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THE WEAVERS OF SARAMYR










 




  
ONE







  Kaiku was twenty harvests of age the first time she died.




  There was no memory of how she had come to this place. Recollection evaded her, made slippery by ecstasy, the sensation of tranquillity that soaked every fibre of her body. And the sights, oh,

  such sights as would have made her weep if she could. The world to her was a golden shimmer, millions upon millions of tiny threads crowding her gaze, shifting, waving. They tugged and teased her

  gently, wafting her onward towards some unseen destination. Once they parted to delineate a shape that slid through them, a distant glimpse of something vast and wondrous, like the whales she used

  to watch off the coast at Mishani’s summer house. She tried to catch it with her eye, but it was gone in a moment, and the tapestry had sewn shut behind it.




  These are the Fields of Omecha, she thought. Yet how could that be so? She had not passed through the Gate yet, not met the guardian Yoru, the laughing, pot-bellied dwarf with his red

  skin and piggy tusks and ears, carrying the endless jug of wine given to him by Isisya to ease his long vigil. No, not the Fields, then; merely the approach to the Gate, the soft path to the

  entrance of the realm of the blessed dead.




  She felt no remorse or sorrow. She was full of such harmony that she had space in her heart for nothing else. She thought she might burst from the wonder of the golden, glittering world she

  drifted through. This was what the monks strived for when they crossed their legs and sat for years upon a pillar in contemplation; this was what the old addicts in their smokehouses sought when

  they sucked on their pipes of burnt amaxa root. This was completeness.




  But suddenly there was a wrench, a terrible burning in her breast. She felt a shudder through the shimmering fibres that caressed her, felt them draw back . . . and then, appallingly, she was

  being pulled away, down, back to where she had come from. She thought she saw the outline of the Gate in the distance, and Yoru laughing and raising his jug in farewell to her. She wanted to

  scream, but she had no voice. The beauty was deserting her, fleeing her heart, draining like water through a holed bucket. She fought to resist, but the force pulled harder now, the burning

  stronger, and she was sucked away . . .




  Her eyes flew open, unfocused. Lips were on hers, soft lips pressing hard, and her lungs seared as agonising breath was forced into them. A face, too close to determine; black

  hair lying against her cheek.




  She twitched, a single brief spasm, and the lips left hers. The owner drew back, and Kaiku’s vision finally found its focus. They were on her sleeping-mat, in her room, and straddling her

  hips was her handmaiden Asara. She brushed the long, sleek fall of her hair back over her shoulder and regarded her mistress with eyes of liquid darkness.




  ‘You live, then,’ she said, strangely.




  Kaiku looked about, her movements frightened and bewildered. The air felt wrong somehow. Flashes of purple flickered in the night outside, and the thrashing of rain underpinned the terrible

  screeching roars from the sky. It was no ordinary thunder. The moonstorm her father had been predicting for days had finally arrived.




  Her surroundings slotted themselves into place, assembling an order from her fractured consciousness. The once-familiar sights seemed alien now, disjointed by a slowly settling unreality. The

  intricately carved whorls and loops of the shutters looked strange, subtly off-kilter, and when they rattled in the wind the clacking was like some desert snake. The deep night-shadows that

  gathered among the polished ceiling beams seemed to glower. Even the small shrine to Ocha that rested in one corner of the minimally furnished bedroom had changed. The elegantly laid guya blossoms

  nodded in sinister conspiracy with the storm, and the beautifully inlaid pictographs that spelt the name of the Emperor of the gods swarmed and shifted.




  Behind Asara, she could see a sandalled foot poking from the hem of a simple white robe. The owner lay inert on the hard wooden floor.




  Karia.




  She sat up, pushing Asara off her. Karia, her other handmaiden, was sprawled as if in sleep; but Kaiku knew by some dread instinct that it was a sleep she would never wake from.




  ‘What is this?’ she breathed, reaching out to touch her erstwhile companion.




  ‘There is no time,’ Asara said, in a tone of impatience that Kaiku had never heard before. ‘We must go.’




  ‘Tell me what has happened!’ Kaiku snapped, unaccustomed to being talked to in such a way by an inferior.




  Asara grabbed her hard by the shoulders, hurting her. For a moment, Kaiku was seized by the wild notion that she might be struck by her handmaiden. ‘Listen,’ she hissed.




  Kaiku obeyed, mostly out of shock at the way she was being treated by the usually meek and servile Asara. There was another sound over the awful screeching of the moonstorm and the pummelling

  tattoo of the rain. A slow, insectile tapping, coming from above; the sound of something moving across the roof. She looked up, then back down at Asara, and her eyes were full of terror.




  ‘Shin-shin,’ her handmaiden whispered.




  ‘Where’s Mother?’ Kaiku cried, springing up and lunging for the curtained doorway. Asara grabbed her wrist and pulled her roughly back. Her expression was grim. It told Kaiku

  that all the things she feared were true. She could not help her family now.




  She felt her strength desert her, and she fell to her knees and almost fainted.




  When she raised her head, tears streaked her face. Asara was holding a rifle in one hand, and in her other she held a mask, an ugly thing of red and black lacquer, the leering face of a

  mischievous spirit. She stuffed it unceremoniously inside her robe and then looked down at her mistress. Kaiku’s feathered brown hair was in disarray, forming a messy frame around her face,

  and she wore only a thin white sleeping-robe and the jewelled bracelet at her wrist that she never took off.




  A scream sounded from somewhere in the house; thin, cracked. Kaiku’s grandmother. Asara seized Kaiku and pulled her towards the doorway. A moment later came the sound of a shin-shin,

  rattling across the roof slates. Something darted past the shutters, crawling down the outside wall of the building. Kaiku saw it and shuddered.




  Asara took her hand and looked into her eyes. They were wild and panicked.




  ‘Listen to me, Kaiku,’ she said, her voice firm but calm. ‘We must run. Do you understand? I will take you to safety.’




  Trembling, she nodded. Asara was satisfied.




  ‘Stay with me,’ she said, and she slid aside the thin curtain in the doorway and stepped out on to the balcony beyond.




  The country retreat of Ruito tu Makaima – Kaiku’s father and a scholar of some renown – was built in a clearing in the midst of lush woodland, a hollow square enclosing a

  central garden. It was built with an eye for aesthetics, in the fashion of the Saramyr folk, ensuring ostentation was kept to a minimum while the spare beauty of its form was picked out and

  assembled in harmony with its surroundings. The austere simplicity of its pale walls was contrasted by ornate wooden shutters and curved stone lintels shaped into graceful horns at either end. It

  sat in eerie serenity even amid the howling storm. A ruthlessly tamed lawn surrounded it, with a simple bridge vaulting a stream and a path leading from the front door that was so immaculate it

  might have been laid only yesterday. Within the boundaries of the clearing, the more untidy edges of nature had been excised for the sake of perfection; it was only where the clearing ended that

  the forest regained dominance again, crowding around the territory jealously.




  The upper floor had a long balcony running around its inside wall, looking out over rockeries and miniature waterfalls, tiny bridges and sculpted trees. All the rooms, Kaiku’s included,

  faced on to this balcony; and it was on to that balcony they emerged, Asara with her rifle held ready.




  The night was hot, for it was early summer, and the rain that lashed the house ran off carven gutters to pour down in torrents to the garden below. Thin pillars stretched from the waist-high

  wooden barrier to the sloping roof. The air was full of drumming and rattling, the voice of a thousand drips and splatters; and yet to Kaiku it seemed eerily silent, and she could hear the pounding

  of her heart loud in her ears.




  Asara looked one way, then another, distrusting the empty balcony. Her hands gripped hard on the rifle. It was a long, slender piece of metal, its barrel decorated with sigils and a sight

  cleverly fashioned in the form of a breaking wave. Far too expensive and elegant for a handmaiden like Asara to own; she had stolen it from elsewhere in the house.




  Kaiku jumped as Asara moved suddenly, levelling the barrel down at the garden. Something dark moved across the rockeries, inhumanly fast, racing on four spindly legs; it was too quick for Asara,

  and she withdrew without firing.




  They edged along the balcony towards the stairs. Kaiku was almost paralysed with fright, but she forced herself to move. She felt overwhelmed and helpless; but Asara, at least, seemed to be in

  control. She followed her servant. There was nothing else she could do.




  They reached the top of the stairs without incident. Below it was dark. No lanterns had been lit tonight, and there was no sign of movement. The sky howled again. Kaiku looked up instinctively.

  The clouds were being torn ragged up there, tossed about by the changing winds, swirling and curling, occasionally reaching out to each other as a bolt of purple lightning bridged a gap or lanced

  down to earth.




  She was about to say something to Asara when she saw the shin-shin.




  It was creeping out of the darkness at one end of the balcony, a demon of shadow that made Kaiku quail in terror. She could barely see it, only its outline, for it seemed part of the blackness

  that concealed it; but what she could see was enough. Its torso was like that of a human, but its forelegs and forearms were terribly elongated and tapered to a thin spike, so that it seemed like a

  man walking on four stilts. It was tall, much taller than she was, and it had to crush itself down to fit under the roof of the balcony. She could see no other detail except the eyes; they

  glittered in the darkness like lamps, twin points of burning brightness in the gloom.




  Asara swore an impolite oath and pulled Kaiku after her, down the stairs. Kaiku needed no second prompting; all else had fled her mind at that moment, and the only remaining urge was to get away

  from the demon that stalked towards them. They heard the clatter as it gave chase, and then they were thundering down the stairs into the room below.




  The entrance hall was wide and spacious, with elaborately carved wooden archways to the other ground-floor rooms. This house was built for the stifling heat of summer, so there were no interior

  doors, and attractively dyed screens stood about which could be moved to better allow the warm evening breezes through. The unnatural lightning of the moonstorm flickered through the ornamental

  shutters, stunning the room in brightness.




  Kaiku almost fell down the final few steps, but Asara pushed her aside and aimed her rifle up the stairs at the archway leading on to the balcony. A moment later, the spindly silhouette of the

  shin-shin darted into view, eyes blazing in the dark oval of its face. Asara fired, and the report of the rifle cracked deafeningly through the house. The doorway was suddenly empty; the demon had

  been deterred, at least for a short time. Asara reprimed the bolt on her weapon and hurried Kaiku towards the door to the outside.




  ‘Asara! More of them!’ Kaiku cried, and there they were, two of the creatures, hiding in the archways of the entrance hall. Asara clutched her mistress’s wrist and they both

  froze. Kaiku’s hand was on the door, but she dared not tear it open and run, for the creatures would cut her down before she had gone ten metres. Raw, choking fear began to claw its way up

  her throat. She was blank with panic, disorientated, caught in a waking nightmare.




  Slowly the shin-shin came into the hall, ducking their torsos beneath the archways as they angled their long, tapered limbs with insectile grace. They were the more terrible because

  Kaiku’s gaze refused to fix on them properly, allowing only hints of their form; only the glitter of their eyes was solid and visible. She was conscious of Asara reaching for something: a

  lantern, dormant and unlit on a window-ledge. The demons crept closer, keeping to the deepest darknesses.




  ‘Be ready,’ Asara whispered; and a moment later, she threw the lantern into the centre of the room. The shin-shin whirled at the sound, and in that instant Asara brought up her rifle

  and fired it into the slick of lantern oil on the floor.




  The room was suddenly bright, a roaring sheet of flame, and the demons shrieked in their unearthly tongue and scattered away from the brilliance. But Kaiku was already through the door and out

  into the storm, racing barefoot across the grass towards the trees that surrounded the house. Asara came close behind, leaving the fire to lick at the wooden walls and paper screens. They rushed

  through the rain, cringing at the great screeches coming from the sky. Not daring to look back, not knowing if Asara was following or not, Kaiku plunged into the forest.




  The three moons were out tonight, clustered close above the slowly writhing clouds. Vast Aurus, the largest and eldest of the sisters; Iridima, smaller but brighter, her skin gullied with blue

  cracks; and the tiny green moon Neryn, the shyest of them all, who rarely showed her face. Legends told that when the three sisters were together, they fought and tore the sky, and that the

  screeching was Neryn’s cries as her siblings teased her for her green skin. Kaiku’s father taught a different tale, that the moonstorms were simply a result of the combined gravity of

  the moons playing havoc with the atmosphere. Whatever the reason, it was accepted wisdom that when the three moons were close moonstorms would follow. And on those nights, the Children of the Moons

  walked the earth.




  Kaiku panted and whimpered as she ran through the trees. Thin branches whipped at her from all sides, covering her arms and face with wet lashes. Her sleeping-robe was soaked through, her

  chin-length hair plastered to her cheeks, her feet muddied and slimed. She fled blindly, as if she could outrun reality. Her mind still refused to grip the enormity of what had occurred in the

  previous few minutes. She felt like a child, helpless, alone and terrified.




  Finally, the inevitable happened. Her bare foot found a rock that was more slippery than it looked, and she fell headlong, landing against a root that was steadily emerging from washed-away

  layers of mud. Fresh tears came at the pain, and she lay in the dirt, filthy and sodden, and sobbed.




  But there was no rest for her. She felt herself gripped from behind, and there was Asara, dragging her upright. She shrieked incoherently, but Asara was merciless.




  ‘I know a safe place,’ she said. ‘Come with me. They are not far behind.’




  Then they were running again, plunging headlong through the trees, stumbling and slipping as they went. The air plucked at them, trying to lift them up, charged with a strange energy by the

  storm. It played tricks on their senses, making everything seem a little more or less than real. Grandmother Chomi used to warn her granddaughter that if she jumped too high in a moonstorm she

  might never come back down, but drift into the sky. Kaiku pushed the thought away, remembering instead the scream she had heard earlier. Her grandmother was gone. All of them were gone.




  They came out of the trees at the edge of a rocky stream, which was swollen and angry with the rains. Asara looked quickly left and right, her long hair soaked to deepest black and sluggish with

  moisture. She made her decision in moments, heading downstream, tugging Kaiku after her. The latter was almost at the limit of exhaustion, and it told in her staggering steps and lolling head.




  The stream emptied into a wide clearing, a shallow bowl of water from which humped several grassy islands and banks, scattered with the bald faces of half-buried rocks and taut clusters of

  bushes. The largest island by far was the pedestal for a vast, ancient tree, overwhelmingly dominating the scene by its sheer size. Its trunk was twice as thick as a man was tall, knotted and

  twisted with age, and its branches spread in a great fan, leaves of gold and brown and green weeping a delicate curtain of droplets across the water below. Even in the rain, the clearing seemed

  sacred, a place of untouched beauty. The air here was different, possessed of a crystalline fragility and stillness, as of a held breath. Kaiku felt the change, the sensation of a presence in this

  place, some cold and slow and gentle awareness that marked their arrival with a languid interest.




  The sound of a breaking twig alerted Asara, and she spun to see one of the shin-shin high up in the trees to their right, moving with impossible dexterity between the boughs while its lantern

  eyes stayed fixed on them. She pulled Kaiku into the water, which came up to their knees and soaked through their robes. They splashed across to the largest island, and there they clambered out.

  Kaiku collapsed on the grass. Asara left her there and raced to the tree. She put her palms and forehead against it and murmured softly, her lips rapid as she spoke.




  ‘Great ipi, venerated spirit of the forest, we beg you to grant us your protection. Do not let these demons of shadow defile your glade with their corruption.’




  A shiver ran through the tree, shaking loose a cascade of droplets from the leaves.




  Asara stepped back from the trunk and returned to Kaiku’s side. She squatted down, wiping the lank strands of hair from her face, and scanned the edge of the glade. She could sense them

  out there, prowling. Three of them, and maybe more, stalking around the perimeter, hiding in the trees, their shining eyes never leaving their prey.




  Asara watched, her hand near her rifle. She was no priest, but she knew the spirits of the forest well enough. The ipi would protect them, if only because it would not let the demons near it.

  Ipis were the guardians of the forest, and nowhere was their influence stronger than in their own glades. The creatures circled, their stiltlike legs carrying them to and fro. She could sense their

  frustration. Their prey was within sight, yet the shin-shin dared not enter the domain of an ipi.




  After a time, Asara was satisfied that they were safe. She hooked her hands under Kaiku’s shoulders and dragged her into the protection of the tree’s vast roots, where the rain was

  less. Kaiku never woke. Asara regarded her for a moment, soaked as she was and freezing, and felt a kind of sympathy for her. She crouched down next to her mistress and stroked her cheek gently

  with the back of her knuckles.




  ‘Life can be cruel, Kaiku,’ she said. ‘I fear you are only just beginning to learn that.’




  With the moonstorm raging high overhead, she sat in the shelter of the great tree and waited for the dawn to come.







 




  
TWO







  Kaiku awoke to a loud snap from the fire, and her eyes flickered open. Asara was there, stirring a small, blackened pot that hung from an iron tripod over the flames. A pair of

  coilfish were spitted on a branch and crisping next to it. The sun was high in the sky and the air was muggy and hot. A fresh, earthy smell was all about as damp loam dried from last night’s

  downpour.




  ‘Daygreet, Kaiku,’ Asara said, without looking at her. ‘I went back to the house this morning and salvaged what I could.’ She tossed a bundle of clothes over.

  ‘There was not a great deal left, but the rain put out the blaze before it could devour everything. We have food, clothes and a good amount of money.’




  Kaiku raised herself, looking around. They were no longer in the waterlogged clearing. Now they sat in a dip in the land where the soil was sandy and clogged with pebbles, and little grew except

  a few shrubs. Trees guarded the lip of the depression, casting sharply contrasting shadows against the dazzling light, and the daytime sounds of the forest peeped and chittered all about. Had Asara

  carried her?




  The first thing she noticed was that her bracelet was missing.




  ‘Asara! Grandmother’s bracelet! It must have fallen . . . it . . .’




  ‘I took it. I left it as an offering to the ipi, in thanks for protecting us.’




  ‘She gave me that bracelet on my eighth harvest!’ Kaiku cried. ‘I have never taken it off!’




  ‘The point of an offering is that you sacrifice something precious to you,’ Asara said levelly. ‘The ipi saved our lives. I had nothing I could give, but you did.’




  Kaiku stared at her in disbelief, but Asara appeared not to notice. She made a vague gesture to indicate their surroundings. ‘I thought it best not to start a fire in the ipi’s

  glade, so I moved you here.’




  Kaiku hung her head. She was too drained to protest any further. Asara watched her in silence for a time.




  ‘I must know,’ Kaiku said quietly. ‘My family . . .’




  Asara put down the spoon she had been using to stir the pot and knelt before Kaiku, taking her hands. ‘They are dead.’




  Kaiku’s throat tightened, but she nodded to indicate she understood. ‘What happened?’




  ‘Would you not rather eat first, and compose yourself?’




  Kaiku raised her head and looked at Asara. ‘I must know,’ she repeated.




  Asara released her hands. ‘Most of you were poisoned,’ she said. ‘You died as you slept. I suspect it was one of the kitchen servants, but I cannot be sure. Whoever it was,

  they were inefficient. Your grandmother did not eat at the evening meal last night, so she was still alive when the shin-shin came. I believe that somebody sent the demons to kill the servants and

  remove the evidence. With no witnesses, the crime would go unsolved.’ She settled further on her haunches.




  ‘Who?’ Kaiku asked. ‘And why?’




  ‘To those questions I have no answers,’ she said. ‘Yet.’




  Asara got up and returned to the pot, occasionally turning the fish. It was some time before Kaiku spoke again.




  ‘Did I die, Asara? From the poison?’




  ‘Yes,’ replied the handmaiden. ‘I brought you back.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘I stole the breath from another, and put it into you.’




  Kaiku thought of Karia, her other handmaiden, who she had seen lying dead on the floor of her room.




  ‘How is that possible?’ she whispered, afraid of the answer.




  ‘There are many things you do not understand, Kaiku,’ Asara replied. ‘I am one of them.’




  Kaiku was beginning to realise that. Asara had always been the perfect handmaiden: quiet, obedient and reliable, skilled at combing out hair and laying out clothes. Kaiku had liked her better

  than the more wilful Karia, and often talked with her, shared secrets or played games. But there had always been the boundary there, a division that prevented them from becoming truly close. The

  unspoken understanding that the two of them were of a different caste. Kaiku was high-born and Asara was not, and so one had a duty to serve and obey the other. It was the way in Saramyr, the way

  it had always been.




  And yet now Kaiku saw that the last two years had been a deception. This was not the person she thought she knew. This Asara had a steely calm, a core of cold metal. This Asara had saved her

  life by stealing another’s, had burned down her house, had taken her most valuable token of her grandmother’s love and given it away with impunity. This Asara had rescued her from

  demons.




  Who was she, truly?




  ‘The stream is nearby, Kaiku,’ Asara said, pointing with her spoon. ‘You should wash and change. You will catch a chill in that.’ It had not escaped notice that since

  last night she had ceased to call Kaiku ‘mistress’, as was proper.




  Kaiku obeyed. She felt she should be ashamed of the state of herself, half undressed with her thin white sleeping-robe mussed and filthy. Yet it seemed insignificant in the wake of what had gone

  before. Weary despite her sleep, she went to the stream, and there she threw away the soiled robe and washed herself clean, naked in the hot sunlight. The feel of the water and warmth on her bare

  skin brought her no pleasure. Her body felt like only a vessel for her grief.




  She dressed in the clothes Asara had brought her, finding that they were sturdy attire for travelling in. Leather boots, shapeless beige trousers, an open-throated shirt of the same colour that

  would belong better on a man. She had no complaints. She had always been a tomboy, and she fitted as easily into the trappings of a peasant as those of a noble lady. Her elder brother had been her

  closest companion, and she had competed with him at everything. They had fought to outride, outshoot and outwrestle each other constantly. Kaiku was no stranger to the gun or the forest.




  When she returned to the campfire, the air was alive with sparkling flakes, drifting gently from the sky like snow. They glittered as the sun caught them, sharp flashes of light all about. It

  was called starfall: a phenomenon seen only in the aftermath of a moonstorm. Tiny, flat crystals of fused ice were created in the maelstrom of the three sisters’ conflict, thin enough to

  float on their way down. Beauty after chaos. Much prose had been written of starfall, and it was a recurring theme in some of the finest love poetry. Today, it held no power to move her.




  Asara handed her a bowl of coilfish, vegetables and saltrice. ‘You should eat,’ she said. Kaiku did so, using her fingers in the way she had as a child, barely tasting it. Asara

  arranged herself behind, and gently untangled Kaiku’s hair with a wooden comb. It was an act of surprising kindness, in the face of everything; a gesture of familiarity from a girl who now

  seemed a stranger.




  ‘Thank you,’ Kaiku said, when Asara was done. The words meant more than simple gratitude. There was no need to thank a servant for a duty that was expected to be rendered. What

  seemed a mere pleasantry was a tacit acceptance that Asara was no longer subservient to her. The fact that Asara did not correct her proved it.




  Kaiku was unsurprised. Asara had altered her mode of address towards Kaiku, and was now talking to her as if she was social equal, albeit one who was not close enough to be called a friend. It

  spoke volumes about the new state of their relationship.




  The Saramyrrhic language was impenetrably complex to an outsider, a mass of tonal inflections, honorifics, accents and qualifiers that conveyed dense layers of meaning far beyond the simple

  words in a sentence. There were dozens of different modes of address for different situations, each one conveyed by minute alterations in pronunciation and structure. There were different modes

  used to speak to children, one each for boys, girls, and a separate one for infants of either sex; there were multiple modes for social superiors, depending on how much more important the addressee

  was than the speaker, and a special one used only for addressing the Emperor or Empress. There were modes for lovers, again in varying degrees with the most intimate being virtually sacrilegious to

  speak aloud in the presence of anyone but the object of passion. There were modes for mother, father, husband, wife, shopkeepers and tradesmen, priests, animals, modes for praying and for scolding,

  vulgar modes and scatological ones. There were even several neutral modes, used when the speaker was uncertain as to the relative importance of the person they were addressing.




  Additionally, the language was split into High Saramyrrhic – employed by nobles and those who could afford to be educated in it – and Low Saramyrrhic, used by the peasantry and

  servants. Though the two were interchangeable as a spoken language – with Low Saramyrrhic being merely a slightly coarser version of its higher form – as written languages they were

  completely different. High Saramyrrhic was the province of the nobles, and the peasantry were excluded from it. It was the language of learning, in which all philosophy, history and literature were

  written; but its pictographs meant nothing to the common folk. The higher strata of society was violently divided from the lower by a carefully maintained boundary of ignorance; and that boundary

  was the written form of High Saramyrrhic.




  ‘The shin-shin fear the light,’ Asara said in a conversational tone, as she scuffed dirt over the fire to put it out. ‘They will not come in the daytime. By the time they

  return we will be gone.’




  ‘Where are we going?’




  ‘Somewhere safer than this,’ Asara replied. She caught the look on Kaiku’s face, saw her frustration at the answer, and offered one a little less vague. ‘A secret place.

  Where there are friends, where we can understand what happened here.’




  ‘You know more that you say you do, Asara,’ the other accused. ‘Why won’t you tell me?’




  ‘You are disorientated,’ came the reply. ‘You have been to the Gates of Omecha not one sunrise past, you have lost your family and endured more than anyone should bear. Trust

  me; you will learn more later.’




  Kaiku crossed the hollow and faced her former servant. ‘I will learn it now.’




  Asara regarded her in return. She was a pretty one, despite the temporary ravages of grief on her face. Eyes of brown that seemed to laugh when she was happy; a small nose, slightly sloped;

  teeth white and even. Her tawny hair she wore in a feathered style, teased forward over her cheeks and face in the fashionable cut that young ladies wore in the capital. Asara had known her long

  enough to realise her stubborn streak, her mulish persistence when she decided she wanted something. She saw it now, and at that moment she felt a slight admiration for the woman she had deceived

  all this time. She had half expected the grief of the previous night to break her, but she was finding herself proven wrong. Kaiku had spirit, then. Good. She would need it.




  Asara picked up a cured-leather pack and held it out. ‘Walk with me.’ Kaiku took it and slid it on to her back. Asara took the other, and the rifle, from where it had been drying by

  the fire. The previous night’s rain had soaked the powder chamber, and it was not ready to use yet.




  They headed into the forest. The branches twinkled with starfall as it gently drifted around them, gathering on the ground in a soft dusting before melting away. Kaiku felt a fresh upswell of

  tears in her breast, but she fought to keep them down. She needed to understand, to make some small sense of what had happened. Her family were gone, and yet it did not seem real yet. She had to

  hold together for now. Resolutely, she forced her pain into a tight, bitter corner of her mind and kept it there. It was the only way she could continue to function. The alternative was to go mad

  with sorrow.




  ‘We’ve watched you for a long time,’ Asara said eventually. ‘Your house and family, too. Partly it was because we knew your father was one who was sympathetic to our

  cause, one who might be persuaded to join us eventually. He had connections through his patronage in the Imperial Court. But mostly it was because of you, Kaiku. Your condition.’




  ‘Condition? I have no condition,’ Kaiku said.




  ‘I admit I had my doubts when I was sent here,’ replied her former handmaiden. ‘But even I have noticed the signs.’




  Kaiku tried to think, but her head was muddled and Asara’s explanation seemed to be throwing up more questions than answers. Instead, she asked directly: ‘What happened last

  night?’




  ‘Your father,’ Asara said. ‘You must have remembered how he was when he returned from his last trip away.’




  ‘He said he was ill . . .’ Kaiku began, then stopped. She sounded foolish. The illness he had feigned had been an excuse. She did remember the way he had seemed. Pale, quiet

  and lethargic. There had been a haunted look about him, a certain absence in his manner. Grandmother had been that way when Grandfather died, seven years ago. A kind of stunned disbelief, such as

  soldiers got when they had been too long exposed to the roar of cannons.




  ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Something happened, something he would not speak of. Do you know what it was?’




  ‘Do you?’




  She shook her head. They trudged a few more steps in silence. The forest had enshrouded them now, and they walked a zigzagging way through the sparsely clustered trees, stepping over roots and

  boulders that cluttered the uneven ground. A dirt ridge had risen to waist-height on their right, fringed with gently swaying shadowglove serviced by fat red bees. The sun beat down from overhead,

  baking the wet soil in a lazy heat that made the world content and sluggish. On any other day Kaiku would have been lost in tranquillity, for she had always had a childlike awe of nature; but the

  beauty of their surroundings had no power to touch her now.




  ‘I watched him these last few weeks,’ Asara said. ‘I learned nothing more. Perhaps he wronged someone, a powerful enemy. I can only guess. But I am in no doubt that it was he

  who brought ruin on you last night.’




  ‘Why? He was just a scholar! He read books. Why would someone want to kill him . . . all of us?’




  ‘For this,’ Asara said, and with that she drew from her robe the mask Kaiku had seen her take from the house. She brandished it in front of Kaiku. Its red and black lacquer face

  leered idiotically at her. ‘He brought it with him when he returned last.’




  ‘That? It’s only a mask.’




  Asara brushed her hair back from her face and looked gravely at the other. ‘Kaiku, masks are the most dangerous weapons in the world. More than rifles, more than cannon, more than the

  spirits that haunt the wild places. They are—’




  Asara trailed off suddenly as Kaiku’s step faltered and she stumbled dizzily.




  ‘Are you unwell?’ she asked.




  Kaiku blinked, frowning. Something had turned in her gut, a burning worm of pain that shifted and writhed. A moment later it happened again, stronger this time, not in her gut but lower, coming

  from her womb like the kick of a baby.




  ‘Asara,’ she gasped, dropping to one knee, her hand splayed on the ground in front of her. ‘There’s . . . something . . .’




  And now it blossomed, a raw bloom of agony in her stomach and groin, wrenching a cry from her throat. But this one did not recede. Instead it built upon itself, becoming hotter, a terrifying

  pressure rising inside her. She clutched at her belly, but it did not abate. She squeezed her eyes shut, tears of shock and incomprehension dripping from the corners.




  ‘Asara . . . help . . .’




  She looked up in supplication, but the world as she knew it was no longer there. Her eyes saw not tree and stone and leaf but a thousand million streams of light, a great three-dimensional

  diorama of glowing threads, stirring and flexing to ebb and flow around the objects that moved through it. She could see the bright knot of Asara’s heart within the stitchwork frame of her

  body; she could see the ripple in the threads of the air as a nearby bird tore through it; she could see the lines of the sunlight spraying the forest as it slanted through the canopy, and the

  sparkle of starfall all about.




  I’m dying again, she thought, just like the last time.




  But this was not like the last time, for there was no bliss, no serenity or inner peace. Only something within, something huge, building and building in size until she knew her skin must split

  and she would be torn apart. Her irises darkened and turned red as blood. The air stirred around her, ruffling her clothes and lifting her hair. She saw Asara’s expression turn to fear, the

  threads of her face twisting. Saw her turn and run, fleeing headlong into the trees.




  Kaiku screamed, and with that venting, the burning force found its release.




  The nearest trees exploded into flaming matchwood. Those a little further away ignited, becoming smoking torches in an instant. Grass crisped, stone scorched, the air warped with heat. The power

  tore from her body, ripping through her lungs and heart and searing them from the inside.




  She never stopped screaming until she blacked out.




  She did not know how long unconsciousness held her before releasing her back into reality, but when it did, calm had returned. The air was thick with smoke, and there came the

  harsh crackle and heat of burning trees.




  She levered herself up, her muscles knotting and twitching, her insides scoured. She found her feet and her balance. She was alive; the pain told her so. Slowly she looked around the charred

  circle of destruction that surrounded her, and the sullenly smouldering trees beyond. Already the dampness from yesterday’s rains was overcoming the hungry tongues of flame, and the fire was

  subsiding gradually.




  She fought to reconcile the scene with the one she had been walking through when the pain struck her, and could not. Blackened rock faces hunkered out of soil gone hard and crisp. Scorched

  leaves curled into skeletal fists. Trees had been split in half, roughly decapitated or smashed aside. The very suddenness of the obliteration was almost impossible to understand; she could

  scarcely believe she was still in the same place as she had been when she had fainted.




  The mask, unharmed, lay on the ground nearby, its empty gaze mocking. She stumbled over to it and picked it up. There was a terrible weariness in her body, a hazy blanket over her senses that

  smothered her towards sleep or unconsciousness or death – she was not sure which, and welcomed all equally.




  Her eyes fell upon the crumpled white shape lying nearby. Numb, she staggered over to it, absently stuffing the mask into her belt as she went.




  It was Asara. She lay strewn in a hollow where she had been thrown by the blast. One side of her had caught the brunt. Her robe was seared, her hair burned and smoking. Her hand and cheek were

  scarred terribly. She lay limp and still.




  Kaiku began to tremble. She backed away, tears blurring her eyes, her fingers dragging at her face as if she might pull the flesh off and find the old Kaiku underneath, the one that had existed

  only yesterday, before chaos and madness took her in a stranglehold. Before she had lost her family. Before she had killed her handmaiden.




  A choking sob escaped her, a sound not sane. She shook her head as she retreated, trying to deny what she saw; but the weight of truth crushed down on her, the evidence of her eyes accused.

  Panic swam in and seized her, and with a cry, she ran into the forest and was swallowed.




  Asara lay where she was left, amid the smoke and the ruin, the gently drifting starfall settling on her to twinkle briefly and then die.







 




  
THREE







  The roof gardens of the Imperial Keep might have seemed endless to a child at first: a vast, multi-levelled labyrinth of stony paths and shady arbours, of secret places and

  magical hidey-holes. The Heir-Empress Lucia tu Erinima, next in line to the throne of Saramyr, knew better. She had visited all of its many walls, and found that the place was as much a prison as a

  paradise, and it grew smaller every day.




  She idled down a rough-paved trail, her fingers dragging over a vine-laden trellis. Somewhere nearby she could hear the rustle of a cat as it chased the dark squirrels that wound around the

  thin, elegant boles of the trees. The garden was an assembly of the most delicate foliage and flowers from all over the known world, arranged around a multitude of sheltered ornamental benches,

  statues and artful sculpture. Sprays of exotic foreign blooms stirred in the minute breeze. Birds hop-swooped back and forth, their gullets vibrating as they chattered staccato songs to each other.

  Distantly, the four spires of the Keep’s towers lanced upward, rendered pale by haze. Closer by, the dome of the great temple at the centre of the Keep’s roof was visible over the

  carefully placed rows of kamaka and chapapa trees. Today it was hot and balmy with the promise of a summer soon to come. The sun rode high in the sky, the single eye of Nuki, the bright god, whose

  gaze lit the world. She basked in his radiance as she watched the squirrels jumping through the treetops and spiralling along the boughs.




  The Saramyr people tended towards tanned skin and a smooth beauty. Lucia’s paleness was striking by contrast. More so was her hair, for true blonde was rare among the Saramyr, and her

  round face was framed by a flaxen cascade that fell down her back. She wore a dress of light green and simple jewellery. Her tutors demanded that she learned to present herself elegantly, even when

  there was nobody to see her. She listened with a dreamy vacancy of expression, and they retreated in exasperation.




  She envied her tutors sometimes. They had a marvellous ability to focus their concentration on one thing to the exclusion of all others. It was inconvenient that they could not understand her

  situation in the way that she understood theirs; but Zaelis, at least, knew why she rarely seemed to be more than partially interested in any one thing. She had a lot more to think about than those

  with only five senses.




  By the time she had learned to speak – at six months old – she already knew this to be a bad thing. She sensed it in the instinctive way of infants, in the sadness her mother’s

  eyes held when she looked down at her baby. Even before Lucia had begun outwardly to manifest her talent, her mother the Empress knew. She was hidden from the world and put inside this gilded cage

  deep in the dark, sprawling heart of the Imperial Keep. She had been a prisoner ever since.




  The cat emerged from a cluster of trees nearby on to the path. It looked her over with an insulting lack of respect and then turned its attention to the squirrels that raced about above it,

  watching those who were heading dangerously near to ground level. A moment later, it sprang off after them. She felt the alarm of the squirrels as it blundered in, their fast animal thoughts

  blaring.




  Her animals were her friends, for she had no others. Well, that was not quite true. She supposed Zaelis was her friend, and her mother in a strange way. But them aside, she was alone. The

  solitude was all she knew. She was quite content with her own company; but when she dreamed, she dreamed of freedom.




  Her mother Anais, Blood Empress of Saramyr and ruler of the land, visited her at least once a day, when she was not constrained by official business. As the author of her confinement, Lucia

  sometimes considered hating her; but she hated nobody. She was too forgiving for that, too ready to empathise. There was not a person she had met yet who was so black-hearted that she could find no

  redeeming quality to them.




  When she told Zaelis this, he reminded her that she hadn’t met many.




  It was her mother who taught her to keep her talents secret, her mother who had seen to it that her tutors were kept silent about the true nature of the child they taught. It was her mother also

  who had confirmed what she already knew: that people would hate her, fear her, if they knew what she was. That was why she was hidden.




  The Empress had begged her daughter’s forgiveness a hundred times for keeping her locked away from the world. She wanted nothing more than to let Lucia run free, but it was simply too

  dangerous. Anais’s sorrow was, she said, as great as Lucia’s own. Lucia loved her mother because she believed her.




  But there were dark clouds massing beyond the horizon; this she knew. Her dreams of late had been plagued by an unseen menace.




  Often, as she slept, she walked the corridors of the Imperial Keep, beyond the confines of her rooms. Sometimes she visited her mother, but her mother never saw her. Lucia would watch the

  Empress sew, or bathe, or gaze out of the windows of the Keep. Sometimes Lucia would listen to her consult with advisors about the affairs of the realm. Other times she would walk through the rooms

  of the servants as they gossiped and cooked and coupled. Occasionally someone would see her, and panic ensued; but most just looked straight through her.




  Once she asked her mother about some things she had seen in her dreams. Then her mother’s face grew a little sad, and she kissed her daughter on the forehead and said nothing. From this,

  Lucia knew not to mention them again; but she also knew that these were no ordinary dreams, and that what she was witnessing was real.




  Through her dreams she learned a little about the world outside, but still she was confounded by the perimeter of the Keep, unable to roam beyond it. The city of Axekami, that surrounded the

  Imperial Keep, was simply too far outside her experience. She could not dream it. She had only widened the walls of her pen.




  It had been a little over a year since she had first begun dream-walking. Not long after that the dream lady had appeared. A fortnight ago, another stranger had come. Now she woke sweating and

  shaking, her body taut with fear at the nameless presence that stalked her through the corridors of nightmare, prowling inexorably behind.




  She did not know what it was, but she knew what it meant. Something bad had found her; perhaps the very thing her mother had tried to hide her from. Change was coming. She did not know whether

  to feel joyous or afraid.




  On the far side of the roof garden, something stirred. The gardeners had been working here of late, digging up the dying winter blooms to replace them with summer flowers. A

  wheelbarrow sat idle by the path, forks and spades laid askew within it. Beneath the thick screen of trees, newly turned earth lay moist and black and fertile in the sun, waiting for the seeds it

  could impart its life to.




  The turf shuddered. First a small movement, and then a great disturbance as the man buried beneath it rose up, sloughing off dirt. A tall, thin man, nearing his fortieth harvest, with short,

  greying hair and stubbled cheeks. He pulled himself free and spat out the short, thick bamboo tube that had been his breathing apparatus. He dusted himself off as best he could and

  straightened.




  Purloch tu Irisi had always been lucky, but luck could only last for so long. Already he had evaded enough dangers to put off even the most determined intruder. He had slipped past sentries,

  rappelled down sheer walls, crept past observation posts. He had made a blind jump across a fifty-foot drop to a lightless wall, trusting only his instincts to find and grip the edge. Frankly, he

  believed he should have been caught or dead by now. He prided himself on being the most adept cat-burglar in the city, capable of getting into anywhere; but even he had been a whisker’s

  breadth from discovery three times since last night, and twice had edged by death with barely an inch to spare. The Heir-Empress was guarded more closely than the most precious jewel.




  The person who had come to him with the offer was an obvious middleman, a hireling sent to protect the identity of the real brain behind the plan. Purloch had met enough to know. He only became

  interested when he learned what they wanted him to do. To get to the Heir-Empress’s chambers . . . such a thing was close to impossible!




  But the middleman was remarkably well informed, with detailed plans of the Keep to hand and information about sentry movements and blind spots. The price he offered was enough for Purloch to

  retire on and live wealthy for the rest of his life. It would be an illustrious end to his career. He would be left a legend among the underworld, and his days of risk-taking would be done.




  Still, the mission was too dangerous to be taken on faith. So he shadowed the middleman back to his home, and observed as he met another man later that day, and that man met another the next

  night, and through him Purloch finally traced the offer to its source. It had taken all his skill just to keep up with them, even though they had been unaware he was following. They were

  undoubtedly good. He was assuredly better.




  The source, then: Barak Sonmaga, head of Blood Amacha. They were powerful among the high families, and old antagonists to Blood Erinima, to which the Empress and her daughter belonged. Purloch

  could divine nothing of Blood Amacha’s plans, but he could surmise that he was being made part of something huge, a pawn in the game between two of the empire’s greatest families.




  It was a terrible risk, now that he knew the stakes. But though he had to admit he was puzzled by the nature of his task, he could not turn it down. He had taken every precaution he could

  – including what retribution he could muster against his employer if he should be double-crossed in some way – but in the end, the money and glory were too great to resist.




  Now he was wishing he had listened to sense, and turned down the offer.




  He had spent days posing as a servant, observing the forms and rhythms of the Keep before he moved. Getting in had been the easy part; there were forgotten ways, paths that history had lost but

  which he had unearthed again. But it was the slow process of planning a way to penetrate the defences at its core that was the true art. Even with the detailed information his employer had given

  him, it was abominably hard to conceive of how he might get to the Heir-Empress. Only a select few had ever seen her at all – the most trusted guards, the most honoured tutors – and the

  circle of people surrounding her was so small that infiltration by disguise or deception was not even remotely viable.




  But Purloch was patient, and clever. He talked with the right people, asked the right questions, without ever drawing suspicion to himself. And soon his opportunity came.




  He had made a special point of befriending some of the gardeners, a guileless, honest group whose loyalty to their liege was beyond question, inspired by the almost religious awe that the

  peasantry felt towards their masters and mistresses. They were forbidden on pain of death to talk about the Heir-Empress, even though they had never seen her, for the gardening was done only in

  those hours of the day when Lucia was not outside. But they were still informative enough, in their way. It was clear they were honoured to be gardeners to the future ruler of Saramyr, and they

  talked about the minutiae of their jobs endlessly. Purloch had learned they were digging new beds to plant a fresh batch of summer flowers that would not wilt in the heat. It had given him the idea

  he needed. And so the plan had formed.




  He had infiltrated the garden at night, for it would certainly have been impossible during the day. There were too many guards, too many rifles. But with the cover of darkness, and the moons all

  but hidden beneath the horizon, he had made it. Barely.




  Once inside, he had searched for his place to hide. A light poison in the drinks of the gardeners had seen to it that they were forced to spend the next day in bed – he wouldn’t like

  to find his guts pierced by a fork as he lay under the turf. He buried himself expertly before the dawn came, and then waited in his earthen cocoon for daybreak.




  His contact had informed him that guards searched the garden in the morning, before the Heir-Empress was allowed up. They were just as aware as Purloch that the concealing shadows of night might

  afford an intruder a slim chance of getting past the sentries, and even that slim chance was too much. The information was good. Purloch heard the clatter of pikes as they passed him by. The newly

  turned soil of the flower bed showed no sign of the disturbance Purloch had created while digging himself into it.




  Now the guards were gone, and the child was here alone. Time to do what had to be done. Slipping silently along, he undid the clasp of the dagger at his belt.




  He found the girl in a small paved oval hemmed in by trees. A cat was chasing its tail, while the Heir-Empress watched it with a strangely detached look on her face. The cat was absorbed in its

  own capering, so much so that it did not notice his approach. Lucia did, however, though he had made not a sound. She slowly looked into the foliage, right at him, and said: ‘Who are

  you?’




  The man slid out from behind a tumisi tree, and the cat bolted. Lucia regarded the newcomer with an unfathomable gaze.




  ‘My name is of no consequence,’ Purloch replied. He was nervous, glancing about, eager to be gone.




  Lucia watched him placidly.




  ‘My lady, I must take something from you,’ he said, drawing his dagger from its sheath.




  The air around them exploded in a frenzy of movement, a thrashing of black wings that beat at the senses and caused Purloch to cry out and fall to his knees, his arm across his face to shield it

  from the tumult.




  As quickly as it had begun, it was over. Purloch lowered his arm, and his breath caught in his throat.




  The child was cloaked in ravens. They buried her, perching on her shoulders and arms: a mantle of dark feathers. They surrounded her, too, a thick carpet of the creatures. Dozens more perched in

  the branches nearby. Now and then one of them stirred, preening under a wing or shuffling position; but all of them watched him with their dreadful black, beady eyes.




  Purloch was dumbstruck with terror.




  ‘What did you want to take?’ Lucia asked softly. Her expression and tone reflected none of the malevolence the ravens projected.




  Purloch swallowed. He was aware of nothing more than the ravens. The birds were protecting her. And he knew, with a fearful certainty, that they would tear him to bloody rags at a thought

  from the child.




  He tried to speak, but nothing came out. He swallowed and tried again. ‘A . . . a lock of your hair, my lady. Nothing more.’ He looked down at the dagger still in his hand, and

  realised that his haste to get his prize and escape had made him foolish. He should not have drawn the blade.




  Lucia walked slowly towards him, the ravens shuffling aside to let her pass. Purloch stared at her in naked fear, this monster of a child. What was she?




  And yet what he saw in her pale blue gaze was anything but monstrous. She knew he was not a killer. She did not think him evil; she felt sympathy for him, not hate. And beneath it all was a kind

  of sadness, an acceptance of something inevitable that he did not understand.




  Gently, she took the dagger from his hand, and with it cut away a curl of her blonde, tumbling hair. She pressed it into his palm.




  ‘Go back to your masters,’ she said quietly, the ravens stirring at her shoulder. ‘Begin what must be begun.’




  Purloch drew a shuddering breath and bowed his head, still kneeling. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered, humbled. And then he was gone, disappearing into the trees, with Lucia watching after

  and wondering what would come of what she had done.







 




  
FOUR







  It was four days after the murder of her family that Kaiku was found. The one who discovered her was a young acolyte of the earth goddess Enyu, returning to the temple from a

  frustrating day of failed meditation. His name was Tane tu Jeribos.




  He had almost missed her as he passed by, buried as she was under a drift of leaves at the base of a thick-boled kiji tree. His mind was on other things. That, he supposed, was the whole

  problem. The priests had taught him the theory behind attuning himself to nature, letting himself become blank and empty so he could hear the slow heart of the forest. Yes, he understood the theory

  well. It was just that putting it into practice was proving next to impossible.




  You cannot feel the presence of Enyu and her daughters until you are calm inside. It was the infuriating mantra that Master Olec droned at him every time he became agitated. But how calm

  could he be? He had relaxed to the best of his ability, evacuated his mind of all the clutter, but it was never enough. Doubly frustrating, for he excelled at his other studies, and his masters

  were pleased with his progress. This lesson seemed to elude him, and he could not understand why.




  He was turning over sullen thoughts in his mind when he saw the shape buried beneath the leaves. The sight made him jump. His first reaction was to reach for the rifle slung across his back.

  Then he saw what it was: a young woman, lying still. Cautiously he approached. Though he saw no threat from her, he had lived his whole life in the forests of Saramyr, and he knew enough to assume

  everything was dangerous until proven otherwise. Spirits took many forms, and not all of them were friendly. In fact, it seemed they were getting more and more hostile as the seasons glided by, and

  the animals grew wilder by the day.




  He reached out and poked the girl in the shoulder, ready to jump back if she moved suddenly. When she did not respond, he shoved her again. This time she stirred, making a soft moan.




  ‘Do you hear me?’ he asked, but the girl did not reply. He shook her again, and her eyes flickered open: fevered, roving. She looked at him, but did not seem to see. Instead she

  sighed something incoherent, and murmured her way back to sleep again.




  Tane looked around for some clue about her, but he could see nothing in the balmy evening light except the thick forest. She seemed starved, exhausted and sick. He brushed back her tangled brown

  hair and laid a hand on her forehead. Her skin burned. Her eyes moved restlessly beneath their lids.




  As he was examining her, his hand brushed across the leaves that were covering her, and he paused to pick one up. It was fresh-fallen. In fact, all of them were. The tree had shed them on the

  girl as she lay, not more than half a day past. He smiled to himself. No tree-spirit would harbour an evil thing in such a way. He straightened and bowed.




  ‘Thank you, spirit of the tree, for sheltering this girl,’ he said. ‘Please convey my gratitude to your mistress Aspinis, daughter of Enyu.’




  The tree made no response; but then, they never did. These were young trees, not like the ancient ipi. Barely aware, all but senseless. Like newborn children.




  Tane gathered up the girl in his arms. She was a little heavier than he had expected, but by her lithe figure it was apparent that it was muscle and not fat. Though Tane was no great size

  himself, forest life had toughened him and tautened his own muscles, and he had no trouble carrying her. It was a short walk to the temple, and she did not wake.




  The temple was buried deep in the forest, situated on the banks of the River Kerryn. The river flowed from the mountains to the north-east, winding through the heart of the

  Forest of Yuna before curving westward and heading to the capital. The building itself was a low, elegant affair, with little ostentation to overshadow the scenery all around. Temples to Enyu and

  her daughters were intentionally kept simple out of humility, except in the cities where gaudiness was a virtual prerequisite for a place of worship. It was decorated in simple shades of cream and

  white, supported by beams of black ash, artfully describing lines and perimeters across the structure. It was two storeys high, the second one built further back than the first to take advantage of

  the slant of the hill. Gentle invocations were inscribed in the henge-shaped frame of the main doors, picked out in unvarnished wood, a mantra to the goddess of nature that was as simple and

  peaceful as the temple itself. A prayer-bell hung above a small shrine just to one side of the doors, a cairn of stones with bowls of smouldering incense inside. Long-stemmed lilies and fruit were

  laid out on a ledge before an icon of Enyu: a carved wooden bear statuette, with one mighty paw circling a cub.




  A curving bridge arced from one side of the Kerryn to the other. Carven pillars etched with all manner of bird, beast and fish sunk deep into the river bed. The river was a deep, melancholy

  blue, its natural transparency made doleful by the salts and minerals it carried down from the Tchamil Mountains. It threw back the sun in fins of purple-edged brightness, dappling the smooth

  underside of the bridge with an endless play of shifting water-light. The effect, intentionally, was that of calm and beauty and idyll.




  Tane consulted with his masters, and an aged priest examined her. He concluded that she was starving and fevered, much as Tane had said, but there were no more serious afflictions. She would

  recover with care.




  ‘She is your responsibility,’ Master Olec told him. ‘See if you can keep your mind on something for a change.’




  Tane knew Olec’s withered old tongue too well to be offended. He put her in a guest room on the upper storey. The room was spare and white, with a sleeping-mat in a corner beneath the

  wide, square windows. The shutters were locked open against the heat of oncoming summer. Like most windows in Saramyr, there was no need for glass – much of the year it was too hot, and

  shutters worked just as well against adverse weather.




  As evening wore on to a dark red sunset, Tane brewed a tea of boneset, yarrow and echinacea for her fever. He made her sip and swallow it as hot as he dared, half a cup every two hours. She

  muttered and flinched, and she did not wake, but she did drink it down. He brought a bucket of cool water and mopped her brow, cleaned her face and cheeks. He examined her tongue, gently holding

  her mouth open. He checked the flutter of her pulse at her throat and wrist. When he had done all he could, he settled himself on a wicker mat and watched her sleep.




  The priests had undressed her – it was necessary to determine if she had suffered from poison thorns, insect bites, anything that might influence her recovery – and given her a

  sleeping-robe of light green. Now she lay with a thin sheet twined through her legs and resting on her ribs, pushed out of place by her stirrings. It was too hot to lie under anyway, especially

  with her fever, but Tane had been obliged to provide it out of respect for her modesty. He had cared for the sick before, young and old, male and female, and the priests knew it and trusted him.

  But this one interested him more than most. Where had she come from, and how had she got into the state she was in? Her very helplessness provoked in him the need to help her. She was incapacitated

  and utterly alone. The spirits knew what kind of ordeals she had gone through wandering in the forest; she was lucky even to be alive.




  ‘Who are you, then?’ he asked softly, fascinated.




  His eyes ranged over the lines of her cheekbones, a little too pronounced now but they would soften with the return of her health. He watched her lips press together as she spoke half-formed

  dream-words. The light from outside began to fade, and still he stayed, and wondered about her.




  The fever broke two days later, yet there was no immediate recovery. She had beaten the illness, but she had not overcome whatever it was that plagued her waking hours and

  haunted her dreams. For a week she was nearly catatonic with misery, unable to lift herself from the bed, crying almost constantly. Very little of what she said made sense, and the priests began to

  doubt her sanity. Tane believed otherwise. He had sat by her while she sobbed and raved, and the few fragments of what he could understand led him to the conclusion that she had suffered some

  terrible tragedy, endured loss such as no human should have to undergo.




  He was excused from some of his less pressing duties while he cared for his patient, though there was little he could do for her now that she was physically well again. He made her eat, though

  she had no appetite. He prepared a mild sedative – a tincture of blue cohosh and motherwort – and gave it to her to gentle down some of her worse fits of grief. He made an infusion of

  hops, skullcap and valerian to put her to sleep at night. And he sat with her.




  Then one morning, as he came into her room with a breakfast of duck eggs and wheatcakes, he found her at the window, looking out over the Kerryn to the trees beyond. Insects hummed in the

  morning air. He paused in the doorway.




  ‘Daygreet,’ he said automatically. She turned with a start. ‘Are you feeling better?’




  ‘You are the one who has been looking after me,’ she said. ‘Tane?’




  He smiled slightly and bowed. ‘Would you like to eat?’




  Kaiku nodded and sat down cross-legged on her mat, arranging her sleeping-robe about her. She had little recollection of the past two weeks. She could remember impressions, unpleasant moments of

  fright or hunger or sadness, but not the circumstances that attended them. She remembered this face, though: this bald, shaven head, those even, tanned features, the pale green eyes and the light

  beige robes he always wore. She had never imagined a young priest – to her, they had always been old and snappy, hiding their wisdom inside a shell of cantankerousness. This one had some of

  the air of gravity she usually associated with the holy orders, but she remembered moments of light-heartedness too, when he had made jokes and laughed at them himself when she did not. By his

  speech, she guessed he had come from a moderately affluent family, somewhere above the peasantry though probably still local. While he was educated, he was certainly not high-born. The complexities

  of the Saramyrrhic language meant it was possible to guess at a person’s origins simply by the way they used it. Tane’s speech was looser and less ruthlessly elocuted than hers.




  ‘How long has it been?’ she asked, as she slowly ate.




  ‘Ten days since we found you. You were wandering for some time before that,’ Tane replied.




  ‘Ten days? Spirits, it seems like it was forever. I thought it would never pass. I thought . . .’ She looked up at him. ‘I thought I could never stop crying.’




  ‘The heart heals, given time,’ Tane said. ‘Tears dry.’




  ‘My family are gone,’ she said suddenly. She had needed to say it aloud, to test herself, to see if she could. The words provoked no new pain in her. She had mastered her grief,

  sickened of it; though it had taken a long time, her natural wilfulness would not let her be kept down. Her sorrow had spent itself, and while she doubted it would ever leave her entirely, it would

  not swallow her again. ‘They were murdered,’ she added.




  ‘Ah,’ said Tane. He could not think of anything else to say.




  ‘The mask,’ she said. ‘I had a mask with me . . . I think.’




  ‘It was in your pack,’ said Tane. ‘It is safe.’




  She handed her plate back to him, having eaten only a little. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘For taking care of me. I would like to rest.’




  ‘It was my honour,’ he replied, getting up. ‘Would you like a tea to help you sleep?’




  ‘I do not think I will need it, now,’ she said.




  He retreated to the door, but before he reached it he stopped.




  ‘I don’t know your name . . .’




  ‘Kaiku tu Makaima,’ came the reply.




  ‘Kaiku, there was someone you mentioned several times in your delirium,’ he said, turning his shoulder to look at her. ‘Someone you said was with you in the woods. Asara.

  Perhaps she is still—’




  ‘A demon killed her,’ Kaiku replied, her eyes on the floor. ‘She is gone.’




  ‘I see,’ Tane replied. ‘I’ll come back soon.’ And with that he left.




  A demon killed her, Kaiku thought. And I am that demon.




  She did rest for a time, for she was weakened by her ordeal. She felt more drained than she had ever thought it was possible to feel, more exhausted than she could ever

  remember. The feeling spurred a memory that she had not come across for months, a random jag of pain that emerged to worry at the fresh wound of her loss. She steeled herself against it. She would

  not forget. Some things were worth remembering.




  It had been at Mishani’s summer house by the coast, where she and her brother Machim often stayed. They had always been competitive, and growing up with a brother had left her with some

  hopelessly unfeminine tendencies – one of which was a stubbornness that verged on mule-headed. One morning, she and Machim had become embroiled in their usual game of boasting who was better

  at what. The stakes were raised and raised until between them they had devised an endurance course involving archery, swimming, cliff-climbing, running and shooting that was far beyond the capacity

  of most athletes, let alone two youths who had rarely tasted hardship. Out of sheer unwillingness to concede, they both agreed to attempt it.




  The archery they handled easily – they had to shoot ten arrows, and a bullseye meant that they could run down to the beach and swim across the bay to the cliffs. Machim succeeded before

  she did. The swimming was hard work, for she was trying to catch up with her brother and narrow his head start. She gained ground on the cliffs, but by now the ache in their bodies was evident, and

  their muscles were trembling. Machim was flagging badly, and he barely made it over the top before collapsing in a panting heap. Kaiku could have given up then and claimed the victory; but it was

  not enough for her. She began to run back along the cliff top to Mishani’s house, where they had set up a makeshift rifle range. Her body burned, her vision blurred, she wanted to be sick,

  but she would not let herself stop. She reached the house, but the effort of picking up the rifle was too much for her, and she fainted.




  She was put to bed then, and until now she had never felt anything like the exhaustion she had experienced on that day. The challenge had taken everything out of her, and it seemed like there

  was barely enough left to go on surviving. Mishani chided her for her stubbornness. Her brother sneaked in and congratulated her on her victory when nobody else was around.




  But however bad that had been, this was worse. Her very soul felt exhausted, used up in the effort to expel the grief of her family’s death. She found that thinking of her brother now

  brought no tears, only a dull ache. Well, she could endure that, if she must.




  It was not only the loss of her family that troubled her, however. It was the power . . . the terrible force that had claimed Asara’s life in the forest. Something had come from within

  her, something agonising and evil, a thing of raw destruction and flame. Was she a demon? Or had she one inside her? Could she even let herself be around other people, after what she had

  done to—




  ‘No,’ she said aloud, to add authority to her denial. It was useless to think that way. She had fled from the horror once already; now she had to face it. Whatever was the cause of

  Asara’s death, it would not be exorcised by hiding herself away from the world. Besides, it had shown no sign of reoccurring in the time since that first cataclysmic event. She felt a hard

  coil of determination growing inside her. Suddenly she resented the presence of this side of herself that she had never known before. She would understand it, learn about it, and destroy it if

  necessary. She would not carry around this unnamed evil for the rest of her life. She refused to.




  Asara. She had been the key. She had spoke of a cause. They had been watching her father, hoping to persuade him to join them. And they had been watching her, for two whole years.




  Mostly it was because of you, Kaiku. Your condition.




  Condition? Could she have meant the cruel flame that took her life? How long had it slumbered inside her, then, since Asara had come to her two years before this condition ever manifested

  itself? She thought back to the circumstances that might have attended her arrival. One of her previous handmaidens had disappeared without word or warning, that was true. Was there anything

  suspicious in that? Not at the time – after all, she was only a servant – but in retrospect it made her uneasy. No, she had to think before that.




  She had heard the tales of the spirits of the forest turning bad. She knew the stories of the achicita, the demon vapours that came in the swelter of summer and stole in through the nostrils of

  sleeping men and women, making them sick on the inside. She knew about the baum-ki, who bit ankles like snakes and left their poison dormant in the body, to be passed on through saliva or other,

  more personal fluids. The poison hopped from person to person, becoming lethal only when it came across a baby in a womb, killing mother and child in one terrible haemorrhage.




  It was the only sense she could make. There was something within, something unknown, something that had lashed out and killed. Had the shin-shin been after her, to claim whatever was inside her?

  What was she carrying? What was the condition Asara had spoken of?




  But Asara was gone, and all she had left behind were questions. What manner of thing was she, who could suck the breath from one person and give it to another? Another demon, sent to look after

  her own? Who were her masters, the ones who had sent her? And what had her father been involved in, that such a tragedy should be visited on their house?




  She slept, and her dreams were full of a face of black and red, a cackling spirit that haunted her in the darkness with the voice of her father.




  The priests allowed her to use their sacred glade to make an offering to Omecha, the silent harvester, god of death and the afterlife. It lay along a narrow, winding trail that

  wove up the hill to the rear of the temple. Tane led the way, taking her hand when she stumbled. Having spent so long in convalescence, her muscles were shockingly weak, and the incline was almost

  too much for her to take. But Tane was there, keeping a respectful silence, and with his help she made it.




  The glade was a spot of preternatural beauty, scattered with low, smooth white stones that peeped from the undergrowth, upon which complex pictograms were carved and painted red. There appeared

  to be no man-made boundary or border to separate it from the surrounding forest – in fact, were it not for the stones and the shrine, Kaiku would have not recognised it as a sacred place at

  all. There was a thin stream running through the glade, with the far bank rising higher than the near side, and a great old kamaka tree surmounting it, its thick roots knotted through the soil and

  its pendulous leaf-tendrils hanging mournfully over the water in flowery ropes. On the near side of the stream was the shrine, little bigger than the one that sat in front of the temple. It had

  been carved from the bole of a young tree, and the interior was hung with wind-chimes and tiny prayer scrolls. Fresh flowers had been laid inside it, and incense sticks smouldered in little clay

  pots to either side.




  She gave Tane a nod and a wan smile, and he bowed, murmured a swift prayer to Enyu to excuse himself from the glade, and retreated down the trail.




  Alone, Kaiku took a breath and assembled her thoughts. There was no emotion involved in this; she had spent that entirely by now. This was ritual. Her sorrow had eaten her from the inside and

  then turned and devoured itself into emptiness. All that was left was what was inevitable, what honour and tradition demanded she do. She acceded without complaint. Everything had fallen apart

  around her, but this at least was inviolable, and there was some comfort in that.




  She knelt among the incense in the grey votive robe the priests had given her, for she had no formal wear and it was necessary to be respectful here. She prayed to her ancestors to guide her

  family through the Gate, past laughing Yoru into the golden Fields. She named each of them aloud to Omecha, so that his wife Noctu might write them in her great book, and record their deeds in

  life. And finally she prayed to Ocha, Emperor of the gods and also god of war, revenge, exploration and endeavour. She begged for strength to aid her purpose, asking for his blessing in finding the

  one that struck down her family. If he would aid her, she swore to avenge them, no matter the cost.




  And with that oath, her course was set.




  When she left the glade, she felt exorcised somehow. She had left a part of herself behind there, the part that was confused and frightened and heavy with grief. She had a new path now. It was

  what her family’s honour demanded. She would not let them die forgotten; she would right the injustice. There was no other course open to her.




  After she had walked back to the temple with Tane, she reclaimed the mask from the priests and looked at it often, turning it about in her hands. Asara said her father had been killed for this

  mask. What was it, and what did it mean? Sometimes she toyed with the idea of putting it on, but she knew better. Even if Asara had not warned her, she had heard enough tales of the Weavers to

  learn caution.




  Masks are the most dangerous weapons in the world.




  The next morning, Tane brought her clothes with her breakfast.




  ‘You’ve been lying about too long,’ he said. ‘Come outside. You should see this.’




  Kaiku nodded muzzily. She had no particularly strong inclination to do anything, but it seemed easier to go along with his suggestion than to refuse it. When he had gone, she stood up and

  stretched her limbs, then clambered into her travel clothes that the priests had washed and mended. Someone – presumably Tane – had added a purple silk sash to the bundle, a splash of

  colour amid the beige and brown. She tied it loosely round her waist, letting it hang down her thigh. It made her attire a little more feminine, at least. She laced up the open-throated shirt and

  gave herself a perfunctory examination. A smile touched her lips, more wry than humorous. The sash made her look like some flamboyant bandit.




  She joined Tane outside in the bright glare of the sun. It was a good time to be out, before the ascending heat became uncomfortable. She appreciated the warmth of Nuki’s gaze on some dim

  and distant level, but it did not seem to penetrate as it had done in the days when her family were still alive. Rinji birds were drifting down the Kerryn, their long, white necks twisting down to

  snap at fish and beetles that strayed too close. Tane was watching them distractedly.




  ‘They’re early this year,’ he observed. ‘It’s going to be a long, hot summer.’




  Kaiku shaded her eyes and followed the languid procession with her gaze. Several of the priests had paused in their work and were studying the birds with contemplative expressions. As children,

  she and Machim used to head out to the riverbank every morning in early summer, to wait for the rinji to come down from their nesting sites in the mountains, down to the plains where the better

  feeding was. With their long, gangly legs tucked beneath them and their massive wings folded, they glided with effortless grace, riding the currents of the Kerryn towards the lowlands.




  When the first rinji had drifted out of sight – there were only a dozen or so, the vanguard of the impending exodus – Tane led Kaiku down to the bank. At her request, they crossed

  over the bridge and sat on the south side, looking over the shimmering deep-blue expanse towards the unassuming temple.




  ‘This is the way we always watched them,’ she said by way of explanation. ‘Machim and I.’ Watching the birds going from left to right instead of the opposite had jarred

  with her memories and made her unaccountably uncomfortable.




  Tane nodded. Whether it was simple preference, or if she was consciously trying to recapture the fond moments she shared with her dead sibling, he was prepared to indulge her.




  ‘It seems there are fewer and fewer each year,’ Tane said. ‘Word comes down from the mountains that their nesting grounds aren’t so safe any more.’




  Kaiku raised an eyebrow. ‘Why not?’




  ‘Fewer of the eggs hatch, that’s one thing,’ he replied, rubbing his bald scalp, rasping his palm against the stubble. ‘But they say there are things in the mountains now

  that can climb up to where they lay. And those things are multiplying. It wasn’t like that ten years ago.’




  Kaiku found herself wondering suddenly why Tane had troubled to bring her out here at all, why they were sitting together and talking about birds.




  ‘I have watched them every year since I can remember,’ she said. ‘And I used to stay up in the autumn and look out for them flying back.’




  It was an aimless comment, a lazy observation thrown out into the conversation, but Tane took it as a cue to continue his train of thought.




  ‘The beautiful things are dying,’ he said gravely, looking upstream to where the Kerryn bent into the trees and was lost to sight. ‘More and more, faster and faster. The

  priests can sense it; I can sense it. It’s in the forest, in the soil. The trees know.’




  Kaiku was not quite sure how to respond to that, so she kept her silence.




  ‘Why can’t we do anything about it?’ he said, but the question was rhetorical, an expression of impotent frustration.




  They watched the birds come down the river all that day, and it did seem that there were fewer than Kaiku remembered.




  She stayed another week at the temple while she regained her strength. The waiting was chafing her, but the priests insisted, and she believed they were right. She was too weak

  to leave, and she needed time to formulate a plan, to decide where to travel to and how to get there.




  There was never really any doubt as to her destination, however. There was only one person who might be able to help her learn the circumstances that surrounded her father’s death, and

  only one person who she felt she could trust utterly. Mishani, her friend since childhood and daughter of Barak Avun tu Koli. She was part of the Imperial Court at Axekami, and she was privy to the

  machinations that went on there. Kaiku had not seen her much since they both passed their eighteenth harvest, for Mishani had been enmeshed in the politics of Blood Koli; yet despite everything,

  she found herself growing excited at the thought of seeing her friend again.




  She walked with Tane often during that week, traipsing through the forest or along the river. Tane was interested in her past, in who she was and how she had come to be under that tree where he

  had found her. She talked freely about her family; it made her feel good to recall their triumphs, their habits, their petty foibles. But she never spoke of what happened at her house that night,

  and she made no mention of Asara’s fate again. He was light-hearted company, and she liked him, though he tended to swing into unfathomably dark moods from time to time. Then she found him

  unpleasant and left him alone.




  ‘You’re leaving soon,’ Tane said as they walked side by side in the trees behind the temple. It was the hour between morning oblations and study, and the young acolyte had

  asked her to join him. Birds chirruped all around and the forest rustled with hidden animals.




  Kaiku fiddled with a strand of her hair. It was a childhood habit that her mother used to chide her for. She had thought she had grown out of it, but it seemed to have returned of late.

  ‘Soon,’ she agreed.




  ‘I wish you would tell me what you are hurrying for. Are you fleeing your family’s murderers, or trying to find them?’




  She glanced at him, faintly startled. He had never been quite so blunt with her. ‘To find them,’ she said.




  ‘Revenge is an unhealthy motive, Kaiku.’




  ‘I have no other motives left, my friend,’ she said. But he was a friend in name only. She would not let him close to her, would not divulge anything of true worth to him. There was

  no sense inviting more grief. She knew she was leaving him; it was necessary, for she still did not know the nature of the demon inside her, and she feared she might harm him as she had Asara. By

  the same token, she was terribly afraid of endangering Mishani by her presence; but she knew if Mishani were asked, she would willingly take that chance, and so would Kaiku for her. There was some

  comfort in that, at least. Their bonds of loyalty went beyond question. And there was scarcely any other choice, anyway; it was the only course she could see.




  ‘I’d like it if you stayed,’ he said solemnly. She stopped and gave him a curious look. ‘For a while longer,’ he amended, colouring a little.




  She smiled, and it made her radiant. For a moment, she felt something like temptation. He was physically attractive to her, there was no doubt of that. His shaven head, his taut and muscular

  body honed by outdoor chores and an ascetic diet, his deep-buried intensity; these were qualities she had never encountered in the high-borns she had met in the cities. But though they had spent

  much time together in the past week, she felt she had not learned anything about him. Why had he become a priest? Why was he driven to heal and help others, as he professed? He was as closed to her

  as she was to him. The two of them had fenced around each other, never letting their guards down. This was the nearest he had got to real honesty. She exploited the opening.




  ‘What is it I mean to you, Tane?’ she asked. ‘You found me, you saved my life and sat with me through it all. You have my endless gratitude for that. But why?’




  ‘I’m a priest. It’s my . . . my calling,’ he said, frowning.




  ‘Not good enough,’ she said, folding her arms beneath her breasts.




  He gave her a dark look, wounded that she would pressure him this way. ‘I lost a sister,’ he said. ‘She would not be much younger than you are. I could not help her, but I

  could help you.’ He looked angrily at the ground and scuffed it with his sandals. ‘I lost my family too. We have that much in common.’




  She wanted to ask how, but she had no right. She would not share her secrets with him, nor he with her. And therein lay the barrier between them, and it was unassailable.




  ‘One of the priests is going downriver to the village of Ban tomorrow,’ she said, unfolding her arms. ‘I can get a skiff from there to the capital.’




  ‘And you think your friend Mishani will be able to help you?’ Tane asked, somewhat bitterly.




  ‘She is the only hope I have,’ Kaiku replied.




  ‘Then I wish you good journey,’ said Tane, though his tone suggested otherwise. ‘And may Panazu, god of the rain and rivers, guard your way. I must return to my

  studies.’




  With that, he stalked away and back to the temple. Kaiku watched him until he was obscured by the trees. In another time, in another place . . . maybe there could have been something between

  them. Well, there were greater concerns for now. She thought of the mask that lay in her room, hidden behind a beam on the ceiling. She thought of how she would get to Axekami, and what she might

  find there.




  She thought of the future, and she feared it.







 




  
FIVE







  It had to come to this, Anais thought. I was only putting off the inevitable. But by the spirits, how did they find out?




  The Blood Empress of Saramyr stood in her chambers, her slender profile limned in the bright midday sunlight, the hot breath of the streets reaching even here, so far above. Below her lay the

  great city of Axekami, heart of the Saramyr empire. It sprawled down the hill and away from her, a riot of colours. Long red temples shunted up against gaudy markets; smooth white bathhouses

  huddled close to green-domed museums. There were theatres and tanneries, forges and workhouses. Distantly, the sparkling blue loop of the River Kerryn cut through the profusion on its way to meet

  its sister, the Jalaza, and combine to form the Zan. Axekami was built on the confluence of the three rivers, and their sweeping flow served to carve the city neatly up into districts, joined by

  proud bridges.




  She let her eyes range over the capital, over her city, the centrepiece of a civilisation that stretched thousands of miles across an entire continent and encompassed millions of people.

  The life here never ceased, an endless, beautiful swelter of thronging industry, thought and art. Orators held forth in Speaker’s Square while crowds gathered to jeer or clap; manxthwa and

  horses jostled in their pens while traders harangued passers-by and jabbered at each other; philosophers sat in meditation while across the street new lovers coupled in fervour. Scholars debated in

  the parks, blood spewed on to tiles as a bull banathi’s throat was slashed by a butcher’s blade, entertainers leered as they pulled impossible contortions, deals were made and broken

  and reforged. Axekami was the hub of an empire spread so wide that it was only possible to maintain it via the medium of instantaneous communication through Weavers. It was the administrative,

  political and social fulcrum on which the entire vastness of Saramyr balanced. Anais loved it, loved its constant ability to regenerate, the turbulence of innovation and activity; but she knew well

  enough to fear it a little too, and she felt a ghost of that fear brush her now.




  The Imperial Keep stood high and magnificent on the crest of a hill, looking out over all. It was a vast edifice of gold and bronze, shaped like a truncated pyramid, with its top flattened and

  surmounted by a wondrous temple to Ocha, Emperor of the gods. It swarmed with pillars and arches, broken up by enormous statues that grew out of the walls, or which snaked along the grandiose

  façade to wind around shining columns. At the four points of the compass stood a tall, slender tower, reaching high above the main body of the Keep, each one dedicated to one of the

  Guardians of the Four Winds. Narrow bridges ran between the towers and the Keep, spanning the chasms between. The whole was surrounded by a great wall, decorated with carvings and scrollwork all

  along its length, and broken only by a mighty gate, with its soaring arc of gold inscribed with blessings.




  Anais turned away from the vista. The room was wide and airy, its walls and floor made from a smooth, semi-reflective stone known as lach. Three tall arches gave her the view of her city;

  several smaller ones provided access to other rooms. A trickling fountain was the centrepiece, fashioned in the shape of two manta rays, their wings touching as they danced.




  Messages had been arriving all day, both by hand and across the Weave, calling for a council. Her allies felt betrayed, her enemies incensed, and nothing she could do would assuage them. The

  only heir to the throne of Saramyr was an Aberrant. She should have been killed at birth.




  Weave-lord Vyrrch was in the room with her; the very last person she wanted to see right now. The Weavers were the ones who did the killing, and she could feel glowering disapprobation in every

  syllable he spoke. He was at least wise enough not to berate her for hiding her child away from them, even though she knew that was what he was thinking. Did that foul ghoul seriously expect her to

  give up her only child to their tender mercies?




  ‘You must be very cautious, Mistress,’ he gurgled. ‘Very cautious indeed. You have few options if you wish to avert a disaster.’




  The Weave-lord was wearing his Mask, and for that, at least, she was thankful. His horribly deformed features were hidden behind a bronze visage, and though the Mask itself was distressing to

  look upon, it was far preferable to what lay beneath. It depicted a demented face, its features distorted in what could be pain, insanity or leering pleasure. The very sight of it made her skin

  crawl. It was old, very old; and where the True Masks were concerned, age meant power. She dreaded to think how many minds had been lost to that Mask, and how much of Vyrrch’s remained . .

  .




  ‘What do you advise then, Weave-lord?’ she replied, concealing her distaste with a skill born through many years of practice. Silently, she dared him to suggest having her daughter

  executed.




  ‘You must appear conciliatory, at least. You have deceived them, and they will expect you to acknowledge that. Do not underestimate the hatred that we of Saramyr bear for

  Aberrants.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Vyrrch,’ she snapped. Though slender and willowy, with petite features and an innocent appearance, she could be iron when she wanted to be.

  ‘She’s not an Aberrant. She’s just a child with a talent. My child.’




  ‘I know well the semantics of the word, Mistress,’ he wheezed, shifting his hunched body. He was clothed in ragged robes, a patchwork of fibres, beads, bits of matting and animal

  hide cannibalised together in an insane fashion. All the Weavers wore similar attire. Anais had never had the desire to delve deep enough into their world to ask why.




  The Weavers had been responsible for the practice of killing Aberrant children for more than a hundred years. They were gifted at tracking down the signs, searching with their unearthly senses

  across the Weave to root out corruption in the purity of the human form. Though they were reclusive as a rule, preferring to remain in the comfort of noble houses or in their monasteries in the

  mountains, they made exception where Aberrants were concerned. Weavers travelled from town to village to city, appearing at festivals or gatherings, teaching the common folk to recognise the

  Aberrant in their midst, urging them to give up the creatures that hid among them. The visit of a Weaver to a town was an almost religious event, and the people gathered in fear and awe, both

  repulsed and drawn by the strange men in their Masks. While there, they listened to the Weaver’s teachings, and passed on that wisdom to their children. Though the content of the teachings

  never varied, the Weavers were tireless, and their word had become so ingrained in the psyche of the people of Saramyr that it was as familiar as the rhymes of childhood or the sound of a

  mother’s voice.




  Vyrrch waited for Anais’s gaze to cool before continuing. ‘What I think of the matter is not relevant. You must be prepared for the wrath of the families. The child you have borne is

  an Aberrant to them. They will make little distinction between Lucia and the twisted, blind, limbless children that we of the Weavers must deal with every day. Both are . . . deviant. Until

  today, they believed the line of Erinima had an heir. Sickly, perhaps – I believe that was your excuse for hiding her away from us? – but an heir nonetheless. Now they find it does not,

  and many possibilities will—’




  ‘It does, Vyrrch,’ Anais smouldered. ‘My child will take the throne.’




  ‘As an Aberrant?’ Vyrrch chuckled. ‘I doubt that.’




  Anais turned to the fountain to cover the tightening of her jaw. She knew Vyrrch spoke the truth. The people would never suffer an Aberrant as ruler. And yet, what other choice was there?




  Apart from her phenomenal speed at picking up speech, Lucia had displayed few outward signs of her abilities until she reached two harvests of age; but Anais knew. If she was honest with

  herself, she had known instinctively, early in the pregnancy, that the child in her womb was abnormal. At first she did not dare believe; but later, when she faced the reality of the situation, she

  did not care. She would not consider telling her doctor; he would have counselled poisoning the child in the womb. No, she would not have given Lucia up for anything.




  Perhaps that would be her downfall. Perhaps, if she had given up Lucia, she would have borne many healthy babies afterward. But she made her choice, and through complications she was

  rendered barren in giving birth. She could have no more children. Lucia was the only one there would ever be. The sole heir to the realm of Saramyr.




  And so she had hidden her child away from the world, knowing that the world would despise her. They would ignore her gentle nature and dreamy eyes, and see only a creature not human,

  something to be rooted out and destroyed before its seed could pollute the purity of the Saramyr folk. She had thought that the child might learn to hide her abnormalities, to control and suppress

  them; but that hope was dashed now. Heart’s blood, how did they learn of it? She had been so careful to keep Lucia from the eyes of those that might harm her.




  This land was sick, she thought bitterly. Sick and cursed. Every year, more children were born Aberrant, more were snatched by the Weavers. Animals, too, and plants. Farmers griped that the very

  soil was evil, as whole crops grew twisted. The sickness was spreading, had been spreading for decades and nobody even knew what it was, much less where it came from.




  The door was thrown open with a force that made her judder, and her husband thundered in, a black tower of rage.




  ‘What is this?’ he cried, seizing her by the arm and dragging her roughly to him. ‘What is this?’




  She tore free from his grip, and he let her. He knew where the power lay in this relationship. She was the Blood Empress, ruler by bloodline. He was Emperor only by marriage; a marriage that

  could be annulled if Anais wished it.




  ‘Welcome back, Durun,’ she replied sarcastically, glowering at him. ‘How was your hunt?’




  ‘What has happened while I’ve been gone?’ he cried. ‘The things I hear . . . our child . . . what have you done?’




  ‘Lucia is special, Durun. As you might know, if you had seen her more than once a year. Do not claim that she is our child: you have taken no hand in her

  parenting.’




  ‘So it’s true? She’s an Aberrant?’ Durun roared.




  ‘No!’ Anais snapped, at the same time that Vyrrch said ‘Yes.’




  Durun gazed in astonishment at his wife, and she, unflinching, gazed back. A taut silence fell.




  She knew how he would react. The Emperor was nothing if not predictable. Most days she despised him, with his tight black attire and his long, lustrous black hair that fell straight to either

  side of his face. She hated his proud bearing and his hawk nose, his knife-thin face and his dark eyes. The marriage had been purely political, arranged by her parents before their passing; but

  while it had gained her Blood Batik as staunch and useful allies, she had paid for it by suffering this indolent braggart as a husband. Though he did have his moments, this was not one of them.




  ‘You gave birth to an Aberrant?’ he whispered.




  ‘You fathered one,’ she countered.




  A momentary spasm of pain crossed his face.




  ‘Do you know what this means? Do you know what you’ve done?’




  ‘Do you know what the alternative was?’ she replied. ‘To kill my only child, and let Blood Erinima die out? Never!’




  ‘Better that you had,’ he hissed.




  There was a chime outside the door then, forestalling her retort.




  ‘Another messenger awaits you,’ Vyrrch said in his throaty gurgle.




  Flashing a final hot look at her husband, Anais pulled open the door and strode past the servant before he had time to tell her what she already knew. Durun stormed away to his chambers. For

  that, Anais was thankful. She still had no idea how she would handle the anger of the high families, but she knew she would do it better without Durun at her side.




  The chambers of Weave-lord Vyrrch were a monument to degradation. They were dingy and dark, hot and wet as a swamp in the heat of early summer. The high shutters – sealed

  closed when they should have been open to admit the breeze – were draped in layers of coloured materials and tapestries. The vast, plush bed had collapsed and settled at an angle, its sheets

  soiled and stained. In the centre of the room was an octagonal bathing pool. Its waters were murky, scattered with floating bits of debris and faeces. At the bottom, staring sightlessly upward, was

  a naked boy.




  Everywhere there was evidence of the Weave-lord’s terrible appetites when in his post-Weaving rages. All manner of food was strewn about in varying states of decay. Fine silks were ripped

  and torn. Blood stained the tiled floor here and there. A scourge lay beneath the broken bed. A corpse lay in the bed, several weeks old, its sex and age mercifully unidentifiable now. A

  vast hookah smoked unattended amid a marsh of spilled wine and wet clothes.




  And in the centre, his white, withered body cloaked in rags, the Weave-lord sat cross-legged, wearing his Mask.




  The True Mask of the Weave-lord Vyrrch was an old, old thing. Its lineage went all the way back to Frusric, one of the greatest Edgefathers that had ever lived. Frusric had formed it from

  bronze, beaten thin so it would be light enough to wear. It was a masterpiece: the face of some long-forgotten god, his expression at once demented and horribly, malevolently sane, his brows heavy

  over eyes like dark pits. The face appeared to be crying out in despair, or shrieking in hate, or calling in anger, depending on what angle the light struck it.




  Frusric had given the new Mask to Tamala tu Jekkyn, who had worn it till his untimely death; it was then handed on to Urric tu Hyrst, a master Weaver himself. From Urric, it could be traced

  through seven subsequent owners over one hundred years, until it had come into the possession of Vyrrch, given to him by his master, who recognised in the boy a talent greater than any he had

  seen.




  The True Masks took all their owners had, draining them, rotting them from the inside out. They kept a portion of what they took, and passed it on to the next wearer. It changed them,

  imbuing shreds of its previous owner’s mind and memories and personality. With each owner, it took more and passed more on, until the clash of influences, dreams and experiences became too

  much for the mind to bear. The older the Mask, the greater the power it gained, and the swifter it drove the wearer to insanity. Lesser apprentices would have died of shock at just putting this

  Mask on. Vyrrch was laid low three seasons, but he mastered it. And the power it had granted him was nothing short of magnificent.




  What it had taken from him, though, was less glorious. He was nearly forty harvests of age, but he creaked and wheezed like a man of thrice that. His face had been made hideous. A thousand more

  minor corruptions and cancers boiled in his broken body, and the pain was constant. And though he did not realise it, the Mask had subtly been eroding his sanity like all the others, until he

  teetered daily on the brink of madness.




  But he felt none of the pains in his body now, for he was Weaving, and the ecstasy of it took him away on a sea of bliss.




  Like all Weavers, he had been taught to visualise the sensation in his own way. The raw stuff of the Weave was overwhelming, and many novices had found its beauty more than they could bear, and

  lost their will to leave. They wandered forever somewhere between its threads, lost in their own private paradise, bright ghosts mindlessly slaved to the Weave.




  For Vyrrch, the Weave was an abyss, a vast, endless blackness in which he was an infinitesimal mote of light. And yet it was far from empty. Great curling tunnels snaked through the dark, grey

  and dim and faintly iridescent, like immense worms that thrashed and swayed, their heads and tails lost in eternity. The worms were the threads of the Weave, and he floated in the darkness in

  between, where there was nothingness, only the utter and complete joy of disembodiment. A creature of sensation alone, he felt the sympathetic vibration of the threads, a slow wind that swept

  through him, charging his nerves. On the edge of vision, huge whale-like shapes slid through the darkness. He had never understood what they were: a product of his own imagining, or something else

  altogether? Nor had he ever found out, for they eluded him effortlessly, remaining always out of his reach. Eventually he had given up trying, and for their part they ignored him as being beneath

  their notice.




  Swiftly he glided between the immense threads, a gnat against their heaving flanks. By reading their vibrations he found the thread he sought and, steeling himself, he plunged into it, tearing

  through its skin into the roaring tumult inside, where chaos swallowed him.




  Now he was a spark, a tiny thing that raced along the synapses of the thread with dizzying speed, selecting junctions here and jumping track there, flitting along faster than the mind could

  comprehend. From this thread to that he flickered, racing down one lane after another, a million changes executed in less than a second, until finally he reached the terminator of a single thread,

  and burst free.




  His vision cleared as his senses reassembled themselves, and he was in a small, dimly lit chamber. It was unremarkable in any way, except for the crumbling yellow-red stone of its walls, and the

  pictograms daubed haphazardly across it, spelling out nonsense phrases and primal mutterings, dark perversions and promises. The ravings of a madman. A pair of lanterns flickered fitfully in their

  brackets, making the shadow-edges of the bricks shift and dance. A peeling wooden door was closed before him. Though he was far from any mark by which to recognise his surroundings, the walls

  exuded a familiar resonance to his heightened perception. This was Adderach, the monastery of the Weavers.




  The room was empty, but he sensed the approach of three of his brethren. While he waited, he thought over the news he had to report.




  He could not imagine how she had stayed hidden for so long. That the Heir-Empress could be an Aberrant . . . how could he have not seen it before? It was only when he began to hear reports from

  frightened servants of a spectral girl walking the corridors of the Keep at night that he began to suspect something was amiss. And so he had begun to investigate, searching the Keep for evidence

  of resonances, tremors in the Weave that would indicate that someone was manipulating it, in the way a spider feels the thrashings of the fly through her web.




  He found nothing. And yet something was there. Whatever was causing these manifestations was either too subtle to be detectable even by him, or was of a different order altogether.




  Eventually his searching bore fruit, and he found the trail of the wandering spectre as she prowled the corridors of the Keep, a tiny tremor in the air at her passing that was so fine it was

  almost imperceptible. Yet though he sensed himself drawing close time after time, he never caught up with her; he was always evaded. Frustration gnawed at him, and his efforts became more frantic;

  yet this only seemed to make her escapes all the easier. Until one day one of his spies overheard Anais consulting a physician about her daughter’s odd dreams, and the connection was

  made.




  Like many, he had never laid eyes on the Heir-Empress, but he had spied on her from time to time. The Heir-Empress was far too important for him to abide by her mother’s wish for her to be

  kept sheltered and secret. He knew at once that she was not so sickly as Anais made out, but he also knew there were many good reasons why a child as important as this one should be kept safe from

  harm. He had simply attributed it to Anais’s paranoia about her only daughter – the only child she could ever have – and forgotten about it. It had not seemed urgent at the time,

  and as the seasons came and went he forgot about it, the thoughts slipping through the gauze of his increasingly addled mind and fading away.




  It was his assurance of his own abilities that had led him to discount the little Heir-Empress from his initial investigations concerning the spectre. Surely, he would have sensed something if

  she had been unusual in any way. He had not looked closer at first, because he should have detected it when he first spied on her.




  The night he heard about the Heir-Empress’s dreams, he had used his Mask to search for her, to divine what she truly was. It was something he should have done a long time ago. Yet when he

  tried, she was impossible to find. He knew who and where she was, but she was still invisible to him. His consciousness seemed to slip over her; she was unassailable. The rage at his failure was

  immense, and cost the lives of three children. All this time, there had been an Aberrant under his very nose but it had taken him eight years to see it.




  He knew now that he was dealing with something unlike anything he had encountered before. He considered what she was and what it might mean, and he feared her.




  And yet still he needed proof, and it must be a proof that could not be connected to him in any way. So he had sent a message to Sonmaga tu Amacha’s Weaver, who had advised the Barak, who

  had employed a series of middlemen to obtain a lock of the Heir-Empress’s hair. Anyone who followed the trail would find it led to Sonmaga tu Amacha’s door; the only one who knew of

  Vyrrch’s involvement was Sonmaga’s Weaver, Bracch.




  The conclusive proof of Aberration could only be carried out by a Weaver if he were physically within sight of the person, or if he had a piece of the person’s body to study. With the lock

  of hair Bracch was able to convince Sonmaga of the truth.




  The girl was a threat that had to be eliminated. Though the situation was yet far from desperate, she had the potential to become a great danger to the Weavers. With good fortune, the Baraks and

  high families would deal with her for him, but if not . . . well, maybe then more direct methods would have to be employed.




  The door to the chamber opened then, and the shambling, ragged figures of the three Weavers came inside. To them, he appeared as a floating apparition, barely visible in the dim, flickering

  light.




  ‘Daygreet, Weave-lord Vyrrch,’ croaked one, whose mask was a tangle of bark and leaves shaped into a rough semblance of a bearded face. ‘I trust you have news?’




  ‘Grave news, my brothers,’ Vyrrch replied softly. ‘Grave news . . .’







 




  
SIX







  The townhouse of Blood Koli was situated on the western flank of the Imperial Quarter of Axekami. The original building had been improved over the years, adding a wing here, a

  library there, until the low, wide mass sprawled across the expanse of the compound that protected it. Its roof was of black slate, curved and peaked into ridges; the walls were the colour of

  ivory, simple and plain, their uniformity broken up by a few choice angles or an ornamental cross-hatching of narrow wooden beams. Behind the townhouse was a cluster of similarly austere buildings:

  quarters for guards, stables, and storage rooms. The remainder of the compound was taken up by a garden, trimmed and neat and severe in its beauty. Curving pebble paths arced around a pond full of

  colourful fish, past a sculpted fountain and a shaded bench. The whole was surrounded by a high wall with a single gate, that separated the compound from the wide streets of the Imperial Quarter.

  The morning sun beat down on the city, and the air was humid and muggy. Not too distantly, the golden ziggurat of the Imperial Keep loomed at the crest of a hill, highest of all the buildings in

  the city.




  Within the townhouse, Mishani tu Koli sat cross-legged at her writing desk and laboured through the last season’s fishing tallies. Blood Koli owned a large fishing fleet that operated out

  of Mataxa Bay, and much of their revenue and political power was generated there. It was common knowledge that crabs and lobsters stamped with the mark of Blood Koli were the most tender and

  delicious (and hence the most expensive) in Saramyr. It was a benefit of the unique mineral content of the bay’s waters, so Mishani’s father said. For two years now she had been

  rigorously educated in every aspect of the family’s holdings and businesses. As heir to the lands of Blood Koli and the title of Barakess upon her father’s death, she was expected to be

  able to handle the responsibility of heading them. And so she tallied, her brush flicking this way and that as she made a mark here, crossed a line there, with a single-minded focus that was

  alarming in its intensity.




  Mishani was a lady of no great height, slender and fine-boned to the point of fragility. Her thin, pale face, while not beautiful, was striking in its serenity. No involuntary movement ever

  crossed her face; her poise was total. No flicker of her pencil-line eyebrows would betray her surprise unless she willed it so; no twitch of her narrow lips would show a smirk unless she wished to

  express it. Her small body was near-engulfed by the silken mass of black hair that fell to her ankles when she stood. It was tamed by strips of dark blue leather, separating it into two great

  plaits to either side of her head, and one long, free-falling cascade at her back.




  A chime sounded outside the curtained doorway to her room. She finished the tally line she was working on and then rang a small silver bell in response, to indicate permission to enter. A

  handmaiden slipped gracefully in, bowing slightly with the fingertips of one hand to her lips and the other arm folded across her waist, the female form of greeting to a social superior. ‘You

  have a visitor, Mistress Mishani. It is Mistress Kaiku tu Makaima.’




  Mishani looked blandly at her handmaiden for a moment; then a slow smile spread across her lips, becoming a grin of joy. The handmaiden smiled in response, pleased that her mistress was pleased.

  ‘Shall I show her in, Mistress?’




  ‘Do so,’ she replied. ‘And bring fruit and iced water for us.’




  The handmaiden left, and Mishani tidied up her writing equipment and arranged herself. In the two years since her eighteenth harvest, she had been kept busy and with little time for the society

  of friends; but Kaiku had been her companion through childhood and adolescence, and the long separation had pained her. They had written to each other often, in the florid, poetic style of High

  Saramyrrhic, explaining their dreams and hopes and fears. It did not seem enough. How like Kaiku, then, to turn up unannounced like this. She never was one to follow protocol; she always seemed to

  think herself somehow above it, that it did not apply to her.




  ‘Mistress Kaiku tu Makaima,’ the handmaiden declared from without, and Kaiku entered then. Mishani flung her arms around her friend and they embraced. Finally, she stepped back,

  holding Kaiku’s hands, their arms a bridge between them.




  ‘You’ve lost weight,’ she said. ‘And you seem pale. Have you been ill?’




  Kaiku laughed. They had known each other too long to be anything less than brutally honest. ‘Something like that,’ she said. ‘But you look more the noble lady than ever. City

  life must agree with you.’




  ‘I miss the bay,’ Mishani admitted, kneeling on one of the elegant mats that were laid out on the floor. ‘I will admit, it is galling that I have to spend my days counting fish

  and pricing boats, and being reminded of it every day. But I am developing something of a taste for tallying.’




  ‘Really?’ Kaiku asked in disbelief, settling herself opposite her friend. ‘Ah, Mishani. Dull, repetitive work always was your strong suit.’




  ‘I shall take that as a compliment, since it was you who was always too flighty and fanciful to attend to her lessons as a child.’




  Kaiku smiled. Just the sight of her friend made the terrors that she had endured seem more distant, fainter somehow. She was a living reminder of the days before the tragedy had struck. She had

  changed a little: shed the last of her girlhood, her small features become womanly. And she spoke with a more formal mode than Kaiku remembered, presumably picked up at court. But for all that, she

  was still that same Mishani, and it was like a balm to Kaiku’s sore heart.




  The handmaiden gave a peremptory chime and entered; she needed no answering bell when she had already been invited by her mistress. She laid a low wooden table to one side of Kaiku and Mishani,

  placed a bowl of sliced fruit there, and poured iced water into two glasses. Finally, she adjusted the screens to maximise the tiny breaths of the wind that stirred the hot morning, and

  unobtrusively slipped away. Kaiku watched her go, reminded of another handmaiden from a time before death had ever brushed her.




  ‘Now, Kaiku, to what do I owe this visit?’ Mishani said. ‘It is not a short way from the Forest of Yuna to Axekami. Are you staying long? I will have a room prepared. And you

  will need some proper clothes; what are you wearing?’




  Kaiku’s smile seemed fragile, and the sadness within showed through. Mishani’s eyes turned to sorrow and sympathy in response. ‘What has happened?’ she asked.




  ‘My family are dead,’ Kaiku replied simply.




  Mishani automatically suppressed her surprise, showing no reaction at all. Then, remembering who it was that she was talking to, she relaxed her guard and allowed the horror to show, her hand

  covering her mouth in shock. ‘No,’ she breathed. ‘How?’




  ‘I will tell you,’ Kaiku said. ‘But there is more. I may not be as you remember me, Mishani. Something is within me, something . . . foreign. I do not know what it is,

  but it is dangerous. I ask for your help, Mishani. I need your help.’




  ‘Of course,’ Mishani replied, taking her friend’s hands again. ‘Anything.’




  ‘Do not be hasty,’ Kaiku said. ‘Listen to my story first. You are in danger just by being near me.’




  Mishani sat back, gazing at her friend. Such gravity was not Kaiku’s way. She had always been the wilful one, stubborn, the one who would take whatever path suited her. Now her tone was as

  one convicted. ‘Tell me, then,’ she said. ‘And spare nothing.’




  So Kaiku told her everything, a tale that began with her own death and ended in her arrival at Axekami, having bought passage on a skiff downriver from Ban with money she found in her pack. She

  talked of Asara, how her trusted handmaiden had revealed herself to be something other than what she seemed; and she told of how Asara died. She spoke of her rescue by the priests of Enyu, and the

  mask Asara had taken from her house, that her father had brought back from his last trip away. And she told of her oath to Ocha: that she would avenge the murder of her family.




  When she was finished, Mishani was quite still. Kaiku watched her, as if she could divine what was going on beneath her immobile exterior. This new poise was unfamiliar to Kaiku; it was

  something Mishani had acquired accompanying her father in the courts of the Empress these past two years. There, every movement and every nuance could give away a secret or cost a life.




  ‘You have the mask?’ she asked at length.




  Kaiku produced it from her pack and handed it to her friend. Mishani looked it over, turning it beneath her gaze. The mischievous red and black face leered back at her. Beautiful and ugly at the

  same time, it still looked no more remarkable than many other masks she had seen, worn by actors in the theatre. It seemed entirely normal.




  ‘You have not tried to wear it?’




  ‘No,’ Kaiku said. ‘What if it were a True Mask? I would go insane, or die, or worse.’




  ‘Very wise,’ Mishani mused.




  ‘Tell me you believe my story, Mishani. I have to know you do not doubt me.’




  Mishani nodded, her great cascade of black hair trembling with the movement. ‘I believe you,’ she said. ‘Of course I believe you. And I will do all I can to help you, dear

  friend.’ Kaiku was smiling in relief, tears gathering in her eyes. Mishani handed the mask back. ‘As to that, I have a friend who has studied the ways of the Edgefathers. He may be able

  to tell us about it.’




  ‘When can we see him?’ Kaiku asked, excited.




  Mishani gave her an unreadable look. ‘It will not be quite as simple as that.’




  The chambers of Lucia tu Erinima were buried deep in the heart of the Imperial Keep, heavily guarded and all but impregnable. The rooms were many, but there were always Guards

  there, or tutors pacing back and forth, or nannies or cooks hustling about. Lucia’s world was constantly busy, and yet she was alone. She was trapped tighter than ever now, and the faces that

  surrounded her looked on her with worry, thinking how the poor child’s life must be miserable, for she was hated by the world.




  But Lucia was not sad. She had met many new people over the last few weeks, a veritable whirl compared to her life before the thief had taken a lock of her hair. Her mother visited often, and

  brought with her important people, Baraks and ur-Baraks and officials and merchants. Lucia was always on her best behaviour. Sometimes they looked on her with barely concealed disgust, sometimes

  with apprehension, and sometimes with kindness. Some of those who came prepared to despise her departed in bewilderment, wondering how such an intelligent and pretty child could harbour the evil

  the Weavers warned of. Some left their prejudices behind when they walked out of the door; others clutched them jealously to their breast.




  ‘Your mother is being very brave,’ said Zaelis, her favourite of all the tutors. ‘She is showing her allies and her enemies what a good and clever girl you are. Sometimes a

  person’s fear of the unknown is far, far worse than the reality.’




  Lucia accepted this, in her dreamy-eyed, preoccupied kind of way. She knew there was more, deeper down; but those answers would come in time.




  It was while she was with Zaelis one balmy afternoon that the Blood Empress Anais brought the Emperor.




  She was sitting on a mat by the long, triangular windows in her study room, with the sunlight cut into great dazzling teeth and cast on to the sandy tiles of the floor before her. Zaelis was

  teaching her the catechisms of the birth of the stars, recounting the questions and answers in his throaty, molten bass tones. She knew the story well enough: how Abinaxis, the One Star, burst and

  scattered the universe, and from that chaos came the first generation of the gods. Sitting neatly and with her usual appearance of inattentiveness, Lucia was listening and remembering, while in the

  back of her head she heard the whispers of the spirits of the west wind, hissing nonsense to each other as they flowed across the city.




  Zaelis paused as a gust ruffled through the room, and Lucia looked quickly upwards, as if someone had spoken by her shoulder.




  ‘What are they saying, Lucia?’ he asked.




  Lucia looked back at Zaelis. He alone treated her abilities as if they were something precious, and not something to be hidden. All the tutors, nannies and staff were sworn to secrecy on pain of

  death with regards to her talents; they looked away if they caught her playing with ravens, and shushed her if she spoke of what the old tree in the garden was saying that day. But Zaelis

  encouraged her, believed her. In fact, his fervour worried her a little at times.




  ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I can’t understand them.’




  ‘One day maybe you will,’ said Zaelis.




  ‘Probably,’ Lucia replied offhandedly.




  She sensed Durun’s arrival a moment before she heard him. He frightened her with his intensity of passion. He was a knot of fire, always burning in anger or pride or hate or lust. In the

  absence of anything that heated his blood, he lapsed into boredom. He had no finer emotions, no intellectual interests or stirrings of mild introspection. His flame roared blindingly or not at

  all.




  The Emperor strode into the room and halted before them, his black cloak settling reluctantly around his broad shoulders. Anais was with him. Zaelis stood and made proper obeisance; Lucia did so

  as well.




  ‘So this is she,’ Durun said, ignoring Zaelis completely.




  ‘It is the same she as you saw previously, on every occasion you bothered yourself to visit her,’ Anais replied. It was clear by their manner that they had just argued.

  Anais’s face was flushed.




  ‘Then I had no idea that I was harbouring a viper,’ Durun answered coldly. He looked Lucia over. She returned his gaze with a placid calm. ‘If it weren’t for the distance

  in those eyes,’ he mused, ‘I would think her a normal child.’




  ‘She is a normal child,’ Anais snapped. ‘You are as bad as Vyrrch. He breathes down my neck, eager for the chance to—’ She stopped herself, glanced at Lucia.

  ‘Must you do this in front of her?’




  ‘You’ve told her, I suppose? About how the city is rising against her?’




  Zaelis opened his mouth and shut it again. He knew better than to interfere on behalf of the child. If the Emperor would not listen to his wife, he certainly would not listen to a scholar.




  ‘You’ll bring this land to ruin with your ambition, Anais,’ Durun accused. ‘Your arrogance in making this abomination the heir to the throne will tear Saramyr apart.

  Every life lost will be on your head!’




  ‘So be it,’ she hissed. ‘Wars have been fought for less important causes. Look at her, Durun! She is a beautiful child . . . your child! She is all you could hope for in

  a daughter, in an heir! Don’t be blinded by a hatred wrapped up in tradition and lore. You listen too much to the Weavers, and think too little for yourself.’




  ‘So did you,’ he replied. ‘Before you spawned that.’ He flung out a finger at Lucia, who had been watching the exchange impassively. ‘Now you use arguments

  that you would have scorned in days gone by. She’s an Aberrant, and she’s no child of mine!’




  With that, he turned with a melodramatic sweep of his cloak and stalked away. Anais’s face was tight with rage, but one look at her daughter and it softened. She knelt down next to Lucia,

  so that their faces were level, and hugged her.




  ‘Don’t listen, my child,’ she murmured. ‘Your father doesn’t understand. He’s angry, but he’ll learn. They all will.’




  Lucia didn’t reply; but then, she seldom did.







 




  
SEVEN







  Six sun-washed days had passed in the temple of Enyu on the banks of the Kerryn, and Tane felt further from inner peace with every dawn.




  He had wandered far today, after his morning duties were performed. As an acolyte, the priests gave him leisure to do so. The way to Enyu was not made up of rituals and chores, but of community

  with nature. Everyone had their own way to calm their spirit. Tane was still looking for his.




  The world was tipping over the heady brink between spring and summer, and the days were hot and busy with midges. Tane laboured through the pathways of the forest with his shirt tied around his

  waist and his torso bare, but for the strap of the rifle that was slung across his back. His lean, tanned body trickled with sweat in the humid confines of the trees. The sun was westering; soon he

  would have to head back, or risk being caught in the forest after dark. Ill things came with the night, more so now than ever.




  All around was discontent. The forest seemed melancholy, even in the sunlight. The priests muttered about the corruption in the land, how the very soil was turning sour. The goddess Enyu was

  becoming weak, ailing under the influence of some unknown, sourceless evil. Tane felt his frustration grow at the thought. What good were they as priests of nature, if they could only sit by and

  lament the sickness in the earth as it overtook them? What use were their invocations and sacrifices and blessings if they could not stand up to defend the goddess they professed to love? They

  talked and talked, and nobody was doing anything. A war was being fought beyond the veil of human sight, and Tane’s side was plainly losing.




  But such questions were not the only things that preyed on his mind and ruined his attempts at attaining tranquillity. Though he worked hard to distract himself, he found he was unable to forget

  the young woman he had found buried in leaves at the base of a kindly tree. Pictures, sounds and scents, frozen in memory, refused to fade as others did. He remembered the expression of surprise,

  the whip of her hair, as she whirled to find him standing unexpectedly behind her; the sound of her laugh from another room, her joy at something unseen; the smell of her tears as he watched over

  her during her grief. He knew the shape of her face, peaceful in sleep, better than his own. He cursed himself for mooning over her like a child; and yet still he thought on her, and the memories

  renewed themselves with each visit.




  He found his feet taking him to a spring, where cold water cascaded down a jagged rock wall into a basin before draining back into the stone. He had been here a few times before, on the hotter

  days of summer; now it seemed a wonderful idea to cool himself off before returning home. A short clamber up a muddy trail brought him to the basin, hidden among the crowding trees. He stripped and

  plunged into the icy pool, relishing the delicious shock of the impact. Sluicing the salty sweat off his body with his palm, he dived and surfaced several times before the temperature of the pool

  began to become uncomfortable, and he swam to the edge to climb out.




  There was a woman in the trees, leaning on a rifle and watching him.




  He stopped still, his eyes flickering to his own rifle, laid across the bundle of clothes near the edge of the pool. He might be able to grab it before she could raise her own weapon, but he

  would have no chance of priming and firing before she shot him. If indeed that was her intention. She appeared, in fact, to be faintly amused.




  She was exceedingly beautiful, even dressed in dour brown travelling clothes. Her hair was long, with streaks of red amid the natural onyx black, and was left to fall naturally about her face.

  She wore no makeup, no hair ornaments; the dyed strands of her hair were the only concession to artificiality. Her beauty was entirely her own, not lent to her by craft.




  ‘You swim well,’ she commented dryly.




  Tane hesitated for a moment, and then climbed out to retrieve his clothes. Nudity did not bother him, and he refused to be talked down to while he trod water in the pool. She watched him –

  equally unfazed – as he pulled on his trousers over the wet, muscular curves of his legs and buttocks. He stopped short of picking up his rifle. She did not seem hostile, at least.




  ‘I am looking for someone,’ the stranger said after a time. ‘A woman named Kaiku tu Makaima.’ He was not quick enough to keep the reaction off his face. ‘I see you

  know that name,’ she added.




  Tane ran his hands over his head, brushing water from his shaven scalp. ‘I know that she suffered a great misfortune at someone’s hands,’ he said. ‘Are you that

  someone?’




  ‘Assuredly not,’ she replied. ‘My name is Jin. I am an Imperial Messenger.’ She slung her rifle over her back and walked over to him, pulling back her sleeve to expose

  her forearm. Stretching from her wrist to her inner elbow was a long, intricate tattoo – the sigil of the Messengers’ Guild. Tane nodded.




  ‘Tane tu Jeribos. Acolyte of Enyu.’




  ‘Ah. Then the temple is not far.’




  ‘Not far,’ he agreed.




  ‘Perhaps you could show me? It will be dark soon, and the forest is not safe.’




  Tane looked her over with a hint of suspicion, but he never really considered refusing her. Her accent and mode spoke of an education, and possibly high birth, and besides, it was every man and

  woman’s duty to offer shelter and assistance to an Imperial Messenger, and the fact that her message was for Kaiku intrigued him greatly. ‘Come with me, then,’ he said.




  ‘Will you tell me of this . . . misfortune on the way?’ Jin asked.




  ‘Will you tell me the message you have for her?’




  Jin laughed. ‘You know I cannot,’ she replied. ‘I am sworn by my life to deliver it only to her.’




  Tane grinned suddenly, indicating that he had been joking. His frustrated mood had evaporated suddenly and left him in high spirits. His humours were ever mercurial; it was something about

  himself that he had learned to accept long ago. He supposed there was a reason for it, somewhere in his past; but his past was a place he had little love of revisiting. His childhood was darkened

  by the terror of the shadow that stood in his doorway at night, breathing heavily, with hands that held only pain.




  They talked on the way back to the temple, as night drew in. Jin asked him about Kaiku, and he told her what he knew of her visit. He made no mention yet of her destination, however. He had no

  wish to reveal everything to a stranger, Imperial Messenger or not. He felt protective towards Kaiku, for it was he who had saved her life, he who nursed her to health again, and he treasured that

  link. He would make sure of Jin before he sent her on the trail to Axekami.




  As they walked, Tane realised to his chagrin that he had misjudged the time it would take to travel back from the spring. Perhaps he had unconsciously been slowing his pace to match Jin’s,

  and he had been so preoccupied in conversation that he had not noticed. Whatever the reason, the last light bled from the sky with still a mile to go. The looming bulk of Aurus glowed white through

  the trees, low on the horizon. Iridima, the brightest moon, was not yet risen, and Neryn would most likely stay hidden tonight.




  ‘Is it far yet?’ Jin asked. She had politely restrained from asking him if he was lost for some time now.




  ‘Very close,’ he said. His embarrassment at the miscalculation had not diminished his good humour one bit. The single moon was enough to see by. ‘Don’t concern yourself

  about losing the light. I grew up in the forest; I have excellent night vision.’




  ‘So do I,’ Jin replied. Tane looked back at her, about to offer further words of encouragement, but he was shocked to see her eyes shining in a slant of moonlight, two saucers of

  bright reflected white, like those of a cat. Then they passed into shadow, and it was gone. Tane’s voice went dry in his throat, and he turned away, muttering a quiet protective blessing. He

  reaffirmed his resolve to tell her nothing of Kaiku’s friend Mishani until he was certain she meant no harm.




  They were almost at the temple when Tane suddenly slowed. Jin was at his shoulder in a moment.




  ‘Is something wrong?’ she whispered.




  Tane cast a fleeting glance at her. He was still a little unnerved by what he had seen in her eyes. But this was nothing to do with her, he surmised. The forest felt bad here. The

  instinct was too strong to ignore.




  ‘The trees are afraid,’ he muttered.




  ‘They tell you so?’




  ‘In a way.’ He did not have the time or inclination to elaborate.




  ‘I trust you, then,’ Jin said, brushing her hair back over her shoulder. ‘Are we close to your home?’




  ‘Just through these trees,’ muttered Tane. ‘That’s what worries me.’




  They went carefully onward, quietly now. Tane noted with approval how Jin moved without sound through the forest. His mood was souring rapidly into a dark foreboding. He unslung his rifle, and

  his hands clasped tightly around it as they stepped through the blue shadows towards the clearing where the temple lay.




  At the edge of the trees, they crouched and looked out over the sloping expanse of grassy hillside that lay between the river on their left and the temple. Lights burned softly in some of the

  temple windows. The wind stirred the trees gently. The great disc of Aurus dominated the horizon before them, lifting her bulk slowly clear of the treeline. Not an insect chittered, and no animal

  called. Tane felt his scalp crawl.




  ‘Is it always so quiet?’ Jin whispered.




  Tane ignored her question, scanning the scene. The priests were usually indoors by nightfall. He watched the temple for some time more, hoping for a light to be lit or extinguished, a face to

  appear at one of the windows, anything that would indicate signs of life within. But there was nothing.




  ‘Perhaps I’m being foolish,’ he said, about to stand up and come out of hiding.




  Jin grabbed his arm with a surprisingly strong grip. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You are not.’




  He looked back at her, and saw something in her expression that gave her away. ‘You know what it is,’ he said. ‘You know what’s wrong here.’




  ‘I suspect,’ she replied. ‘Wait.’




  Tane settled himself back into his hiding place and returned his attention to the temple. He knew each of its cream-coloured planes, each beam of black ash that supported each wall, each simple

  square window. He knew the way the upper storey was set back from the lower one, to fit snugly with the slope of the hill. This temple had been his home for a long time now, and yet it never felt

  as if he belonged here, no matter how much he tried. No place had ever truly been home for him, however much he tried to adapt himself.




  ‘There,’ Jin said, but Tane had already seen it. Coming over the roof from the blind side of the temple, like some huge four-legged spider: shin-shin. It moved stealthily,

  picking its way along, its dark torso hanging between the cradle of its stiltlike legs, shining eyes like lanterns. As Tane watched with increasing dread, he saw another one come scuttling from the

  trees, crossing the clearing in moments to press itself against one of the outer walls, all but invisible. And a third now, following the first one over the roof, its gaze sweeping the treeline

  where they crouched.




  ‘Enyu’s grace . . .’ he breathed.




  ‘We must go,’ said Jin urgently, laying a hand on his shoulder. ‘We cannot help them.’




  But Tane seemed not to hear, for he saw at that moment one of the priests appear at an upper window, listening with a frown to the silence from the forest, unaware of the dark, spindly shapes

  that crouched on the roof just above him.




  ‘You cannot fight!’ Jin hissed. ‘You have no weapon to use against them!’




  ‘I won’t let my priests die in their beds!’ he spat. Shaking her off, he stood up and fired his rifle into the air. The report was deafening in the silence. The glowing eyes of

  the shin-shin fixed on him in unison.




  ‘Demons in the temple!’ he cried. ‘Demons in the temple!’ And with that he primed and fired again. This time the priest disappeared from the window, and he heard the

  man’s shouts as he ran into the heart of the building.




  ‘Idiot!’ Jin snarled. ‘You will kill us both. Run!’ She pulled him away, and he stumbled to his feet and followed her, for the sensation of the shin-shin’s eyes

  boring into him had drained his courage.




  One of the demons hurled itself from the roof of the temple and came racing towards them. Another broke from the treeline and angled itself in their direction. Two more shadows darted across the

  clearing, slipping into the open windows of the temple with insidious ease, and from within the first of the screams began.




  Tane and Jin ran through the trees, dodging flailing branches and vaulting roots that lunged into their path. Things whipped at them in the night, too fast to see. Behind they could hear the

  screeches of the shin-shin sawing through the hot darkness as they called to each other. Tane’s head was awhirl, half his mind on what was happening back at the temple, half on escape. To run

  was flying in the face of his instincts – he wanted to help the priests, that was his way, that was his atonement for the crimes of his past. But he knew enough of the shin-shin to

  recognise the truth in Jin’s words. He had no effective measure against them. Like most demons, they despised the touch of iron; but even the iron in a rifle ball would not stop them for

  long. To attack them would be suicide.




  ‘The river!’ Jin cried suddenly, her red and black hair lashing about her face. ‘Make for the river. The shin-shin cannot swim.’




  ‘The river’s too strong!’ Tane replied automatically. Then the answer came to him: ‘But there is a boat!’




  ‘Take us there!’ Jin said.




  Tane sprang past her, leading them on a scrabbling diagonal slant down the hillside. The decline sharpened as they ran, and suddenly he heard a cry and felt something slam into him from behind.

  Jin had tripped, unable to control her momentum, and the two of them rolled and bounced down the slope. Tane smacked into the bole of a tree with enough force to nearly break a bone, but somehow

  Jin was entangled with him, and as she slithered past he was dragged down with her. They came to rest at the bottom of a wide, natural ditch; a stream in times gone by. Jin hardly paused to recover

  herself; she was up on her feet in an instant, dragging Tane with her. She scooped up her rifle as it clattered down to rest nearby. The screeches of the shin-shin were terrifyingly close, almost

  upon them.




  ‘In here!’ Tane hissed, pulling against her. There was a large hollow where the roots of a tree had encroached on the banks of the ditch, forming an overhang. Tane unstrapped his

  rifle – which had miraculously stayed snagged on his shoulder during the fall – and scrambled underneath, wedging his body in tight. There was just enough space for Jin to do so as

  well, pressing herself close to him. Mere moments later, they heard a soft thud as a shin-shin dropped out of the trees and landed foursquare in the ditch.




  Both of them held their breath. Tane could feel Jin’s pulse against his chest, smell the scent of her hair. Ordinarily, it might have aroused him – priests of Enyu had no stricture

  of celibacy, as some orders did – but the situation they were in robbed him of any ardour. From where they hid at ground level, they could see only the tapered points of the shin-shin’s

  stiltlegs, shifting as it cast about for its prey. It had lost sight of them as they tumbled, and now it sought them anew. A slight fall of dirt was the only herald of the second demon’s

  arrival in the ditch; that one had followed their trail down the slope, and was equally puzzled by their disappearance.




  Tane began a silent mantra in his head. It was one he had not used since he was a child, a made-up nonsense rhyme that he pretended could make him invisible if he concentrated hard enough. Then

  he had been hiding from something entirely different. After a few moments, he adapted it to include a short prayer to Enyu. Shelter us, Earth Goddess, hide us from their sight.




  The pointed ends of the shin-shins’ legs moved this way and that in the moonlight, expressing their uncertainty. They knew their prey should be here; yet they could not see it. Tane felt

  the cold dread of their presence seeping into his skin. The narrow slot of vision between Jin’s body and the overhang of thick roots and soil might be filled at any moment with the glowing

  eyes of the shin-shin; and if discovered, they were defenceless. He fancied he could sense their gaze sweeping over him, penetrating the earth to spot them huddled there.




  Time seemed to draw out. Tane could feel his muscles tautening in response to the tension. One of the shin-shin moved suddenly, making Jin start; but whatever it had seen, it was not them. It

  returned to its companion, and they resumed their strange waiting. Tane gritted his teeth and concentrated on his mantra to calm himself. It did little good.




  Then, a new sound: this one heavy and clumsy. The shin-shin stanced in response. Tane knew that sound, but he could not place it in his memory. The footsteps of some animal, but which?




  The yawning roar of the bear decided the issue for him.




  The shin-shin were uncertain again, their reaction betrayed by the shifting of their feet. The bear roared once more, thumping on to its forepaws, and began to advance slowly. The demons

  screeched, making a rattling noise and darting this way and that, trying to scare it away; but it was implacable, launching itself upright and then stamping down again with a snarl. There was the

  loping gallop as the bear ran towards them, not in the least cowed by their display. The shin-shin scattered as it thundered along the ditch, squealing and hissing their displeasure; but they gave

  the ground, and in moments they were gone, back into the trees in search of their lost prey.




  Tane released the pent-up breath he had been storing, but they were not out of danger yet. They could hear the bear coming down the wide ditch, its loud snuffling as it searched for them.




  ‘My rifle . . .’ Jin whispered. ‘If it finds us . . .’




  ‘No,’ he hissed. ‘Wait.’




  Then suddenly the bear poked down into the hollow, its brown, bristly snout filling up their sight as it sniffed at them. Jin clutched for the trigger of her rifle to scare it away; but Tane

  grabbed her wrist.




  ‘The shin-shin will hear,’ he whispered. ‘We don’t fear the bears in Enyu’s forest.’ He was less confident in his heart than his words suggested. Where once

  the forest beasts had been friends to the priests of Enyu, the corruption in the land had made them increasingly unpredictable of late.




  The bear’s wet nose twitched as it smelt them over. Jin was rigid with apprehension. Then, with a final snort, the snout receded. The bear lay heavily down in front of their hiding place,

  and there it stayed.




  Jin shifted. ‘Why did it not attack us?’ she muttered.




  Tane was wearing a strange grin. ‘The bears are Enyu’s creatures, just as Panazu’s are the catfish, Aspinis’s the monkeys, Misamcha’s the ray or the fox or the

  hawk. Give thanks, Jin. I think we’ve been saved.’




  Jin appeared to consider that for a time. ‘We should stay here,’ she said at length. ‘The shin-shin will be waiting for us if we emerge before dawn.’




  ‘I think she has the same idea,’ Tane said, motioning with his eyes towards the great furred bulk that blocked them in.




  The bear lay in front of their hollow throughout the night, and in spite of their discomfort the two of them slept. Jin’s dreams were of fire and a horrible scorching heat; Tane’s,

  as always, were of the sound of footsteps approaching his bedroom doorway, and the mounting terror that came with them.







 




  
EIGHT







  Weave-lord Vyrrch shuffled along the corridors of the Imperial Keep, his hunched and withered body buried in his patchwork robes, his ruined face hidden behind the bronze visage

  of an insane and ancient god. Once he had walked tall through these corridors, his stride long and his spine straight. But that was before the Mask had twisted him, warped him from the inside. Like

  all the True Masks, its material was suffused with the essence of witchstone, and the witchstones gave nothing without taking something away. His body was thronged with cancers, both benign and

  malignant. His bones were brittle, his knees crooked, his skin blemished all over. But such was the price of power, and power he had in abundance. He was the Weave-lord, the Empress’s own

  Weaver, and he wanted for nothing.




  The Weavers were a necessity of life in the higher echelons of Saramyr society. Through them, nobles could communicate with each other instantly over long distances, without having to resort to

  messengers. They could spy on their enemies, or watch over their allies and loved ones. The more effective Weavers could kill invisibly and undetectably, a convenient way to remove troublesome

  folk; the crime could only be traced by another Weaver, and even then there were no guarantees.




  But the most important role of a Weaver was as a deterrent; for the only defence against a Weaver was another Weaver. They were there to stop their fellows spying on their employers, or even

  attempting to kill them. If one noble had a Weaver in their employ, then his enemies must have one to keep themselves safe. And so on with their enemies, and theirs. The first Weavers had begun to

  appear around two and a half centuries ago, and in the intervening time they had become a fixture of noble life. Not one of the high families lacked a Weaver; to be without one was a huge handicap.

  And while they were widely reviled and despised even by their employers, they were here to stay.




  The price paid to acquire a Weaver was steep indeed, and the employer never stopped paying till the Weaver died. Money was an issue, of course; but that money was not paid to the Weavers

  themselves, but to the Edgefathers in the temples, for they made the Masks that the Weavers wore, and such was the purchase price of the Mask. For the Weaver, there was only this: that whatever

  comfort he sought would be attended to, every need fulfilled, every whim satisfied. And that he would be cared for, when he could not care for himself.




  Weaving was a dangerous business. The Weavers brushed close to madness each time they used their powers, and it took years of training to deal with the energies inherent in their Masks. The

  Masks were essentially narcotic in effect. The sublime delights of the Weave took the mind and body to a dizzying high; but when the Weaver returned to himself, there was a corresponding backlash.

  Sometimes it manifested itself as a terrible, suicidal depression; sometimes as hysteria; sometimes as insane rage or unquenchable lust. Each Weaver’s needs were different, and each had

  different desires that had to be satisfied lest the Weaver turn on himself. No employer wanted that. A dead Weaver was merely a very expensive corpse.




  The Weavers were mercenaries, selling their services to the highest bidder. To their credit, once bought they were loyal; there had never been a case of one Weaver defecting to another family

  for a higher price. But all owed a higher loyalty, and that was to Adderach, the great mountain monastery that was the heart of their organisation. The Weavers would do anything and everything for

  their employers, even kill other Weavers – it was hard to maintain a conscience in the face of the atrocities they committed in their post-Weaving periods – but they would not

  compromise Adderach or its plans. For Adderach was the greatest of the monasteries, and the monasteries kept the witchstones, and without the witchstones the Weavers were nothing.




  Vyrrch reached the door to his chambers, which were high up at the south end of the Keep. He encountered few people here. Though there were servants within calling distance whose job it was to

  satisfy whatever desire took him, they had learned that it was safer to stay out of his way unless needed. Vyrrch’s preferences were unusual, but then it was common for a Weaver’s

  requests to become more random and bizarre as the insanity took hold.




  He had become increasingly paranoid about theft of his belongings one summer, convinced that whispering figures were conspiring to strip his chambers of their finery. He gnawed on his thoughts

  until he had reached the point of mania, and several servants were executed for stealing things which had never existed in the first place. After that, he declared that no servant would be allowed

  to enter his chambers; they were accessible by only one door, which was kept locked, and he was the sole owner of a key. Beyond that door was a network of rooms in which no servant had trodden for

  several years now.




  He drew out the heavy brass key from where it hung around his scrawny white neck, and unlocked the massive door at the end of the corridor. With a heave, he pushed it open. A moment later,

  something darted out and shot past his feet. He whirled in time to see a cat, its fur in burned patches, racing away down the corridor. A momentary frown passed beneath the still surface of his

  Mask. He did not even remember asking for a cat. He wondered what he had done to it.




  He stepped into the dim chambers, closed and locked the door behind him. The stench coming from within was imperceptible to him; it was the smell of his own corrupted flesh, mixed with a dozen

  other odours, equally foul. The light from outside was muted by layers of hung silks, now besmirched by dust and hookah smoke, making the rooms gloomy even at midday. He shuffled into the main

  chamber, where the octagonal bathing pool was. Vyrrch had rid it of its centrepiece of a drowned, naked boy by ordering a tank full of scissorfish and dumping them in the pool. They made short work

  of the boy, and later of each other, but now the water was dark red and chunks of flesh floated in it. The decayed lump that shared his broken bed was still there, he noted with distaste. It was

  beginning to offend him. He would do something about it soon. For now, though, he had a more important task of his own.




  The Empress was facing the council on the morrow. It was a dangerous time for her, and potentially ruinous to Blood Erinima. The nobles and high families had assessed the Lucia situation by now;

  they had formed into alliances, struck deals. They were ready with threats which they were fully prepared to deliver, ready to declare their intentions regarding Lucia’s claim to the throne:

  support, or opposition.




  Vyrrch had spent the last few days relaying communiqués between Blood Erinima’s allies, of which there were more than he expected. The news that Lucia’s Aberration was not

  overtly dangerous, nor outwardly visible, had gentled the storm somewhat, and many of Blood Erinima’s staunchest friends had opted to stand by them. Even Blood Batik, the line to which

  Anais’s husband belonged, had given their support, despite Durun’s obvious abhorrence to the child. They believed the tradition of inheritance by blood should be adhered to. Other,

  smaller families, seeking the opportunity of raising themselves, had also shown their colours in Lucia’s defence. They hoped that allying themselves to the Empress in her time of need would

  win them reward and recognition.




  Vyrrch was a little dismayed, but not put off. The opposition – who believed in the good of the country over tradition – were easily as strong, and there were still many families

  drifting undecided. The debate could swing either way.




  It was Vyrrch’s intention to lend his own weight to the swing, and not in his employer’s favour. For the accession of Lucia was dangerous to the Weavers and to Adderach, and so he

  worked quietly to betray the Empress and her daughter.




  He settled himself in his usual spot near the pool, cross-legged and hunched over, curled up small. Once he had become still, he waited while the ache in his joints slowly faded, allowing his

  phlegmy breathing to deepen. He relaxed as much as was possible, for his body constantly pained him. Gradually, he meditated, allowing even the pain to numb and retreat, feeling the eager heat of

  the witchstone dust embedded in his Mask. It seemed to warm his face, though its temperature did not rise; and its surface began to shimmer with an ochre-green cast.




  The sensation of entering the Weave was like swimming upward through dark water to bright skies above. The pressure of the held breath expanding in the lungs, the feeling of being near bursting,

  the anticipation of the moment of relief; and then, breaking water with a great expulsion of air, and he was floating once again in the euphoric abyss between the gargantuan threads of the

  Weave.




  The bliss that swamped him was unearthly, making all sensation pale by comparison. For a time, he shuddered in the throes of a feeling far past any joy that physical pleasure could provide.

  Then, with a great effort of will, he reined himself in, keeping the ecstasy down to a level he could tolerate and function in. The Weaver’s craft was born of terrible discipline; for the

  Weave was death to the untrained.




  He took himself to a territory often visited by him at his mistress’s behest. It was the domain of Tabaxa, a young and talented Weaver who worked in the service of the Barak Zahn tu Ikati.

  This time, though, he was coming not to convey a message or to parley. This time he was entering unnoticed.




  Blood Ikati were a sometime ally of Blood Erinima. The two families had too many conflicting interests ever to become loyal friends, but they were rarely at odds; more often, they remained

  respectfully neutral with each other. Blood Ikati, while not being especially rich or owning much land, had an impressive array of vassal families who had sworn allegiance to them. In their heyday,

  they had been the ruling family, and many treaties forged then still held today through careful management. Blood Ikati by themselves were not the most powerful family in the land by a long shot,

  but when one counted in the forces they brought to the table they became a factor to be reckoned with.




  Barak Zahn had struck a deal with the Empress – in secret – meaning that he would declare his support for her during tomorrow’s council. Anais knew better than to send a

  message through Vyrrch if she did not have to, and she had wisely decided not to rely on his loyalty in this affair. It pleased Vyrrch to see her distaste at being forced to use him to communicate

  over distance, for she was well aware of the Weaver’s standpoint on the matter of Lucia. Instead she had invited the Barak to meet with her in person in the Keep. But this was Vyrrch’s

  domain, and there was little that went on within these walls that he did not know about; so he listened in from afar anyway, unbeknownst to the plotters.




  Anais was relying heavily on Blood Ikati’s support to help her win over the council; or at least to stop them becoming openly hostile. Vyrrch had other ideas. He planned to change the

  Barak’s mind.




  It was a dangerous undertaking, but these were dangerous times. If he was discovered, it would mean scandal for the Empress – which was no bad thing – but it would also give Anais

  the excuse she needed to get rid of him. There were rules to prevent employers throwing Weavers out once they became an annoyance, as they inevitably did; but committing sabotage without her order

  was breaking those rules.




  The Weavers’ position depended on their trustworthiness. The nobles resented them for their necessity, and despised the fact that they had to take care of the Weaver’s ugly and

  primal needs; yet without them the vast empire would be hopelessly crippled. It was a curious balance, a symbiotic relationship of mutual distaste; and yet, for all the strength of the Weavers,

  they were still only involved in Saramyr society as mere tools of the nobles who employed them, and like tools they could be discarded. No one could feel safe with creatures which could read their

  innermost secrets, and yet it would be worse to have those secrets read by a rival.




  The Weavers balanced on a knife edge, and if one as prominent as Vyrrch was shown to be undermining his employer the repercussions would set Adderach’s plans back decades. If they were

  suspected of being less than absolutely loyal, the retribution would be terrible, and their security relied on the nobles not acting in concert to remove them. Anais would love to have a new

  Weaver, and Vyrrch was too infirm to survive without a patron now.




  Tread carefully, he thought to himself, but the words seemed as mist in the bliss of the Weave.




  Tabaxa was no easy opponent, and so the strategy relied entirely upon stealth. The Barak or his watchdog must not realise that Vyrrch had been there, subtly tinkering with his thoughts, turning

  them against the Empress.




  Tabaxa had woven his domain as a network of webs, their gossamer threads reaching into infinity. It was the most common visualisation of the Weave, taught by the masters to their pupils, but

  Vyrrch could not help a small stir of awe at the sight.




  The vastness of the web defied perspective. It hung in perfect blackness, layer over layer stretching away at angles that baffled logic, anchored by threads chained somewhere so distant that

  perspective had thinned them to oblivion. It was far more complex than the simple geometry of a spider’s construction; here, unconstrained by laws of physics, webs bent at impossible angles

  that the eye refused to fix on, joining in abstractions that could not have existed in the world outside the Weave. Between the thick strands, gauzy curtains of filmy gossamer seemed to sway in a

  cold wind, the tomblike breath of the abyss. A faint chiming sounded as the massive construction murmured and shifted.




  Vyrrch was forced to adapt, shifting his perception to match that of his opponent. He knew it was not really there, only a method of allowing his frail human brain to see the complexities of the

  Weave without being driven mad. He hovered in nothingness, a disembodied mind, probing gently with his senses, seeking gaps in the defence. Net upon net of webwork spread before him, each one

  representing a different alarm that would bring Tabaxa. Vyrrch was impressed. It was subtly and carefully laid; but not so carefully that a Weave-lord could not penetrate it.




  He shifted his vision to another frequency of resonance, and saw to his delight that much of the webbing was gone. Clearly Tabaxa had not been careful enough to armour his domain across the

  entire spectrum. There were very few Weavers who could alter their own resonance to a different level – in a sense, enter a new dimension within the Weave. Vyrrch could. Gratified, he gentled

  his way forward, invisible antennae of thought reaching out all around him, brushing near the threads but never touching them. He could feel the thrum of Tabaxa’s presence, a fat black spider

  many hundreds of times his size, brooding somewhere near.




  A tremor caught the edge of his senses, and in his mind he saw something descending from above, a ghostly veil, flat and transparent, drifting through the gaps between the webbing. Almost

  immediately, he sensed others nearby. None seemed to be heading for him, so he remained still until they passed by, like ethereal wisps of smoke.




  He’s clever, Vyrrch thought. I’ve never seen that before.




  The things were sentinels, roaming alarms that existed on a plane high up in the resonance of the Weave. They were invisible at normal resonance. If Vyrrch had tried to penetrate the web as he

  had originally found it, he would have been unable to see them until they bumped into him and alerted their creator.




  The Weave-lord was enjoying this. Slowly, patiently, he penetrated deeper into the gossamer shell of Tabaxa’s domain. The illusory wind sighed through the framework of alarms, shifting

  them from side to side. In reality, Tabaxa had set the alarm network to vary slightly across the Weave, the better to catch unsuspecting intruders, but the effect manifested itself to

  Vyrrch’s senses as a stirring of the web. Vyrrch had to dodge aside as a huge thread of silver lunged past him. He kept himself small, a tight focus of consciousness, and crept through,

  deeper, inward.




  That was when the alarm was tripped.




  Vyrrch panicked as the web around him erupted in a deafening din, a stunning cacophony of resonances. For an instant, he flailed; then he regained himself, and cast about for the cause. Nothing!

  There was nothing! He had been careful! He could feel the sudden, urgent movement of Tabaxa as he hefted his bulk up and came racing down the web, searching for the intruder. Vyrrch tried to move,

  to get out before he was identified, but he was trapped, his consciousness snared. Frantically, he shifted back down to normal resonance, and there, to his horror, he found himself engulfed in some

  grotesque, slippery thing, half mist and half solid, a vile amoeba that was clutching his mind tightly.




  Vyrrch cursed. Tabaxa had not only employed alarms that were visible exclusively in the higher spectrum – the filmy ghosts he had seen before – but he had used ones that could only

  be seen in the normal spectrum too. Vyrrch had been caught out; he should have been switching between the two resonances.




  Enraged suddenly, he annihilated the amoeba with a thought, disassembling its threads in fury. But Tabaxa was almost upon him now, a dark, massive shape, eight legs ratcheting as he raced along

  the threads of his weave to see what was amiss. It was too late to avoid a conflict, too late to escape and remain anonymous. Tabaxa would know he, Vyrrch, had been here.




  Heart’s blood! he thought furiously. There’s nothing else for it now.




  He tore out through the webbing of alarms, tattering it behind him, and crashed into the spider-body of his opponent. His world dissolved into an impossible multitude of threads, a rushing,

  darting tapestry of tiny knots and tangles, and he was in the threads, controlling them. Tabaxa was here too; Vyrrch sensed his angry defiance. He was puzzled as to why Vyrrch had come into

  his domain, but eager to demolish the older Weaver. There would be no quarter given, and none asked.




  The conflict was conducted faster than consciousness could follow. Each sought a channel into the other, so they dodged and feinted down threads, finding one suddenly knotted against them,

  untangling this one or that, reaching dead-ends and loops that had been laid as traps or decoys. Each wanted to confuse the other long enough to break through the defences, while simultaneously

  shoring up their own. By manipulating the threads of the Weave, they jabbed and parried, darting back and forth, creating labyrinths for their opponent to get lost in or frantically unwinding a

  complex knot to create a channel into their enemy.




  But in the end experience won out, and Tabaxa slipped up. Vyrrch had left him a tempting channel as a lure, and he impetuously took it; but it came up against a dead-end, and Vyrrch was waiting.

  With a speed and skill unmatched among the Weavers, he fashioned an insoluble knot behind Tabaxa, trapping him. Tabaxa tried to skip threads, to get out of the trap, but he only came up against

  another trap, and another, and by that time it was too late. Vyrrch was already away, burrowing through his defences, and Tabaxa could not get out in time. Vyrrch had identified a knot in

  Tabaxa’s wall that was fraying, and he tore it open and raced through, into Tabaxa’s mind like a meathook into a carcass, lodging in there and rending . . .




  He could feel the force of his enemy’s haemorrhage as he withdrew, feel the flailing embers of Tabaxa’s consciousness as they were pulled back to his dying body. Tabaxa was even now

  spasming on the floor of his chamber, his brain ripped from the inside by the force of Vyrrch’s will. The Weave-lord himself was retreating, the agony receding behind him rapidly as he raced

  out of the Weave, following the threads back to his own body, cursing and raging.




  Vyrrch’s eyes snapped open in the dim, filthy room where he sat. He shrieked in frustration, consumed by an anger that could not be borne. He had been careless! He, Vyrrch, the Weave-lord,

  had been caught by a trap he should have avoided with ease, would have avoided a year ago. What was wrong with him? Why could his mind not assemble his thoughts, lessons, instincts as it

  used to? He was perhaps the most formidable Weaver in the land, and yet he had blundered into Tabaxa’s trickery, and been forced to kill him to protect his own identity. And all without

  getting close to Barak Zahn. A failure; an unmitigated failure.




  Vyrrch rose suddenly, another shriek coming from beneath his Mask. He picked up the unidentifiable corpse on his bed and tossed it into the bloodied pool. He swatted aside a crystal ornament

  that stood in the corner of the room, one he did not recall seeing before. It dashed into shards on the tiles, a fortune destroyed in an instant. Like a whirlwind he swept through his chambers,

  breaking and throwing anything he could pick up, screaming like a child in a tantrum before flinging himself to the floor and scratching at it until his fingernails snapped.




  The pain of his broken nails brought him to a momentary calm, a lull in the storm. He lay panting for a moment, before getting to his feet and stumbling to where a mouthpiece was set into the

  wall, connected by an echoing pipe to the quarters of his personal servants.




  ‘Get me a child!’ he rasped. ‘A child, I don’t care what sort. Get me a child, and . . . and bring me my bag of tools. And food! I want meat! Meat!’




  He did not wait for a response. He threw himself to the floor again and lay there, his emaciated ribs heaving, waiting, drooling in anticipation. He did not know what would happen when the child

  got here. He never knew what would happen. But he thought he was going to enjoy it.







 




  
NINE







  The compound of Blood Tamak was on the other side of the Imperial Quarter from Blood Koli’s, but Mishani chose to walk anyway. For one thing, it was a beautiful day, with

  cool breezes from the north offering relief from the usual stifling heat of the city. For another, she preferred that her business this afternoon remained a secret.




  The streets of the Imperial Quarter were wider than the usual thoroughfares of the city, and less trafficked. Tall, ancient trees lined the roadside, and the rectangular flagstones were swept

  for leaves every morning. Fountains or ornamental gutters plashed and trickled, collecting in basins where passers-by could drink to quench their thirst. Carts rattled by with deliveries piled high

  upon them. Mishani passed many gates, each one belonging to an important family, each one with their ancestral emblem wrought upon them somewhere. The Imperial Quarter was made up mainly of the

  townhouses of the various families – not only the high families who sat on the councils, but a multitude of minor nobles as well.




  She glanced up at the Imperial Keep, its angled planes sheening in the sunlight. One such council was going on now, and it was one that she should well be attending. The Heir-Empress was an

  Aberrant, and the Empress in her hubris still seemed intent on putting her on the throne. Mishani would never have believed it possible – not only that Lucia had been allowed to reach eight

  harvests of age in the first place, but also that the Empress was foolish enough to think the high families would allow an Aberrant to rule Saramyr. Her father would be angry that she had not been

  there to lend her support to his condemnation of the Empress; but she had something else to attend to, and it had to be done while all eyes were on the Keep.




  The divisions brought about by the revelations in the Imperial Family had come swift and savage. Longtime allies had separated in disgust, driven apart by their inability to condone the

  other’s viewpoint. Arguments had erupted and turned to feuds. Most of it was down to men and their posturing, Mishani thought with a wrinkle of contempt. Her father was an example. He and

  Barak Chel of Blood Tamak had been political allies and good friends a month ago. Mishani had often accompanied him on visits to the townhouse of Blood Tamak. Then Chel’s support of the

  Empress in the matter of the succession sparked a debate in which both said regretful things to each other, and now they were bitter enemies and would not speak.




  That, unfortunately, was contrary to Mishani’s interests, for within the house of Blood Tamak lived a wise old scholar by the name of Copanis, whose particular field of expertise was

  antique masks. And whatever the state of play between their two families, she intended to see him. The risk to herself was not inconsiderable. Her reputation would suffer greatly if she was caught

  in defiance of her father’s wishes, not to mention the embarrassment that would be caused by her presence in her enemy’s house. But there were greater matters at play here.

  Kaiku’s only clue to her father’s murder was the mask, tucked now beneath Mishani’s blue robes; and if anyone could tell them about it, it was Copanis.




  She just had to get to him.




  She worried about her friend as she walked a winding route through the Imperial Quarter: across sunlit, mosaic-strewn plazas with restaurants in the shady cloisters, down narrow and immaculate

  alleyways where thin, short-furred cats prowled and slunk, through a small park in which couples strolled and artists sat cross-legged on the grass, their brushes hovering above their canvases. She

  had a great affinity for the Imperial Quarter, and on most days she found it tantalising, a place of beauty and intrigue, where the peripheral machinations of the court were played out in the

  gardens and under the arches. She was aware that it was heavily sanitised and rigidly policed in comparison to the sweaty bustle of the rest of the city, but she was content to avoid the crush and

  press when she could, and she preferred the calm and beauty of these streets to those of the Market District or the Poor Quarter.




  But today her mind was not on the sights and sounds surrounding her. Her concern for Kaiku consumed her thoughts entirely. If what Kaiku had told her was true – and she had no doubt that

  Kaiku, at least, believed it – then her situation was grave. She was convinced she was possessed by something, which was bad enough; the alternative – that she was mad, and had merely

  created the story of the shin-shin and the burning of Asara as a hysterical reaction to the death of her family – was scarcely better. And yet she seemed lucid, which tended to discount

  either of those possibilities; unless the madness or possession was of a more insidious kind, that did not show itself as raving lunacy but in a subtle mania instead.




  A chill ran through her, a cool bloom that counteracted the bright afternoon sun on her skin. Heart’s blood, what if she was possessed? Mishani knew the stories of the dark spirits

  that haunted the forests and mountains, the deep and high and secret places of the world; but they had always seemed distant, powerless to affect her. She had heard about the gathering hostility of

  the beasts; it had been a small but persistent concern in court circles for a long time now. Enyu’s priests and their sympathisers never stopped talking about it. Was it so much of a stretch,

  then, to believe the possibility that her friend had become . . . infested by the emboldened spirits?




  She shook her head. What did she know about spirits? She was frightening herself with conjecture and guesswork. There would be answers, there had to be answers, and she and Kaiku would

  hunt them out; but first, she had another task to perform.




  Blood Tamak’s compound was set on a hillside, the main body of the townhouse supported by a man-made cliff of stone to make it sit level. It was a squat, flat-roofed building, its beige

  walls sparsely panelled in dark, polished wood, without any of the ornamentations, votive statues or icons that were usually present somewhere around the exterior of Saramyr households. Beneath it

  were the gardens, an unprepossessing lawn with curving flagstone paths and sprays of blooms, spartan even by the minimalist norms of Saramyr.




  Mishani knew the layout well, for she had been shown around it often during her father’s visits. At the side of the compound, a narrow set of sandstone steps ran from the street in front

  to the one behind, which was set higher in the hill. There was a servants’ gate there, used for unobtrusive errand-running. It was here that Mishani took herself and waited.




  She had timed her arrival excellently. Less than five minutes later, a short, sallow servant girl appeared, half opening the gate. Recognition widened her eyes as she saw who was outside.




  ‘Mistress Mishani,’ she gaped, blanching. She looked up and down the steps. ‘You should not be here.’




  ‘I know, Xami,’ she replied. ‘Heading to the market for flour?’ Xami nodded. ‘I thought so. Ever punctual. Your master would approve.’




  ‘My master . . . your father . . . we must not be seen talking!’ Xami stammered.




  Mishani was the picture of elegant calm. Her tone was unhurried but firm. ‘Xami, I have a favour to ask.’




  ‘Mistress . . .’ she began reluctantly, still standing in the gateway with the gate obscuring her partway, like a shield between them.




  Mishani reached in and took the servant girl’s hands in hers, and within was the crinkle of money. Paper money, which meant Imperial shirets. ‘Remember the services I

  performed for you, in days when the heads of our houses were friends.’




  Xami put the money inside her robe without looking at it. Her wide, watery eyes wavered in indecision. Mishani had passed love letters between her and a servant boy in the Koli house many times.

  It had seemed an interesting diversion then – and, additionally, Xami’s clumsy attempts at poetry in the vulgar script of Low Saramyrrhic always made her smirk – but now it seemed

  it might serve a useful political purpose as well.




  ‘Let me in, Xami,’ Mishani said. ‘You did not see me; you will not be blamed if I am caught. I promise you.’




  Xami deliberated a few moments longer. Then, more because she feared somebody seeing them together than because she wanted to, she opened the gate fully. Mishani went in, and Xami slipped out

  and shut the gate behind her.




  Mishani found herself in a narrow, vine-laden passageway that led around to the back of the main house, where the servants’ quarters were. Most of the servants – indeed, much of the

  household – would be at the Keep now, for in matters of state the nobles liked to arrive in full pomp and splendour whenever they could. Copanis would not. He was a scholar, not a servant;

  the Barak Chel was his patron.




  The thought brought uncomfortable resonances of Kaiku’s father, Ruito tu Makaima. If he had had a patron, maybe there would have been somewhere to start, somebody that suspicion might

  devolve upon who might have a reason to kill him and his family; but it was a dead-end. Ruito had been in the rare position of being independently wealthy enough to survive without patronage,

  having had several works of philosophy in circulation among the literati of the empire that had generated enough income for him to buy himself free a long time ago.




  Mishani made her way around to the back. She refused to sneak; she walked instead as if she owned the place, her long, dark hair swaying around her ankles as she went. Those servants that were

  still about would be engaged in menial duties now, but thankfully none seemed to have taken them outside, and she was able to slip into the house through the rear entrance undetected.




  The interior of the house was very spare and minimal, with polished wooden floorboards and only the occasional wall hanging or mat to draw the eye. Chel liked his house as he liked his pleasures

  – respectable and sparse. Upstairs lay the family rooms and the ancestral chambers, where the house’s treasures were kept. She would have no chance of getting up there; they were always

  guarded. But Copanis’s study was on the ground floor, near the back of the house. Trusting to luck and Shintu, god of fortune, she made her way down a wide corridor, hoping that no one would

  come to challenge her.




  Shintu smiled upon her, it seemed; for she reached the study without seeing another soul. Unusually, it had a door instead of a curtain or screen, but then the old scholar valued his privacy.

  She tapped on it. An instant later it was opened irritably, as if he had been lurking on the other side for just such an opportunity to surprise those who dared to interrupt him.




  His face turned from annoyance to puzzlement as he saw who it was. Before he could protest, she laid a finger on her lips and slid inside, shutting the door behind her.




  Copanis’s study was uncomfortably hot, even with the shutters open to admit the breeze from outside. A low table was scattered with scrolls and manuscripts, but everywhere were concessions

  to ornamentation that were not present in the rest of the house. A sculpted hand; a skull with glass jewels for teeth; an effigy of Naris, god of scholars and son of Isisya, goddess of peace,

  beauty and wisdom. All was a clutter, but it conveyed the intensity of its author.




  ‘My, my,’ he said. ‘Mistress Mishani, daughter of my master’s newly embittered enemy. I take it you have something very important you need, to come see me like this. And

  miss the council with the Empress, too.’




  Mishani looked over the old man with an inner smile that did not show on her face. He always was quick, this leathery, scrawny walnut of a scholar. His clothes seemed to sag off his lean frame,

  as his flesh did; but his eyes were still feverishly bright, and he was capable of running rings round intellectuals half his age.




  Mishani decided to dispense with the preamble. She drew out the mask. ‘This belongs to a dear friend of mine,’ she said. ‘Our need is most pressing to discover all we can about

  it. I can tell you no more than that.’




  Copanis scrutinised her for a short while. He was making a show of deliberation, but it was not hard to see how his eyes were drawn to the mask. He was too cantankerous to fear to balk the

  authority of his master, and he was never one to hoard his knowledge when he could share it. With a mischievous quirk of one eyebrow, he took the mask and turned it around in his hands.




  ‘You take a great risk, coming here,’ he murmured.




  ‘I seek to right a grave wrong, and aid a friend in desperate straits,’ she replied. ‘The risk is little, weighed against that.’




  ‘Indeed?’ he said. ‘Well, I won’t inquire, Mistress Mishani. But I dare to say I can help you in my small way.’




  He placed the mask in a small wooden cradle, so that it faced the sunlight from the windows. After that, he found himself a small ceramic pot of what looked like dust. This he sprinkled over the

  face of the mask. Mishani watched with fascination – disguised, as ever, behind a wall of impassivity – as the dust seemed to glitter in the sun.




  ‘Draw the shutters,’ he said. ‘Not this one; the others.’




  Mishani obeyed, darkening the room until only a single shutter remained, shining light on to the mask’s dusty face. After a time, Copanis shut that one himself, plunging the room into

  darkness. He turned the mask so they could both see it. The dust glowed dimly, phosphorescent in the darkness – but its life was momentary, and it faded.




  Copanis harumphed. He told Mishani to open the shutters again. She did so, enduring his peremptory tone because she needed his help. After that, he sat cross-legged at his desk and brushed the

  dust off the mask, then turned it over in his hands and studied it. He held it near to his face without letting it touch. He closed his eyes and spent a short time chanting softly, as if in

  meditation. Mishani waited patiently, kneeling opposite him with her hair pooled around her.




  Eventually he opened his eyes. ‘This is indeed a True Mask,’ he said. ‘It has been infused with witchstone dust, and there is power here. However, it is very young. Less than a

  year old; I would estimate no more than two previous wearers, neither of them possessing any remarkable mental strength. It is valuable, of course; but as far as the True Masks go, it is weak, like

  a newborn.’




  ‘You can tell all that? I am impressed,’ Mishani said.




  He shrugged. ‘I can only tell you in the vaguest of terms. A True Mask picks up strength from its wearers . . . or, rather, it saps it from them. There are ways to tell a True Mask from an

  ordinary one, and guess at its age; but little else can be done. There is a simple way to learn more, of course, but I cannot counsel it.’




  ‘And that is . . . ?’




  ‘To put it on, Mistress,’ said Copanis with a sour smile.




  ‘Surely anyone who did that would die, unless they were a Weaver and trained in the arts.’




  ‘Ah, not so. A common misconception,’ Copanis replied, stretching. His vertebrae cracked like fireworks. ‘The older the Mask, the greater the peril; but one as young and weak

  as this . . . why, you or I might put it on and suffer no ill effects. Nightmares, maybe. Disorientation. That said, I repeat I cannot counsel it. There is still an element of risk. Should the mind

  prove to be susceptible, insanity and death would surely follow. The chance is small, but it exists.’




  Mishani considered this. ‘Can you tell me where it comes from?’




  ‘Ah, that is easy. The hallmarks are obvious. See this wave pattern in the wood on the inside? And the indentation here, to accommodate the wearer’s philtrum? This comes from one of

  the Edgefathers at Fo; although from which part of the isle, I cannot say. I would guess at the north, simply because of the marked lack of mainland influences on the carving. The one who carved

  this either had little contact with the ports in the south of Fo and the people there, or he spurned the craft of the mainland Edgefathers.’ He passed it back to her, the red and black face

  seeming to grin mockingly. ‘That is all I can tell you.’




  ‘It was more than enough,’ she replied, bowing. ‘You have my gratitude. Now I must go; I’ve put you in peril already.’




  He stood up, knee joints popping, and cackled. ‘Hardly peril, Mistress. Here, I’ll help you get out,’ he said. ‘Let me spy out the lie of the land for you, then you can

  make it to the servants’ gate. You know where it is?’




  ‘I know,’ replied Mishani, standing also, her hair cascading around her.




  ‘I thought you might,’ he replied.




  Kaiku was unused to spending the summer months in the city; her father had always sent his family to their cooler property in the Forest of Yuna while he worked. Though it was

  only just climbing the slope towards the truly miserable heat of midsummer, Kaiku had become drowsy and felt the need for a siesta, and she had slept while she waited for Mishani to return.




  In her dreams, the shin-shin came.




  This time they were even more dark and nebulous than she remembered. They stalked unseen in the corridors of her mind, fearful presences that emanated dread, which she could not see but sense.

  She fled through a labyrinth that resembled her father’s house in the forest, but seemed infinitely bigger and endless. She found doors, hatches, corners that brought her shuddering to a

  stop, for she knew with dream-certainty that death was lurking there, felt them waiting just beyond with a terrifying, hungry patience. And each time she came up against one of these

  invisible barriers of fear, she turned and ran the other way, her skin clammy with the proximity of the end. But no matter how far she went, they were everywhere, and inescapable.




  Flailing helplessly, trapped forever, she knew there was no escape for her, and still she tried. At some point, she became aware of another presence, one even more malevolent than the shin-shin.

  This one lived inside her, in her belly and womb and groin, and it grew whenever she thought about it, feeding on her attention. She desperately tried to distract herself, but it was impossible not

  to feel the thing inside her skin, and she sensed its mad glee as it suckled on her terror. Desperate, driven by some illogical prescience that she had to get out of the house before this new

  entity consumed her, she raced onward, trying new routes with increasing panic, finding all blocked against her by the lurking, unseen shin-shin. Her chest ached, and her heart pounded harder and

  harder, but she could not stop even though her body burned with fatigue, and suddenly it was all too much and—




  Her eyes flew open to agony, and the room ignited.




  She threw herself off her sleeping-mat with a shriek, warned by some instinct that caused her to react before her conscious mind could arrange itself. She was fortunate: so quick was she that

  the ripples of flame that sprang from the weave of the mat only licked her, and it was too brief to do more than singe her sleeping-robe. She scrambled to her feet, gazing wildly around the room.

  The curtain that hung in the doorway was ablaze; the window shutters smoked and charred, blue flames invisible in the bright sunlight. The timbers of the room had blackened but not caught light; an

  arrangement of guya blossoms in a vase had crisped to cinders. A wall-hanging, that had once depicted the final victory of the first Emperor, Jaan tu Vinaxis, over the primitive Ugati people that

  had occupied this land in the past, ran with fire. Thin, deadly smoke was rising all around her.




  She dashed immediately for the doorway, an automatic response, and then retreated as she saw it was impassable while the curtain still burned. The windows were no option either. More terrifying

  than her animal fear of fire was the knowledge that she was trapped by it. She tried to cry for help, but the intake of breath made her chest blaze in pain. Her every muscle was in agony, and the

  blood seemed to boil and scorch as it pumped through her veins. The demon inside her had returned in her sleep and tormented her with fires inside and out.




  Steeling herself against the torture, she found her voice and shouted, hoping to alert the servants to her plight. But no sooner had she done so than the flaming curtain began to thrash, and she

  saw Mishani beyond it, slashing at it with a long, bladed pike that had been part of an ornamental set in the corridor outside. She hacked at the disintegrating cloth and it came to pieces, falling

  to the floor where a servant girl threw a bucket of suds across it and reduced it to a black mush. Shielding her face with one blue-robed arm, Mishani called to her friend; Kaiku ran to her in

  desperate relief. Mishani pulled her clear of the room, out into the corridor. Voices were raised all about the household as servants ran for water.




  Kaiku would have embraced her friend then, if it were not for the gasp of horror that the servant girl gave. Kaiku looked to her, confused, and the girl quailed and made a sign against evil.

  Mishani’s face was stony. She grabbed the servant girl’s wrist, pulling her roughly to face her mistress.




  ‘On your life, you will speak of this to no one,’ she said, her voice heavy with threat. ‘On your life, Yokada.’




  The servant girl nodded, frightened.




  ‘Go,’ Mishani commanded. ‘Find more water.’ As Yokada gratefully fled, she turned to Kaiku. ‘Close your eyes, Kaiku. Let me lead you. Feign that you are

  smoke-blinded.’




  ‘I—’




  ‘As I am your friend, trust me,’ Mishani said. Kaiku, shaken and scared still, did what she was told. Mishani was several inches shorter than Kaiku, but she seemed many years older

  then, and her tone brooked no argument. She took her friend by the hand and led her away, hurrying so that Kaiku feared to trip. She opened her eyes to see where her feet were, and Mishani caught

  her and hissed at her to keep them shut. Servants rushed past them in a clatter of feet, and she heard the swill of water in buckets. After a time, Mishani drew back a curtain and led her into a

  room.




  ‘Now you can open them,’ Mishani said, sounding weary.




  It was Mishani’s study. The low, simple table was still occupied by neat rows of tally charts, an inkpot and a brush. Several shelves held other scrolls, not one of them out of place.

  Sketch paintings of serene glades and rivers hung on the walls, next to a large elliptical mirror, for Mishani often entertained guests in here and she understood the importance of appearance.




  ‘Mishani, I . . . it happened again . . .’ Kaiku stammered. ‘What if you had been with me? Spirits, what if—’




  ‘Go to the mirror,’ Mishani said. Kaiku quieted, looked at her friend, then at the mirror. Suddenly, she feared what she might see. She shuddered as a spasm of pain racked her

  body.




  ‘I need to rest, Mishani . . . I’m so tired,’ she sighed.




  ‘The mirror,’ Mishani repeated. Kaiku turned, bowing her head as she stood before it. She did not dare see whatever it was that Mishani wanted her to.




  ‘Look at yourself!’ Mishani hissed, and there was an edge to her voice that Kaiku had never heard before, one that made her afraid of her friend. She looked up.




  ‘Oh,’ she murmured, her fingers coming up to rest on her cheek.




  Her eyes, gazing back at her, were no longer brown. The irises were a deep and arterial red, the eyes of a demon.




  ‘Then it’s true,’ she said, slowly, brokenly. ‘I am possessed.’




  Mishani was standing at her shoulder in the mirror, her head tilted down so that her hair fell across her face, her gaze averted.




  ‘No, Kaiku,’ she said. ‘You are not possessed. You are Aberrant.’







 




  
TEN







  The council chamber of the Imperial Keep was not vast, but what it lacked in size it made up for in opulence. The walls and tiers of the semi-circular room were drenched in

  grandeur, from the enormous gold and crystal chandelier overhead to the ornate scrollwork on the eaves and balconies. The majority of the room was lacquered in crimson and edged in dark gold; the

  ceiling was sculpted into a relief of an ancient battle, while the floor was of reflective black stone. The flat wall at the back – where the speaker stood to talk to those on the

  semi-circular tiers above – bore a gigantic mural of two scaled creatures warring in the air, their bodies aflame as they locked in mortal combat above a terrified city below.




  The assembly was silent as Anais tu Erinima, Blood Empress of Saramyr, walked to stand in front of the mural, her dress a dark red like that of the room. She wore her flaxen hair in her

  customary long plait, with a silver tiara across her brow. Next to her walked an old man in robes of grey, his hood masking his face so that only his hooked nose and long, salt and pepper beard

  could be seen. High, arched windows lit the scene, brighter on the west side where the sun was heading toward afternoon.




  Anais hated this room. The colours made her feel angry and aggressive; it was a poor choice for a place of debate. But this had been the council chamber for generations past, through war and

  peace, famine and plenty, woe and joy; tradition had kept it virtually unaltered for centuries.




  Maybe I will be the one to change it, Anais thought to herself, masking her nervousness with bravado. Maybe I will change many things, before my days are done.




  She took her place on the central dais, a petite and deceptively naïve-looking figure in the face of the assembly. The Speaker in his grey robes stood next to her. Facing her, on three

  tiers that rose up and away, were representatives of the thirty high families of Saramyr. They sat behind expertly carven stalls, looking down on their ruler. She scanned the room, searching out

  her supporters, seeking her enemies . . . and finally finding Barak Zahn tu Ikati, whom until a few minutes ago had been the former. Now she had no idea where she stood in his regard.




  She had in her pocket a letter from the Barak, informing her of the sudden and extremely suspicious death of his Weaver, Tabaxa. It said nothing more than that. The letter had been delivered to

  her by a servant just before she entered the chamber. If the move had been calculated to unnerve her, it had succeeded admirably. Now she studied him in the stalls, a tall man with a short white

  beard and pox-pitted cheeks, trying to divine what he meant by it; but his face was blank, and gave no indication of his thoughts.




  By the spirits, does he think I did it? she asked herself, and then wondered what she would do if the Barak withdrew his support, when her position was precarious enough already.




  ‘The Blood Empress of Saramyr, Anais tu Erinima,’ the Speaker announced, and then it was her time to speak. She took a breath, showing nothing of the fear she felt.




  ‘Honourable families of Saramyr,’ she began, her usually soft and gentle voice suddenly strong and clear. ‘I bring this council to session. Thank you for coming; I know some of

  you have travelled far to be here today.’ She paused, allowing the echoes of her pleasantries to fade before she launched into the fray.




  ‘I am certain you are aware of the matter before us. The issue of my daughter is of great importance to all of you, and to Saramyr as a whole. I know of the division over this situation,

  both among the high families and those not of noble birth. If compromise can be reached to heal this division, then I am willing to compromise. There are many aspects to this matter that will bear

  negotiation. But know this as a fact: my daughter is of Blood Erinima, and the daughter of the Blood Empress. Some may call her Aberrant, some may not: it is a matter of opinion. But the point is

  moot in the laws of succession. She is the sole heir to my throne, and she will be Blood Empress after me.’




  The council, predictably, broke out in uproar. Anais faced them without flinching or lowering her gaze. Many of them had been hoping that she had seen sense and decided to abdicate, if only to

  spare her daughter’s life. But Anais had never been more sure of anything. Her child would be as good a ruler as any, better than most. Whatever the dangers to herself, she would bring her

  child to throne.




  Unless, of course, she was deposed by the council.




  The thirty high familes were nominally vassals to the ruling family, but it rarely worked exactly that way. Blood Erinima ruled Saramyr, meaning that they – in theory – spoke for all

  the families. The Baraks each owned vast tracts of land, effectively dividing up Saramyr into manageable chunks. The Baraks further subdivided their land to ur-Baraks, who dealt with smaller

  portions, and the ur-Baraks left the management of villages within their territory to the Marks. With as many powerful families as there were in Saramyr, the question of loyalty was never

  clear-cut.




  The council of the high families represented only the Baraks, and some of the more influential ur-Baraks who were related by blood. Though there was a strong tendency to support the ruling

  family, fuelled by tradition and concepts of honour, it was by no means a guarantee. The council had turned against their lieges before, and for much less. A vote of no confidence from the council

  was damning, and left only two real options: abdication, or civil war. Saramyr’s history was spotted with bloody coups. Though the ruling family always had the greatest army by far –

  for their post entitled them to the protection of the Imperial Guards, who owed allegiance only to the throne and not Blood – an alliance of several strong Baraks could still challenge them

  and win.




  The Speaker raised his arm, and in his hand was a small wooden tube on a thin red rope. He spun it quickly, and a high keening wail cut through the room. When it died, silence had returned.

  Anais’s eyes flickered over the assembly. She could see other members of Blood Erinima in the stalls, approving of her declaration. Her old enemies in Blood Amacha looked furious; though she

  noted that Barak Sonmaga’s expression was almost smug. He relished the fight.




  ‘To those who oppose me, I say this!’ she cried. ‘You are blinded by your prejudices. Too long have you listened to the Weavers, too long have you been told what to think on

  this matter. Many of you have never even seen an Aberrant. Many of you are ill educated in what makes an Aberrant at all. Those of you who have met my daughter know her to be gentle and kind. She

  bears no deformities. She may possess perceptions greater than ours, senses that we do not understand: but don’t the Weavers have the same? She has harmed no one and nothing; she is as

  well-adjusted as a child can be expected to be. And if exceptional intelligence is an undesirable trait for a ruler of Saramyr, then let us be ruled by half-wits instead, and see how long our proud

  country lasts!’




  There was silence again for a short moment. She was coming dangerously close to defying the Weavers outright, and who knew the ruin that would bring? Anais was only glad that no Weavers were

  present; they played no part in the country’s politics. Still, she was sure that they were listening somewhere . . .




  Barak Sonmaga tu Amacha stood. She might have known he would be the first. The Speaker announced his name.




  ‘Empress, nobody doubts the love you have for Lucia,’ Sonmaga said. He was a broad-chested, black-bearded man with heavy eyebrows. ‘Which of us could say that we would not do

  the same, were it our own son or daughter? Who among us could bear to deliver our own child to the Weavers, even if they were . . . unnatural?’




  Anais did not react to his choice of words. They were intended to provoke.




  ‘But this is a matter greater than your feelings, Empress,’ he continued, his voice lowering in tone. ‘Greater even than ours, here in this council. The people are the

  issue here. The people of Saramyr. And I tell you they will not bear an Aberrant to sit on the throne. She might have the potential to be a great ruler – I’m sure no mother would

  think any less of her child – but how long will she rule, how effectively, when she is reviled by the people beneath her?’




  Anais kept her face calm. ‘Barak Sonmaga, the people have a long time to get used to her. By the time she sits the throne, they will have learned to accept. They, like many of the

  honourable Baraks and Barakesses in this chamber, will find their opinions changed upon seeing my daughter, and witnessing her nature.’




  Sonmaga opened his mouth to speak again, but Anais suddenly remembered another point she had meant to make, and got in first. ‘And never forget, Barak Sonmaga, the lessons of the past. Our

  people have suffered tyranny under the madness of Emperor Cadis tu Othoro. They have been brought to famine and ruin by the ineptitude of Emperor Emen tu Gor; and then suffered terrible and

  entirely preventable plagues under his successor, because he refused to clean up the cities. None of these brought the people to revolution. I offer a child with extraordinary intelligence,

  impeccable sanity and a kind nature, and the only count against her is that she is unusual. I hardly think the people will take up arms at that. I say you exaggerate, Barak Sonmaga tu Amacha. It is

  no secret that you have your own preferences as to who should sit on the throne.’




  Sonmaga’s eyes blazed. Such a direct accusation was a hair’s breadth from insult, but it was also inarguably true. Blood Amacha had never been a ruling family, and they had always

  coveted the throne. He knew it well enough, so he could not take umbrage without weakening his own position. Anais, for her part, gazed coolly around the chamber. She did not glance at the

  representatives of Blood Gor, whom she had regrettably reminded of their past failures. Blood Othoro had thankfully dwindled long ago, and taken its madness with it. Her gaze passed across Barak

  Zahn and lingered there for a moment, but he was as impassive as before. His letter had unnerved her considerably; she had no idea if she could count on his support or not. The deal they had made

  could be in tatters if he suspected that Anais had tried to kill him or his Weaver . . . but why should he think such a thing? They were allies, weren’t they?




  An elderly Barak stood up then, his lean body draped in heavy robes.




  ‘Barak Mamasi tu Nira,’ the Speaker announced.




  ‘I beg that you consider this matter well,’ said Mamasi. He was a neutral, as far as Anais knew. He disliked getting his family involved in disputes of any kind if he could help it.

  ‘To force a council vote on this matter can only bring ruin. Opinion among the Baraks is deeply divided: you know this. Abdicate, Empress, for the good of the land and for your daughter. If

  you stay, civil war must follow, and Lucia’s life would be in great danger were you to lose.’




  ‘Barakess Juun tu Lilira,’ said the Speaker, as she stood and made a sign that she wished to speak in support of Mamasi.




  ‘Now, of all times, we must remain united,’ declared the ancient Barakess. ‘The very land turns against us. Evil things haunt the hills and forests, and grow bolder by the day.

  My villages are besieged by ill spirits; the earth sickens and crops fail. A civil war now would only add to our misery. Please, Empress, for the good of your people.’




  ‘I say no!’ Anais cried. ‘I say my abdication would weaken the country more than Lucia ever could. There are at least three houses who hold power enough to challenge for the

  throne. I will name no names, and I do not presume to know their intentions, but a war of succession would follow should Blood Erinima relinquish their claim on the throne, and all of you know

  it!’




  Silence again. She spoke the truth. Blood Batik claimed rights by marriage, but there was no way Anais would pass the responsibility for Saramyr into the hands of her wastrel, womanising

  husband. Blood Amacha claimed rights by sheer power; they owned the most land, and a large private army. And Blood Kerestyn were most powerful of all; they had been the ruling family before

  Erinima, and they had never lost the desire to reclaim the throne.




  ‘I know the horror that the word ‘‘Aberrant’’ awakens in all of us,’ she continued. ‘But I know also that there are many interpretations of that word.

  Not all Aberration is bad; not all Aberrants are evil. It took the birth of my child to make me see that, but I see it now. And I would have all of you see it, too.’




  She raised her hand to forestall another of her antagonists. ‘I ask for the vote of the council in support of my daughter’s claim to the throne.’




  ‘The council will vote!’ the Speaker called.




  Anais stood where she was, her hands laid across each other, clammy with sweat. She could feel herself trembling inside. If the council approved by a majority, she could consider herself safe

  for a time. As the Barakess had said, nobody wanted a civil war now. But if her support was lacking, then she was in terrible danger. Would she truly abdicate, even for the sake of her child? At

  least, that way, Lucia might live . . .




  ‘Blood Erinima, family of my heart. How do you say?’ she asked.




  ‘We support you as always, Empress,’ said her great-aunt Milla. As eldest, she was the head of the family, even though her niece was Empress.




  Anais looked about the chamber, scanning the grandiose tiers. She would have to ask each of the thirty families in turn, and the order that she chose them was crucial. Some families who were

  wavering might be swayed if a more powerful ally took the lead. Blood Erinima was easy. She asked then three other families, all certainties, who assured her of their support. A fourth one, whom

  she had thought she could rely on, decided to remain neutral.




  Then, reasoning that it was best not to use up all her support this early in the vote, she chose an obvious enemy: Blood Amacha.




  ‘We oppose you, Empress, with all our strength and vigour,’ Barak Sonmaga replied, somewhat unnecessarily.




  She asked several other families, receiving mixed reponses. The powerful Barak Koli voted against her; his daughter Mishani was noticeably absent. Blood Nabichi threw unexpected support behind

  the Empress. But there was one to whom many of the lesser families were looking: Blood Ikati. Anais took a breath; their support was vital for snaring in some of those who sat on the fence.




  ‘Blood Ikati,’ she said, her voice echoing across the chamber. ‘How do you say?’




  Barak Zahn tu Ikati unfolded his lean, rangy body from behind his stall. He regarded Anais carefully. Anais met his gaze with her own, unfaltering.




  I have done him no wrong, she told herself. I have nothing to fear.




  ‘Blood Ikati supports your daughter’s claim, Anais tu Erinima,’ the Barak said, and as he sat down Anais felt herself weaken at the knees.




  The ritual of asking each family was a nerve-racking affair, and by the time it had concluded there was no clear majority. Her supporters and opponents were evenly matched, and there were few

  who abstained. The council was divided, split down the middle.




  Anais felt a thrill of mixed relief and trepidation. If the council had voted heavily against her, she would have been tempted to consider abdication, whatever the cost to Blood Erinima. Her

  daughter’s life would surely be forfeit if Anais tried to put her on the throne with no support. But now her course was set. Though it was risky, she had enough strength behind her to dare

  this, even if she was sorely tempting the prospect of civil war. When they left the chamber, Blood Amacha would be gathering their allies and Blood Kerestyn theirs. The only comfort she took was

  that the opposition was divided, whereas her support was as solid as she could hope for.




  ‘My daughter sits the throne,’ she said. ‘I bid you all a safe journey.’ And with that, she left, her composure threatening to break as she stepped from the dais; but she

  did not allow herself to cry until she was alone in her chambers.




  It was perhaps an hour later when Barak Zahn tu Ikati came to her chambers.




  Ordinarily, Anais would not have received visitors after council; but for him she made an exception. They had known each other long enough that formality was unnecessary, so she had Zahn shown

  into a room with plush chairs and gently smoking scented braziers, and she appeared wearing a simple dress and her hair, freshly brushed, worn loose. The décor was relaxed and homely,

  calculated to put him at his ease. Here some concession had been made to luxury over aesthetic beauty, and the room had a cosy air about it, with rugs on the lach floor and curtains of

  coloured beads hanging over the tall, narrow window arches.




  ‘Zahn,’ she said with a bright smile. ‘I’m glad to see you.’




  ‘You too, Anais,’ he said. ‘Though I wish the circumstances were somewhat different.’




  She gestured him to a chair and sat opposite him. ‘Troubled times indeed,’ she said.




  ‘I cannot stay, Anais,’ said Zahn, scratching his neck with his thumb absently. ‘The afternoon is drawing on, and I have to journey back to my estate. I came to bring you a

  warning.’




  Anais adopted an attentive posture.




  ‘A servant found my Weaver, Tabaxa, as he lay dying,’ Zahn said, frowning slightly. ‘He was struck down very suddenly, it seems, and was bleeding from the ears and eyes; yet

  there was not a mark on him.’




  ‘It sounds like another Weaver did it,’ Anais said. ‘Or perhaps poison.’




  Zahn made a negative grunt. ‘Not poison. The servant removed Tabaxa’s mask, and he said a word before he died. Very clearly.’




  Anais suddenly pieced together the puzzle: why Zahn had sent that letter; why he had seemed so cold in the council chamber. ‘Vyrrch,’ she said.




  Zahn did not reply, but his eyes told her she was right.




  ‘Then why . . . ?’




  ‘Did you know of it, Anais?’ Zahn demanded, suddenly lurching forward towards her.




  ‘No!’ she replied instantly.




  Zahn paused, half out of his chair, and then sank back with a sigh. ‘As I thought,’ he said. ‘A single word is a slim rope to hang so much weight on, Anais. But you must watch

  him, your Weave-lord. Perhaps he seeks to undermine you. Have you thought what it might mean for the Weavers if Lucia sits the throne and there isn’t a revolution?’




  Anais nodded grimly. ‘She is a mockery of all their teachings about Aberrants. They have killed Aberrant children for so long, and so young . . . Lucia is living proof that they do not

  always turn out evil, if at all. If she becomes Empress, they fear what she will do.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ said Zahn, ‘it is something that needs to be done.’




  Anais nodded slightly, her gaze turning to the windows, where Nuki’s eye watched benevolently over Axekami from behind the bead curtains.




  ‘Why did you vote for me, Zahn, if you thought I had sent Vyrrch to spy on you?’




  ‘Because I trust you,’ he said. ‘We have been allies and opponents by turns for a long time now, but you have never broken a deal with me. Also, I confess, I wanted to see how

  you reacted when you saw me; I would have been able to tell, I think, if you had been guilty.’




  ‘Maybe you would,’ said Anais with a faint smile. ‘Still, I am grateful for your trust.’




  ‘I must go now,’ said Zahn, standing up. ‘I shall see myself out. Please, Anais, take warning. Do not turn your back on Vyrrch. He is evil, and he will kill your child if he

  can.’




  ‘And I can do nothing to him without proof,’ she replied sadly. ‘And perhaps not even then. Goodbye, Zahn. I hope we meet again soon.’




  ‘Indeed,’ said the Barak, and he left Anais alone in the muggy warmth of the afternoon, thinking.







 




  
ELEVEN







  The morning sun dawned red as blood behind the barge as it lumbered westward into Axekami. They called it the Surananyi – the fury of Suran. Somewhere in the eastern

  deserts of Tchom Rin, great hurricanes were tearing across the desolate land, flinging the red dust into the sky to mar the light of Nuki’s single eye.




  Legend told how Panazu, god of rivers and rain, had been so besotted with Narisa, daughter of Naris, that he had asked a wise old apothecary to make him a potion that would cause her to fall in

  love with him. But the old apothecary was none other than Shintu the trickster in disguise, and Shintu put a feit on Panazu so that he would think the first woman he saw was his beloved Narisa. So

  it came to pass that he returned to his home, and the first to greet him was his sister Aspinis, goddess of trees and flowers. Panazu, thinking his sister was Narisa, chose the moment to slip his

  potion into Aspinis’s drink, and she fell under its influence. And so they coupled, and when the morning came and their eyes were cleared they were horrified at what they had done.




  But worse was to come; for they were the son and daughter of Enyu, goddess of nature and fertility, and from their coupling grew a child. They dared not tell their mother, for the child was not

  natural, conceived as it was of incest; and they knew well how their mother could not condone anything that was not complicit with her laws. Aspinis fled, hiding her shame. But she was beloved of

  the gods, and sorely missed; and so Ocha and Isisya ordered that all should search for her until she was found.




  So began the Year of the Empty Temples, when the people of Saramyr suffered greatly, for the gods turned their faces away from the land and hunted through the Golden Realm for their lost kin.

  Crops failed, cruel winds blew, famine struck the land. Even Nuki turned away from them, and the sun was dim that year. And though the people thronged to the temples to pray for deliverance, their

  gods were not present.




  Then, joy. Aspinis returned from the wilderness, and all the Golden Realm celebrated. In Saramyr the crops flourished, the fish were plentiful and the livestock grew fat once again. Aspinis

  would not speak of where she had been; but Shintu, who had guessed what had happened, threatened to tell her mother Enyu unless she revealed to him where the baby was. Aspinis – who had no

  inkling of Shintu’s hand in the affair – told him that the baby was in a cave deep in the desert, where she would have long died.




  Shintu, eager to see the results of his meddling, travelled to the cave, and there he found the baby not dead, but very much alive. She was being fed by snakes and lizards who brought her

  morsels, and she was a wrinkled and ugly thing with long, tangled hair and odd eyes – one green and one blue. But Shintu was struck with pity then, and he took the baby to his own home and

  nurtured her in secret, and named her Suran. She became a bitter girl, for in the way of the gods she remembered what had been done to her as an infant, and when she was grown she left Shintu and

  went back to the desert to dwell among the lizards and the snakes, to become the antithesis of everything her hated parents stood for. Suran was the outcast, the goddess of deserts and drought and

  pestilence; and when she raged, the whole of Saramyr saw red.




  Tane’s heart felt heavy in his breast as he sat on the forecastle of the barge, feeling the slow surge of the ship beneath him as it bore him onward. It was a low, clumsy craft, laden

  heavy with ores and minerals from the mines in the Tchamil Mountains. The rough cries of the bargemen sounded in his ears, hollering in their jagged dialect; peeping birds banked and swirled high

  above, mistaking the barge for a fishing vessel and hoping for breakfast; hawsers creaked and timbers groaned. All around him, life; and yet he felt lifeless.




  He looked down at the planks between his knees, their colour stained red by the bloody sun, and traced the grain of the wood with his gaze. How like himself those lines were, he thought. They

  travelled their solitary way, sometimes brushing near to another line but rarely touching. Sometimes they were swallowed by a whorl or knot, sucked into a tangle; but always they emerged on the

  other side, always returning to an aimless and lonely path. He felt himself flailing inwardly, scrabbling for a greased rope of purpose that eluded his grip. Of what worth was he, one among

  thousands, millions; what right had he to expect the forbidden happiness of belonging? The gods meted out their gifts and blessings as they chose, and there were certainly many more worthy than

  him. Though he was a priest, he was still lower than these simple bargemen; for he had taken the order to atone for his past, not out of nobility or generosity. To pay off his guilt and regain his

  innocence. How many lives, how many sacrifices would it take before the gods were satisfied?




  He felt sorrow for the priests of the temple that he had left behind, but no real grief. He and Jin had returned to Tane’s erstwhile home at daybreak, and found it in terrible disarray.

  The priests were scattered haphazardly about like discarded dolls. They scarcely seemed real to Tane as he identified each of them: effigies only, as if the faces he had known these past few years

  had been replaced by waxy sculptures with glazed, glassy eyes and dry mouths gaping and lolling purple tongues.




  ‘They were looking for something,’ Jin said.




  ‘Or someone,’ Tane added.




  He took Jin’s silence to mean she had guessed who he referred to.




  Later, he brought the priests out of the temple and laid them on the grass. There, he named them silently in prayer to Noctu, that she might record their deaths and inform her husband Omecha. He

  said another prayer to Enyu while Jin waited patiently, and he was just finishing when Jin’s sharp intake of breath warned him that something was amiss.




  When he opened his eyes, he saw the bears. They waited at the edge of the clearing, massive black and brown shapes hidden in the foliage, watching and waiting. Tane bowed to them, and then led

  Jin away to the boat which the priests used to travel to the nearby settlement of Ban and back.




  ‘Is there to be no burial?’ she asked.




  ‘That is not our way,’ he replied. ‘The forest beasts will have them. Their flesh will return to the cycle of nature; their souls to the Fields of Omecha.’




  They had bought passage on a barge from Ban. During the six-day journey, Tane had been given plenty of time for introspection. He sought inside himself for the well of loss, but found nothing.

  He was confused by the absence. His home, all the faces he had known, his tutors and friends and even old Master Olec were gone in a single night. Yet he could not bring himself to grieve; and in

  fact, he felt a guilty excitement at the prospect of moving on. Maybe he had never belonged there at all, and he had simply not admitted it to himself until now. Maybe that was why he could never

  find the inner peace he sought.




  Enyu has another path for me, he thought. She has spared me the slaughter and set me on my way. I, the least worthy of her followers.




  The thought made him strangely happy.




  The sun had risen high in the eastern sky by the time they reached Axekami, but it had still not cleared the veil of desert dust that hung before it, and the capital of Saramyr glowered angrily

  in brooding red. The approach to the city proper was through the sprawling shanties of the river nomads, whose stilt huts and rickety jetties crowded the river banks. Withered, wiry old men poled

  back and forth, seeming to take their lives in their hands as they cut into the path of the barge. The barge master did not slow or pay any attention. The nomads sat outside their wooden homes and

  shops, scraping leather or weaving, and their eyes were suspicious or indifferent as they passed over the hulking barge that plied past them down the Kerryn. Nomads only trusted their own kind, and

  likewise were mistrusted by all.




  Jin came and sat by him as the shanties gave way to buildings, mostly warehouses and shipyards initially. She brushed her hair back over her shoulder and watched the wine-coloured water.




  ‘I think you want to find this Kaiku tu Makaima for more reasons than simply helping me deliver my message,’ she stated.




  Tane looked at her sidelong. She was still gazing out over the gunwale. He studied her profile; it was flawless. She truly was beautiful; and the curious thing was she seemed to grow more

  beautiful by the day. If anything, she seemed too perfect in aspect. Even the great beauties had imperfections: a freckle, or a slight unevenness about the lip, or the colours of their

  irises mottled slightly. The imperfection heightened their beauty by contrast. But Jin had not even that.




  She puzzled him. She had proved herself during their conversations these past six days to be luminously intelligent and well-travelled. Coupled with her appearance, she had the world in her lap.

  He found it hard to imagine anything she could not do, any position she could not attain with ease if she had the will. Why, then, an Imperial Messenger? Why choose a dangerous and dusty road,

  always on the move, never settling? Who was she, in truth?




  She turned to him expectantly then, and he realised she wanted an answer. He gave her none. Let her speculate as she liked. Even he could not fathom why he was following Kaiku’s trail;

  only that she was the last destination left to him after his home was gone.




  ‘Do you think we can find her?’ he said at length.




  ‘I can find this Mishani you spoke of with ease. She is Mishani tu Koli, daughter of Barak Avun. If Kaiku is with her, our task is that much easier.’




  Tane nodded. He hoped he had not made a mistake in revealing what he knew to Jin; but he could scarcely have done otherwise. They were companions, at least for a short while, and he had no idea

  how to find someone in a city the size of Axekami without her. Still, his suspicions about her had hardly been eased by the apparent knowledge she displayed of the shin-shin, and led him to wonder

  once again about that strange light he had seen in her eyes back in the forest.




  ‘We are safe from them, at least for the moment,’ she had told him. ‘Whatever brought them to your temple, they cannot track us on the water. They may guess where we are

  heading, and possibly follow us downstream on the north bank, but once near Axekami they will not come any closer. The city is the place of men, where spirits do not belong.’




  ‘And they’ll stop tracking us then?’ Tane had asked.




  ‘Shin-shin are persistent, and they do not let their prey go easily. But if they are tracking us at all, they may give up when we reach the city. Or they may wait outside and hope to pick

  up our trail again when we leave.’




  Tane had wanted to ask her how an Imperial Messenger had learned so much about spirits and demons, but in the end he decided that he would rather not know.




  The vast capital swelled around them, domes and spires and temples crowding together, hugging in close to the Kerryn. To the north, the land sloped upwards and the buildings rose with it, until

  it became too steep to build on and rose almost sheer in a great bluff, upon which stood the mighty Imperial Keep, its skin burnishing red-gold in the dust-hazed sunlight. The city streets were a

  canvas of tinted whites, weathered greens, columns and fountains and parks. Here a clutter of warehouses in the worst state of dereliction; there a gallery, a bell tower, a library, all elegant

  sweeps of stone and wood and inscribed in fine metals across their entranceways. An enormous prayer gate lunged across the border of the Imperial Quarter, a tall ellipse of stone and gold, its

  edges dazzling even in the muted rays of Nuki’s eye.




  To the south was the famous River District, where there were no roads but only canals, a place both exquisitely fashionable and extremely dangerous. It was as chaotic and beautiful as the rest

  of the city, only concentrated in a smaller area, with buildings of extraordinary design crowding over each other on tiny, irregular islands. The people that walked to and fro or were poled along

  the canals by puntmen were swathed in extravagant and impractical fashions, such as would make respectable society blush; but in the River District, nothing was too extreme.




  Tane took it all in with wonder. He had been to Axekami before on odd occasions, but it still held the power to awe him. His world had been the quiet of the forests, where the only loud noise

  was the sharp crack of a hunting rifle or snap of a fire. Already he could hear the pummelling blanket of sound that came from the city; many thousand voices jabbering, the rattle of carts, the

  lowing of manxthwa as they plodded through the streets. The city seemed to seethe on the shores of the river, waiting to consume him as soon as he stepped away from the sanctuary of the barge, an

  inescapable din that might drive a man mad. Tane was afraid of it and desired it all at once.




  The same, he thought, could be said of his future.




  Kaiku knelt before the mirror in the sparsely furnished guest bedroom, and looked at herself. The face that returned the gaze seemed unfamiliar now, though the red of her

  irises had long faded back to their natural brown. The world had turned but once since she had learned of her condition, and yet it seemed she had forever been this way, a stranger to her own

  perceptions.




  Outside she could hear the sounds of the servants returning from the burial. Mishani would be with them. Kaiku had not thought it appropriate to go.




  She had not cried. She would not. Keep the tears to quench the flame, she had thought in a fanciful moment; but the truth was, she felt no sadness. Sorrow had belaboured her past the

  point of tolerance, and still it had not broken her back. It held no power over her now. Instead, she felt a hard point of bitterness in her breast, a small stone forming in the chambers of her

  heart like a polluted pearl inside an oyster. She was sick of sorrow, sick of pain. How could she trust anything now, even the evidence of her eyes and ears, when twenty harvests of safety and

  happiness had come and gone in her life only to be smashed aside in a single day of tragedy? How could she rely on anything again? Weighed against that, grief and remorse were useless. All that was

  left was giving up, or going on.




  She chose the latter.




  Mishani had closed herself up like a fan since the fire of yesterday afternoon. The blaze was mercifully checked quickly and caused little damage to the house, but the damage it had done to

  their relationship was immeasurable. Her once-friend was cold to her now, an impassive veneer rigidly locked in place. And though she did speak, her words were robbed of feeling, and it seemed that

  it took great effort to converse.




  ‘You died, Kaiku,’ she had said the previous day, in the wake of her accusation. ‘It is not uncommon for Aberration to lay dormant for years, until something . . . wakes it up.

  All this time, you have carried it inside you and not known it.’




  ‘How can you tell?’ she had demanded, desperate to refute her host. ‘You are not a priest; how can you tell? How can you tell what is inside me is not a demon, a malevolent

  spirit?’




  Mishani turned away. ‘We learned little of Aberrants from our tutors, you and I. They taught us manners, calligraphy, elocution; but not about Aberrants. They were not fit for polite young

  noblewomen like ourselves. But I have learned much since I have come to court, Kaiku, and I know how they preoccupy even the greatest of the high families.’ She spoke quietly, as if fearing

  someone would overhear; though the lack of doors in most Saramyr houses meant that eavesdropping was severely frowned upon, and repeating what one heard was tantamount to obscenity. ‘Our

  catches in Mataxa Bay grow more befouled by the year. Each haul brings in more three-clawed crabs, more fish with extra fins, more eyeless lobsters. Aberrations.’




  Her voice was taut, suppressing disgust. The fact that Kaiku could tell at all meant that Mishani wanted her to know how she felt about it. In the background, Kaiku could hear the sounds of the

  servants racing to put out the fire she had started; the creaking of bucket handles, the slosh of water, shouts of alarm. They seemed impossibly distant.




  ‘I have seen a girl in a village on my family’s land,’ she continued, her back to her visitor. ‘She was hideous to look at, a freak of melted skin and hair, blind and

  lame. Where her hands touched, flowers grew. Even on skin, Kaiku. Even on metal. We found her being kept in a pen. She had killed her mother as an infant, after the poor woman allowed her daughter

  to feel her face. The mother’s eyes were bored through by flower roots, and she choked on blossoms that grew in her mouth.’ She paused, reluctant to go on; but she did so anyway.

  ‘I have never seen a person possessed by a spirit, but I have seen and heard of many Aberrants, and I have heard of several who brought flame simply by being in a room. Most burned themselves

  to death; the rest were executed by the Weavers. They had two things in common, though, the fire-bringers. All were female. All of them had your eyes when the flames came. Your red eyes.’ She

  faced Kaiku at last, and her gaze was hard and grave. ‘Aberrants are dangerous, Kaiku. You are dangerous. What if I had been in that room with you?’




  That had been yesterday. Since then, she had been left alone, given the bare minimum of attention by her host, given time to think on her condition. She had done a lot of thinking.




  She could hear the weeping of the servants as they neared the house. Yokada, the servant girl who had been the only witness to Kaiku’s condition as she escaped the fiery room, had died. It

  had been said she left a brazier burning in Kaiku’s room, sparking the blaze. She had drunk poison last night, a suicide to atone for her crime. Kaiku doubted that the suicide was voluntary.

  She wondered if Yokada had even known she was drinking poison at all.




  Mishani had grown ruthless in her time at court.




  Kaiku had no illusions. Being at her lowest ebb afforded her a wonderfully clear perspective on things. Mishani had not been protecting her; she had been protecting herself. Blood Koli’s

  standing would suffer terribly if it was found that they were harbouring an Aberrant. Worse, that the heir to the family had been fast friends with that unclean creature all through childhood and

  adolescence. The taint would be on Mishani’s family then; they would be shunned. Their goods would fall in price, and stories about the strange fish in Mataxa Bay might start circulating.

  Kaiku’s presence in their home was enough to ruin Blood Koli. Mishani could not risk the loose tongue of a servant girl undoing generations of empire-building.




  Mishani came into the room without ringing the chime. She found Kaiku still sitting before the mirror. Kaiku turned her gaze to Mishani’s reflection.




  ‘My servants tell me you did not eat this morning,’ she said.




  ‘I feared to find something deadly in my food,’ Kaiku replied, her manner chilly and excessively formal, her mode of address altered so that she spoke as if to an adversary.




  Mishani betrayed no reaction. She met Kaiku’s eyes in the mirror levelly, her small, thin face in amid the mass of black hair.




  ‘I am not so monstrous that I would order your death, Kaiku, no matter what you have become.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Kaiku replied. ‘Or perhaps you have changed much these past years. Perhaps I never really knew you.’




  Mishani was perturbed by this shift in character. Kaiku was not properly and rightfully ashamed of what she was; instead, her tone condemned Mishani for her lack of friendship, her lack of

  faith. Kaiku had always been stubborn and wilful, but to be an Aberrant was surely indefensible?




  Kaiku stood and faced Mishani. She was a few inches taller than the other, and looked down on her now.




  ‘I will go,’ she said. ‘That is what you came to ask, is it not?’




  ‘I was not intending to ask, Kaiku,’ Mishani replied. ‘I have told you what I know about the Mask. It is better if you go to Fo and seek answers for yourself. You

  understand, I am sure.’




  ‘I understand many things,’ said Kaiku. ‘Some less palatable than others.’




  There was a long silence between them.




  ‘It is a measure of our friendship that I have not had you killed, Kaiku. You know how dangerous to my family you are. You know that, by revealing yourself as an Aberrant, you could hurt

  us badly.’




  ‘And be executed by the Weavers,’ Kaiku retorted. ‘I would not throw my life away like that. It is precious. You thought so too, once.’




  ‘Once,’ Mishani agreed. ‘But things have changed.’




  ‘I have not changed, Mishani,’ came the reply. ‘If I was ill with bone fever, you would have sat by me and nursed me even though you might have caught it yourself. If I

  was hunted by assassins, you would have protected me and used all your family’s powers to keep me safe, though you yourself would have been endangered. But this . . . this you cannot condone.

  I am afflicted, Mishani. I did not choose to be Aberrant; how, then, can I be blamed for it by you?’




  ‘Because I see what you are now,’ she replied. ‘And you disgust me.’




  Kaiku felt the blow of her words as an almost physical pain. There was nothing else that needed to be said.




  ‘There are clothes in that chest,’ Mishani said. ‘Food in the kitchens. Take what you will. In return, I ask this courtesy. Leave after sunset, that you may not be

  seen.’




  Kaiku tilted her chin proudly. ‘I ask no favours of you, nor will I grant any. I want only what is mine: my father’s Mask, and the clothes and pack I came with. I will leave as soon

  as I have them.’




  ‘As you wish,’ Mishani replied. She paused then, as if she wanted to say something else; but the moment passed, and she left.




  Kaiku walked boldly out of the front gate once the servants had brought her belongings. Barak Avun – Mishani’s father – was away, so she was spared the

  dilemma of whether to thank him for his hospitality and bid him goodbye. She could feel the servants watching her leave. The sight of their noble lady’s friend departing in trousers and boots

  – travelling clothes – was odd enough. Perhaps some of them also blamed Yokada’s suicide on her. She cared little. They knew nothing of her affairs. They were only servants.




  I have a purpose, she thought. A destination. I will go to the Isle of Fo. There I will learn of the ones who killed my family.




  The afternoon was sweltering and muggy now that the sun had climbed clear of the obscuring red dust of the Surananyi, and so bright that her eyes narrowed unconsciously. The Imperial

  District’s streets were as clean and wide and beautiful as ever. She had money in her pack. Her first destination would be the docks. She would not think about Mishani, nor about what had

  been done to her, until she was far away from this place. She would not look back.




  She left the compound of Blood Koli, turned a corner into a narrow side-street sheltered by overhanging trees, and almost walked into Tane, coming the other way with a woman at his side.




  Surprise paralysed them both for a moment, before Kaiku found her voice. ‘Tane,’ she said at last. ‘Daygreet. Shintu’s Luck, no?’ The latter was a phrase expressing

  amazement at an unlikely coincidence – in this case, their meeting here.




  ‘Not luck,’ he replied. ‘We have been searching for you. This is Jin, an Imperial Messenger.’




  Kaiku turned to the woman who walked with him, and the colour drained out of her. The sound of the city birds chirruping in the trees lining the lane seemed to fade. She became aware that, in

  this narrow passageway, she was all but invisible to anyone on the main thoroughfare.




  ‘Is something wrong?’ Tane asked, putting a hand on her shoulder in concern. ‘Are you ill?’




  Kaiku’s mind whirled in denial even as her senses bludgeoned her with their evidence. A subtle difference in the bone structure, in the hairline, the lips, the skin . . . but none of those

  mattered. She saw the eyes, and she recognised her. Impossible as it was, she recognised her.




  ‘She is not ill,’ said Jin, grabbing Kaiku by the front of the shirt and pulling her roughly so they were face to face, their noses almost touching. Tane was too startled to

  intervene. ‘You know me, don’t you, Kaiku?’




  Kaiku nodded, suddenly terrified. ‘Asara,’ she breathed.




  ‘Asara,’ said the woman in agreement, and Kaiku felt the sharp prick of a blade at her belly.







 




  
TWELVE







  The temple of Panazu towered over the River District of Axekami, its garish blue colliding with the greens and purples and whites and yellows of the surrounding buildings and

  overwhelming them with sheer grandeur. It rose tall, narrow in width but extending far back into the cluster of expensive and outrageously ostentatious dwellings that huddled on the small island of

  land. Steep, rounded shoulders of blue stone were swirled and crested like whirlpools and waves, and curved windows of sea-green and mottled silver glided elegantly across its façade. Panazu

  was the god of rain, storms and rivers, and so it made sense that here, where there were no roads but only canals, he should reign supreme.




  The River District was an archipelago of buildings, sheared into irregular shapes by the passage of the canals that ran asymmetrically through the streets like cracks in a broken flagstone. It

  sat just south of the Kerryn, a florid clump of houses, gambling dens, theatres, shops and bars. Long ago it had been a simple heap of old warehouses and yards, convenient for storage of small

  items; but as Axekami grew and larger cargo barges began to arrive, the narrow canals and the small amount of space to build in the River District necessitated a move to larger, more accessible

  warehouses on the north side of the Kerryn. The River District became a haven for criminals and the lower-class element for many years, until a group of society nobles decided that the eccentricity

  of living in a place with no roads was too much to resist. The cheap land prices there triggered a sudden rush to buy, and within a decade large portions of the District had been swallowed by

  insane architectural projects, each newcomer trying to outdo his neighbours. The criminal element already present boomed with the new influx of wealthy customers; soon the drug hovels and seedy

  prostitution bars were replaced by exquisite dens and cathouses. The River District was for the young, rich and bored, the debauched and the purveyors of debauchery. It was a dangerous, cut-throat

  place; but the danger was the attraction, and so it flourished.




  ‘I thought she was dead,’ Kaiku said.




  Tane looked over at her. Slats of light shining through the boards above drew bright stripes across her upturned face. The room was dark and swelteringly hot. It was the first thing she had said

  since Asara – the one he had called Jin – had left them here.




  ‘Who is she?’ Tane asked. He was sitting on a rough bench of stone, one of the square tiers that descended into a shallow pit at the centre of the room. This place had been a steam

  room, once. Now it was empty and the air tasted of disuse.




  ‘I do not know,’ Kaiku replied. She was standing on the tier below, on the other side of the pit. ‘She was my handmaiden for two years, but I suppose I never knew who she was.

  She is something other than you see.’




  ‘I had my suspicions,’ Tane confessed. ‘But she had the mark of the Imperial Messenger. It’s death to wear that tattoo without Imperial sanction.’




  ‘She was burned,’ Kaiku said, hardly hearing him. ‘I saw her face, burned and scarred. It is her and yet not her. She is . . . she is more beautiful than before. Different. I

  would say she was Asara’s sister, or a cousin . . . if not for the eyes. But she was burned, Tane. How could she heal like that?’




  Asara had been angry. Kaiku could still feel the press of her dagger against her skin, that first moment when they met outside Blood Koli’s compound. For a fleeting instant, she had

  expected Asara to drive it home, thrust steel into muscle in revenge for what Kaiku had done to her.




  But what had Kaiku done to her? Up until that moment, she had thought her uncontrollable curse had killed her saviour and handmaiden; now she found she had been mistaken. It was not an

  easy thing to accept.




  ‘You left me to die there, Kaiku,’ Asara said. ‘I saved your life, and you left me to die.’




  Tane had been too surprised to react until then, but at that moment he made a move to protest at Asara’s handling of the one they had come to find.




  ‘Stay there, Tane,’ Asara hissed at him. ‘I have given a lot to ensure this one stayed alive, and I will not kill her now. But I have no such compunctions about you, if you try

  and stop me. You would be dead before your hand reached your sword.’




  Tane had believed her. He thought of the flash of light he had seen in her eyes back in the forest, and considered that he did not know who or what he was dealing with.




  ‘I thought I had killed you,’ Kaiku said, her voice calmer than she felt. ‘I was scared. I ran.’ She had considered adding an apology, then thought better of it. To

  apologise would be to admit culpability. She would not beg forgiveness for her actions, especially in the face of Asara’s deceit.




  ‘Yes, you ran,’ Asara said. ‘And were things otherwise I would hurt you for what you did to me. But I have a task, and you are part of it. Come with me.’ She turned to

  Tane, her face still beautiful, even set hard as it was. ‘You may accompany us, or go as you wish.’




  ‘Where?’ Tane replied, but he had already made up his mind. He would not abandon Kaiku like this.




  ‘To the River District,’ said Asara.




  She had put her dagger away as they walked, warning both of them not to attempt escape. Neither had any intention of doing so. Though there was violence in her manner, they both sensed that

  Asara did not mean them actual harm. When Kaiku added up all she knew about Asara, she came to one conclusion: Asara had been trying to take her somewhere ever since the night her family died. If

  it had been kidnap she intended, she could have done it long ago. This was different. Kaiku was part of Asara’s task, and she guessed that the task involved getting her to the River District

  of her own will. She could not deny more than a little curiosity as to why.




  They had crossed the Kerryn at the great Gilza Bridge into the gaudy paveways that fronted the houses of the District. The sudden profusion of extravagance was overwhelming, as if the bridge

  formed a barrier between the city proper and this nether-city populated by brightly plumed eccentrics and painted creatures. Manxthwa loped past, laden with bejewelled bridles and ridden by men and

  women who seemed to have escaped from some theatrical asylum. There were no wheeled vehicles allowed here, even if they had been practical on the narrow paveways that ran between the stores and the

  canals, but the punts and tiny rowboats more than made up for them, explosions of colour against the near-purple water.




  Asara had taken them to an abandoned lot behind a strikingly painted shop that proclaimed itself as a purveyor of narcotics. The lot was almost bare but for a low wooden building that had

  apparently been a steam room in days gone by, and an empty pool. All else was dusty slabs and the remnants of other, grander buildings.




  ‘Wait here,’ said Asara, ushering them into the old steam room. ‘Do not make me come and find you. You will regret it.’




  With that, she was gone. They heard the rasp of a lock-chain on the door, to further ensure that they stayed. She had answered none of their questions as they walked, shed no light on their

  destination. She merely left them in ignorance, for hours, until the sun was sinking into the west.




  They talked in that time, Tane and Kaiku. Tane recounted the fate of the priests at the temple; Kaiku told him what they had learned of the origin of her father’s Mask. But though

  conversation between them was as easy as it had been when they first knew each other, their guard was undiminished, and each held back things they did not say. Kaiku made no mention of her

  affliction, nor why Mishani had sent her away, nor what had passed between her and Asara back in the forest. Tane did not reveal how he felt about the death of the priests, the strange, growing

  excitement he was experiencing at being cast adrift and sent on some new destiny.




  So they waited, and speculated, both curiously unafraid. Once Kaiku had surmounted the initial shock, she was happy to let these events unfold as they would. The worst that could happen was that

  she would be killed. Considering her condition, she wondered idly if that would not be for the best.




  The beams of light coming through the overhead boards – once sealed with tar that had been stripped or decayed long ago – were slanted sharply, climbing the eastern wall, when the

  door opened and a stranger stepped into the hot shadows.




  She was tall, a tower of darkness. Her dress was all in black, with a thick ruff of raven feathers across the shoulders. Twin crescents of dusk-red curved from her forehead, over her eyelids and

  down her cheeks; her lips were painted in red and black triangles, alternating like pointed teeth. Her hair, as dark as her clothes, flashed night-blue highlights in the shafts of sun, and was

  fashioned into two thick ponytails, side by side to spill down her back. A silver circlet adorned her brow, with a small red gem set into it.




  She glided into the room, Asara following and closing the door behind them.




  ‘Welcome,’ she purred, her voice like cats’ claws sheathed in velvet. ‘I apologise for the venue, but secrecy is necessary here.’




  ‘Who are you?’ Tane demanded, studying her outlandish attire. ‘A sorceress?’




  ‘Sorcery is a superstition, Tane tu Jeribos,’ she said. ‘I am far more unpleasant. I am an Aberrant.’




  Tane’s eyes blazed, and he switched his wrath to Asara. ‘Why have you brought her here?’




  ‘Calm yourself, Tane,’ Kaiku interceded, though she herself had felt a thrill of disgust at the mention of Aberrants, an ingrained reaction deeply at odds with her current position.

  ‘Let us listen.’




  Tane flashed a searing glare at the three women in the room, then snorted. ‘I will not listen to the talk of one such as her.’




  ‘Go, then,’ Asara said simply. ‘Nobody will stop you.’




  Tane looked to the door, then back to Kaiku. ‘Will you come?’




  ‘She must stay,’ said Asara. ‘At least until she has heard what we have to say.’




  ‘I will wait for you outside, then,’ he said, and with that he stalked to the door and was gone.




  ‘A friend of yours?’ the tall lady asked Kaiku, with a faintly wry edge to her tone.




  ‘It would seem so,’ said Kaiku. ‘Though who can say?’




  The stranger smiled faintly in understanding. ‘It is good that he has gone. I would have the things I am to discuss with you kept private, for your sake. He may come round,

  later.’




  ‘Kaiku tu Makaima,’ Kaiku said, introducing herself as a roundabout method of learning the name of the one she was addressing.




  ‘I am Cailin tu Moritat, Sister of the Red Order,’ came the reply. ‘We have been watching you for quite some time.’




  ‘So Asara told me,’ Kaiku said, glancing at her former handmaiden. She had hinted as much in the forest, the morning after the shin-shin had come to their house, but Kaiku had not

  known who she meant until now. ‘What do you want with me?’




  Cailin did not answer directly. ‘You are changing, Kaiku,’ she said. ‘I am sure you know that by now. Fires burn within you.’




  Kaiku could not meet Asara’s gaze, so she kept her eyes on Cailin. ‘You know what they are?’




  ‘I do,’ she replied.




  Kaiku ran a hand through her hair, suddenly nervous, fearing to ask her next question. Both stood on the lowest of the stone tiers, on opposite sides. She faced Cailin across the gulf of the

  stifling steam pit, the two of them striped by dusklight from outside. Motes danced in the air between them.




  ‘Am I an Aberrant, then?’




  ‘You are,’ Cailin replied. ‘Like myself, and like Asara. But do not attach so much weight to a word, Kaiku. I have known Aberrants who have taken their own lives in shame,

  unable to bear the burden of their title.’ She looked down on Kaiku from within the red crescents painted on her face. ‘You, I believe, are stronger than that. And I can teach you not

  to be ashamed.’




  Kaiku regarded her with a calculating eye. ‘What else can you teach me?’




  Asara noted with approval the difference in manner between this Kaiku and the one she had dragged out of the burning house. She had suffered much, and learned many unpleasant truths; yet she was

  unbowed. Perhaps Cailin’s faith in this one had been well founded.




  ‘You do not know how to control what you have,’ Cailin said. ‘At the moment, it manifests itself as fire, as destruction; childish tantrums. I can teach you to tame it. I can

  help you do things you would never have dreamed.’




  ‘And what would you ask in return?’




  ‘Nothing,’ came the reply.




  ‘I find that hard to believe.’




  Cailin stood very still as she spoke, a thin statue wrapped in shadow. ‘The Red Order are few. The Weavers get to most of our potential candidates before we do; that, or they unwittingly

  burn themselves to death, or kill themselves in horror at what they are or what they have done. We teach them how to cope with what they have before it consumes them. They then choose their own

  path. Each of us is free to leave and pursue what lives we may. Some become like me, and teach others. I would teach you, Kaiku, before your power kills you or those around you; whether you then

  decide to join us is up to you. I would take that risk.’




  Kaiku was unconvinced. She could not marry the appearance and manner of this lady with such apparent altruism. What did lie behind this offer of assistance, then? Was it simple

  narcissism? A desire to mould another in her image? Or was it something more than that?




  ‘Is she one of you, this Red Order you speak of?’ Kaiku asked, inclining her head towards Asara.




  ‘No,’ said Asara, and elaborated no further.




  Kaiku sighed and sat down on the stone tier. ‘Explain yourself,’ she said to Cailin.




  Cailin obliged. ‘The Red Order is made up of those who have a specific Aberration. You have the power within you that we call kana. It manifests itself in different ways, but only

  to women. It is a privilege of our gender. Aberrations are not always random, Kaiku. Some crop up again and again, recurring over and over. This is one such. It is not a handicap or a curse, Kaiku;

  it is a gift beyond measure. But it is dangerous to the untrained.




  ‘In recent years we have become skilled at finding those who carry the power, even when it has not manifested itself. Some display the power early, in infancy; they are usually caught by

  the Weavers and executed. But some, like yourself, only find your talent when it is triggered, by trauma or extreme passion. You have great potential, Kaiku; we knew that some time ago.’




  ‘You sent Asara to watch me,’ Kaiku said, piecing the puzzle together. ‘To wait until I manifested this . . . kana. And then she was to bring me to you.’




  ‘Exactly. But events conspired against us, as you know.’




  Kaiku let her head fall, her forearms crossed over her knees. A moment later, the short wings of brown hair began shaking as she laughed softly.




  ‘Something is amusing you?’ Cailin asked, her voice edged with a brittle frost.




  ‘Forgive me,’ she said around her mirth, raising her head. ‘All this tragedy . . . all that has happened to me, and now you are offering me an apprenticeship?’




  ‘I am offering to save your life,’ Cailin snapped. She did not appear to appreciate the humour.




  Kaiku’s laughter trailed away. She cocked her head elfishly and regarded Cailin. ‘Your offer intrigues me, have no doubt. There seems to be a great deal I do not know, and I am eager

  to learn. But I cannot accept.’




  ‘Ah. Your father,’ Cailin said, the chill in her voice deepening.




  ‘I swore vengeance to Ocha himself. I cannot put aside my task for you. I will travel to Fo, and find the maker of my father’s Mask.’




  ‘You still have it?’ Asara asked in surprise. Kaiku nodded.




  ‘May I see it?’ Cailin asked.




  Kaiku was momentarily reluctant, but she drew it from her pack anyway. She walked around the tier and handed it to Cailin.




  A breath of hot wind stirred the still air inside the abandoned steam room, shivering the feathers of Cailin’s ruff as she studied it.




  ‘Your power is dangerous,’ she said, ‘and it will either kill you or get you killed before long. I offer you the chance to save yourself. Turn away now, and you may not live to

  get a second chance.’




  Kaiku gazed at her for a long time. ‘Tell me about the Mask,’ she said.




  Cailin looked up. ‘Did you not hear what I said?’




  ‘I heard you,’ Kaiku said. ‘My life is my own to risk as I choose.’




  Cailin sighed. ‘I fear your intransigence will be the end of it, then,’ she said. ‘Allow me to offer you a proposal. I see you are set on this foolishness. I will tell you

  about this Mask, if you will promise to return to me afterwards and hear me out.’




  Kaiku inclined her head in tacit agreement. ‘That depends on what you can tell me.’




  Cailin gave her a slow look, appraising her, taking the measure of her character, searching for deceit or trickery therein. If she found anything there, she did not show it; instead, she handed

  the Mask back to Kaiku.




  ‘This Mask is like a map. A guide. Where it came from is a place that you cannot find, a place hidden from the sight of ordinary men and women. This will show you the way. Wear it when you

  are close to your destination, and it will take you to its home.’




  ‘I see no profit in being cryptic, Cailin,’ Kaiku said.




  ‘It is the simple truth,’ she replied. ‘This Mask will breach an invisible barrier. The place you are seeking will be hidden. You will need this to find it. That is all I can

  tell you.’




  ‘It is not enough.’




  ‘Then perhaps this will help. There is a Weaver monastery somewhere in the northern mountains of Fo. The paths to it were lost long ago. It would have been considered to have disappeared,

  but for the supply carts that come regularly to the outpost village of Chaim. They deliver masks from the Edgefathers at the monastery, untreated masks for theatre, decoration and such. They trade

  them for food and other, more unusual items.’ She gave a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘Go to Chaim. You may find there what you are looking for.’




  Kaiku considered for a moment. That jibed with Copanis’s guess, at least. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘If what you say proves to be true, then I will return to you, and we can

  talk further.’




  ‘I doubt you will live that long,’ Cailin replied, and with that she stalked out, leaving Kaiku and Asara alone.




  Asara was smiling faintly in the hot darkness. ‘You know she could have made you stay.’




  ‘I suspect she wants me willing,’ Kaiku said.




  ‘You have quite a stubborn streak, Kaiku.’




  Kaiku did not bother to reply to that. ‘Are we finished here?’ she said instead.




  ‘Not yet. I have a request,’ Asara said. She brushed the long, red-streaked fall of her hair back behind her shoulder and set her chin in an arrogant tilt. ‘Take me with you to

  Fo.’




  Kaiku’s brow furrowed. ‘Tell me why I should, Asara.’




  ‘Because you owe me that much, and you are a woman of honour.’




  Kaiku was unconvinced, and it showed.




  ‘I have deceived you, Kaiku, but never betrayed you,’ she said. ‘You need not be afraid of me. You and I have a common objective. The circumstances behind your family’s

  death interest me as much as you. I would have died along with you if the shin-shin had been quicker, and I owe somebody a measure of revenge for that. And need I remind you that you would not even

  have that Mask if not for me, nor your life? The breath in your lungs is there because I put it there.’




  Kaiku nodded peremptorily. ‘I wonder that you are not telling me your true reasons. I do not trust you, Asara, but I do owe you,’ she said. ‘You may come with me. But you will

  not have my trust until you have earned it anew.’




  ‘Good enough,’ Asara replied. ‘I care little for your trust.’




  ‘And Tane?’ Kaiku asked. ‘You brought him here. What about him?’




  ‘Tane?’ Asara replied. ‘I needed his boat. He is a little backward, but not unpleasant. He will come, if you let him, Kaiku. He seeks the same answers we do; for whoever sent

  the shin-shin to kill your family were also responsible for the slaughter at his temple.’




  Kaiku looked at Asara. For a moment she felt overwhelmed, swept along by the pace of events as if on a wave, unable to stop herself from hurtling headlong into the unknown. She surrendered

  herself to it.




  ‘Three of us, then,’ she said. ‘We will leave in the morning.’




  The estates of Blood Amacha stood between the great tines of a fork in the River Kerryn, many miles east of Axekami. There the flow from the Tchamil Mountains divided, sawn in

  half by the inerodable rock formations that lanced from the earth in jagged rows. Passing to the north of them, as almost all traffic did, the Kerryn became smoother, fish more plentiful, and there

  was only a trouble-free glide downstream to the mighty capital of Axekami. To the south, however, the new tributary was rough and treacherous: the River Rahn, shallow and fast and

  little-travelled.




  The Rahn flowed east of Blood Amacha’s estates before curving into the broken lands of the Xarana Fault, and there shattering into a massive waterfall. Only the most adventurous

  travellers, in craft no bigger than a canoe, might be able to negotiate the falls by carrying their boat down the stony flanks to the less dangerous waters beneath; but the Xarana Fault had its own

  perils, and not many dared to enter that haunted place. The Fault effectively shut off all river travel between Axekami and the fertile lands to the south, forcing a lengthy coastal journey

  instead.




  From the fork in the rivers, the rocky spines gentled into hills, tiered with earthen dams and flooded. Paddy fields of saltrice lapped down the hillside in dazzling scales. Cart trails ran

  between them, and enormous irrigation screws raised water from the river to supply the fields. Atop the highest hill sprawled the home of Blood Amacha, an imposing litter of buildings surrounding

  an irregularly shaped central keep. The keep had high walls built of grey stone, and was tipped with towers and sloping roofs of red slate. It was constructed to take advantage of the geography of

  the hilltop, with one wing dominating a rocky crag while another lay low against the decline of the land, where the wall that circumscribed the building did not need to be quite so high. The

  buildings clustered around it were almost uniformly roofed in red, and many were constructed using dark brown wood to follow the colours of the Amacha standard.




  West of the keep, the hills flattened out somewhat, and here there were no paddy fields but great orchards, dark green swathes pocked with bright fruit: oranges, likiri, shadeberry, fat purple

  globes of kokomach. And beyond that . . . beyond that, the troops of Blood Amacha drilled on the plains, an immensity of brown and red armour and shining steel, five thousand strong.




  They trained in formations, vast geometric assemblies of pikemen, riflemen, swordsmen, cavalry. In the sweltering heat of the Saramyr midday, they grunted and sweated through mock combats, false

  charges, retreats and regroups. Even in their light armour of cured, toughened leather, they performed admirably under the punishing glare of Nuki’s eye, their formations fluid and swift.

  Metal armour was impractical for combat in Saramyr: the sun was too fierce for most of the year, and the heat inside a full suit of the stuff would kill a man on the battlefield. Saramyr soldiers

  fought without headgear; if they wore anything at all, it was a headband or bandanna to protect themselves from sunstroke. Their combat disciplines were based on speed and freedom of movement.




  Elsewhere, swordsmasters led their divisions in going through the motions of swordplay, demonstrating sweeps, parries, strokes and maneouvres, and then chaining them all together into sequences

  of deadly grace, their bodies dancing sinuously around the flickering points of their blades. Fire-cannons were targeted at distant boulders, and their bellowing report rolled across the estates.

  Ballistae were tested and their capacities gauged.




  Blood Amacha was gearing up for war.




  Barak Sonmaga tu Amacha rode solemnly through the heat and dust of the drilling ground, his ears ringing to the rousing cries of battle all around him, the barked commands and the tumultuous

  responses of the training groups. The air smelt of sweat and damp leather, of horses and the sulphurous reek of fire-cannons and rifle discharges. He felt his chest swell, his pride a balloon that

  expanded inside him. Whatever his misgivings, whatever his fears for the land he loved, he could not help but feel overwhelmed by the knowledge that five thousand troops stood ready to give their

  lives at his command. Not that he appreciated their loyalty – after all, it was their duty, and duty along with tradition were the pillars on which their society was built – but the

  feeling of sheer power that it brought on made him feel close to the gods.




  He had spent the morning making inspections, conferring with his ur-Baraks and generals, giving speeches to the troops. His decision to make them train without a break all through the hottest

  part of the day was heartily approved of by his subordinates, for the soldiers needed to be able to fight under any conditions. Not that the Barak had expected any dissent even if they had

  disagreed; the discipline of the Saramyr armies was legend, and Sonmaga was not accustomed to having his orders questioned.




  Seized by a suddenly poetic mood, he spurred his horse and angled through the rows of soldiers towards the keep that sat distantly to the east, made pale and half real by graduated veils of

  sunlight. But it was not the keep that was his destination; instead, after a short ride, he reined in some way up the hillside that looked out over the dusty plains, and there he dismounted.




  He was standing on a low bluff, where a short flap of rock had broken through the even swell of the hillside to provide level ground. Behind him and a little way upward were the first dry-stone

  walls that marked the edge of his orchards, and beyond that the grassy soil was subsumed in a mass of leaves and trunks and roots and fruit. He left his horse to crop the grass and walked out on to

  the bluff, and there he surveyed the arrayed masses of his troops.




  The size of the spectacle took his breath away, but more humbling was the vastness of the plains that made even his army seem insignificant. The massive formations of men seemed antlike in

  comparison, their magnificence outshone by the world around them. The sky was a perfect jewel-blue, untroubled by cloud. The flow of the Kerryn was a blinding streak of maddening brightness,

  twinkling and winking in the fierce light of Nuki’s eye, tracing its unstoppable path towards Axekami, which was hidden beneath the horizon. The plains were dotted with clusters of trees,

  dirt roads, the occasional settlement here and there; Sonmaga fancied he could see a herd of banathi making its slow way across the panorama, but heat haze made his vision uncertain.




  Sonmaga offered a silent prayer of thanks to the gods. He was not a tender man, but what softness he had he reserved for moments like these. Nature awed him. This land awed him, and he loved it.

  His gaze swept over the tiny formations of his troops below, and he felt his doubts dissipate. Whatever came of this, he would know that he had done what his heart dictated. There were greater

  matters at play than thrones here.




  He did not deny to himself that he wanted power. To elevate Blood Amacha to the ruling family would enshrine his name forever in history, and the honour would be immense. But a coup would be

  enacted on his terms, his way. He did not want a civil war, not now. The time was not right; it was too precipitate. Events had conspired to force his hand.




  But there was a higher motive for victory than simple power. Sonmaga’s deep, abiding love for the land made him sensitive to it, and the blight he saw creeping into the bones of the earth

  scarred him deeply. He saw the evidence even in his own orchards, the decline that was too gradual to spot until he compared tallies over the years and saw that more and more fruit was spoiling on

  the branch, more trees withering or coming up twisted. Though the blight had barely brushed his lands when compared to some other, less fortunate areas, he felt an unholy abhorrence of it, as if

  the corruption crept slowly into him as well as the soil. And then there were the Aberrants, children of the blight, born to peasants on his land; and he feared that if the time should come that he

  would marry and father a child, it might turn out like them, mewling and deformed and terrible. He would snap its neck himself if he saw a child of his born Aberrant.
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