of him he’s lining the plushy guts of a whale. And the last one, he steals my horse, my beautiful palfrey, the one with the white neck and he rides north towards Thell, and maybe there’s something in him that sets off those stone-lickers from the mountain. Eyes a little too gold, or maybe he smiles when the sky is bare and they decide he is host-holding! God-tainted! And bang, his ribs are split with a spear, neat as old Hammerhonk splits the withy and the steel.’


Hammershy finally gets a word in edgeways. ‘What Rook is saying is that numbers are just numbers without bodies and matter underneath. We are running out of able bodies, and we are running out of material. Port’s not pulling like she used to and the land is dry. We can’t trade what we don’t have.’


Rookspit leans forwards and there is something lean in them now, like an alley cat. And Fallon remembers where this man came from, and who disappeared to get him there. Those green eyes flash, the skin at their sides flaking, pale.


‘Hammer’s right for his one allotted time per day, so listen up, we need more than promises. We can’t give you no more, because it’d be like taking blood from one lush organ to flush another. Heart thrums, lungs die. Lungs puff, guts shit. You follow me?’


Rookspit frowns. ‘Frankly, the others ain’t here because they already feel like you’re bouncing on our necks like a five-day rope, and they’re shit-sick of it.’ They smile again, that wet rind of teeth. ‘But Hammer and I, we are practical and honest and we wanted you to know that it ain’t a no ’til the worms eat birds, it’s a no until you get some new blood into the system.’


That sallow face is flat, serious. ‘Corpses or coin, meat or money, we need men and we need funds, Fallon. Get them from somewhere other than us, split sky above, because we are running out of time.’


‘And?’ Hammershy rumbles.


Rook looks at him like the interruption is a hot poker down the shirt. ‘And we don’t know enough about what’s going on.’


They lean further forwards still now, their knees brushing the edge of the table, feet on the chair, sticky boots neatly balanced. ‘This is weird shit, Dec. Weird shit. The Grey Lady’s gone and Hammer and I, we respect you, you know, in fact, I guess all the guilders do, but you ain’t her, and you weren’t born to it, you’re a …’


‘Shepherd’s son,’ Hammer grumbles.


‘Sheep fucker,’ Rookspit finishes, smiling.


Fallon tries not to rise to it, but he feels the bile choke him. Same old story, like all of them weren’t a few steps down from pirates and vagabonds, vermin of the seas. But he was worse. He was land vermin, and he’d worked his way in through love, rather than at the point of a sword.


The room feels close, stuffy, the wan light washing over the thunder in his temples. Maybe things could change. Maybe the sword diplomacy could start now. No. Stupid. Ship and Shroud are depending on him. Hesper depends on him. He breathes, long and ragged. In through the nose, out through the mouth, like Arissa taught him.


As if reading the room, Hammer raises his hands. ‘Look, leadership or provenance disputes aside, it doesn’t change the brute facts. We need the bodies. We need the money. From outside Hesper. We need new blood.’


‘And,’ Rookspit says, eyes savage now, like flint struck on emerald. ‘And, I need to know if I’m the goddamn snail.’


Fallon snaps at that, steps forwards, and gods it’s good to see them both flinch. Even if it’s just a little, even if it’s quickly hidden.


‘What is your point, Spit?’


Rookspit steadies themself, those lean fingers adjusting a belt beneath that ragged robe. Their dangling mask swings now, the grey cut of his chin sharp as he speaks.


‘My point is, Fallon, that them as hides themselves away sometimes survives, and sometimes they get squashed by toes they never even imagined. My point is that I don’t know where the crow-witch gets her shit from. It’s weird. My point is that there are bigger forces at play then we can even see. And I’m wondering – is we the snail? Or is we the foot?’


They crawl forwards on to the table until Fallon can smell them, the acrid snap of lockpicker’s acid, and the mildewed damp of hours spent on the belfries and roofs.


‘My point is are we the snail, or are we the toe? Because we sure as shit ain’t the boot.’


Hammershy says nothing, already standing. The meeting over for him. Fallon’s lost them both. Rookspit follows him, scampering along the table. They cast a look over their shoulder, a flash of sour green as the mask is drawn back below their eyes.


‘I need to know, Dec, I need to know what we’re dealing with. I’m not moving until I know the shape of the boot, and that’s the all of it.’


Hammershy holds open the door graciously for Rookspit, who tumbles off the table, and brushes themself down.


As he moves to pull the door closed, the forge-master catches Fallon’s eye, and the two huge men regard each other for a moment. Dust hangs in the yellow light.


‘New blood would mean a tighter grip, Fallon.’


Fallon nods.


‘You need a tighter grip, Fallon.’


Fallon nods.


Hammershy tips his head. ‘Otherwise, well.’ And he taps something at his hip beneath his robes that rings with steel. ‘Otherwise, we’ll forge something new.’


The door clicks softly closed.


Fallon walks to the bullseye window, to that yellow light, grubby and old with filth and flies in the corners, for all it seems grand. Beyond that, distant, like another smudge across the skyline, the great mountain kingdom. The unspoken weight pressing down everyone on both sides of this war.


His last benighted resort.


Thell.
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there is a deer who has come by the cairn in recent years.


a pale deer, and alone


its eye frozen on the line of birches


it sees nothing


not shadow, not new grass


not ancient blood


—Lament for the Back of the Land, excerpt


They reconvene in the port tower at evening bell. A carillon running across the roofs of Hesper as windows are flung and kitchens sizzle with the tang of meat and spice. Tonight, Declan Fallon has set a more sober table. Shipwright can read his mood in the cringing of the servants who do their very best to fade into the walls, or dissolve into the dust that coats the tower floor. Fallon has not been entertaining very much.


The man himself is already present, sat on the long side of the table, a half-drained mug by one hand, a sheaf of papers in the other. He looks up as she enters, and waves pointedly at the seat opposite.


‘Just you?’


She shrugs, which is enough to send the serving boy at her shoulder scurrying.


‘Shroud’ll be along. He slept like shit.’


She waves her own empty glass at the nervous boy. ‘Please, lad, I think I’ll need it.’


He pours a slug of some bitter black ale straight into fine gilded stemware. And if that doesn’t tell her the state of things, what would?


She sips. ‘Should we wait?’


Fallon snorts. ‘We should.’


Silence falls. The city rumbles along outside the window, cat squall and birdsong falling to the first tipsy shanties rolling up the walls from early starters taking shore leave.


Shipwright rearranges the cutlery and sips again, casting a plaintive look at the serving staff who studiously avoid her eyes. She stops drumming her fingers on the table when Fallon glances up from the papers; jigs her leg on the floorboards instead.


‘Widow’s tits, are you going to dance a full hornpipe for me, Ship?’


Shipwright sinks the ale, and straightens the forks again. ‘I’m not in the mood, Dec. It was a long voyage, and a longer night after.’


Something in Fallon softens for a second, then he turns back to the papers. ‘Your beau better get a shift on.’


As if on cue, Shroudweaver enters, ragged as an owl in an aviary, something feral in his gaze. His robe askew, with wisps of red, cindered thread trailing from his wrist. He sees their eyes on him, and seems to realise he is expected to speak.


‘There was a dream. I mean. Last night. And then this morning, I was experimenting. Trying to get a hold of it.’ He waves his right hand casually. Something stinks of saltpetre.


Fallon says nothing, just motions the servants to bring trays, salvers, platters filled with an excess of good food. Tense as she is, Shipwright’s mouth waters.


Shroudweaver settles next to her with a faint air of embarrassment, but there’s something worse beneath it. He’s thrumming like a violin string, taut with worry. She leans in, fixes his robes, tucks a particularly wispy strand of hair behind his ear.


‘Let’s just ride this out.’


Shroudweaver nods and makes a pretence of fussing with his cuffs. A splash of some pleasant fizz, and a little grilled bird wallowing in butter steadies him somewhat. She watches him start to come back together as he gently peels the meat from the bone. Good – she needs an ally.


Before Fallon even opens his mouth, Shipwright knows this is going to be a long dinner. The old bull’s weighed down with the kind of misery that slides into spite. He starts holding forth, the cup waving in his hand, his fingers stabbing at the papers fluttering in the other. Shipwright lets it wash over her, admiring the patterns on the glassware. She’d picked these out with Arissa in a little trinket shop, a long, long time ago. They were passé even then, but there’s something in the cut of them that reminds her of home.


The thought of home holds her for a while. Fallon says something about the Volante and she nods. He curses out the guilds of the city for being stretched too thin to help, and she nods. He ticks a litany of dead ends off on his fingers – Errant, the Heron Halls, the Burners.


She nods.


Half of them Shipwright had already chalked up as lost. She’s sailed farther by far than Fallon over the past little while, but she knows he needs to strike them off his list, to balance the sheets. She also knows that every fleck of spit, every slammed fist and dancing plate, every palpitation that runs through the staff is cover for something worse.


This table is set for three, when there should be four.


Arissa’s absence is a palpable, crushing thing. Not just for Fallon, for her too. It doesn’t quite floor her, but it almost does. Her fingers tighten on the glass. Beside her, Shroudweaver’s hands skip a quiet, fluttering dance.


Beware the shards of a broken pot. A wrist twist, a shoulder dip. Hawks most fear an empty nest.


And with that, Shipwright notices the other ghost at the feast. Quickfish, not long gone, but so dear to Fallon’s heart that the stupid man hasn’t spoken of him since.


She flicks a quick message back across the table.


Pups run and hounds howl.


Shroudweaver’s answering shrug is fluid.


Katkani is too poetic for this room, for this space that Declan fills with rage so they won’t notice the sour stench of his grief, or trace it in his rumpled clothes, his shadowed eyes, the yellowing of his large horse teeth. She half expects Shroud to step in, but something else is tugging at his attention, his pale eyes flicking from Declan to the table and back. This theatre of attention, she knows it all too well. He’s running some calculations neither of them are in on, rolling something else around in the bone box of his skull. She’s on her own.


Thankfully, Declan blows himself out after a time. He slumps in the chair, one leg slung baldly over the arm, the curve of his belly clasped under strong hands, like an old wolf woken in the wrong season.


Not brought to bay yet though. Shipwright has sailed and failed with Declan more times than she can count, and she knows every movement that signals him limping back to the fray. He strokes his moustache with thick brown fingers, slurps from the mug. Shipwright can see his thoughts marshal themselves, and watches the confession bubble up like marsh gas.


‘Look, I don’t want to be the one to say it.’


She can see that he does, as if some perverse imp’s goading him on. She laughs. At least it’s humour, at least it’s something.


‘I don’t want to be the one to say it,’ he continues, as she rolls her eyes. ‘But I have begged and bartered and run every last rat road I can to get us the bodies and blood we need to push Kisser back properly.’


He flaps the papers. ‘I have offered favours and forbearances and things I should not even have considered. I have done everything possible save bending myself over the table and pulling down my breeches, but the fact of it is, I am down to one miserable option. It’s shaped like my worst bloody nightmare, and filled with fickle fucks I haven’t seen in years.’


Shipwright looks at Shroudweaver. Shroudweaver looks at Shipwright. She can see the shape of that great, black mountain reflected in his eyes.


‘Thell,’ she says, the sound of it on her tongue like a stone down a well.


‘Aye, Thell,’ Fallon agrees.


Shipwright waits for Shroudweaver, for some comfort. He puts a hand on hers, but his smile is thin, absent. He’s seen this coming, and those numbers are still running in his head.


‘Thell’s a big risk, Dec,’ she says. ‘Worse than a risk. A millstone.’


Fallon sniffs. ‘Right again. Plus, there’s him.’


‘Him?’ Shipwright says, even though she already knows. Another ghost loping into the room.


Fallon sinks lower, mournfully ripping apart a quail.


‘Kinghammer.’ He sucks grease from a thumb.


Shipwright smiles weakly. ‘He’s not been returning your letters?’


It’s a bad joke that falls as flat as it deserves.


Fallon’s face twists as he works around a lump of gristle. ‘Worse than that. Keeping one toe just the right edge of hostile. And after what the rebellion cost us?’ The stripped leg waves expressively. ‘His weeping Republic is mortared with Hesper blood.’ He snaps, sucks marrow. ‘With my wife’s blood, Ship.’


Shipwright reaches for some fruit, digs in with her thumb. The juice stings.


‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, then. For the sake of your heart, if nothing else.’


The look Fallon shoots her is venomous, but she ignores him, breathes deep.


‘What do we have left?’


Shroudweaver twitches, but Fallon answers.


‘Scraps. That slit shredded us good. The Volante was one of the best we had.’


‘What do we have left?’ Shipwright repeats, using the tone she saves for cabin boys. Arissa always responded well to that one.


Fallon picks at the skin on his lip. ‘The Hart’s Pride, the Maiden of the Forests.’


She waits.


‘You,’ he finishes lamely.


‘Shit,’ she says, her mind a mess of half-remembered faces. ‘We can’t keep Crowkisser penned in with three ships.’


Fallon’s fingers idly trace the table, running over a map of shipping routes, currents inked in blue and green and black. ‘There were a few others. They sailed north and west a while ago. It’s not their fight, and I didn’t have the money to keep them.’ He laughs. ‘I only have the Hart and the Maiden because they’re in too deep to leave without collecting.’


Shipwright shakes her head. ‘Never thought I’d see you happy to have creditors.’


She glances down at the map, at the couple of hundred miles of coast between Hesper and Astic further south.


Declan watches her with dark eyes. She can feel him waiting for a miracle, for her to be a clever, useful knife.


She shakes her head, and watches his shoulders drop.


‘Starving her out was a nice idea, but it’s out the window now. If we had the full fleet …’


He slumps back down, digging a finger in his ear. ‘If. But most of the ships on this side of the world are at the bottom of the sea. We can rebuild, but it takes time, takes money. Worse than money, it takes boots on the ground.’


He slaps the papers on the table. The staff recoil. ‘Money, I have, for a little longer. Arissa’s father was a parsimonious prick, and I’ve always been good at stretching it. Boots are trickier.’


Shipwright opens her mouth, but he holds up a finger.


‘People keep dying, Ship. And the ones we have left are looking after their own. No matter how hard I tug on the gilded hooks.’


She says nothing, drumming her foot under the table as the blood starts to sing in her ears. She glances at Shroudweaver for a bit of back up. Finally, he surfaces from whatever thought is holding him, his voice quiet, tired.


‘So it’s coming to a fight?’


Fallon scratches. ‘Might do. We’re fine here. We’ve got the walls. The guns. What we don’t have, like I said, is the people.’ His lip curls. ‘Most of them are growing weed down south with my fucking ships. And the rest are tied britches-and-bollocks to the guilds, who have no interest in burning bodies against that little witch. So, no people.’


‘I don’t think she has the people either,’ Shroudweaver mutters.


Fallon’s face is sceptical. ‘You know that?’


Shroudweaver shakes his head. ‘Not for sure, but you saw what happened.’ He presses his lips into a thin line. ‘I’d say at best, she’s got the northern line of towns. Astic, of course, but that was a stroke of luck.’ He ticks them off on his hands. ‘Sedge, Fallow, Vantage, Dryke.’ Holds up five fingers. ‘It’s not much.’


Fallon sucks his teeth. ‘Not much for now, but we didn’t expect Astic to fall so fast. That bitch is persuasive when she wants to be.’


Shipwright takes her eyes from the map. ‘There’s another problem.’


‘Oh good.’ Fallon waves a hand. ‘Go on. Keep shitting on my doorstep.’


She makes a face. ‘Thanks, Declan.’ Her fingers sketch a route on the map, from Astic, up the coast, and past Hesper.


‘She doesn’t need to come here, she just needs to push past us. If she can get far enough north or east, she’ll open up new supply routes, at the very least. More likely, she’ll roll up a few more villages into her loving arms. Tips the numbers against us even more.’


Fallon purses his lips. ‘Do you really think those Midlands swamp-lickers will fall for her shtick?’


Shipwright shrugs. ‘Maybe not. I can’t guarantee it though.’


Fallon tuts. ‘There’s not enough of them to make a difference. There’s nothing big enough to give her the bodies she needs, unless she makes a run right up to the mountains and the Republic.’ He raises an eyebrow, pointedly.


Shipwright blanches. ‘She wouldn’t?’ Just the thought of it chokes her. That mountain. That war. The blood hammers in her throat.


Shroudweaver looks between the two of them. ‘Just because we haven’t? She might, if she was desperate enough.’


Fallon pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘If for example, she’d been starved out by a ragged-arse naval blockade for the last two and a half years?’


He stabs the point of his knife into some unlucky squab.


‘Which brings me back to my original, miserable option. We have to beat her to it, to Thell. We need them back onboard before we get squeezed between north and south like a nut in a vice.’


Shipwright and Shroudweaver glance at each other. Shipwright shifts awkwardly.


‘When was the last time you were up there?’ Shroudweaver asks, gently.


Fallon walks his fingers up the map. ‘Fuck knows. Ten, fifteen years. It’s over five hundred weeping miles.’


‘Exactly,’ Shroudweaver says. ‘We haven’t seen them since the fall of the Empire. Near enough twenty years. Who knows what they’re doing up there? Heaven knows we didn’t leave reeking of glory.’


‘Dog piss,’ Fallon says. ‘They only chased you out because you saved them. Nobody likes owing their life to someone. And fucking nobody likes their saviour popping in every couple of weeks.’


He uncorks a fresh bottle of something amber and acrid and swills it morosely.


‘Those bloody-lipped stone-fuckers crave independence like mother’s milk and your skinny little arse reminds them they’d still be dancing on the Emperor’s ragged strings if it wasn’t for you.’


Shroudweaver grimaces. ‘That might all be true, but we’re a generation down from any good we ever did. Skinpainter’s the only real friend we have left up there, and they can’t tell half of what they saw. Kinghammer’s grateful, I’ve no doubt, but he’s ambitious too. I don’t fit his plans. And his kids have had decades to hear tall tales about me. The problems I caused. The hands I forced.’ He twines a loose hair, pulls. ‘We might find allies up there. We might get a spear between the ribs.’


Fallon leans in. ‘I get it, but we have a window. Kisser won’t get a warm welcome up there either. Not from what I’ve heard. Tight lips and tight borders. Scared of the gods, and of what killed them. That’s why Kinghammer’s closed himself up tighter than a spinster’s clam. That’s why half my scouts are riding back with damp breeks and lame horses.’


Shipwright pushes aside the thrum of her own pulse and fumbles for the glass. ‘It’s too much of a risk.’


Fallon’s eyes narrow. ‘Since when did you run scared of a little risk?’


‘Since I fished the crew of the Volante out a cold sea, Fallon. If we go back to Thell, we have no idea what we are walking into. They have done everything to push us away. And nothing to invite us.’


She looks to Shroud, beseeching. ‘Tell him, love. Tell him that we can’t go through that again.’ And he, more than anyone should know. This should be the easiest sell.


Except she sees his fingers stiffen, and his shoulders set, and she knows that secret he’s been hiding is about to slink forth. All those unspoken equations finally adding up.


‘I had a dream,’ he says, and there’s a dry humour to it, because he knows how stupid it sounds. And of course, she remembers the dream, and his shaking, twitching bones, but he hadn’t said anything, just sipped his water and gone back to sleep.


Fallon clocks it though. He sees the shift, and practiced politician that he is, moves in.


‘A dream?’ Careful, considered. It’d be easy to mock this, but Fallon knows when to play it close, play it kind.


‘Shroud,’ Ship says, but he waves her away. His fingers flutter again.


the heart like breathing, the truth like breath


And it isn’t fair for him to say that. But she loves him, so she chokes down the fear coiling in her lungs and waits.


Shroudweaver speaks, and the way he holds himself, you’d think his entire body was trying to move away from the words. ‘If we want to stop a godkiller, we need to build a new god.’


‘Bloody shit,’ Fallon says. He holds his hands out in front of him, palms out. ‘OK, give me a damn second. I was expecting a gunshot and you fired a broadside.’


Shipwright watches them both and tries to nail them to their chairs with sheer willpower. She wraps her fingers around the delicate stem of that pretty glass and tries to stop the world from turning. It fails, like it always does, catastrophe rolling in on the riptide again.


Fallon levers himself up, swearing and carping. He walks around the table until they are all on the same side, until he’s close enough to shove himself between Ship and Shroud, close enough to lay a meaty hand on the weaver’s thin shoulders.


‘What are you saying to me, Shroud? Could we hit her with one of your gods then? A sucker punch? If we find a body fresh enough and strong enough, could one of those little golden bastards blow a hole through that feathered bitch?’


Shipwright watches Shroudweaver compose himself, the tiny pulse in his neck the only sign of his racing mind.


He shakes his head slowly, chews his lip. When he speaks, his words click into place like the tumblers of a lock.


‘No. No, I don’t think so. Whatever she’s done, she’s changed the rules.’


He pauses, turns, stretches fingers through worried hair.


‘Or at least, she’s changed the rules as I understand them. Calling gods. It’s … not what it was. It costs more. They burn out faster. The fuel required is … unimaginable. Even little gods cinder quick.’


He breathes, thin and shuddering. ‘Perhaps though, if it was big enough. There’s only once place we could get the bodies for it. Only one place where enough of the dead will linger long enough.’


Fallon frowns. ‘I don’t follow.’


Shroudweaver glances up at him, then takes his hand. Traces his fingers over scar and callus as he talks.


‘Calling a god. It’s like striking a light. Building a home. Making a body into tinder and kindling. Building a god? That’s like taking every light you could have struck, and stitching them into a sun. Everything burns. And the light of its burning takes on a life of its own.’


His fingers tighten. ‘I can’t begin to describe the scale of it. The cost of it. It took years for me to grasp it, even though they hammered it into us day after day. The cost of creation. The howling flame of gathered fire. The forging of a new god. A composite thing.’


Shroudweaver drops Fallon’s hand, the blood leaving his face. ‘Put it this way, Declan. Only Thell has seen enough death. The death it was born in, the death we caused. The death that came before.’


Fallon’s eyes are wide. Shipwright can sympathise. He’s touching on the wild edge of the world where only a Shroudweaver walks. That kind of talk does strange things to the heart.


Shroud himself is oblivious, running the numbers again. He coughs and dabs at his lips. ‘I think if we can beat Crowkisser to Thell then I can summon something that will be strong enough to stop her.’ He pauses. ‘If she gets there first? At best she takes the city; at worst she finds allies. We can’t let her do that. We won’t survive that.’


There’s something else in his tone there. Shipwright sees it for a second, like a grey fish dipping under grey water, another lie slipping beneath the first. She grips the stem of the glass hard enough that it creaks. Now is not the time.


Shroud is still talking, leaning into Fallon’s arm, his irritatingly attentive head.


‘Stopping her though. That needs something that can knock her flat. That needs a composite. A gathered flame. I can do that.’


His voice quietens, drops into his chest, emerges cold, and thin. ‘I’ve become the kind of person that could do that.’


The admission knocks something out of him and he shrinks in on himself.


Shipwright watches Declan. She’s expecting a clever line or some brutal sentence that still gets him what he wants, but that stupid, bullish man surprises her again.


Shroudweaver flinches when Fallon puts an arm around him and pulls him tight. It feels genuine. She desperately wants it to be genuine. They stand like that for a moment, his slim frame held close to Fallon’s broad chest, his forehead light against his ribs. Shipwright wants to hold on to the fury inside her, to nurse it until it’s a knife that will cut away the half-truths still clouding the air. But the look of them, the pair of them – a wounded deer and a ruined house.


Shipwright watches Shroudweaver unravel, and when he begins to cry, she feels something hard break inside her. Something that’s been inside her since Astic. Since Crowkisser. Since the end of the world.


That knife she wants to keep hold of crumbles into nothing. And Declan Fallon, that big, drunk, arrogant prick, he puts one broad hand on Shroudweaver’s shaking shoulders and he kisses the top of his frail head.


‘It’s OK,’ he murmurs. ‘It’s OK. We’ll put it all back together. You and me and Ship.’


Shroudweaver shakes quietly. And Declan Fallon, Lord of the Grey Towers, Warden of the Free City of Hesper, holds him as he cries.


Shipwright smiles softly, despite herself. When Declan beckons her with one broad arm, she joins them, and it almost feels like coming home. It almost feels like coming home, even though the blood thunders in her head, and her palm aches from the pressure of near-shattered glass.
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there are men in the far sea


who swim up rivers


the sea unzips their spines


lays salt into their bones


—The Blue Beyond the Halls, Hallowfeather


Afterwards, the sun sets over the great grey towers, quieted now by the oncoming night. Shipwright looks down at Shroudweaver, asleep again, covered with thin cotton, his chest rising and falling with a steady, child-like rhythm. For the first time in weeks, she lets herself relax.


He needs the rest, and so does she. She sits on the corner of the bed and unclasps her boots, peels back thick socks and stretches her toes with an audible sigh.


Shroudweaver mutters in his sleep, and she watches his bone-spun body writhe as she runs her hands through her braids, unpicking them one by one, setting the pins to one side. There’s never enough time, every day a little wearier. Her fingers linger on a pin, carved from the shell of one of the turtles that used to cluster around the pillars of her house, red as a low fire. She turns it once, twice, fingers catching a little jagged edge she hadn’t noticed before.


The knock on the door startles her. He’s standing there, filling the frame.


‘Hello, Declan,’ she says.


He smiles and waves a bottle at her. ‘Thought I’d keep you company. Apologise a bit, for earlier.’ He glances at Shroudweaver. ‘How’s he doing?’


Shipwright pops the cork, swigs, purses her lips. ‘Better now. He’s been pushing himself too hard. Holding too much.’


Declan settles down on the bed which creaks in protest. ‘He always did.’


She sees him try to form Shroudweaver’s old name on his lips, watches his tongue slip and choke on it.


He ducks his head back apologetically. ‘Sorry, Ship.’


She passes him the bottle. ‘No need for apologies. We’re all in the same weird boat.’


He laughs at that, drinks deep. ‘Fair enough. Old habits, Ship.’


The bottle changes hands.


‘So,’ she says over the rim. ‘How is she, really?’


Declan frowns, his thick thumbs plucking at his jawline. ‘It feels longer, doesn’t it? Longer than three years.’


He rolls his massive shoulders. ‘Do you know what normally happens in three years? Next to nothing. The guilds raise their dues. A few people turn up dead. Some deals fall through; some don’t. We build a little, we tear down a little. We hold our own.’


He pushes his thumbs into the corner of his eyes wearily. ‘Last three years, the world’s ended. And, do you know what the stupidest thing is?’


Shipwright holds out her cup, and he pours.


‘Everyone still wants paid. The bills still come due. Everyone still gets pissed off about their own little things. And up there, she’s sleeping. Through all of it.’


The bottle lingers on the rim of her cup. Clinks a little as his hand shakes.


‘So the world carries on, it’s just my world that’s ended.’ His hand lingers on the sheets for a moment. Thick chipped nails, grimed down to the beds.


‘I visit her as much as I can. Read. The boy used to sing to her.’


Shipwright nods at that. ‘Good. Keep her anchored. Where is Quickfish? You said he disappeared?’


Declan kneads the sheets. ‘Aye, gone. Left a couple of months ago without a word. Took a horse and his boyfriend and left.’


He sinks his great head into the cup of his hands. ‘What did I do to raise a kid like that, huh? Junking his own goddamn name. Leaving his own damn mother.’


Shipwright steadies herself on her hands, yawns. ‘Really? Put yourself in his shoes. Your mother’s comatose, because she kept her damn name. Because she pissed off a crow-eating warlord. Your father’s a temperamental prick. The gods you loved are dead. Hell, Declan, I’d leave you too, and you’re like a brother to me.’


He winces at that, and she wonders if she’s pushed too hard. She strikes flint into the bowl of her pipe, takes a draw to give him time to recover. When he meets her eyes, there’s a bit of that grey stone she’d missed. ‘You always did keep me straight Ship. I just worry about the kid.’


She cups his cheek. ‘Look at it this way, if he headed north, then he’s headed away from Kisser and Walker and all that brood. Best place for him. Plenty little Midlands villages from him to get a little peace out from under your thumb.’ She grins. ‘We can pick him up once we’ve kicked her scrawny ass out of Astic.’


Fallon laughs at that full-throated, but it trails off with speed.


Shipwright wriggles until she’s got him fixed properly in her stare. For a second, she lets the words hang and he watches her warily, with the bottle between them.


‘Don’t get coy on me Ship. Out with it.’


She licks her lips and asks the question that’s been on her mind since that long night of blood and bone, when their names burnt away on the wind. ‘Why did you keep your name, Fallon?’


His smile is crooked, wistful. ‘What else was I going to do Ship? It’s who I am.’


She rests her head on his shoulder, lights her pipe.


‘But you know?’


He glances down, tucks his chin. ‘What she can do to me? Of course. We all walked out the south together. And my wife’s right up there.’


Shipwright glances up to the roofbeams, waves a line of smoke. ‘So why then? Why risk it? Crowkisser won’t hesitate, you know.’


Declan frowns, the plates of his face shifting slowly. ‘Because’ – he pauses, swallows – ‘because when she killed the gods, she took away the things that defined us. And then when she tried to take our names, she hooked the things that make us. And she doesn’t get that. Not from me. Not at any price.’


He smiles merrily. ‘Stupid fucking slit.’


Shipwright grins. ‘You’re such a fucking ass, Declan.’


The Lord of the Grey Towers pats her shoulder companionably, and lets rip a thunderous fart.


‘I know, I know. But you love me.’
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Twice sang the mother to her pretty baby


Twice cried the baby in the crib so cold


Once came a rider, chasing bitter weather


Blood spilt and bones split, all for hate of gold


—Merryweather’s Lament


Some towns sat on the earth like they were ashamed to be there. Squat, ill-favoured things. Clusters of cottages and byres that had come together on soft Midlands soil for no other reason than water was available, or this was where the thin roads crossed, or this was where their founder had set down sword and shield, and fell to his bloody knees.


Quickfish was happy to see even the miserable ones. They weren’t in the Midlands proper yet, just hauling across the scattered roads and sighing grass that split the world that still lived from the devastation to the south.


A glance over his shoulder is enough. Something always burning against the sky, and the sky always the sullen colour of a bruise.


‘What’s even left to burn?’


Roofkeeper’s voice is shooting for cheerful, but dying before it gets there.


The weight of his arm on Quickfish’s shoulder is comforting; the smell of his body, the scratch of his shirt. Fish leans in and kisses a bicep lightly where it sits against his chest.


‘Plenty, I suppose. They say Kisser’s still hunting stragglers. Even after the border towns were burnt out.’


Roof scans the treeline, the sallow fringe of hills brooding to the south. ‘We should keep moving, we’re too exposed up here. Might get better shelter at the next town. There should be one just over the rise.’


Roofkeeper says this with a map in front of him. He turns and twists it as if that changes where the roads might lie.


‘Give me that,’ Quickfish says. ‘For a lad that spends most of his time on the tops of buildings you’re terrible on the ground.’


‘I hate the ground,’ Roof says. ‘I only come down for you.’


Quickfish raises an eyebrow. ‘Smooth today.’


‘I get one day a month. Come on. We really have to move.’ This said with a glance southwards. Distantly, a copse of trees coughs up a flock of feathers that wheel, and move towards the smoke colouring the sky. Evening is falling faster than he would like.


They turn and track up the next hill along a path carved by goats as much as people, twisting with a shepherd’s logic up the crown and turning underfoot at every chance. Stones skitter away down green flanks, pocked with rabbit warrens and their liberally gifted shit.


‘We’ll be lucky not to break a leg before we find a bed.’


And of course, as soon as he says it, his legs go, a strange dizziness rising to meet him, like the ground singing. The lines of the world fall away for a second, just enough to turn his ankle, and leave him teetering on the edge of the track.


Roof is there. Not that there’s anything more dangerous down below than gorse and sheep skulls, but he’s there, and his grip is strong on Quickfish’s wrist. He’s light-headed for a second, and not just from the dizziness. But from the intimacy of it, the tightness.


‘Again?’ Roof says, and he means the seizure.


Quickfish tries to focus. There’s a strange light creeping around the edges of his vision, as if the air is burnished and twitching. He blinks, and it clears.


‘Again,’ he says, his voice more pathetic than he would like.


There’s no judgement in Roof’s face, just the same soft lines he’s grown to love over the days they’ve been on the run, and in the years before that – the sharp twist of his jaw where it broke as a child and the way the stubble shadows under it.


He knows how it feels against his skin. Part of him wants it now, to burrow into that hollow like a rabbit pulling against the cold of the night.


‘How many times now?’ Roof says, as Quickfish’s vision steadies. The feeling is fading like a dream, like the echoes of a small spell. He scratches at his palm.


‘Five? Six maybe?’


‘Worse since we left Hesper?’


Quickfish thinks of the nights before that, when he’d been awoken by the feel of the night pressing on his chest, by sweat dancing on his skin. Too many to count.


The lie is easier. ‘Worse. Maybe just … adjusting to the road.’


Roof frowns, ‘Worry does strange things to a body, Quick. If you need to stop, or turn back?’


‘No.’ And there’s the voice he wants to find, strident and commanding. He regrets it immediately as Roof’s expression slumps. Tries to prop it up again with a smile and a shrug.


‘What I mean is … there’s no time. The Teeth are burning. Signal fires all along the coast. Crowkisser is moving, and we have— I have run out of options.’


Roofkeeper opens his mouth to say something, and Quick stops it with a kiss. He lingers for a second then pulls away.


‘Trust me. You don’t know how hard I’ve searched. Everyone washes up in Hesper. Quacks and cursers and healers of every stripe under the sun, and none of them have been able to help her.’


He puts a hand on Roof’s throat, just below the chin. ‘I have to help her, Roof. I’m all she’s got.’


‘Your father,’ he says, and Quickfish winces. ‘Declan’s … not reliable when it comes to my mother.’


‘And they will be?’ Roof can’t quite keep the scorn from his tone. It’s to be expected, he was raised near the south, and all the ghouls of his childhood live in the wild north.


‘Thell will be,’ Quickfish says.


Which isn’t to say he wasn’t nervous. He hadn’t even thought of Thell for years, save for when another messenger failed to return and his Da cursed the mountain city to the bottom of a bottle.


Not many folk knew what happened up there, especially since the rebellion. Quick had picked up a little as he grew, first playing beneath the tables while the guild heads bickered and carped, later finding the gaps behind the walls and tapestries where he could peek out and glimpse the pirate finery of Fallon’s confidants as they complained.


And if Roofkeeper was sometimes hiding with him, and if he sometimes forgot to concentrate, what of it? It was basically a bunch of adults telling each other ghost stories anyway.


The empty mountain; rumours of a deposed king; a new leader with the unsubtle name of Kinghammer; a leader disinclined to play the usual games of copper and compliments. Thell had had its revolution, and it wanted to be left alone.
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