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About the Book


The great city of Ebora once glittered with gold. Now its streets are stalked by wolves.


Tormalin the Oathless has no taste for sitting around waiting to die while the realm of his storied ancestors falls to pieces – talk about a guilt trip. Better to be amongst the living, where there are taverns full of women and wine.


When eccentric explorer, Lady Vincenza 'Vintage' de Grazon, offers him employment, he sees an easy way out. Even when they are joined by a fugitive witch with a tendency to set things on fire, the prospect of facing down monsters and retrieving ancient artefacts is preferable to the abomination he left behind.


But not everyone is willing to let the Eboran empire collapse, and the adventurers are quickly drawn into a tangled conspiracy of magic and war.


For the Jure'lia are coming, and the Ninth Rain must fall . . .




For Paul


(known to most as Wills)


With love from


Your skin & blister




You ask me to start at the beginning, Marin, my dear, but you do not know what you ask. Beginnings are very elusive things, almost as elusive as true endings. Where do I start? How to unpick a tapestry such as this? There was a thread that started it all, of course, but I will have to go back a good long way; beyond the scope of your young life, beyond the scope of even mine. Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.


Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon




Prologue


Two hundred years ago


‘Will we get into trouble?’


Hestillion took hold of the boy’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. When he looked up at her, his eyes were wide and glassy – he was afraid. The few humans who came to Ebora generally were. She favoured him with a smile and they walked a little faster down the echoing corridor. To either side of them enormous oil paintings hung on the walls, dusty and grey. A few of them had been covered with sheets, like corpses.


‘Of course not, Louis. You are with me, aren’t you? I can go anywhere in the palace I like, and you are my friend.’


‘I’ve heard that people can go mad, just looking at it.’ He paused, as if sensing that he might have said something wrong. ‘Not Eborans, I mean. Other people, from outside.’


Hestillion smiled again, more genuinely this time. She had sensed this from the delegates’ dreams. Ygseril sat at the centre of their night wanderings, usually unseen but always there, his roots creeping in at the corners. They were all afraid of him: bad dreams conjured by thousands of years’ worth of the stories and rumours. Hestillion had kept herself carefully hidden while exploring their nightmares. Humans did not care for the Eboran art of dream-walking.


‘It is quite a startling sight, I promise you that, but it cannot harm you.’ In truth, the boy would already have seen Ygseril, at least partly. The tree-god’s great cloud of silvery branches burst up above the roof of the palace, and it was possible to see it from the Wall, and even the foothills of the mountains; or so she had been told. The boy and his father, the wine merchant, could hardly have missed it as they made their way into Ebora. They would have found themselves watching the tree-god as they rode their tough little mountain ponies down into the valley, wine sloshing rhythmically inside wooden casks. Hestillion had seen that in their dreams, too. ‘Here we are, look.’


At the end of the corridor was a set of elaborately carved double doors. Once, the phoenixes and dragons etched into the wood would have been painted gold, their eyes burning bright and every tooth and claw and talon picked out in mother-of-pearl, but it had all peeled off or been worn away, left as dusty and as sad as everything else in Ebora. Hestillion leaned her weight on one of the doors and it creaked slowly open, showering them in a light rain of dust. Inside was the cavernous Hall of Roots. She waited for Louis to gather himself.


‘I . . . oh, it’s . . .’ He reached up as if to take off his cap, then realised he had left it in his room. ‘My lady Hestillion, this is the biggest place I’ve ever seen!’


Hestillion nodded. She didn’t doubt that it was. The Hall of Roots sat at the centre of the palace, which itself sat in the centre of Ebora. The floor under their feet was pale green marble etched with gold – this, at least, had yet to be worn away – and above them the ceiling was a glittering lattice of crystal and finely spun lead, letting in the day’s weak sunshine. And bursting out of the marble was Ygseril himself; ancient grey-green bark, rippled and twisted, a curling confusion of roots that sprawled in every direction, and branches, high above them, reaching through the circular hole in the roof, empty of leaves. Little pieces of blue sky glittered there, cut into shards by the arms of Ygseril. The bark on the trunk of the tree was wrinkled and ridged, like the skin of a desiccated corpse. Which was, she supposed, entirely appropriate.


‘What do you think?’ she pressed. ‘What do you think of our god?’


Louis twisted his lips together, obviously trying to think of some answer that would please her. Hestillion held her impatience inside. Sometimes she felt like she could reach in and pluck the stuttering thoughts from the minds of these slow-witted visitors. Humans were just so uncomplicated.


‘It is very fine, Lady Hestillion,’ he said eventually. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it, not even in the deepest vine forests, and my father says that’s where the oldest trees in all of Sarn grow.’


‘Well, strictly speaking, he is not really a tree.’ Hestillion walked Louis across the marble floor, towards the place where the roots began. The boy’s leather boots made odd flat notes of his footsteps, while her silk slippers gave only the faintest whisper. ‘He is the heart, the protector, the mother and father of Ebora. The tree-god feeds us with his roots, he exalts us in his branches. When our enemy the Jure’lia came last, the Eighth Rain fell from his branches and the worm people were scoured from all of Sarn.’ She paused, pursing her lips, not adding: and then Ygseril died, and left us all to die too.


‘The Eighth Rain, when the last war-beasts were born!’ Louis stared up at the vast breadth of the trunk looming above them, a smile on his round, honest face. ‘The last great battle. My dad said that the Eboran warriors wore armour so bright no one could look at it, that they rode on the backs of snowy white griffins, and their swords blazed with fire. The great pestilence of the Jure’lia queen and the worm people was driven back and her Behemoths were scattered to pieces.’ He stopped. In his enthusiasm for the old battle stories he had finally relaxed in her presence. ‘The corpse moon frightens me,’ he confided. ‘My nan says that if you should catch it winking at you, you’ll die by the next sunset.’


Peasant nonsense, thought Hestillion. The corpse moon was just another wrecked Behemoth, caught in the sky like a fly in amber. They had reached the edge of the marble now, capped with an obsidian ring. Beyond that the roots twisted and tangled, rising up like the curved backs of silver-green sea monsters. When Hestillion made to step out onto the roots, Louis stopped, pulling back sharply on her hand.


‘We mustn’t!’


She looked at his wide eyes, and smiled. She let her hair fall over one shoulder, a shimmering length of pale gold, and threw him the obvious bait. ‘Are you scared?’


The boy frowned, briefly outraged, and they stepped over onto the roots together. He stumbled at first, his boots too stiff to accommodate the rippling texture of the bark, while Hestillion had been climbing these roots as soon as she could walk. Carefully, she guided him further in, until they were close to the enormous bulk of the trunk itself – it filled their vision, a grey-green wall of ridges and whorls. This close it was almost possible to imagine you saw faces in the bark; the sorrowful faces, perhaps, of all the Eborans who had died since the Eighth Rain. The roots under their feet were densely packed, spiralling down into the unseen dark below them. Hestillion knelt, gathering her silk robe to one side so that it wouldn’t get too creased. She tugged her wide yellow belt free of her waist and then wound it around her right arm, covering her sleeve and tying the end under her armpit.


‘Come, kneel next to me.’


Louis looked unsure again, and Hestillion found she could almost read the thoughts on his face. Part of him baulked at the idea of kneeling before a foreign god – even a dead one. She gave him her sunniest smile.


‘Just for fun. Just for a moment.’


Nodding, he knelt on the roots next to her, with somewhat less grace than she had managed. He turned to her, perhaps to make some comment on the strangely slick texture of the wood under his hands, and Hestillion slipped the knife from within her robe, baring it to the subdued light of the Hall of Roots. It was so sharp that she merely had to press it to his throat – she doubted he even saw the blade, so quickly was it over – and in less than a moment the boy had fallen onto his back, blood bubbling thick and red against his fingers. He shivered and kicked, an expression of faint puzzlement on his face, and Hestillion leaned back as far as she could, looking up at the distant branches.


‘Blood for you!’ She took a slow breath. The blood had saturated the belt on her arm and it was rapidly sinking into the silk below – so much for keeping it clean. ‘Life blood for your roots! I pledge you this and more!’


‘Hest!’


The shout came from across the hall. She turned back to see her brother Tormalin standing by the half-open door, a slim shape in the dusty gloom, his black hair like ink against a page. Even from this distance she could see the expression of alarm on his face.


‘Hestillion, what have you done?’ He started to run to her. Hestillion looked down at the body of the wine merchant’s boy, his blood black against the roots, and then up at the branches. There was no answering voice, no fresh buds or running sap. The god was still dead.


‘Nothing,’ she said bitterly. ‘I’ve done nothing at all.’


‘Sister.’ He had reached the edge of the roots, and now she could see how he was trying to hide his horror at what she had done, his face carefully blank. It only made her angrier. ‘Sister, they . . . they have already tried that.’




1


Fifty years ago


Tormalin shifted the pack on his back and adjusted his sword belt. He could hear, quite clearly, the sound of a carriage approaching him from behind, but for now he was content to ignore it and the inevitable confrontation it would bring with it. Instead, he looked at the deserted thoroughfare ahead of him, and the corpse moon hanging in the sky, silver in the early afternoon light.


Once this had been one of the greatest streets in the city. Almost all of Ebora’s nobles would have kept a house or two here, and the road would have been filled with carriages and horses, with servants running errands, with carts selling goods from across Sarn, with Eboran ladies, their faces hidden by veils or their hair twisted into towering, elaborate shapes – depending on the fashion that week – and Eboran men clothed in silk, carrying exquisite swords. Now the road was broken, and weeds were growing up through the stone wherever you looked. There were no people here – those few still left alive had moved inward, towards the central palace – but there were wolves. Tormalin had already felt the presence of a couple, matching his stride just out of sight, a pair of yellow eyes glaring balefully from the shadows of a ruined mansion. Weeds and wolves – that was all that was left of glorious Ebora.


The carriage was closer now, the sharp clip of the horses’ hooves painfully loud in the heavy silence. Tormalin sighed, still determined not to look. Far in the distance was the pale line of the Wall. When he reached it, he would spend the night in the sentry tower. When had the sentry towers last been manned? Certainly no one left in the palace would know. The crimson flux was their more immediate concern.


The carriage stopped, and the door clattered open. He didn’t hear anyone step out, but then she had always walked silently.


‘Tormalin!’


He turned, plastering a tight smile on his face. ‘Sister.’


She wore yellow silk, embroidered with black dragons. It was the wrong colour for her – the yellow was too lurid against her pale golden hair, and her skin looked like parchment. Even so, she was the brightest thing on the blighted, wolf-infested road.


‘I can’t believe you are actually going to do this.’ She walked swiftly over to him, holding her robe out of the way of her slippered feet, stepping gracefully over cracks. ‘You have done some stupid, selfish things in your time, but this?’


Tormalin lifted his eyes to the carriage driver, who was very carefully not looking at them. He was a man from the plains, the ruddy skin of his face shadowed by a wide-brimmed cap. A human servant; one of a handful left in Ebora, surely. For a moment, Tormalin was struck by how strange he and his sister must look to him, how alien. Eborans were taller than humans, long-limbed but graceful with it, while their skin – whatever colour it happened to be – shone like finely grained wood. Humans looked so . . . dowdy in comparison. And then there were the eyes, of course. Humans were never keen on Eboran eyes. Tormalin grimaced and turned his attention back to his sister.


‘I’ve been talking about this for years, Hest. I’ve spent the last month putting my affairs in order, collecting maps, organising my travel. Have you really just turned up to express your surprise now?’


She stood in front of him, a full head shorter than him, her eyes blazing. Like his, they were the colour of dried blood, or old wine.


‘You are running away,’ she said. ‘Abandoning us all here, to waste away to nothing.’


‘I will do great good for Ebora,’ he replied, clearing his throat. ‘I intend to travel to all the great seats of power. I will open new trade routes, and spread word of our plight. Help will come to us, eventually.’


‘That is not what you intend to do at all!’ Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. ‘Great seats of power? Whoring and drinking in disreputable taverns, more like.’ She leaned closer. ‘You do not intend to come back at all.’


‘Thanks to you it’s been decades since we’ve had any decent wine in the palace, and as for whoring . . .’ He caught the expression on her face and looked away. ‘Ah. Well. I thought I felt you in my dreams last night, little sister. You are getting very good. I didn’t see you, not even once.’


This attempt at flattery only enraged her further. ‘In the last three weeks, the final four members of the high council have come down with the flux. Lady Rellistin coughs her lungs into her handkerchief at every meeting, while her skin breaks and bleeds, and those that are left wander the palace, just watching us all die slowly, fading away into nothing. Aldasair, your own cousin, stopped speaking to anyone months ago, and Ygseril is a dead sentry, watching over the final years of—’


‘And what do you expect me to do about it?’ With some difficulty he lowered his voice, glancing at the carriage driver again. ‘What can I do, Hest? What can you do? I will not stay here and watch them all die. I do not want to witness everything falling apart. Does that make me a coward?’ He raised his arms and dropped them. ‘Then I will be a coward, gladly. I want to get out there, beyond the Wall, and see the world before the flux takes me too. I could have another hundred years to live yet, and I do not want to spend them here. Without Ygseril –’ he paused, swallowing down a surge of sorrow so strong he could almost taste it – ‘we’ll fade away, become decrepit, broken, old.’ He gestured at the deserted road and the ruined houses, their windows like empty eye sockets. ‘What Ebora once was, Hestillion . . .’ he softened his voice, not wanting to hurt her, not when this was already so hard – ‘it doesn’t exist any more. It is a memory, and it will not return. Our time is over, Hest. Old age or the flux will get us eventually. So come with me. There’s so much to see, so many places where people are living. Come with me.’


‘Tormalin the Oathless,’ she spat, taking a step away from him. ‘That’s what they called you, because you were feckless and a layabout, and I thought, how dare they call my brother so? Even in jest. But they were right. You care about nothing but yourself, Oathless one.’


‘I care about you, sister.’ Tormalin suddenly felt very tired, and he had a long walk to find shelter before nightfall. He wished that she’d never followed him out here, that her stubbornness had let them avoid this conversation. ‘But no, I don’t care enough to stay here and watch you all die. I just can’t do it, Hest.’ He cleared his throat, trying to hide the shaking of his voice. ‘I just can’t.’


A desolate wind blew down the thoroughfare, filling the silence between them with the cold sound of dry leaves rustling against stone. For a moment Tormalin felt dizzy, as though he stood on the edge of a precipice, a great empty space pulling him forward. And then Hestillion turned away from him and walked back to the carriage. She climbed inside, and the last thing he saw of his sister was her delicate white foot encased in its yellow silk slipper. The driver brought the horses round – they were restless and glad to leave, clearly smelling wolves nearby – and the carriage left, moving at a fair clip.


He watched them go for a few moments; the only living thing in a dead landscape, the silver branches of Ygseril a frozen cloud behind them. And then he walked away.


Tormalin paused at the top of a low hill. He had long since left the last trailing ruins of the city behind him, and had been travelling through rough scrubland for a day or so. Here and there were the remains of old carts, abandoned lines of them like snake bones in the dust, or the occasional shack that had once served visitors to Ebora. Tor had been impressed to see them still standing, even if a strong wind might shatter them to pieces at any moment; they were remnants from before the Carrion Wars, when humans still made the long journey to Ebora voluntarily. He himself had been little more than a child. Now, a deep purple dusk had settled across the scrubland and at the very edge of Ebora’s ruined petticoats, the Wall loomed above him, its white stones a drab lilac in the fading light.


Tor snorted. This was it. Once he was beyond the Wall he did not intend to come back – for all that he’d claimed to Hestillion, he was no fool. Ebora was a disease, and they were all infected. He had to get out while there were still some pleasures to be had, before he was the one slowly coughing himself to death in a finely appointed bedroom.


Far to the right, a watchtower sprouted from the Wall like a canine tooth, sharp and jagged against the shadow of the mountain. The windows were all dark, but it was still just light enough to see the steps carved there. Once he had a roof over his head he would make a fire and set himself up for the evening. He imagined how he might appear to an observer; the lone adventurer, heading off to places unknown, his storied sword sheathed against the night but ready to be released at the first hint of danger. He lifted his chin, and pictured the sharp angles of his face lit by the eerie glow of the sickle moon, his shining black hair a glossy slick even restrained in its tail. He almost wished he could see himself.


His spirits lifted at the thought of his own adventurousness, he made his way up the steps, finding a new burst of energy at the end of this long day. The tower door was wedged half open with piles of dry leaves and other debris from the forest. If he’d been paying attention, he’d have noted that the leaves had recently been pushed to one side, and that within the tower all was not as dark as it should have been, but Tor was thinking of the wineskin in his pack and the round of cheese wrapped in pale wax. He’d been saving them for the next time he had a roof over his head, and he’d decided that this ramshackle tower counted well enough.


He followed the circular steps up to the tower room. The door here was shut, but he elbowed it open easily enough, half falling through into the circular space beyond.


Movement, scuffling, and light. He had half drawn his sword before he recognised the scruffy shape by the far window as human – a man, his dark eyes bright in a dirty face. There was a small smoky fire in the middle of the room, the two windows covered over with broken boards and rags. A wave of irritation followed close on the back of his initial alarm; he had not expected to see humans in this place.


‘What are you doing here?’ Tor paused, and pushed his sword back into its scabbard. He looked around the tower room. There were signs that the place had been inhabited for a short time at least – the bones of small fowl littered the stone floor, their ends gnawed. Dirty rags and two small tin bowls, crusted with something, and a half-empty bottle of some dark liquid. Tor cleared his throat.


‘Well? Do you not speak?’


The man had greasy yellow hair and a suggestion of a yellow beard. He still stood pressed against the wall, but his shoulders abruptly drooped, as though the energy he’d been counting on to flee had left him.


‘If you will not speak, I will have to share your fire.’ Tor pushed away a pile of rags with his boot and carefully seated himself on the floor, his legs crossed. It occurred to him that if he got his wineskin out now he would feel compelled to share it with the man. He resolved to save it one more night. Instead, he shouldered off his pack and reached inside it for his small travel teapot. The fire was pathetic but with a handful of the dried leaves he had brought for the purpose, it was soon looking a little brighter. The water would boil eventually.


The man was still staring at him. Tor busied himself with emptying a small quantity of his water supply into a shallow tin bowl, and searching through his bag for one of the compact bags of tea he had packed.


‘Eboran.’ The man’s voice was a rusted hinge, and he spoke a variety of plains speech Tor knew well. He wondered how long it had been since the man had spoken to anyone. ‘Blood sucker. Murderer.’


Tor cleared his throat and switched to the man’s plains dialect. ‘It’s like that, is it?’ He sighed and sat back from the fire and his teapot. ‘I was going to offer you tea, old man.’


‘You call me old?’ The man laughed. ‘You? My grandfather told me stories of the Carrion Wars. You bloodsuckers. Eatin’ people alive on the battlefield, that’s what my grandfather said.’


Tor thought of the sword again. The man was trespassing on Eboran land, technically.


‘Your grandfather would not have been alive. The Carrion Wars were over three hundred years ago.’


None of them would have been alive then, of course, yet they all still acted as though it were a personal insult. Why did they have to pass the memory on? Down through the years they passed on the stories, like they passed on brown eyes, or ears that stuck out. Why couldn’t they just forget?


‘It wasn’t like that.’ Tor poked at the tin bowl, annoyed with how tight his voice sounded. Abruptly, he wished that the windows weren’t boarded up. He was stuck in here with the smell of the man. ‘No one wanted . . . when Ygseril died . . . he had always fed us, nourished us. Without him, we were left with the death of our entire people. A slow fading into nothing.’


The man snorted with amusement. Amazingly, he came over to the fire and crouched there.


‘Your tree-god died, aye, and took your precious sap away with it. Maybe you all should have died then, rather than getting a taste for our blood. Maybe that was what should have happened.’


The man settled himself, his dark eyes watching Tor closely, as though he expected an explanation of some sort. An explanation for generations of genocide.


‘What are you doing up here? This is an outpost. Not a refuge for tramps.’


The man shrugged. From under a pile of rags he produced a grease-smeared silver bottle. He uncapped it and took a swig. Tor caught a whiff of strong alcohol.


‘I’m going to see my daughter,’ he said. ‘Been away for years. Earning coin, and then losing it. Time to go home, see what’s what. See who’s still alive. My people had a settlement in the forest west of here. I’ll be lucky if you Eborans have left anyone alive there, I suppose.’


‘Your people live in a forest?’ Tor raised his eyebrows. ‘A quiet one, I hope?’


The man’s dirty face creased into half a smile. ‘Not as quiet as we’d like, but where is, now? This world is poisoned. Oh, we have thick strong walls, don’t you worry about that. Or at least, we did.’


‘Why leave your family for so long?’ Tor was thinking of Hestillion. The faint scuff of yellow slippers, the scent of her weaving through his dreams. Dream-walking had always been her particular talent.


‘Ah, I was a different man then,’ he replied, as though that explained everything. ‘Are you going to take my blood?’


Tor scowled. ‘As I’m sure you know, human blood wasn’t the boon it was thought to be. There is no true replacement for Ygseril’s sap, after all. Those who overindulged . . . suffered for it. There are arrangements now. Agreements with humans, for whom we care.’ He sat up a little straighter. If he’d chosen to walk to another watchtower, he could be drinking his wine now. ‘They are compensated, and we continue to use the blood in . . . small doses.’ He didn’t add that it hardly mattered – the crimson flux seemed largely unconcerned with exactly how much blood you had consumed, after all. ‘It’s not very helpful when you try and make everything sound sordid.’


The man bellowed with laughter, rocking back and forth and clutching at his knees. Tor said nothing, letting the man wear himself out. He went back to preparing tea. When the man’s laughs had died down to faint snifflings, Tor pulled out two clay cups from his bag and held them up.


‘Will you drink tea with Eboran scum?’


For a moment the man said nothing at all, although his face grew very still. The small amount of water in the shallow tin bowl was hot, so Tor poured it into the pot, dousing the shrivelled leaves. A warm, spicy scent rose from the pot, almost immediately lost in the sour-sweat smell of the room.


‘I saw your sword,’ said the man. ‘It’s a fine one. You don’t see swords like that any more. Where’d you get it?’


Tor frowned. Was he suggesting he’d stolen it? ‘It was my father’s sword. Winnow-forged steel, if you must know. It’s called the Ninth Rain.’


The man snorted at that. ‘We haven’t had the Ninth Rain yet. The last one was the eighth. I would have thought you’d remember that. Why call it the Ninth Rain?’


‘It is a long and complicated story, one I do not wish to share with a random human who has already insulted me more than once.’


‘I should kill you,’ said the man quietly. ‘One less Eboran. That would make the world safer for my daughter, wouldn’t it?’


‘You are quite welcome to try,’ said Tor. ‘Although I think having her father with her when she was growing through her tender years would have been a better effort at making the world safer for your daughter.’


The man grew quiet, then. When Tor offered him the tea he took it, nodding once in what might have been thanks, or perhaps acceptance. They drank in silence, and Tor watched the wisps of black smoke curling up near the ceiling, escaping through some crack up there. Eventually, the man lay down on his side of the fire with his back to Tor, and he supposed that was as much trust as he would get from a human. He pulled out his own bed roll, and made himself as comfortable as he could on the stony floor. There was a long way to travel yet, and likely worse places to sleep in the future.


Tor awoke to a stuffy darkness, a thin line of grey light leaking in at the edge of the window letting him know it was dawn. The man was still asleep next to the embers of their fire. Tor gathered his things, moving as silently as he could, and finally paused to stand over the man. The lines of his face looked impossibly deep, as if he’d lived a thousand lifetimes, instead of the laughably short amount of time allocated to humans. He wondered if the man would reach his daughter, or if he had a daughter at all. Would she even want to know him? Some severed ties could not be mended. Not thinking too closely about what he was doing, he took a parcel of tea from his own pack and left it by the man’s outflung arm, where he couldn’t miss it when he woke. No doubt it would do him better than the evil substance in his silver bottle.


Outside, the world was silvered with faint light from the east, and his breath formed a cloud as he made his way down the steps – the steps on the far side of the Wall, this time. He tried to feel excited about this – he was walking beyond the border of Ebora, forever – but his back was stiff from a night sleeping on stone and all he could think was that he would be glad to be out of sight of the Wall. His dreams had been haunted by half-seen carved faces, made of delicate red stone, but he knew that inside they were hollow and rotten. It had not made for a restful sleep.


The far side of the Wall was blanketed with thick green forest, coming up to the very stones like a high tide. Quickly, Tor lost himself inside that forest, and once the Wall was out of sight he felt some of the tension leave his body. Walking steadily uphill, he knew that, eventually, he would meet the foothills of the Tarah-hut Mountains, and from there, he would find the western pass. 


At around midday, the trees grew thinner and the ground rockier. Tor turned back, and was caught like a moon-mad hare by the sight of Ebora spread out below him. The crumbling buildings of the outer city were dust-grey and broken, the roads little more than a child’s drawings in the dirt. Trees and scrubby bushes had colonised the walkways, dark patches of virulence, while over the distant palace the still form of Ygseril was a silver ghost, bare branches scratching at the sky.


‘Why did you leave us?’ Tor licked his lips, his mouth suddenly dry. ‘Do you even see what you’ve done? Do you?’


Every bit as dead as the corpse moon hanging in the sky above him, the tree-god kept his silence. Tormalin the Oathless put his back to the great tree and walked away, sincerely hoping he would never look upon Ebora again.
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Five years ago


You ask me, dear Marin, how I could get involved with so obvious a trouble-maker (with your usual tact, of course – I’m glad to see that my sister is still wasting money on your finishing school). I found him, if you must know, drunk as a lord outside a tavern, several empty bottles beside him in the dust. It was a sweltering day, and he had his face turned up to the sun, basking in it like a cat. Lying on the ground, a few inches from his long fingers, was the finest sword I had ever seen, thick with partially congealed blood. Well. You know how rare it is to see an Eboran, Marin, so I said to him, ‘Darling, what by Sarn’s blessed bones have you been up to?’ He grinned up at me and said, ‘Killing wild-touched monstrosities. Everyone here has bought me a drink for it. Will you buy me a drink?’


I ask you, how could you not love so obvious a trouble-maker? Sometimes I wonder that we are the same blood at all.


Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


Vintage brought the crossbow up, relishing the familiar weight in her hands. She had, after some scuffling, secured a seat on a thick branch halfway up a tree and, some fifty feet away, she could see the pea-bug in the vine tree opposite, with no obstacles between it and her crossbow bolt. It was a big, slow-moving bastard; rather like an aphid, but the size of a tom-cat, with dark green blotches on its glistening skin – some Wild-touched abomination. It was hanging from the vine, translucent jaws busily tearing into the fat purple grape it had fixed between its forelegs. Her grape. One of the grapes she had spent, oh, only nearly thirty years cultivating and growing, refining and sorting, until her grapes and, more importantly, her wine, were considered the very best to come out of the vine forests.


And the little bastard was munching on it mindlessly. No appreciation at all.


Vintage took aim and squeezed the crossbow trigger, anticipating the shudder and jump in her arms. The bolt flew true and easy, and the pea-bug burst like an over-filled water skin, pattering the tree and the vine with watery guts. Vintage grimaced, even as she felt a small flicker of satisfaction; the crossbow, designed by her brother so many years ago, still worked.


Vintage secured the weapon to her belt, before shimmying down the trunk with little concern for her patched leather trousers. She picked her way through the foliage to where the pea-bug had met its messy end. Judging from the damage to the plant around it, the creature had spent much of the day munching through her grapes, and had had a decent gnaw on the vine itself for good measure. This was gilly-vine, a particularly robust plant with branches as thick as her thigh in places, and grapes that grew to a full hand span across, but even it couldn’t survive a sustained attack from pea-bugs.


‘Trouble,’ she murmured under her breath. ‘That’s what you are.’


There were no more pea-bugs that she could see, but even so, the sight of her decimated grapes had put a cold worm of worry in her gut. There shouldn’t be any pea-bugs here, not in the untainted part of the vine forest. This was a quiet place, as free from danger as anywhere could be in Sarn – she had spent many years making sure of it.


Pushing her wide-brimmed hat on a little firmer, Vintage turned away and began to head to the west, where she knew a particular lookout tree to be located. She told herself that she was worrying too much, that she was getting more paranoid the older she got, but then she’d never been very good at resisting her impulses.


The forest was hot and green, and humming with life. She felt it on her skin and tasted it on her tongue – vital and always growing. The tall, fat trunks of the vine trees rose all around her, most of them wider than two men lying head to toe, their twisting branches curled around each other like drunken lords holding each other up after an especially hard night on the brandy. And the vines twisted around them all, huge, swollen fruit wherever she looked – purple and pink and red, pale green and deep yellow, some hidden in the shade and some basking in the shards of hot sun that made it down here, glowing like lamps.


She had just spied the looming shape of the lookout tree ahead, with the band of bright red paint round its middle, when she heard something crashing through the undergrowth towards her. Instinctively, her hand dropped to the crossbow at her belt, but the shape that emerged from the bushes to her right had a small white face, and blond hair stuck to a sweaty forehead. Vintage sighed.


‘What are you doing out here, Bernhart?’


The boy boggled at her. He was, if she remembered correctly, around eleven years old and the youngest member of their staff. He wore soft brown and green linen, and there was a short bow slung over his back, but he’d forgotten to put his hat on.


‘Lady Vincenza, Master Ezion asked me to come and find you.’ He took a breath and wiped a hand across his sweaty forehead. ‘They have business up at the house that they need you for.’


Vintage snorted. ‘Business? Why would they need me for that? I told Ezi years ago that he could handle such things.’ She narrowed her eyes at the lad. ‘They don’t want me out here in the vine forest. Isn’t that right, my boy?’


His sweaty face turned faintly pink and when he spoke he stared fixedly at her right elbow. ‘They said it was really important, m’lady.’


‘Bernhart, on moon festival eve, who makes sure there are honey pastries on hand for all you little ruffians?’


Bernhart cleared his throat. ‘They said you’d been out here for days now and it wasn’t seemly for a lady of your years. M’lady.’


Vintage barked with laughter. ‘Bernhart, promise me that when you’re a grown man you’ll have the good sense never to refer to a woman of forty with the phrase “a lady of your years”. I promise it won’t end well, my dear.’ She sighed, looking at his pale face, already much too pink in the cheeks. ‘Come on. I’m going to have a peek from the lookout tree. Will you accompany me, young man? It seems my old bones might require your assistance.’


Bernhart grinned lopsidedly. ‘Can I have a go of your crossbow?’


‘Don’t push your luck.’


The lookout tree had a series of rough wooden planks fixed to its trunk, so climbing it was easier than her previous perch, although this one was much taller. When eventually they emerged onto the simple lookout bench, they could see far across the forest, the dark green of the canopy spreading out below them like a rucked blanket and the distant mountains a grey shadow on the horizon. And in the midst of all that growth, a vast tract of twisted strangeness. Vintage didn’t need to look at the boy to know he was looking at it too.


‘Is it growing?’ he said after a while.


‘We go down to the border of it twice a year,’ she said quietly. ‘All together, our strongest and our brightest and our bravest, and we burn back the growth and we sow the soil with salt. Marin, gods love him, even brings his priest friends with him and they say blessings over the ground.’ She sighed. ‘But still it advances, every year.’


‘It’s dead though,’ said Bernhart. ‘It’s a dead thing, nothing inside it could be alive now.’ He paused, and Vintage wondered if this was what his mother had told him, perhaps after he’d had a particularly bad nightmare. The House wasn’t close to the Wild section of the forest, but it was apparently close enough for bad dreams. ‘It’s just the broken shell of a Behemoth. Why does it make the forest –’ He stopped, struggling for the right word. ‘Why does it make the forest bad?’


‘It attracts parasite spirits,’ said Vintage. She slipped the seeing-glass from her belt and held it to her eye. The ruined section of forest suddenly loomed closer, and she frowned as she looked over the blackened branches and the shifting mists. ‘It’s long dead, Bernhart. Just the empty husk of a Jure’lia ship and that in pieces, but it’s like a corpse attracting flies. The parasite spirits are drawn to it. If we knew why, or how, or what they really are . . .’ She lowered the seeing-glass and bit her lip. ‘I have always wanted to find out more about them, and what their connection is to the worm people. So little has been written about the Jure’lia, and gods know the Eborans have always been tight-lipped about their periodic scraps with them. All we have left are the remains of their Behemoths, and a lot of very unpleasant stories. If only Eborans were a little more . . . gregarious. But of course these days they have no time for humans at all.’ She pursed her lips as a face from the past rose up unbidden in her mind – eyes like dried blood, a sardonic smile, and the memory of her hands. Her touch had always been so warm. With difficulty she dragged her mind away from the pleasant memory.


‘You must have every book written about it, m’lady. About the Wild, and the worm people, and the parasite spirits,’ said Bernhart. ‘In your library, I mean.’


Vintage smiled and briefly cupped her hand to the boy’s face. Her fingers were a deep brown against his white cheek.


‘There are bigger libraries than mine, Bernhart. And I suspect that what I want to know won’t be found in one. In fact—’


They felt it as much as heard it; a low rumble that vibrated uncomfortably in their chests. Vintage looked back at the Wild part of the forest, half unwillingly. In the darkest part the canopy was trembling, blackened leaves rustling. It shouldn’t have been possible for her to hear it from this distance, but she heard it all the same: a dry empty sound like the hissing of water across arid ground. A translucent shape, a deep dirty-yellow colour, briefly pushed its way up between the upper branches of the trees. It had multiple fronds that carried strange white lights at the ends, and darker stippled marks across its back. The parasite spirit twisted in the air for a moment, its fronds reaching out blindly to the bright sky above, and then it sank back out of sight. Its odd rumbling cry sank with it.


‘Gods be damned, that hardly seems like a good omen.’ Vintage looked at the boy, and saw that he was standing very still, his eyes wide. The blush of colour on his cheeks had vanished. Gently, she patted his shoulder, and he jumped as though he’d been dreaming. ‘You know, I have a good mind to tan Ezion’s hide for sending you out here by yourself. Come on, Bernhart, let us get you home. I’ll have Cook make you some honey pastries.’


They were gathered in the dining room, the best silver and porcelain laid out on the vine-wood table, as if they were waiting for the Emperor himself to drop by for a currant bun. Vintage’s family were wearing their best silks and satins, despite the heat. Vintage took a particular pleasure in watching their faces as she trooped up to the table, letting her solid boots sound noisily against the polished floor. She snatched off her hat and threw it on the table, her eyes already scanning the dishes the staff had laid out for supper. Just behind her, Bernhart loitered in the doorway, technically dismissed but reluctant to leave what might prove to be the scene of an argument.


‘Is there any of the good cheese left?’ she asked, dragging a plate towards her with dusty fingers. ‘The one with the berries in?’


‘Sister.’ Ezion stood up slowly. He wore a deep blue silk jacket and a starched shirt collar, and his dark eyes were bright with impatience. ‘I am glad to see you’ve returned to us. Perhaps you’d like to change for dinner?’


Vintage glanced around the table. Carla, Ezion’s wife, met her eyes and gave her a look of barely restrained glee, and Vintage tipped her a wink. The woman was heavily pregnant again, her rounded belly straining at her exquisitely tailored dress, while Vintage’s various nieces and nephews made a clatter of their cutlery and plates.


‘I do believe I am fine as I am, Ezi.’ She reached over and made a point of picking up one of the tiny pastries with her fingers, sticking out her little finger as she did so as though she held a fine porcelain cup. ‘What were you thinking, exactly, by sending Bernhart out into the vines by himself?’


Ezion was frowning openly now. ‘He is a servant, Vincenza. I was thinking that it is his job to do such things.’


Vintage frowned back at him, and, turning back to the door, held the tiny pastry out to the waiting boy. ‘Here, Bernhart, take this and get on with your day. I’m sure you’ve arrows you could be fletching.’


Bernhart gave her a conflicted look, as though the brewing argument might interest him more than the cake, but in the end cream won out. He took the pastry from her fingers and left, decorously closing the door behind him.


‘The boy will maintain the vines for us one day, it is his job to be out there, Vincenza, as well you know. If we don’t—’


‘The Wild is spreading.’ She cut him off. ‘And we saw a parasite spirit today, rising up above the canopy. It was very large indeed.’


For a few moments Ezion said nothing. His children were all watching them now, with wide eyes. They had grown up with tales of the tainted forest, although it wasn’t something often discussed over dinner.


‘It is contained,’ he said eventually, his voice carefully even. ‘It is watched. There is nothing to be concerned about. This is why you should stay at the House and not go gallivanting around the forest. You have got yourself all agitated.’


Vintage felt a wild stab of anger at that, but Carla was speaking.


‘How can it be spreading, Vin? Do we need to check on the borders more often?’


Vintage pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know. This is the problem. We simply do not know enough about it.’ She took a breath, preparing to rouse an old argument. ‘I will go in the spring. I’ve waited too long already, but it’s not too late. Ezion, dear, we need to do some research, need to get out into the world and find out what we can. There are Behemoth sites I could be learning from, out there beyond our own forests. We need to know more about the Wild, and the parasite spirits. Enough reading, enough peering at old books. I need to go.’


Ezion snorted with laughter. It didn’t suit him. ‘Not this again. It is ridiculous. You are a forty-year-old woman, Vincenza, the head of this family, and I will not have you traipsing off across Sarn to gods only know where.’


‘A forty-year-old woman who has spent her entire life running this place, growing these vines, and making this wine.’ She gestured viciously at the glass goblets, all full of a pale golden wine – it was made from the grape called Farrah’s Folly. She could tell from the colour. ‘And I have had enough. All of this,’ she lifted her arms wide, ‘is your responsibility now, Ezion. And I am not.’


She plucked her hat up off the table, and, for the look of the thing, stuck it back on her head before stalking out of the room, slamming the door so hard that she heard the cutlery rattle.


Outside in the corridor, she leaned briefly against the wall, surprised at how wildly her heart was beating. It was the anger, she told herself. After a moment, Bernhart’s head appeared from around the corner.


‘Are you all right, m’lady?’


She paused. A slow tingling feeling was working its way up from her toes; some sense of a huge change coming, like the heaviness in the air when a storm was building. There would be no stopping her now.


‘I am absolutely fine, Bernhart darling.’ She grinned at him and was pleased to see the boy smiling back. ‘Fetch my travel bags from storage, boy. I’m bloody well going now.’
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Now


The drug akaris is produced by heating a certain combination of substances to extreme temperatures before being cooled, raked and sieved. Only winnowfire is capable of producing the temperatures required, and, indeed, seems to affect the substances in other, less obvious, ways. Akaris is produced in one place only: the Winnowry, on the island of Corineth, just off the coast of Mushenska. Other places have attempted to manufacture the drug, with their own, illegal fell-witches, but these operations have all, without fail, come to a somewhat abrupt and rather unpleasant end. The Winnowry, they say, are ruthless in protecting their own interests.


As for the drug itself: used in its pure state, it simply gives the user a deep and dreamless sleep (more valuable than you might think), but cut with various stimulants, of which Sarn has a vast variety, it brings on a waking-dream state. By all reports, the dreams experienced under the influence of adulterated akaris are vivid, wild and often unnerving.


Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


Noon awoke to the sound of an argument echoing up from below. She slid out of her narrow bed, snatching a glance out the tiny smeared window – overcast again, a blanket of grey from top to bottom – and walked over to the bars of her cell. There was little to see. The vast emptiness that was the heart of the Winnowry hung just below, and on the far side, there was the northern wall of cells, all identical to hers; carved from dead black rock, the floors and the ceilings a grid of solid iron. It was always gloomy inside the Winnowry; the tiny windows were all thickly sealed with lead and wax, and the oil lamps wired to the walkways gave only a smoky, yellow light.


Noon leaned against the bars and listened. It was normally so quiet in the Winnowry, filled with the hush of a hundred women living in fear: of themselves, and each other.


‘Lower your voice, Fell-Anya,’ came the flat, oddly metallic voice of one of the sisters, edged with tension.


‘I will not!’ Anya was one of the older fell-witches, but her voice was cracked from more than age this morning. The woman had been here for nearly twenty years, twice as long as Noon. Noon could barely imagine what that was like, but she was afraid she would find out.


‘What can you do? What can you do to me? I’d be better off dead – we all would.’ The woman’s voice echoed up and around the vast space, echoing like something trapped. Anya was from Reidn, a vast city state far to the east that Noon had never seen, and she spoke their oddly soothing, lilting language. Because fell-witches could be born anywhere, to anyone, the Winnowry was full of women from all over Sarn, and over the last decade Noon had come to know something of all their languages. It was, she sourly noted, the only positive thing the place had given her.


‘No one is going to kill you, Fell-Anya.’ The sister who spoke to her used the plains-speak that was common to most of Sarn. She was forming her words slowly, calmly, perhaps hoping to convey the sense that everything was fine, that nothing could possibly be out of control here – and her use of plains-speak suggested she wanted everyone to know it.


‘Oh no, I’m too useful! Kill me and you’ve one less slave to make your drug for you.’ There was a crash and a rattle of iron. Fell-Anya was throwing herself against the bars. Noon glanced directly down, through the iron grid, and saw Fell-Marian’s pale face looking up at her from the cell below. The bat-wing tattoo on her forehead looked stark, like something separate from her. Noon touched her own forehead unconsciously, knowing she carried the same mark branded onto her skin.


‘What is she doing?’ whispered Marian. Noon just shook her head.


‘You will calm yourself, Fell-Anya. Calm yourself now, or I will take action.’ From the other side of the Winnowry came a muttering of dismay. The whole place was awake now, and every fell-witch was listening to see what would happen.


Noon pushed herself against the bars. ‘Oi! Leave her be!’ Her voice, more used to whispers and low words, cracked as she shouted. ‘Just leave her alone!’


‘Calm myself? Calm myself!’ Fell-Anya was shrieking, the rhythmic slamming of her body against the bars terribly loud in the vast space. Noon pressed her lips together, feeling her own heart beat faster. Such uncontrolled anger was not permitted in the Winnowry. It was one of the worst things they could do. And then, unbelievably, there was a blossom of greenish-blue light, impossibly bright in the gloom of their prison. Noon staggered back from the bars even as she heard Marian gasp below her.


‘Fire and blood! Oh, she’s done it now,’ murmured Noon. ‘She’s fucking well done it.’


There were cries from the other cells, a bellowed shout from below, and someone somewhere must have pulled the lever, because one of the huge water tanks clustered above them tipped to one side. A great sheet of water, black and silver in the poor light, crashed down through the cells on the opposite side, churning and rushing through the iron grids so that every fell-witch on that side of the Winnowry was abruptly dripping wet. The women screamed – the water was icy cold – and the winnowfire that was just out of sight blinked out of existence. Noon shivered as a fine mist of water droplets gusted towards them, and took a few steps back. In the outraged cacophony of fifty suddenly soaked women, she didn’t hear what happened to Fell-Anya, but she heard the clanging of a cell door from somewhere down below.


‘It’ll be a week before they get that tank filled up again,’ said Marian, her voice low. ‘It’s so difficult to refill, they hate to use it. But it seems they’re getting more difficult to please lately.’


‘Touchy bastards,’ agreed Noon. She stepped back up to the bars again. ‘Bastards!’ But her lone shout was lost in the echoes of dripping water. Noon stared out at the cells opposite, and the soaking, miserable women. She pressed her hand to her mouth, biting at a loose shred of skin on her thumb. It would likely take as long for the women on the far side to dry off as it would for them to refill the tank. They would be given no dry clothes, and the Winnowry was ever damp and cold, the tall black stones of its towers facing out to a cold and violent sea. The island it had been built on had been cleared of all trees, all grass – even the top layer of soil had been scraped away. Say anything about the sisters, say they were careful.


‘How did she do it?’ whispered Marian. Her voice was safely hidden under the moans of the other fell-witches, the constant dripping a quiet rain as the water worked its way through their cells.


‘The sister must have been stupid enough to get within reach of the bars.’


They both knew that was unlikely. The wardens of the Winnowry wore long gloves and sleeves, with thick hoods holding their hair back. Over their faces they wore smooth silver masks, with narrow holes for their eyes and mouths. To let a fell-witch touch their bare skin would be a disaster, although Noon often wondered what good it would do the witch who took their life energy. You could take enough to drag them down into unconsciousness – kill them, a voice inside her whispered – but then what? Unless you were outside of your cell already, unless you were close to the way out . . .


Noon sat down on the grill floor, pushing her fingers between the gaps. Marian reached up to her, but as ever the grid was too deep for them to reach each other. It was simply a way of acknowledging that they weren’t alone.


‘She did it somehow,’ Noon said quietly. ‘Got close enough to take what she needed.’ Her heart was still hammering in her chest. ‘What do you think happened to her? Do you think she got out?’


Marian didn’t answer immediately. When she did, she sounded worried. ‘Of course not. You know that, Noon. They doused her and then they took her away. There’s no way out of here. You know that.’


‘I know that,’ agreed Noon. She gnawed at her thumb again. ‘I know that.’


‘Fell-Noon. Off the floor, please.’


Noon scrambled to her feet. She recognised the voice of Sister Owain and looked up to see a tall figure at her cell door. The woman’s mask caught the subdued light of the cell, and not for the first time Noon half wondered if the sisters were real people at all, or just ghosts of metal and wool. Sister Owain’s robes were the traditional dark blue of the Winnowry Sisters, and a heavy wooden cudgel hung at her belt, capped with dull metal.


‘What?’


Sister Owain tipped her head, and all at once it was quite possible to see her eyes behind the metal mask. Not a ghost after all. ‘It’s time for your purging, Fell-Noon, as well you know. I hope you are not going to give us any trouble this morning, or perhaps you would like south block to have an early shower too?’


When Noon didn’t reply, Sister Owain bent and pushed a tray through the slot near the bottom of the bars.


‘Prepare yourself, witch.’


On the tray was a shallow bowl filled with pale grey ash, and next to it a length of sea-green silk and a pair of long grey gloves. Noon curled her hands into fists as her face flushed hot. Always this: a mixture of anticipation, and shame. Sister Owain tapped on the bars.


‘Hurry up, witch. We do not delay purging, you know that.’


Noon knelt and picked up the silk scarf. She ran it through her fingers briefly, as she always did – there was nothing else this soft within the Winnowry – and then swept back her short black hair and covered it over with the scarf, winding it around her bare neck and tying a simple knot at the back. Then she pushed her hands into the powdery ash, getting a good coating on her palms and fingers; it looked almost white against her olive skin. Carefully, so that she wouldn’t breathe it in and make herself cough, she patted the ash onto her face. Three times she repeated the process, until the fine grey powder covered her cheeks, her nose and lips. There was even a fine layer on her eyelids, and the mark of the Winnowry that was seared onto her forehead – the single bat’s wing – was almost obliterated.


‘Another layer, if you please, Fell-Noon. I am not in the mood for half-measures this morning.’


‘Why? What’s the point? What’s it for?’


Sister Owain shook her head slightly. It was clear she knew Noon was being deliberately difficult, but even so, she couldn’t quite resist trotting out the standard Winnowry tract.


‘Penance, witch. We daub you with ashes to mark you for what you are, we cover your skin so that you should not come into contact with the world.’


Noon sighed, and patted more of the ash onto her face, feeling clumps of it falling away where it was already too thick. The smell of it in her nostrils was dry and strange, tickling at her throat. Not waiting to see if that was good enough for Sister Owain, she slipped on the long grey gloves.


‘That’s good,’ said Sister Owain. ‘Very good. Now, when I open your door, step outside. I know you’re not foolish enough to try to ruin my day, Fell-Noon.’


Noon glanced down as the cell door was rattled to one side, and as she stepped outside the sister immediately slapped a pair of thick cuffs on her wrists – a steel loop tied with tough hessian straps. They were jumpier than usual.


Sister Owain urged her swiftly down the walkway, so quickly that Noon didn’t have time to exchange glances with any of the other women imprisoned in south block. They went down several sets of stairs, through three sets of tall, locked doors, all made of thick ebony wood riveted with steel, and then abruptly they were outside. As ever, Noon caught her breath as the icy sea wind cut across her, stealing what little warmth she had gathered to herself inside her cell. The taste of salt on her tongue was like a slap, and her eyes watered with the shock of it. They were leaving behind the main Winnowry building, with its four scalpel-like towers that tore at the sky, and heading towards the circle of white buildings that cupped the Winnowry like a pair of receiving hands. Tall alabaster chimneys sprouted from these buildings, their tops smeared with soot, and underfoot there was stony dirt, streaked here and there with bat guano.


Noon wrenched around to look behind her. It was possible, at just the right moment, to catch a glimpse of the far shore of the mainland, where the city of Mushenska festered and spread. Today, the sea was rough, throwing up mists and spray, but she did see it for a brief second; the harbour lamps had been lit, as had the big beacons over the market place. There was a smudge on the grey sky – the Tarah-hut Mountains – and somewhere below that, thankfully out of sight, the plains where she had been born. Much closer, on the Winnowry beach itself, was a small jetty with a narrow little merchant vessel tied up next to it. Noon caught a glimpse there of tightly caulked barrels being rolled on board, and a man with a salt-and-pepper beard talking to a tall woman wearing a sea-green travel shawl. There was enough time to catch the spiky shape of the bat tattoo on her forehead, and then Sister Owain yanked on Noon’s arm, almost causing her to lose her footing.


‘Was that an agent?’ she asked, nodded towards the figures on the jetty. ‘Selling your drugs on, is that it? A pet fell-witch to do your dirty business?’


‘Keep it up, Fell-Noon, and I will make a special appointment with the Drowned One for you. How about that?’


Noon pursed her lips, feeling the ash crack and flake. She wanted to bite at the skin on her thumb again. The agent and the boat were already out of sight, lost behind the furnace buildings.


‘What is the matter with you lot today?’ Noon muttered. ‘You’ve a face on you like a horse’s arsehole.’


To her surprise, Sister Owain didn’t even turn to glare at her. Instead, she shook her head slightly, as though trying to clear it.


‘Bad dreams,’ she said. ‘No one is sleeping properly.’


Noon found she had nothing to say to that. She didn’t know where the sisters slept, but she was willing to bet it was more comfortable than the bunk in her cell. And then they were there, and Sister Owain was reaching up and yanking the length of rope that hung above the priest door. Somewhere inside, a bell rang. On either side of the door, carved deeply into the white stone, were the two figures of the order’s founder, Tomas. In one depiction, he had his back to the viewer, walking away towards a stylised line that Noon knew was meant to be the sea. In the other, his face was turned outwards, wearing an expression that Noon supposed was meant to be a mixture of terror, awe and righteousness. To her, he mainly looked constipated. He wore garlands of seaweed about his shoulders, and in his hands were seashells.


‘Just do as you’re told,’ muttered Owain. ‘Everything will be fine. The evil in you must be purged. And all will be fine.’


Noon let her arm go slack. The woman was distracted, and they were outside. If she threw herself out of reach and ran, it was possible she could get down to the beach before the alarm was raised, and from there it was even possible that she might survive the swim to Mushenska. If she could get the cuffs off. Suddenly, the grip on her arm was like a vice.


‘Don’t think I can’t see it in your eyes, fell-witch.’ Owain no longer looked distracted. Through the narrow gaps in her mask her eyes were flinty.


‘What happened to Fell-Anya?’ The question was out before Noon knew she was going to ask it. ‘Where is she now?’


Owain was unfazed. ‘We give you a chance to live here, witch. A chance to burn away the evil that is in you.’ She paused, and behind her mask Noon heard her lick her lips. ‘You of all people should know where you belong. Murderer.’


Noon stood unmoving, the chill of her skin at odds with the visions of fire that filled her head. And then the priest door clattered open, and she was passed into the care of the men.


Inside the Furnace it was always hot, in such stark contrast to the damp Winnowry that it made Noon feel faintly dizzy. There was a scratchy, bitter scent, a mixture of smoke and the drug akaris, and a distant roaring as other fell-witches underwent their purging in other parts of the building. She was escorted by Father Wasten, a tall, thin man with a fringe of red hair about his ears and a carroty beard on the end of his chin. The men’s robes were a lighter shade of blue, and the hem was stitched with a series of curling lines meant to represent the sea that had kept Tomas to its bosom for so long. They did not wear masks, but instead carried short, lethal blades on their belts.


‘Why is it “sister” for the women, and “father” for the men?’ Noon asked. The bare white walls shaded into brown at the tops, the result of decades of insidious smoke, and the floor was grey slate, faintly warm through her slippers.


‘Fell-Noon, you ask the same question each time I see you.’


‘Because you’ve never given a good answer.’


Father Wasten cleared his throat. ‘The sisters are your keepers, brave women who dare to live close to the evil you carry. They dare to be close to you, like sisters.’


‘“Close” is a funny word for it.’


‘And Mother Cressin is the head of our family, as you know.’


‘The Drowned One?’


Father Wasten pursed his lips, causing his carroty beard to stick out ahead of him as though it were leading the way. ‘You should show more respect.’


‘I’m evil, remember? And everyone calls her that.’


They arrived at the furnace itself. Wasten took off her cuffs and led her through the great iron doors into a narrow circular room, the soot-blackened walls rising out of sight. Another fell-witch that Noon did not know the name of was just being led out, her skin beaded with sweat and a faraway look in her eyes. She didn’t look at Noon as she passed her, and she stumbled as though she had no bones in her legs.


‘You know what you must do, so prepare yourself, Fell-Noon,’ said Father Wasten, his voice solemn now. The other fell-witch left, and Noon walked into the centre of the circular room. She peeled off the gloves and threw them on the floor, and then pulled off the long-sleeved shirt and piled that on top, leaving her in her vest. Next, her soft slippers – she preferred to be barefoot. ‘You are the weak place between worlds, you are the fracture that permits evil to enter. This is your penance.’


Noon coughed into her hand. ‘Horseshit.’


Father Wasten left, clanging the iron door shut behind him. After a few seconds another door opened, and a slim young man stepped through. Noon looked away. It was Novice Lusk. She hated when it was Novice Lusk.


He was tall, with skin the colour of good cream, his shoulders and neck slightly pink from the outside work he was tasked with – clearing away any stray debris, scrubbing the bat guano from the stones – and his hair was like corn silk, so blond it shone. Noon remembered corn like that on the plains, whole sunny fields of it like a dream. His eyes were blue. He had already removed his shirt, and his chest was taut with muscles, the low band of his loose grey trousers riding on his hips.


Once, Noon had wondered why they didn’t just use plants for the purging, or even animals of some sort, and she had asked, not the sisters or the priests, but another fell-witch who had been there longer than she had. People get over it, the witch had told her. They have a rest, and come back. Have you ever taken life energy from grass? Dead straight away, isn’t it? You could use pigs, maybe, or goats, but then you need someone to look after them, and you’d need a lot of goats. Men though – stupid men with nothing better to do – can look after themselves.


Lusk came over to her and nodded, once.


‘Are you ready, Fell-Noon?’


There were tiny creases at the corners of his eyes as he frowned in concern. Noon sighed.


‘Let’s get this over with.’


He nodded again, and went to his knees in front of her. ‘As ever, it is my honour to assist you in your purging.’


She looked down at him and the top of his bowed head. Lusk’s shoulders shone in the lamplight, smooth and lightly freckled. When everyone she saw was covered up lest they come into accidental contact with her, it was shocking to see so much bared flesh, so much skin uncovered, and part of her never tired of seeing it.


Lusk cleared his throat.


‘Are you ready, Fell-Noon?’


She glanced up once, into the crowded darkness above them. There were more iron grids up there, and on top of them shallow pans full of the substances they used to make akaris. She walked behind him, and taking a small breath, placed her hands on his back, almost leaning on him. His skin was warm, and she could smell him now too – he smelled of soap and earnestness. A warm flush moved from the soles of her bare feet to the top of her head, and she sought a little deeper, seeking out his living energy. Lusk was murmuring a prayer of acceptance under his breath, and not for the first time she wondered what brought a man to a place like this, to take up this particular duty with all its risks, but the urgency of the winnowfire was growing and she pushed that thought to one side.


Her palms tingled, and with a shiver his energy flowed into her. She took it eagerly, filling her and crowding out the darkness within, letting it pool and grow and surge. Lusk was trained for this, and she knew, more or less, how much was safe to take, but the more she could absorb in this first contact, the purer her winnowfire would be. And the moment was coming.


Noon lifted one hand and pointed up into the dark above them. A crackle in the air, and a bloom of blue-green flame curled from the end of her arm and shot up into the echoing chimney. A bare second later and she was wreathed in it, a glowing column of ethereal fire that surged up, crashing and rolling against the steel sides of the chasm above them. The roar of it filled her ears and everything was light. She could feel from the muscles in her face that she was grinning, and she savoured every moment. The fire poured from her like water from a broken dam, and she revelled in the power of it. Here, at least, for this brief time, she was free and powerful.


Lusk shifted under her hand slightly and she remembered to keep part of her consciousness monitoring the life energy she was taking from him. Already he was tiring, and she was surprised by how much she had taken. Somewhere above them the flat pans of chemicals would be cooking nicely, and the priests of Tomas would be waiting to harvest their precious akaris. She wondered how much she made for them, and who used it outside of the Winnowry.


Noon stood on the tips of her toes, reaching as high as she could for one final blast, and then abruptly the flames winked out. She sagged, half stumbling, and Lusk made to help her before catching himself. Contact outside of the purging was strictly forbidden. Noon shivered, her grey vest sticking to her back with sweat. Lusk was a shade paler than he’d been, and his forehead and chest were also beaded with moisture.


The steel door clanged open, and Father Wasten appeared. He eyed them both warily, and nodded to her. ‘Get dressed, Fell-Noon.’


Novice Lusk turned and left without looking at her, going through the other door, and Noon hastily pulled on her long shirt and soft slippers. She hated wearing them again when she was so covered in sweat, but she would not be permitted to go anywhere until she did. Once her hands were covered in the long gloves again, Father Wasten came fully into the room.


‘Once again you are purged, Fell-Noon. You are, briefly, pure.’


Noon rubbed her hand over her face, grimacing as the ash there mixed with her sweat and turned into smears of dirt. She didn’t feel pure. She felt sticky and dirty, and oddly ashamed. There was such a sense of release with the purge, and then, afterwards, guilt. The rush of the flames and the eerie light made it too easy to remember things she’d rather forget. Things she had to forget.


When she didn’t say anything, Father Wasten held up a small fabric bag in his gloved hand, and placed it in her palm. Her small portion of the akaris, to give her a dreamless sleep. Not taken from what she had just made – it would be too hot, and would need raking and sifting – but an older supply. She pinched it between her fingers, feeling the grainy powder through her gloves. Under Wasten’s careful watch, she pulled the drawstring open with a gloved finger and tipped the contents into her mouth. There was the familiar suffocating tickle as the drug coated her mouth, and then, on contact with her saliva, it turned slippery, oily almost. It tasted of nothing, and she swallowed it with a grimace before handing the bag back to Wasten. Many of the women chose not to consume akaris. She supposed that for them, their dreams were an escape from the Winnowry, bringing them sweet memories of their old lives. Not so for Noon.


‘You know, Fell-Noon, why you are here, don’t you?’


Noon looked up at him. His eyes were brown and watery, and could not disguise his disgust for her.


‘Because I am too dangerous to be outside.’


He nodded. ‘Evil works through you, girl. All of your kind are tainted, but here you have a purpose at least. You should be grateful. How many more could you have killed, if you were still free?’


Noon looked at him flatly until he turned back to the door, and they began the slow process of returning her to her cell.




4


In order to properly understand the Jure’lia and their queen, we have to know something of their opposite number. In recent times, the Eborans have been almost as hated and reviled as the invaders; their only saving grace perhaps the fact that they have, for thousands and thousands of years, held back attack after attack from the worm people.


What should we know of Ebora? For generations they were sustained in their glory by their god Ygseril, known more prosaically to outsiders as ‘the tree-god’. The sap of their great tree, ingested orally, made them almost immortal – young forever, inhumanly strong, impervious to most wounds and diseases, and perhaps, to human eyes, beautiful.


And then at the end of the Eighth Rain, the last great war with the invaders, Ygseril suddenly died. There was no more sap. The Eborans began to grow old, they began to grow weak. They became ill, just as humans do, and succumbed to injuries and infections. Eborans do not have children at the drop of a hat like humans do, and without the sap, newly born children grew rarer and rarer. It was a disaster. Their great cities beyond the Wall began to fall into disrepair, and the Eboran people into despair.


In time it was discovered that human blood could be used as a substitute (please see journal 73 on Lady Carmillion for the possibly apocryphal details of that incident). Blood was not nearly as powerful as the god-sap had been, of course, but it did slow their aging, and it gave them back their strength, their vitality, acting almost as a stimulant in small doses. Over a period of time, in sufficient quantities, it could even heal grievous injuries, to some extent.


Unsurprisingly, relations between Ebora and their human neighbours deteriorated rapidly.


So began the years of the Carrion Wars. Ebora sporadically invaded the surrounding territories – the nomadic plains peoples taking the brunt of the attacks – stealing away human captives to be donors and, eventually, simply killing and ‘harvesting’ their human victims there on the battlefield. Out of desperation? Fear? Perhaps. Without their war-beasts born from Ygseril the Eborans were not as fearsome as they had been, but they were still stronger than the average human warrior, and could heal faster. It was carnage, and who knows where it would have ended? Except that human blood turned out not to be their saviour, but their curse.


The first recorded case of the crimson flux befell Lady Quinosta. Known for her prodigious consumption of human blood – bottle after bottle decanted at every meal, she would also bathe in the stuff – she awoke one day to find herself in terrible pain, her body stiff and unresponsive. Her white skin grew hard and cracked, revealing livid red flesh beneath. She developed a terrible cough, and her silk handkerchiefs were soon soaked with the strange fluid that passes for Eboran blood. She took to her bed, and spent six months dying in agony. Human blood did nothing to arrest the progress of the illness – it made it worse. And she was just the first.


Ebora was decimated. Those few who have so far survived the disease now keep to the land beyond the Tarah-hut Mountains, and many, it is said, still drink human blood in small, regular doses. Enough to keep old age and weakness at bay, but not enough to summon the crimson flux. They hope.


Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


There was half an inch of wine left in the bottom of the bottle. Untangling his arm from the sheets, Tormalin reached across and snatched it up. There were no glasses within reach of the bed, but he was no savage, so he poured it into one of Sareena’s empty incense bowls instead. He took a sip and then spotted the tray of cheese and fruits she had left on the small table on the other side, so he rolled in that direction, narrowly avoiding tossing the wine over the sheets and falling out of the bed.


‘What are you doing?’


Sareena had returned, a bottle of sweetly perfumed oil in her arms. She wore the purple silks he’d bought for her on a previous visit, and they shifted and swirled around her body as he’d known they would. He grinned at her.


‘I am hungry, my sweet.’


She raised an eyebrow at him and came to sit on the bed, in the warm space left by the curve of his body. Tor drank the last of the wine and set the bowl on the table, before chasing a ball of cheese around the plate with his fingers. It kept getting away from him.


‘I’m not surprised you are hungry,’ said Sareena. She laid the bottle, still stoppered, on the bed, and smoothed some strands of hair away from his face. ‘But does it always have to be cheese?’ She wrinkled her nose, which Tor found delightful. ‘And always the most pungent ones.’


Tor kicked his legs out and lay with one arm under his head, contemplating the cheese. ‘There are few things as fine, Sareena, as a good piece of cheese and a decent glass of wine.’


‘Except you are not even drinking it out of a glass.’ She drew herself up, preparing to tease him. ‘I am sure that the House of the Long Night does not whiff of strange cheeses, or keep ridiculous drinking vessels.’


Tor sat up and put the cheese to one side. He could feel the wine warming his blood and everything in the room was pleasantly hazy, but he attempted to focus. ‘You are quite right, of course.’ He took hold of both her hands, running the pads of his thumbs over the sensitive skin of her wrists. The Early Path: Spring’s First Touch. ‘It is a place of great seriousness, and we have a contract, you and I. Forgive me, Sareena, for neglecting you.’


Her cheeks turned a little pink, and she even turned her smile away from him. He loved the fact that she was still bashful, could still blush at his words, even after all these months.


‘If you knew how jealous my sisters are,’ she said, ‘you would know no forgiveness is needed.’ Her smile was now wicked. ‘Our arrangement is very satisfactory to me, Tormalin the Oathless.’


He kept his eyes on hers, and gently ran his fingers along the underside of her forearms. He felt rather than saw her shiver. The Early Path: The Rising Leaf.


‘Do you want the oil?’ she asked. Her eyes – a deep dark brown, just like her hair – were very wide, and as he smiled she bit the edge of her lip.


‘In a little while.’


Tor knelt and slid one hand around her waist to rest on the small of her back. Very gently, he pulled her to him, and he touched his lips to the smooth place where her neck met her shoulders. A line of kisses there, feather light. The Early Path: Spring’s First Flight.


‘Mmm.’ Sareena swayed with him, and he could hear the smile in her voice. ‘Do they really teach you all this at the House of the Long Night?’


‘I studied . . .’ he transferred his attention to the other side of her neck – ‘for years.’


He followed the line of her jaw and then kissed her mouth, firmly at first, and then deeply. The Morning Sun: Dawn’s Prayer. She responded eagerly, smoothing her hands along his arms and then his bare chest. Quickly, he gathered her up and lay her down in front of him, and she laughed a little – she was always caught unawares by how strong he was. Carefully, he pulled at one of the silk ties holding her outfit together, and the upper part began to unravel. She wriggled a little, and Tor smiled – he had known how the silk would feel against her skin, and had had the shift made specifically for this effect.


Leaning over her, he kissed the bare skin of her breastbone, and touched the tip of his tongue there. The Morning Sun: The Heart’s Obeisance. She sighed, and when she spoke again her voice was huskier.


‘That is very good, Tor, I can’t even begin to tell you . . .’


He followed the line of her body down, smoothing away the ribbons of purple silk and tasting her skin as he went. She was apricots and smoke, and a faint curl of oil against his tongue, left over from their afternoon together. Her hands found his hair and pulled and pushed at it, running it through her fingers. She was making small noises now, taking small breaths. He should slow down. The High Sun: A Silk Flower.


Pulling back slightly, he slid his naked thigh along the inside of her own – The High Sun: Chasing Leaves – and was pleased as she shuddered amongst the sheets. The confection of purple silks had fallen completely away, and she was quite beautiful. He bent his head to her breasts, and caught her eye as he did so. ‘You are a feast,’ he told her, ‘and I, my sweet, am ravenous—’


Something solid crashed against the chamber door and they both jumped. Tor lifted his head, his hair hanging in his face.


‘Oh no.’


There was another crash. It sounded suspiciously like a large boot kicking the door.


‘Oh no.’


‘Tor!’ The voice was remarkably loud. Tor winced. ‘I know you’re in there. I told you to meet me at sun down and it’s already moon up!’


Tormalin sat up. ‘I’ll be with you in a little while, Vintage! There’s no rush. Honestly, woman, we’ve been poking around these things for years and it’s not as if they’re going anywhere—’


There was another thump. ‘Sareena, my dear,’ the voice called, ‘get back under the sheets for me, would you? There’s a good girl.’


Sareena raised an eyebrow at Tor – he didn’t miss the amusement in the quirk of her lips – and then shimmied over to the other side of the bed, where she swiftly wrapped herself in the bed covers. Abruptly, the door crashed open and an older woman with deep brown skin and a mass of tightly curled black hair stomped into the room.


‘Vintage!’ Tor put on his most outraged expression, and pulled the sheets around his waist. ‘This really is unacceptable. Unacceptable. How dare you interrupt—’


‘Darling, if I had to wait for you to voluntarily leave this good woman’s bed, I’d be waiting until the Tenth Rain. And stop clutching at yourself like a maiden, you’ve nothing I haven’t seen before.’


She smiled warmly at Sareena, who waved cheerfully enough.


Tor spluttered and did his best to look affronted, but it was difficult to retain the moral high ground when you were naked in front of a woman who you happened to know carried a crossbow on her belt. ‘Really, Vintage, we haven’t completed our transaction, and it is an insult to the teachings of the House of the Long Night.’


‘Are you drunk?’ Vintage stalked into the room and snatched up the empty bottle of wine, peering at the label. ‘And on this swill?’


‘Yes, I am quite drunk, which is exactly why I cannot accompany you on your latest ridiculous quest. It would be dangerous for both of us. And innocent bystanders, no doubt.’


‘Nonsense.’ Vintage put the bottle down and fixed him with a glare. ‘Get back into your trousers, dear, or I will spend your wages on buying this girl some decent wine.’


Tor sank back, defeated. He needed what Sareena could give him, but he needed coin more.


‘You are leaving Mushenska?’ asked Sareena. ‘You are going beyond the walls? Is that safe, Vin?’


Tor winked at her. ‘Worry not, my sweet. What is out there holds no fears for an Eboran warrior and his fabled sword.’


‘I’m sure the girl has heard quite enough about your fabled sword for one evening.’ Vintage turned back to the door. ‘You’ve got until I bring the horses round. Have a good night, Sareena my dear, and do send me the bill for the wine.’


Vintage went through her pack while she waited for Tor. The Frozen Moon Inn, where Sareena kept her suite of rooms, was on the very edge of Mushenska. From where she stood she could see the lanterns of the city wall, and the one great beacon that marked the northern gate. If the lad got a move on, they could reach the place before sunrise.


Notebooks, ink, spare crossbow quarrels. Oatcakes, ham, water, cheese. A thick pair of leather gloves, a small collection of tiny glass jars, ready for any specimen she might be able to take. Knives, increasingly smaller blades for fine work. Sketching charcoal, grease, oil, a bundle of small sticks, some other odds and ends she hoped she would not have to use. With a sigh, she pulled the flap shut on her pack and secured it. She was as ready as she could be. Perhaps, this time, it might be worth all the preparation.


A polite cough alerted her to his presence. Tor could tread very quietly when he wanted to.


‘You’ve dragged me out of a warm bed. I’m assuming you have spectacular reasons.’


Vintage tutted at him. ‘My darling, when do I not have spectacular reasons?’ She led him around the corner of the building into the stables where two young horses awaited them. There was a pack for Tor, already affixed to his saddle.


‘More Behemoth bits, I assume? Well, I have had a full bottle of wine, so you might have to remind me of the specifics,’ he said.


Vintage glanced up at his tall form. He did not look like a man recently rousted from bed with a bottle’s worth of wine inside him. In the gentle lamplight his handsome face looked carved from fine marble, his long black hair tied and bound into a tail on the back of his head. His clear eyes, the irises a deep ruddy colour in this light, were bright and alert, and he was dressed in his infuriating manner – that was to say, he appeared to have thrown together a collection of silks, furs and worn leathers and somehow managed to look exquisitely elegant. In the years they had been travelling through Sarn together, Vintage had never seen him look anything less than composed, even when turfed out of someone’s bed. The only sign that he’d had to rush was the lack of jewellery – he wore only a single silver earring in the shape of a leaf, and a silver ring with a fat red stone on his left hand; in the daylight, she knew, his eyes were the exact same colour as the stone. His sword belt was already in place, and his sword, the Ninth Rain, rested comfortably across his back. She grinned up at him.


‘More Behemoth bits or, at least, the potential to find some. Let’s get going. We’ll ride and talk.’


Together, they mounted their horses and made their way through Mushenska’s wide, cobbled streets. It was a large and crowded city, spilling over with lights on every corner and from every window; people felt safer when the shadows were kept at bay. Eventually, the great city wall loomed up ahead of them, and Vintage noted the beacons along it, the men and women armed with powerful longbows, and the solid black shapes of cauldrons. They would contain oil, which could be lit and tossed over the side at a moment’s notice. She had never witnessed an incident while she had been staying in Mushenska – much to her annoyance – but she had returned from travelling once to see the smoking body of a great Wild bear, and the claw marks it had left on the walls. It had been twelve feet tall, its muscles so enormous it was misshapen. What it could possibly have been thinking to attack the wall, Vintage did not know – but the poisoned wildlife of Sarn did not always behave rationally.


At the thickly reinforced gates they met a trio of guards who expressed a great deal of concern about them leaving at night, until Vintage passed them each small bags of coins. Even so, the eldest, a stocky woman with a scar slashed across her blunt nose, fixed Vintage with a pained expression.


‘If it can’t wait until morning, then that’s your lookout.’ She glanced once at Tor, then looked away. ‘But keep to the road. There are places further out that are getting overgrown, but it’s still better than being out in the Wild.’


Vintage nodded seriously, touched by the woman’s genuine concern. The gates were opened for them and they passed through, riding their horses out into a balmy night. Ahead of them stretched the northern road out of Mushenska, a featureless stretch of brown beaten earth. Scrubby grassland flanked the road, and in the distance was the darker presence of the forest – or, as the guard had called it – the Wild. Vintage knew that the further they travelled from the city, the closer the Wild would get. The people of the city worked to keep it back, but their efforts only stretched so far, and the Wild was always growing. Vintage cleared her throat as the gates rumbled closed behind them. The road was utterly clear, with not a soul in sight, and it was eerily quiet.


‘What’s the story then, Vintage? What’s the hurry? Surely this could have waited until the morning.’


Vintage touched her boot heels to her horse and they moved off smartly down the road. ‘There is a settlement, not too far from here. Well, I say settlement. It’s more a place where a few people bumped into each other and decided they were done travelling. A woman from there arrived early this morning, asking for aid. They have been visited. Half their livestock dead, and they’ve lost people, too.’


Tormalin snorted. ‘What do they expect, living out in the Wild?’


‘They expect to live their lives, just as all people do.’ Vintage shifted in her saddle. ‘Besides which, it is not the lively wildlife that is bothering them. It is a parasite spirit.’


Tor was quiet for a few moments. In the distance, the high and lonely call of some night bird rent the air.


‘They’ve not been bothered by one before?’


‘No. Which leads me to believe that there could be Behemoth remains nearby. Undiscovered ones.’ She looked over at Tor and smiled. ‘Can you imagine that, my dear?’


Tor didn’t look nearly as pleased. ‘Why now?’


‘A shifting of the earth has uncovered them, perhaps. A tree fallen in a storm has disturbed them, or perhaps just the rain. Or maybe something large has been digging.’ She shrugged. ‘Either way, it is worth a look. And the sooner we get there, the better chance we have of witnessing something ourselves. Besides which, we have decided that it is better to tackle these things in the dark, if we can. Have we not?’


Tor sighed. ‘You are right, of course.’


Vintage nodded. A year ago, they had been investigating an eerie stretch of land known to its locals as the Thinny. It was a ravine, partially filled with rockfall and the usual explosion of plant life that was typical of the Wild, and the far end of it, the stories went, was haunted by parasite spirits. A local man had insisted on accompanying them. Berron, his name had been, and he had been kind – just like the guard on the gate, he had been genuinely concerned for them. Had wanted to help. They had spent hours clambering through the shadowy strangeness of the ravine, until they had come to an unexpected clear patch. The walls of the ravine had fallen there, letting in bright sunshine. The three of them had stood blinking for a moment, dazzled by the unexpected light, and that was when the parasite spirit had taken Berron. A being mostly made of light is harder to see in the daylight. It was as simple as that.


A comfortable silence settled over them, and they rode for some time with only the sound of their horses’ hooves striking the dirt road. The night was still and the moon was as fat as a full tick, dusting the tops of the trees with a silver glow. In time, the Wild drew closer, eating up the scrubby grass and creeping towards the road.


‘It stalks us,’ pointed out Tor. Vintage felt a shiver of relief at the sound of his voice. ‘Don’t you think?’


‘Nonsense, my dear.’ She forced herself to smile. ‘The Wild is not a living thing. Woods is woods, is what my father used to say.’


‘Did you spend much time in the vine forest at night?’


‘Not as such, no. The work we had to do there required daylight, but I did go walking after dark a few times. The night transforms a place like that. I grew up in between those trees, learned to walk and skinned my shins there, but at night it was like it no longer belonged to me.’


She could feel Tor’s eyes on her now.


‘Did it frighten you?’


‘It exhilarated me. That even the familiar can have secrets. Here, look, that track ahead. We must take that, and then we shall be there in a few hours.’


The track cut off from the main road and headed straight into the dark trees. As they turned, it was possible to see how the trees had been cut back from this new, smaller road; tree trunks, their blunt ends like pale imitations of the moon, flanked it on both sides.


‘Be on your guard, darling,’ said Vintage. Here, the Wild pressed in to either side, a curtain of darkness trying to close over them. Her horse shuddered, a reflexive shivering of muscle, and she pressed her hand to its neck to calm it.


‘You hardly need to tell me that.’ Tor loosened his sword in its scabbard.


In the end they only had the one close call. Vintage had settled into her saddle, the rhythmic movements of the horse lulling her, when, abruptly, the animal skittered over to the far side of the path. She looked up to see Tor half rising from his saddle; on the far side of the road, on the very edge of the trees, were four hulking great wolves. In the shadows they were little more than lethal shapes, their eyes like pieces of yellow mirror. And beyond them, within the trees themselves, Vintage sensed the movement of others. Each of the wolves they could see was twice the size of a normal animal. Vintage had seen wolves – dark shapes trickling across the plains at night, and they were shy, wary animals – but these creatures watching them now had grown from puppies in the shadow of the Wild. Somewhere here, perhaps thousands of years ago, the remains of a Behemoth had disintegrated, seeping its subtle poisons into the soil until everything was tainted with it.


Tor drew his sword, a silent movement against the soft leather of his scabbard. The Ninth Rain ran liquid with moonlight, but Vintage shook her head at him.


‘Wait. Wait.’


Vintage reached back to her pack and, without taking her eyes off the wolves, slipped her hand into the outer pocket. She brought out a handful of tiny white bulb-like objects, each twisted at the top. She passed these to Tor.


‘Throw them. I know you can throw further than me.’


Tor raised his eyebrows, and then turned and threw the papery handful overarm towards the wolves. The bulbs landed on the dirt road with a series of surprisingly loud pops, and as one the animals skittered back from the noise. Vintage watched, her heart in her mouth, as the largest creature took one step forward, before shaking out his coat all over and slipping back into the tree line. After a moment, the others followed.


‘We’re lucky it has been a fine summer,’ said Vintage quietly. ‘Wolves, even ones from the Wild, are reluctant to approach humans unless they are really hungry.’


Tor grunted. ‘You can’t possibly know that for certain.’


‘Of course not. What is familiar can always surprise us. Are you disappointed, my dear? Did you want to face down a pack of wolves in the dark?’


‘I have had a very tiring day, Vintage.’


When they had ridden some distance from the dark space where the wolves had disappeared, Tor cleared his throat. ‘These places give me the creeps.’


‘So much of Sarn is like this now, we half think it’s normal.’ Vintage sighed, trying to ignore the crawling of her own flesh. There could be hundreds of creatures like the worm-touched wolves close by, hidden beyond the tree line, watching them. ‘We scuttle from one so-called settlement to the next, not questioning if this is how we should be living our lives. There are no places like this in Ebora?’


As usual, when Ebora was mentioned, Tor looked faintly pained.


‘No, there are not.’


Vintage pursed her lips. ‘Sarn has its safe places, the places that have not been poisoned. But once, before the Jure’lia began their relentless invasions . . . If we knew what the poison was exactly, if we could isolate and remove it . . .’


‘Once, Sarn was safe, and the roots blessed us all.’ Tor sighed. ‘I’m not sure even my people remember that far back.’


They reached the settlement as the sky to the east was turning the expectant, bruised colour of the hours before dawn. The village was ringed with a wall made of thick tree trunks, and a pair of torches burned brightly at the open gates. Vintage could make out a trio of figures there, staring out into the dark.


‘Do you see them?’


‘I saw them half an hour ago, Vintage.’


‘Be on your best behaviour. They’re likely to be very twitchy.’


One of the men waved them down, and Vintage led them over towards the torches. There were two men, and a woman. They each wore short swords at their waists, and one of the men carried a long pitchfork. Beyond them, Vintage could see a ramshackle collection of huts and shacks, all unusually well lit with lamps and standing fires.


‘Who are you? What do you want here?’


Vintage smiled down at the man who had spoken. His beard was scruffy, and he had the wide-eyed look of someone who hadn’t been sleeping well lately.


‘My colleague and I come on the word of one Cara Frostyear. She came to Mushenska seeking aid. With your current, uh, difficulties, my dear.’


The man looked confused. He glanced at his companions.


‘But you are . . . forgive me, but you are a single woman. We hoped that Cara would bring back a host of the city guard.’ His face creased with anger. ‘It’s all very well for them, safe inside their walls, but we’re out here in the dark.’


Vintage pursed her lips. The city guard had their own problems. The men and women who chose to live out amongst the Wild were generally considered mad or foolish, and she could well imagine the reception Cara Frostyear had received.


‘I am Lady Vincenza de Grazon, and your little problem just happens to be my speciality.’


Tor chose that moment to lead his horse into their circle of light. He drew his sword, twisting it so that the lamplight flashed along the blade.


‘And I, Tormalin the Oathless, have come to slay your monster!’


As one, the three took a step back. The man with the pitchfork stood with his mouth hanging open.


‘An Eboran? Here?’ He moved the pitchfork in front of him. ‘You bring a monster to kill a monster?’


Vintage heard Tor sigh noisily. She pointed to his sword.


‘I well understand your caution, my good man, but do you see that? That is the Ninth Rain, a sword forged for a future battle, a sword forged in winnowfire!’ When they didn’t react, she cleared her throat. ‘Steel forged in winnowfire is the only thing known to injure a parasite spirit.’ When still they said nothing, she leaned forward in her saddle. ‘You must know this?’


The woman stepped forward. She had a squarish, stern face, her black hair pulled back tightly into a bun. ‘I know our swords have had no effect on it, and if you think you have a way of killing it, then I am very willing to listen. My name is Willa Evenhouse, and these are my cousins Dennen and Fera. This is a poor place, as I’m sure you can see, and I’m not sure what we’ll be able to give you in return.’ The woman took a breath, and abruptly Vintage could see how tired she was. It had been a long time since anyone had slept properly here. ‘But we will gladly offer you what we can, if you can make this . . . this thing go away.’


‘I want it dead,’ said the man she’d named as Dennen, the one who’d spoken first. ‘It killed Morin’s boy, and Mother Sren. It must die.’


Tor sheathed his sword. ‘Then let us talk of our fee—’


‘Of which, there is none,’ said Vintage hurriedly. ‘Save for food, drink, a place to shelter our horses.’


Willa nodded. ‘Come with me. Dennen, Fera, keep watch.’


Vintage and Tor dismounted and followed the woman into the village, leading their horses. It was quiet, the light from numerous lamps casting buttery light on the packed dirt ground. They passed a paddock filled with scrubby grass, and Vintage caught the mineral scent of old blood. There was a dark patch, difficult to make out in the colours of the night, but she was willing to bet that was where these people had lost most of their livestock. Likely, they had woken in the night to the sound of cattle screaming as their skins melted away, and then the first villagers had perished also. She had seen it before.


‘Here.’ Willa indicated a low, sturdy building, thick with the smell of horse. A young woman came out, her eyes wide in the gloom. When she caught sight of Tor she took a startled step backwards.


‘Ma?’


‘Take the horses in, Duana, have them made comfortable for the night.’


The girl looked as though she had a thousand questions, but she did as she was told. When she was out of sight, Willa shook her head.


‘We’ve heard of these parasites, of course we have. We might be in the middle of nowhere but we know some history. But never around here. We know what we risk, living out in the Wild, but these things – they shouldn’t be here.’


Vintage reached within her pack and drew out a narrow silver flask. She passed it to the woman, who took it with a brief nod. ‘I couldn’t agree more. Tell us everything you can, my dear,’ she said. ‘Any small detail could help.’


Willa unscrewed the bottle and took three quick gulps of the strong brandy. When she began to speak, not looking at either of them, Vintage slipped the pencil and notebook from her bag and began to make hurried notes.


‘It was four nights ago when it first came. I’d been dreaming. Some bad dream where I was trapped in the dark, and I could feel everything dying all around me. There was something terrible in the sky.’ She looked up, glaring at them both. ‘I know that sounds stupid, but I’ve never had a dream like it. It might be important.’


Vintage nodded. She liked this woman. ‘You are quite right, my dear. Please, continue.’


‘I woke up because Cara’s goat was crying. I lay there listening to it and cursing it because it was still full dark, and I had a good three or four hours before I would have to be up. It was bleating, over and over, and then it was shrieking. Something about that noise . . . I leapt out of bed even as Duana came into my room, and I told her to stay where she was.’ Willa took another gulp of brandy. ‘Outside there was . . . there was a halo around Cara’s place, yellow and blue and shifting. Looking at it, I felt unwell. Like perhaps I was still asleep. I ran down there anyway, and I was just in time to see—’


She stopped, and looked down at the straw-covered floor. Next to her, Vintage could sense Tor becoming impatient, and she willed him not to say anything.


‘I saw the goat. It was a stupid thing – what goats aren’t? But I saw its eyes, and then I saw the thing standing over it. The thing ran its – hand – over the goat’s flank and it just burst open. The skin peeled back and what was inside, what should have been inside . . .’


‘Take a deep breath, Willa.’ Vintage caught her eye and tried to hold her gaze. It was rare to have such a lucid witness, but they didn’t need a description of what had happened to the goat. They had seen the aftermath of that often enough. ‘What did you see standing over Cara’s goat?’


Willa pressed her lips into a thin line. ‘It was tall, taller than Cara’s hut, and it looked like it was made of water.’ She glanced at Tor, as if waiting for him to mock her. ‘I can’t think of another way of saying it. I could see through it, but not properly. Like looking through warped glass. And it was roughly shaped like a person, except that its arms were too long. And there were too many of them. There were lights inside it, blue and yellow pulsing lights. The ends of its arms had lots of fingers but no hands.’ Willa visibly shuddered. ‘It was its fingers it was using to peel back the goat’s skin, and the flesh just seemed to boil away from it, like it couldn’t bear for it to be touching—’


‘Are there any Behemoth remains around this area, my dear?’ Seeing the woman’s blank expression, Vintage spoke again. ‘Anything left behind by the worm people? Twisted pieces of strange metal, perhaps?’


‘No, not that I know of.’


‘Its face?’ asked Tor. ‘Did you see any of that?’


Willa shook her head. ‘It was bent over the poor animal, I couldn’t see it. Shen, Morin’s boy, jumped over the fence and he had his da’s sword with him, the young idiot.’ Willa lifted a hand and pushed her fingers across her forehead. They were trembling slightly. ‘I told him to get away. I told him—’


There was a shout, and Willa stopped. They all turned to where it had come from, and a bare second later, there was another cry. The panic in it was as clear as sunrise.


‘Willa my dear, go inside,’ said Vintage quickly. ‘Keep your daughter with you. We’ll be back.’


Tor had his sword ready as they headed back the way they’d come. Halfway there and they saw it – the creature had come back to them, a beacon of strangeness on the edge of the village. As they watched, it moved through the tree-trunk wall as though it wasn’t there, its translucent body oozing silently through the wood. The spirit was a good fifteen feet tall, and gently glowing fronds ringed it like petals on a deadly flower. The two men were below it now; one was scrambling away while the other, incredibly, was attempting to jab at the creature with his pitchfork.


‘Ha! Well, it is a touch taller than the hut,’ said Tor. ‘Was that an elaborate joke of some sort, do you think?’


‘Go, get between it and those idiots,’ said Vintage. She had her crossbow in her hands, and was letting her fingers fit a new quarrel. She didn’t take her eyes from the parasite spirit. ‘If we can drive it back outside of the village, perhaps we can get a proper look at it.’


But it was too late. As they arrived, the spirit was bending down over the hapless Fera, who was still thrusting his pitchfork at it. Long tapered fingers closed over him – Vintage was struck briefly by how it looked like a child peering at a new bug on the ground – and then Fera was falling apart. He screamed as his body was unzipped, and Vintage saw a gout of blood and other fluids hit the dirt. The long transparent fingers were still moving though, and her stomach twisted as the man’s skin rolled back like a carpet being peeled away from a floor.


‘Damn it all.’ She raised her crossbow, already knowing it was pointless. ‘Ahoy! Lanky!’


She squeezed the trigger and one of her specially crafted quarrels sank home into the parasite spirit’s uncertain flesh. It looked up, taking notice of them for the first time – as well it might. Each of Vintage’s quarrels was tipped with shards of winnow-forged steel. Priceless, every single one. Inside the blurred glass of the creature’s flesh, the quarrel grew faint, and then seemed to disintegrate, but the place where it had entered was a small blackened hole.


‘Well, I think you have its attention.’ Tor stepped up next to her, his handsome face creased with distaste. ‘My undying gratitude, Lady de Grazon.’


‘Shut up. See if you can push it back into the forest.’


He shot a look at her.


‘Are you out of your mind? It just killed someone. The poor bastard’s entrails are currently staining my boots.’


‘Do as you’re told.’


For a wonder, he did. Stepping lightly forward, Tor swept the long straight blade of his sword in front of him, directly challenging the parasite spirit. He didn’t make contact, but the spirit took two large steps backwards, its focus on the blade. It knew what it was now.


Vintage stared at its face, for want of a better word. There were four circular white lights, that could have been eyes, swimming in its elongated head, while at the bottom a wide flap hung down, lined with gently glowing fronds.


‘They are all different,’ murmured Vintage under her breath. In her mind she was already sketching this beast into her notebook, taking care to capture the fronds, the oddly split feet, and the spidery hands . . .


‘Do you have any further thoughts, Vintage?’ Tor was yelling over his shoulder. ‘On, for example, what we do once we get this bastard beyond the wall?’


‘Just keep going!’ She loaded another shot into her crossbow, fingers moving automatically. The spirit was stumbling slowly backwards now, its elongated head swinging slowly from one side to another, lighting up the night. She could hear shouting from behind her, and assumed that the villagers had come out of their homes; probably discovering the inside-out remains of their kinsman steaming on the ground. She had no time for them.


‘Push it back gently,’ she called to Tor. ‘Perhaps if we just persuade it to leave, rather than chase it off, it will lead us back to the remains of a Behemoth.’


She could see from Tor’s stance that he meant to reply with something quite rude, but then one of the creature’s arms was sweeping down towards him. Tor jumped gracefully away, bringing the Ninth Rain down in a sweeping arc to sail through the parasite spirit’s spindly arm, severing several waving fronds. Immediately, the creature’s clouded-glass body turned darker and its head split open in the middle. A high-pitched keening noise filled the night, so loud that Vintage felt it reverberate against her eardrums. She winced even as the villagers screamed in response.


She sprinted over, keeping her crossbow trained on the monster and her eyes on the ground. There. Smoking pieces of what looked like glass lay on the grass, writhing like snakes, already growing still. One handed, she pulled a rag from her pack and threw it over the remains before scooping up what was left and stuffing it back into her bag. Above them both, the parasite spirit was howling; the cavernous hole in the centre of its head was sprouting dark tentacles like bloody tongues, and the four lights were blinking on and off furiously.


‘Vintage!’


Tor was slicing madly at the parasite spirit, driving it back with abandon, while casting furious looks at her.


‘Stop looking at me, you fool! Concentrate on getting that—’


There was a chorus of screams, quickly drowned out by an odd discordant bellowing. Vintage turned to see an alien shape burning in the night, all purple and green lights like a migraine. Another parasite spirit had melted out of the darkness, and it was heading right for them.


‘Oh, well, that’s just bloody marvellous.’


Tor ducked out of the way just as the first parasite spirit took another swing at him – it was still screaming, and the dark tentacles that had sprouted from its head were writhing maddeningly; meanwhile, the new creature was stomping along towards him with its head down. Vintage, her coat with its many pockets flaring out behind her, managed to jump out of its path just in time, and now it was bearing down on him. It was markedly different to the first creature; still formed of odd, twisted glass-flesh, it was squat, like a toad, with lots of tiny purple and green lights swarming and swirling at the ends of its appendages. It had a wide fleshy mouth, which fell open as it ran.


With one parasite in front of him, one about to arrive to his left, and the villagers behind him, he had very few options. Tor spun in a quick circle, letting the sword move like a thing made of water itself. Both parasites reared back, and Tor shouted in triumph. The sword of his ancestors would be too much for them.


Too soon. The tall parasite seemed to take sudden offence, swiping one long hand down at him while the toad creature lurched forward. All at once, Tor found he needed his blade in two places. Slashing at the shorter one’s nose, he felt a surge of satisfaction as his blade met resistance, and then he was off his feet and crashing into the dirt. The taller one had caught him, and now his left arm was threaded with a weird combination of pain and numbness – it felt as though something had tried to twist the flesh off his bones.


‘Die, beast!’ One of the villagers had run forward brandishing a short sword, his ruddy face wild with terror.


‘No, get back, you fool!’


The toad creature struck the man in the waist just as he stabbed downwards wildly. Rather than severing the flesh as the Ninth Rain had done, the man’s sword became stuck, just as though he’d thrust it into a barrel of tar. He tugged at it once, and then, thinking the better of it, turned to run, but the toad parasite had hold of his tunic with its wide mouth and pulled him back easily enough. Long tapering fronds squeezed out the corners of its lips and slapped wetly around the man’s neck. Tor, struggling to his feet, grabbed hold of the man’s shoulder, hoping to yank him from the thing’s grasp, but the fronds squeezed and the man’s head burst like an overly ripe fruit. The strange appendages immediately slid into the wet mess where his neck had been, as though searching for something. Tor let go of the body, surrendering the useless flesh.


‘That’s quite enough.’


His words were quiet, but both the parasite spirits turned to regard him, lights spinning in their flesh like the stars after one too many glasses of wine. Tor bellowed and rushed at the toad-shaped creature, driving the Ninth Rain ahead of him with both hands on the pommel. His arm was still bright with pain but he kept it steady, and he had the satisfaction of watching the creature suddenly turn and scamper away. Tor struck, the long straight blade piercing the fleshy back deeply and then he flicked it up, tearing through the wobbly resistance. The torn area turned a cloudy grey, and the creature squealed and bellowed and fell onto its side. As it died, its form twisted and melted and re-formed, as if trying to find a shape where it was unhurt.


Tor stepped away, turning towards the tall parasite spirit – a moment too late. It was already bringing one of its long arms down, and again he was struck and this time thrown into a nearby fence. The touch of its glassy flesh trailed down his chest, and for a few horrible moments his breath was frozen where it was, a hard lozenge in his throat. Tor tried to sit up, his boots digging furrows in the mud, but a tide of weakness moved through him, holding him in place. Panic clutched at his throat – his sword was no longer in his hand – and with effort he forced himself to calm down. With his right hand, thankfully still responding to his commands, he slipped a glass vial from within his pocket. One-handed, he uncorked it and pressed it to his lips. Blood, salty and not as fresh as he’d like, flooded over his tongue and filled his mouth. He thought, briefly, of Sareena, and the sweet afternoon they’d spent together. It was pleasant to imagine that her blood tasted like her skin, of apricots and smoke, but it did not. It tasted of blood.


‘Get up, lad!’


Vintage was sprinting towards him, waving the crossbow in a worrying manner. Tor stood up, feeling strength coming back to his arm, sensation coming back to his chest. He could breathe. He felt powerful. Behind Vintage, the tall parasite spirit was standing over the body of its kin, one arm blackened where Tor had severed some of its fronds, but when it saw Tor coming, something in his stance seemed to spook it and it began to take odd, lolloping strides backwards.


‘Tor, remember, we may be able to follow it back to the Behemoth.’


Tor stalked past Vintage without looking at her. The creature had touched him, had hurt him. It had insulted him – had insulted Ebora itself. This would not stand.


But the creature was already leaving. Abruptly, it began to fade from view, vanishing like a deep shadow at sunrise. He had seen them do this before; seeping away into nothing, leaving their destruction behind. In a few moments it was gone completely, and the corpse of its brethren was mouldering where it lay, a pile of congealing jelly. The weird alien funk of it filled the air.


Tor sheathed his sword, watching the shadowed place where the tall parasite had vanished. Dimly, he was aware of shouting, of many complaints from Vintage and cries from the villagers, but the blood-fire was leaving him now and he felt oddly empty.


Hollow again.
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In the dream, Noon was in the furnace room. Novice Lusk knelt in front of her, his broad back shining with sweat while the column of her flame danced above them. She felt the euphoria of the fire and treasured it, trying to hold it inside her forever; trying to remember what skin felt like under her touch, forever. And then the great chimney above them was torn to one side and the circular room was filled with daylight. As her flames spluttered and died, Noon looked up to see a nightmare hanging in the sky above them: it was the corpse moon come to life. This close, it was a fat segmented worm, the thicker bands of its centre studded with pulsing pustules, while the head was a writhing collection of finger-like growths. There were things pushing through that barrier, creatures new to the sky of Sarn being born into an unknown atmosphere, and she knew suddenly that if she looked on them, she would die.


Turning away, she was caught up in Lusk’s arms. He pulled her close and peered at her, as if he didn’t know what she was.


‘Let go of me! We have to get out of here.’


He smiled, a weird twisting of his lips as though he had seen other people do it before and was trying it for the first time.


‘You know, Fell-Noon, why you are here, don’t you?’


She put her hands up and pushed at him, but when her fingers brushed his chin, his flesh fell back as though it were made of uncooked dough. She cried out in disgust as his pale skin came away in sticky strands, and then his entire face caved in, revealing an empty, hollow darkness. There was nothing inside him – no bones, no blood – yet somehow he was still speaking to her.


‘You’ll die in here with all the others.’


She yanked herself away and she was back inside the Winnowry itself, moving without moving, in the way of dreams. Everyone was outside of their cells, crowding onto the narrow walkways, and the walls were shaking, so that the air was filled with dust. Above them, the great water tanks swung from side to side, sloshing water onto the people below – and in the part of her that knew on some level that this was a dream, she wondered at the detail of that. The women were screaming and pushing against each other, trying to flee but not knowing where to go.


‘Outside!’ Noon cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. ‘We have to get outside! If we rush them all at once they can’t stop us!’


Marian grabbed at her sleeve, and for a sickening moment Noon thought her face would collapse the way that Lusk’s had, but instead the girl bit her lip, shaking her head.


‘But they are outside, Noon! They’re crawling all over the Winnowry.’ She held up her arms – bare skin covered in brown freckles – and Noon saw fat creatures like black beetles scuttling down from her shoulders, climbing over her elbows with legs like tiny knives. As she watched, Marian screamed and the beetles rushed to her face, eager to run down her throat.


‘They’re in here!’


Noon didn’t see who yelled, but panic spread like a fever. Now they were all running, all clamouring to flee down the steep steps. In their terror, some of them were taking life energy from the others, and Noon saw several fall down, weakened by their fellow prisoners before being trampled on by them. She saw one unfortunate woman tipped over the guardrail of the walkway, no doubt falling to her death. Rushing forward onto the dark staircase, Noon was pressed against so many bodies her breath seemed to lodge in her throat. There were cries in the dark, women sobbing and calling out to each other. Somewhere up ahead, someone was wailing that the doors were all locked, that they couldn’t get out this way, but the press was relentless, pushing her forward. It was nearly pitch-black, yet somehow Noon could see bodies on the floor; women who had fallen and had been stamped on, and amongst them, like a terrible rippling tide, the black beetles that had swarmed inside Marian. They were everywhere. Flesh pressed against her on all sides, and perhaps it would be easier, quicker, if she summoned the flames and burned them all. One great typhoon of fire and it would be over; better than the hollow nightmare, better than the crawling death.


And then she was outside. The Behemoth that had once been the corpse moon had extended long insectile legs and they were breaking away pieces of the Winnowry, scattering black rock and white marble onto the desolate ground. Noon was on her own on the dirt, exposed to the busy sky. As she watched, the Behemoth, now dangerously alive, ripped off the top of one of the Winnowry’s towers, and a host of bats flew out. Most of the giant creatures managed to fly away, but some were caught up by the Behemoth’s legs and by the things that were crawling out of its pulsating mouth. Noon, who had occasionally glimpsed the great bats flying back and forth over her years in the Winnowry, had never heard any of them make the smallest sound. Now those that were caught were squealing, a terrible noise so high pitched she thought her ears might burst.


Without thinking about what she would do when she got there, Noon turned and fled for the beach, trying to ignore the corpses that littered the ground. However, as she lifted her head to look across the bay to the distant city, she saw that the sky was heavy with Behemoths. They hung below the clouds like terrible growths, and she knew that all the land beneath them was being harvested. The people of the city were being turned hollow, eaten inside out.


‘We’re coming back.’


The voice was soft, female, and just behind her right ear. In the way of dreams, Noon found she couldn’t move or turn her head – instead, she stared across the bay as the city of Mushenska was turned into something slick and alien.


‘We’re coming back, and Sarn will be ours, finally. There is no one to stand against us, Noon.’


Except that wasn’t true. There were those who would stand against the invaders, who had always stood against them. They were despised amongst the plains people, and cursed for the Carrion Wars, but her people had still sung songs and told stories about them.


Stumbling, she looked at the spaces between the terrible shapes in the sky. That was where they would be – it was where they were in every tale and song she remembered from her childhood. Great beasts of ivory feathers and silver scales. Mother Fast had chanted stories of the ancient battles, and her own mother had shown her pictures in books.


But there were no Eboran war-beasts in the skies over Mushenska, and no army of shining knights to be seen on the coast. There were just the dark shapes uncurling, and she knew that on the streets of the city – and in the shattered buildings behind her – men and women were dying, and then, worse than that, opening their eyes again . . .


There was a low chuckle from behind her, and she turned to see a humanoid shape walking across the sand. It was hard to see properly – it blurred and shifted, as though it wasn’t quite sure what shape it was – but the voice was female. It had to be their queen.


‘We are coming back. And where is Ebora now?’


Noon woke with a start, not on her narrow bunk but on the iron grill of the floor. She had fallen out in her sleep, and then lain there long enough to imprint deep red lines in her skin where she had been in contact with the metal. She sat up, shaking with fright. The dream felt like it was still all around her, thick in her throat like fog. In it, she had known true despair; first, when she had been trapped in the dark, knowing that they would all die down there, and then at the sound of the woman’s voice. There had been no speculation in the woman’s voice, only certainty: they would all die, and Sarn would be lost.


Groaning, she rubbed her hands over her face, feeling tiny grains of ash under her fingers. Akaris was supposed to stop the dreams. She hadn’t had such a vivid nightmare in years.


‘Noon? Are you unwell?’


Marian’s face was turned up to hers.


‘I’m fine. I had a bad dream.’


Even in the gloom of dawn she saw the look of surprise on the other woman’s face.


‘The akaris didn’t work. It was so real . . .’


Noon swallowed hard. Real was an understatement. Looking down at Marian she remembered how the beetles had scampered up her arms, eager to get inside and eat her away. Mostly, though, she remembered being trapped. All at once, being in the Winnowry was more than she could take, and the crushing terror of ten years caught like a spider under a pot rushed over her. She stood up, still shaking. It was difficult to breathe.


‘If the akaris isn’t working, you should tell one of the sisters.’ Marian’s voice floated up to her. It felt like it was coming from a great distance. ‘Perhaps they could give you more.’


They might well do that. At the Winnowry, everyone was encouraged to be calm at all times. ‘Unfortunate emotional states’, as they were referred to by the sisters, were greatly discouraged, and a series of bad dreams could lead to unpleasantness. Noon, who had suffered from terrible nightmares when she had arrived at the Winnowry, took the akaris every day without fail, and valued her dreamless sleep. She took a deep, shaky breath. Her emotional state, she felt, could definitely be classified as unfortunate.


‘Fell-Noon? What are you doing?’


Noon looked up to see one of the sisters peering in through her bars. Unusually, she held her silver mask between her gloved fingers, and she looked old; dark circles pulled at the bags below the woman’s eyes, and her thin lips looked chapped. From her voice she recognised her as Sister Renier.


‘Nothing. What does it look like I’m doing?’ She spat the words so that the sister wouldn’t hear how frightened she was. ‘What else can I do in here?’


She expected a harsh reply, but Sister Renier just shook her head at her, and after a moment pulled her mask back on. When she spoke again, her voice had taken on its odd metallic twang. ‘I don’t have the energy for this, Fell-Noon. Get ready for your meditations.’


Noon blinked. Meditation. She had completely forgotten. Another method for avoiding ‘unfortunate emotional states’, of course – once every four days each fell-witch was required to complete a sequence of meditations with one of the priests.


The tray with the scarf, gloves and ash was pushed through the slot, and she knelt to receive them. Concentrating on preparing herself reduced the shaking to a tremble in her fingers. When her hands were concealed and her face was covered with the fine grey powder, the door of her cell was rattled back and she stepped out. Sister Renier pulled the cuffs around Noon’s wrists and as she did so, her left-hand glove slipped down slightly on one side, exposing the skin of her forearm. Noon looked up, startled, but the old woman just yanked the sleeve back up and took hold of her arm to lead her towards the meditation chambers. The sleeve of the woman’s robe had a loop at the end that was supposed to hook around her thumb, and then the long gloves were pulled right up over the sleeve. Sister Renier must have forgotten to do it when she dressed that day, but such a slip was unthinkable.


The woman walked her beyond the cells, and into the tightly wound warren of tunnels and staircases that riddled the Winnowry. They found a set of spiral stairs and headed up; at the end, Noon knew, they would come to a set of rooms with relatively large windows – all sealed shut, of course – that looked away from the mainland and out to sea. There was very little to look at, just waves the colour of steel, some clouds perhaps, and the occasional distant bird. The view was supposed to be relaxing, so it was easier for them to empty their minds, but today just the thought of looking out at the vastness of the ocean filled Noon with a chilly terror. It was too easy to imagine the empty sky populated with the bulbous forms of the Behemoths, and she would be trapped in here while the Winnowry was pulled down around them – there was too much stone above them, too much stone on all sides, like a tomb.


Above her somewhere was one of the chirot towers, where the Winnowry kept its giant bats. Noon had never been there or even anywhere close to it, but you didn’t live in the same building for ten years without learning things about it. The idea popped into her head fully formed, and with an irresistible clarity. As Fell-Anya had said, what could they do to her? Kill her? Perhaps that would be a mercy.


‘Sister Renier, is that a mouse on the step?’


It was a cheap trick, but the woman was tired and distracted. As she craned her head up to see ahead of them, her face creased with apprehension, Noon sharply tugged the glove off her right hand.


‘What? I can’t see anything.’


‘You can’t?’


Noon twisted round and grabbed hold of the woman’s arm with both her hands – the bare one, she slipped under the end of Sister Renier’s glove and she felt her fingers slide over bare skin.


‘No!’


It was as easy as dipping her hand into water. Noon tore the old woman’s life energy from her; she did not hold herself back as she did in the furnace, but let her own need dictate what she took. Sister Renier staggered on the steps, almost going to her knees.


‘No . . .’


Surprised the old woman could talk at all, Noon glanced down the steps behind them, and then above, but no one was coming. Inside her, the swirling force of the woman’s living energy was beginning to build to dangerous levels. She had to let it out in some form.


Keeping one hand on the woman’s arm, Noon wrapped the other around the metal cuff that circled her wrist and, concentrating harder than she ever had in her life, focussed the winnowfire down to encompass the silver ring alone. There was a tense moment where Noon was half sure she was about to blow her own arm off, and then there was a blast of greenish light and the cuff shattered into pieces, throwing her and Renier back against the wall. The old woman moaned and pushed away from her.


‘I’m not staying here to die,’ said Noon. There was a roaring in her ears, a rising tide of panic. She let the woman go and she slumped bonelessly onto the steps. Noon bent down to speak directly into her ear. ‘I could have burned you,’ she hissed. ‘Don’t forget that.’


Lusk made his way down the central passage of the chirot chamber, walking silently from habit. To either side, the great bats of the Winnowry were hanging cosy in their alcoves. They were mostly hidden in the shadows, but here and there he could see a swatch of soft white or black fur, or the flap of a leathery wing. For the bats, this was the middle of their night, and they were all sound asleep – aside from the occasional squeak or huff, it was peaceful.


Tending the chirot tower was his favourite job. He would bring the bats their food – a strange mixture of fruit and dead mice – and he would clean up as best he could, scraping away guano and mopping the floors, tidying away snags of fur. Sometimes, if a bat came back from carrying a message while he was there, he would brush them down and scratch them behind the ears. The bats all knew him, and they also knew he was good for ear scratches and the occasional smuggled piece of red meat. Sometimes, very rarely, a patrol would return and he would nod to the fell-witches who dismounted with his eyes on the floor. These were the agents of the Winnowry – fell-witches who had proven themselves to be controlled enough to work for the Winnowry itself. They would fly across Sarn, seeking rumours of fell-witches out in the world, or they would take the akaris to the places where it was sold. Some of them, solo flyers, did jobs that were never spoken of openly. Lusk did not ask. It wasn’t as if anyone would tell him, anyway. And the chirot tower was quiet. It gave him time and space to think; to concentrate on his meditation and the teachings of Tomas.


He was sitting at the small table repairing a piece of leather harness when he heard footsteps on the stairs outside. He rose, sure it must be someone coming to send a message – he would need to prepare a message tube.


‘I will be right with you—’


The door flew open, and to his shock a fell-witch stumbled in. Her arms were bare, and her eyes were wild in her ashes-dusted face.


For a moment they simply gawped at each other, and then Lusk remembered himself and rushed for the pulley on the far wall. It was attached to a bell system that would alert the entire Winnowry.


‘Stop!’ The woman held her hand up and a glove of green flame popped into existence around it, flickering wildly. ‘Don’t move. Not a bit.’


Lusk stopped. The woman was breathing hard. ‘Fell-Noon?’


She came cautiously into the room, seeming to look all around her at once. She took in the bats sleeping peacefully in their alcoves and the wide strip of blue sky above them where they entered and exited the building.


‘I still have plenty left,’ she said, and as if to demonstrate this, the flames curling around her hand rose a few inches, eating up more of the air. ‘I will use it.’


Lusk lifted his hands, palms out. ‘Fell-Noon, you should be in your cell.’


‘Oh, do you think so?’ She glared at him, coming closer. Abruptly, she reached up and pulled the green scarf from her head and cast it onto the floor. Doing so seemed to give her a great deal of satisfaction. ‘I have to get out of here. Now.’ She swallowed. He got the impression that talking this much was hard. Without the scarf, her short black hair stuck up at all angles. ‘I’m not dying in this place.’


‘No one has to die. I can take you back downstairs.’ Lusk kept his voice soft, trying not to think about how terrible it would be to burn to death. He had seen this woman many times in the furnace rooms, and while there had always been a contained anger about her, she had never seemed especially unstable. Now her eyes were wild, and her posture was that of an animal about to flee. Or attack. ‘I’ll tell them you got lost, and I’m sure it’ll be fine. Just a misunderstanding.’


‘No.’ She came further into the room. The flames around her hand were starting to die down, and he knew that wherever she had stolen the living energy from, it would be running out now. Soon, he would be safe to try and overpower her, except that he was wearing only a loose work vest. If she got close, she could take his energy too – just as she did in the purging sessions. ‘Get one of them ready.’ She gestured to the bats.


‘You cannot mean to leave here! Fell-Noon, it’s not safe—’


‘Not safe? Not safe for who?’ She rubbed her forehead with her free hand, wiping away ashes to bare streaks of her own olive skin and the spidery lines of the bat-wing tattoo that marked all fell-witches. ‘This place isn’t bloody safe. Do it.’ She suddenly advanced on him, holding her hands out. The green flame died, but there was still that wild look in her eye. ‘Hurry up.’


He turned away from her and approached the nearest bat. It was a female with pearly white fur and a soft grey muzzle. He picked up the whistle at the base of her alcove and gave three short blasts. Each bat was trained to wake and obey on command. The bat shivered all over, and peeled back a wing to peer at him curiously. Eyes like pools of ink wrinkled at the edges.


‘Morning, Fulcor,’ he said softly. ‘Come on down for me.’ The bat scampered down, walking on her wing-feet until she stood in the middle of the chamber. She yawned hugely, revealing a bright pink mouth studded with alarming teeth. Lusk fetched the newly repaired harness and set about attaching the contraption. He could feel Fell-Noon watching him intently.


‘Do that properly,’ she said suddenly. ‘I will know if you haven’t. I used to ride horses.’ She stopped and took a breath. ‘When I was small, I had my own horse.’ She ran her hands through her hair, making it even messier. ‘I had a dream. I’m not supposed to have dreams in here, but I did. The worm people came and tore this place apart. You were there, but you were empty inside.’


Lusk felt his skin grow cold. Surely she was mad, then. Ten years in this place, brought here at the age of eleven, and the monotony and the quiet had broken her, as it sometimes did – she wouldn’t be the first fell-witch to have lost her mind. ‘The Jure’lia? They haven’t attacked for hundreds of years.’ He pulled another strap home and patted Fulcor’s furry forehead. ‘I’ve heard some say the Eighth Rain will be the last.’


Fell-Noon shook her head. ‘It was too real. It was dark, and everyone panicked, trying to get out of the doors. They suffocated. Fell-Marian had creatures inside her, eating her up.’ She came over to him, looking at the bat. ‘Is it ready? I have to get out of this place.’


But Lusk had stopped. Her words had unsettled something in his own mind. ‘People fell, and they couldn’t get up?’


‘Yes,’ she said irritably. ‘And then I was outside. Their creatures were in the sky, floating over Mushenska.’


‘And the dead littered the beach,’ Lusk replied faintly. He had completely forgotten it. A terrible dream he’d had days ago, bad enough to have woken him in his small bunk, but then, on waking, it had fallen away into pieces, too vague to recall. ‘There was a woman behind me, and she said they were coming back.’


‘Their queen,’ agreed Noon. She narrowed her eyes at him, her voice becoming softer. ‘You had it too?’


Lusk ran his fingers through Fulcor’s fur. He should jump for the pulley. He thought he could probably make it, now that she was distracted. But a terrible cold was keeping him in one place. ‘How did you know?’ he asked. ‘How did you know it was them?’


‘What else could they fucking be? And I’ve been looking at one my whole life, just like you have.’ She gestured angrily at the strip of sky above them, and he knew she was talking about the corpse moon. With a feeling like a cold finger down his back he remembered that it had been alive, in his dream.


‘What does it mean?’


‘What it means is, I’m bloody leaving this place. Before they get here. And destroy everything.’


Noon went around to the bat’s hindquarters, where the animal was crouched lowest to the floor. She climbed on cautiously, pulling herself across Fulcor’s muscled back to settle her legs into the saddle – riding a bat meant sitting with your legs bent at the knee and your own body thrown forward. Lusk still stood there unmoving, his chest filled with a weight of dread, until she gestured at him impatiently. He realised he was still holding the silver whistle, so he handed it over to her quickly. She was in contact with Fulcor now, and could choose to take the bat’s energy if she wished.


‘Her name is Fulcor,’ he said, not sure why he was speaking at all. ‘Three short blasts to wake her up, one long one to bring her to you, if she’s close enough, and four blasts to dismiss her. She will stay with you, as long as you have the whistle, and she knows all the basic commands. They’re trained that way. She’s – she’s a friendly sort, this one. Has a bit of an independent streak. Some of the agents, well, they prefer a more obedient bat, but . . .’ He trailed off, aware that he was babbling now.


‘What will you do?’ she asked. Her voice was tense, her eyes bright with an emotion he couldn’t read – they looked black, almost as black as Fulcor’s.


‘I will sound the alarm, of course. They will send agents after you, and I will be disciplined for letting this happen.’


For a moment she said nothing. She glanced up at the sky, biting her lip.


‘Give me some time,’ she said eventually. ‘Just a little while. To get away.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I haven’t killed anyone, not here. You could give me that much.’


They had both had the same dream. That had to mean something – Tomas had written a great deal about looking for signs, and this was the only sign Lusk’s life had ever seen fit to show him. Feeling as though perhaps he was trapped in another dream, Lusk met the woman’s eyes and nodded once.


‘Go. I’ll give you as long as I can.’


Fell-Noon took the reins and tugged them. Fulcor shifted round on her wing-feet and scampered up to the platform on the far side of the room. The sky was a blue and grey plate above them.


‘They will still come after you,’ he called. ‘The Winnowry doesn’t let anyone walk away. They will chase you.’


‘I’m sure they will. But I won’t be in this fucking hole, and that’s the main thing.’ Fell-Noon leaned low over the bat and spoke softly into its large, crinkled ear. ‘Fly!’
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Feeling as though she’d left her stomach behind in the chirot tower, Noon lifted her face to the sun as the giant bat propelled them up into the empty sky. The cold wind stung her skin and forced tears to gather at the corners of her eyes. She was outside, finally – ten years of bars and silence and hopelessness, and already the Winnowry was falling away behind her. She felt caught between laughing and crying. Below her the strip of sea that separated the Winnowry from the mainland was streaking past, the colour of beaten steel, and she thought she’d never seen anything more beautiful. Beneath her bare hands she could feel the living force that was Fulcor; hot blood, thrumming muscles, a thundering heart. Freedom.


Faster than she would have believed possible, Mushenska was looming close, its busy port bristling with ships, the taste of sea spray in her mouth. With a lurch, she realised she hadn’t thought about what she would do next at all. Her need to be outside of the Winnowry’s walls had driven everything else from her mind, and now she had decisions to make that would likely mean her life or death. Abruptly, she was certain that Novice Lusk had sounded the alarm the very second she had left the chirot tower, and she twisted around in the saddle, squinting her eyes against the wind to peer at the Winnowry. It was as ugly as ever, the twisted black scalpels of its towers ripping at the sky, but all was still. Nothing flew in pursuit of her as yet, but even so, she needed to get out of sight while she decided what to do next.


Fulcor was taking them over roofs now, a confusing collection of brown and grey and black shapes, obscured here and there with smoke. Hoping she was doing the right thing, Noon leaned forward and spoke a single word into the bat’s ear.


‘Down.’


Fulcor dropped, causing Noon to press her thighs desperately to either side of the animal’s back, and then, with a whirring of leathery wings, they were still. The bat had landed them on top of a surprisingly crowded flat roof – the place was littered with crates and there was a long, well-maintained garden. Noon unstrapped herself from the saddle, slipping off the bat while keeping her eyes on a small shed-like construction on the far side of the roof. It would lead, she guessed, to the interior of the building.


‘I’m fine, I’m fine.’


She wasn’t, though, and as she gained her feet her legs turned oddly boneless, tipping her into the dark dirt of the narrow garden. A smell so ancient she had half forgotten it, of deep rich earth and growing things, rose to engulf her. She made a choked noise, half a sob, and, as if in answer, Fulcor chirruped.


‘I’m fine,’ she said again, her whole body shaking. She reached out a hand to the plants growing in their neat rows and saw with wonder that she had slumped next to a tomato plant. There were tomatoes growing on it, tight in their skins and perfectly red. After a moment, she reached out a trembling hand and plucked one from its stem, jerking a little as she did so. She had entirely forgotten what it felt like to pick something from its branch, had entirely forgotten the smooth feeling of tomato skin under her fingers. There were no fresh fruit or vegetables in the Winnowry – too dangerous. Fell-witches only ate food that had been cooked and cooked into a hot grey paste.


Laughing quietly to herself, Noon raised the tomato to her lips and bit into it. Flesh and juices exploded onto her tongue and she jumped as though someone had pinched her. It tasted like . . . she had no words for how it tasted.


‘Like life,’ she murmured. ‘It tastes like life.’


Oblivious now to the curious bat watching her, or the possibility of pursuit, Noon picked a small handful of tomatoes and slowly ate them all. After a little while, she realised she was crying as she did so, hot tears turning the pale ash on her face to sticky grit. With a hand covered in tomato juice she pulled up the bottom of her shirt and rubbed her face with it.


Shivering slightly against the chilly breeze blown straight in from the sea, Noon looked around, forcing herself to pay attention. Mushenska spread out in all directions, the confusion of roofs and chimneys completely alien to her. There was a great deal of noise too; a soft roar, not unlike the ocean at night, only this was punctuated with the shouts and cries of people living their everyday lives. Somewhere below, a man was shouting about fresh bread, and a woman was remonstrating with another woman about the shoddy work her son had done on a fence. Out here, beyond the towers of the Winnowry, people were getting on with their lives, in a city that was just waking up for the day. It seemed impossible.


And then, as if she’d summoned it, the door to the outhouse clattered open and a stout red-headed woman with sun-weathered skin stepped out onto the roof. She had an empty basket on one arm, and it occurred to Noon that the woman had probably come up here to harvest the tomatoes. For her breakfast. The woman’s face jerked, first with surprise, and then with anger.


‘Oi! What do you think you’re bloody playing at?’


Noon fell back, her hands in the dirt, and, instinctively, she pulled the life energy from the plants behind her. The hot green flame kindled inside her for the briefest moment, and then it jumped from her hands in a bright blossom of fire. It passed harmlessly upwards, doing little more than adding an extra brightness to the morning, but the older woman let out a warbling shriek and fell back against the door, clutching at her considerable chest.


‘Shut up.’ Noon swallowed. It felt strange to be talking to someone who was neither a fell-witch nor a custodian of the Winnowry. The effort seemed to suck all command from her voice. ‘Shut up, don’t move. Just . . . stay there.’


The woman stood where she was. The fright on her face had rearranged itself back into anger. Slowly, Noon stood up, trying to act as though her legs didn’t feel like they were made of water. She was very aware of the black dirt under her fingernails, and her dirty face.


‘I own this place,’ the woman said, holding her chin up. ‘If you people want to come here and eat, you walk in the front door the same as everyone else. The Frog and Bluebell isn’t your larder, missus.’


Noon blinked. The woman thought she was here on official Winnowry business. She must have seen the Winnowry agents flying over the city on their own bats, and she had assumed that Noon was an agent with a sudden taste for tomatoes.


‘I am sorry.’ Would a Winnowry agent apologise? Noon doubted it. She attempted to scowl at the woman. ‘But I will take what I need, when on official Winnowry business. Is this place –’ For a moment the word danced out of her reach – the plains people did not have such things, after all – but she had listened to the other fell-witches talk about them – ‘a tavern?’


‘Aye, it’s a tavern.’ The barkeep looked less angry now, and her eyes moved over Noon’s face with more care, seeming to take special note of the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead. Noon resisted the temptation to cover it up with her hands.


‘I am travelling north,’ said Noon. Behind her, she could hear the snuffling of Fulcor. She suspected the bat was eating her own share of tomatoes now. ‘Can you tell me what is north of this city?’


The barkeep frowned, pushing her jowly cheeks into loops of wrinkles. ‘Nowt but Wild beyond Mushenska. Some small towns and settlements dotted here and there. Worm-touched in the head, the people who live out there, if you ask me. Give me good solid walls any day.’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘Surely you know that, witch?’


Noon lifted her chin slightly. ‘Can you give me some food to take with me? I mean, you will give me food. The Winnowry will give you coin for it.’


For some moments, the barkeep just stared at her. The city around them was growing louder all the time – the roar was not like the sea after all, Noon realised. It was like a great beast; a slowly waking beast they were all living on.


‘Wait here.’


With that, the barkeep disappeared back through the door. Noon stood rooted to the spot, feeling panic fill her like icy water flooding a well. The woman had gone to alert the Winnowry authorities, and she would lead them right here, where she would still be waiting, like an idiot, and then they would take her back – screaming, just as she had done when they had first captured her – but not to her cell. They would take her straight to the Drowned One, and she would face that pale, dripping horror and her tank, or perhaps they would burn her on the spot, not caring for the barkeep’s precious garden . . .


The door opened and the woman stepped back through. She had a small hessian bag in her arms, which she thrust at Noon.


‘Ale, some cheese. A nub of yesterday’s bread. Take it, girl, and get away from here.’


The woman was close enough to touch, her brawny freckled arms bare of sleeves. It seemed impossible that someone should be so careless, and for a moment Noon couldn’t breathe. I could kill you now, she thought. In seconds.


‘What are you waiting for, you daft creature?’ The woman scowled at her. ‘Go!’


Noon hurried back to Fulcor, tugging on the animal’s reins so that she left the remains of the plants alone, and swiftly strapped herself back into the saddle. She secured the sack the barkeep had given her behind her, and it really did seem to contain food and drink – she could hear the sloshing of the ale inside some sort of flask. It was only when they were back in the air, and heading to the outskirts of the city, that Noon realised that the barkeep hadn’t believed her story at all, and why would she? A lone Winnowry agent on her knees in the woman’s vegetable patch, scoffing tomatoes like she hadn’t eaten anything in weeks, her face streaked with muddy tears – she was hardly convincing as a feared and respected agent of the Winnowry.


Why the woman would give her supplies regardless, she couldn’t possibly guess.


Beyond the city of Mushenska the Wild spread out across the land like virulent mould. Even flying so far above it, Noon could see the difference between it and the normal patches of forest; the Wild was thicker, stranger. The shadows seemed deeper there, and she could see twisted sections of bare bark as trees curled around each other, fighting for space. It was late morning by then, and the sun was beating down on the top of her head, but something about the stretch of dark forest below made her feel cold. Her feet tingled, and she felt exposed. Even Fulcor seemed less comfortable, the small huffings and chirrups Noon had grown used to absent. Instead, the bat flew slightly faster, as though determined to get the Wild out from under them as swiftly as possible.


‘We have to stop somewhere.’ Noon’s words were snatched away by the wind, and she grimaced. The very idea of landing somewhere within those worm-touched trees made her skin crawl, but the longer they were in the air, the more chance that the inevitable patrols – Winnowry bats carrying real Winnowry agents – would spot her. Besides which, her entire body was chilled and aching, and her eyes were sore from watering in the constant wind, which, in turn, was giving her a headache. ‘I just need to sit for a while,’ she told Fulcor. ‘Eat this food, make a fire, and think what to do next.’


The bat gave no indication as to whether she thought this was a wise idea or not. Ahead of them, the landscape of twisted greenery gave away to a stretch of land so strange to Noon’s eyes that she sat up in Fulcor’s saddle, trying to see it more clearly. It looked to her almost like the surface of a pond crowded with lily pads, only the circular growths were huge, the size of the roofs they had passed over in Mushenska, and tall, on the same level as the tree canopy. Each circular mound was brown, or beige, or a pale cream with dark grey spots, and as they passed overhead and Noon caught a whiff of a deep, earthy and somehow lively scent, she realised that they were the caps of enormous fungi. It made no sense to her at all, but they were somehow less alarming than the clinging trees, so she leaned forward to speak into Fulcor’s great crinkled ear again and the bat took them spiralling down through a chink in the caps. Beneath the surface of this strange, fleshy forest were more of the enormous toadstools, their caps smaller and in some cases more colourful; Noon saw pale pink, deep ochre and some examples of a dusty blue. White and grey stalks feathered with fringes of creamy white flesh twisted up all around, and the shadowed spaces were shot through here and there with shards of weak sunlight, dancing with motes of dust. It was all eerily quiet.


Fulcor landed on a craggy hill of black dirt, lifting her feet off it one at a time and making discontented squeaks. Noon unstrapped herself and her new hessian bag and just about had time to step down onto the damp ground before Fulcor flapped her leathery wings and was away again. Noon watched as the bat flew agitatedly from one stalk to another, looking for all the world like a moth battering a lamp, and then she found a space amongst the caps and was gone.


‘Oh.’


Noon stood staring up at the place where the bat had vanished, trying not to feel the weight of shadows all around her. After a moment, she hesitantly blew on the silver whistle, feeling vaguely foolish, but the bat did not return.


‘Fuck.’


Slowly, Noon realised that the place was neither as quiet nor as still as she’d initially thought. The shadows contained tiny points of movement, creatures native to this dank underworld skittering away from her intrusion, while a dry ticking, like bone dice being lightly thrown together, seemed to come from all around. Trying not to imagine what might live in this strange offshoot of the Wild, Noon swiftly gathered an armful of bracken and sticks, sucked the remaining life energy out of them, and built a small haphazard fire on top of a dirt mound. The sticks were still too damp, but she blasted them with winnowfire until she had a small, smoky blaze, and she crouched next to it, shivering.


‘Here I am,’ she said. The dry ticking noise had grown quieter, and she guessed that whatever had been making it had moved away. ‘Here I am, then.’


It was strangely mild down under the fungi, and the air was thick, but the damp of the soil had quickly soaked through her Winnowry-issue slippers and a deeper kind of cold was seeping into her bones. Presently, she began to shake all over.


‘I don’t know where I am,’ she said to the lively shadows. ‘But I am free. I don’t have much food, and I have no idea where I am, but I have escaped the Winnowry.’ She picked up the hessian sack and clutched it to her chest, recalling the bustle and the noise of Mushenska. ‘Free to starve to death under a fucking mushroom.’
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Hestillion paused with her hand on the door, staring down the corridor at nothing. Nothing.


The slick wood was cold under her fingertips, but then, her fingertips these days were little beads of ice, a shivery reminder that everything was wrong. The end of the corridor was in shadow, with strained grey light falling across the threadbare carpet. It was an overcast day, and the windows were dirty. There was no one left to clean them – not unless Hestillion went and fetched a bucket from the cavernous servants’ quarters, and she couldn’t face that yet. Not yet.


There was nothing to look at down the corridor but, even so, Hestillion stared at it, letting herself fade into a kind of weary trance. Perhaps, if she stood here long enough, thinking very carefully about nothing, she could step outside of time. And then she would walk down this corridor and hear voices behind every door. The light would be the good, strong light of summer, and nobody would be dead at all. She would laugh with her brother, and this whole nightmare would seem so silly. Perhaps it was all a nightmare she had woven and made everyone dream for a time, and Tormalin would smile indulgently at her and suggest they toast her, a true master of dream-walking.


From inside the room came a high-pitched, wailing wheeze, snapping Hestillion out of her comfortable trance. Her fingers tightened around the clean linens she held in one hand as she listened for what came next. A wheeze, growing tighter and tighter as the lungs struggled to gather air, a few heartbeats of nothing – was it over? Was this the end? – and then the explosive rattle, a coarse tearing that made her wince. It was impossible to hear it without imagining soft tissues tearing deep inside, and the splatter of blood on sheets. Another whistling wheeze, another pause, and the thick avalanche that followed.


‘Hold on,’ she murmured, leaning on the door to open it. She wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or Moureni.


The room inside was dark save for the hazy rectangle of grey light that was the window. She could make out the great four-poster bed and a stormy sea of white sheets; the shape in the middle was a range of narrow mountains, twisted and treacherous. The air smelled of blood and dust, but then Hestillion was almost certain that Ebora had smelled of nothing else for the last hundred years.


‘Good morning, Lord Moureni,’ she said, gliding into the room and setting the linens on the corner of the bed, as if she were a maid and this were her job. ‘How are we feeling today?’


Moureni answered with another rattling cough, one so severe that he went rigid under the sheets, his body caught in the violence of the spasm. Hestillion went to the window and pulled the sashes back as far as they would go. It barely made a difference.


‘Girl,’ croaked the figure in the bed. ‘How do you think I am?’


‘Do not call me that. I am no child, and I have a name.’


Moureni went back to coughing. As she turned back to the bed, Hestillion saw a dark patch spreading on the sheet near the head of the bed. It was not the clear fluid that Eborans bled from a superficial wound, but the deep oily black blood they shed when death was near. By now, Lord Moureni would be leaking this black blood from cracks in his skin all over his body. It was near impossible to get out of white sheets.


‘Good thing I brought fresh linen for you, isn’t it?’


There was a candelabra on the small chest of drawers by the bed stuffed with fat white candles, half burned down to nothing, so she lit them quickly with the matches in her pocket. The warm yellow light that spread across the pillow was the brightest thing Hestillion had seen in months. Unfortunately, it also revealed the ravaged face of Lord Moureni, and that was less heartening.


He had once been a handsome man. The evidence of that was on the walls of this, his much-reduced suite in Ygseril’s palace; enormous oil paintings of a striking man with broad shoulders, tightly curled dark hair and shining bronze skin, his clothes always a military uniform of some sort, and the setting often the top of some windswept hill, looking off across some newly conquered territory. The skies in these paintings were almost always stormy, as though Ebora’s sprawling empire were itself an oncoming conflagration – or perhaps the artist had just liked painting clouds.


Now Lord Moureni was a wizened shell of a man; all that was wet and vital about him hollowed out and dry. His skin, once smooth and almost luminous, was now chalky and gritty to the touch, where it wasn’t split and weeping. He looked up at her with eyes of yellow and red, and she had to look away. His darkly curling hair, once his pride and joy, was now a collection of half-hearted wisps, most stuck to his broad forehead with sweat. There was black blood on his chin.


‘Here, I will change the sheets.’ Hestillion took the edges of the soiled linen in between her frozen fingertips and yanked the sheet away. Moureni cried out, pulling his legs up to his chest and twisting his ragged nightshirt, but Hestillion ignored him. ‘Stop whining.’


He opened his mouth to say something in reply, but instead he was coughing again, his whole body wracked with it. He pressed the backs of his wrists to his mouth but she still saw it: blood, thick and diseased, oozing through his teeth and the corners of his mouth.


I should just go, she thought. Turn around now, close the door and start walking. Walk until Ebora is far behind me, and let Lord Moureni cough himself to death. There was nothing she could do for him, nor for any of them, so she should just leave like her brother had and let it all fade into nothing – one endless corridor of shadows and memories and nothing else.


Instead, she threw the blood-stained sheet behind her, picked up the folded white linen and shook it out over the emaciated figure. The crimson flux was both merciless and slow. Those afflicted would feel tired at first, and then their muscles would feel sore. Next, they would start coughing, and that was the beginning of the true end. Skin became stiff and painful, flaking off in big pieces or splitting open to reveal raw flesh beneath, and the cough itself became a demon, a creature that attacked with razor claws and sharpened teeth. And they would live, in this half-life, for months, for years, some even for decades, until one day Hestillion would discover their husks – the last of their bodily fluids ejected out onto their clothes, their fingers twisted into tree roots with the final throes of death. That was the end that waited for most, if not all of them. That or a slow vanishing into decrepitude. This was what Tormalin had fled.


‘There’s no coming back from this.’ Moureni’s voice was a sour rasp. Hestillion was surprised he had a voice left at all. ‘This is how I will be, until I die.’


Hestillion waited. Sometimes they would ask her to end it for them, when the suffering became relentless. In the bed, Moureni clutched at the fresh sheet, pulling it up to his pointed chin, which now resembled a shrivelled root vegetable.


‘I remember Ygseril,’ continued Moureni. ‘You probably don’t, young creature like you, but I remember when the leaves were thick on the branch, and the sap ran. We were like children then. We had no idea of what fate was capable of. What a terrible lesson we have learned.’ The old man – not old for an Eboran, not truly, but ancient now – wheezed and gasped in some parody of laughter. ‘The Eighth Rain will be the last we’ll see, and we, we will be dust and bones, just like everyone beyond the Wall. Just like the humans. Because we drank their blood.’ Moureni stiffened as though he meant to sit up, but he didn’t have the strength. Instead, he rolled over onto his side. ‘This is their filthy disease! We’ve caught it from their dirty blood. That will be my last act. I will take my swords, my shining blades, and—’


To Hestillion’s relief, coughing took him for a while then. It was a terrible, pained session, and for a few long moments Hestillion thought that he had lost all his breath, that he would simply choke to death in the middle of a rant, but although all the cracks in his powdery skin opened up and wept their oily fluid, he was still alive at the end of it. His eyes, like wet pebbles adrift on bone-white sand, stared up at the canopy of the bed.


‘I must die killing them,’ he whispered at last. ‘The only way . . . the only way to cleanse this blood disease.’


‘I went walking out across the city yesterday afternoon,’ said Hestillion. She stood slowly and moved over to the dark wood cabinet. Behind the glass were various medals and trophies from Lord Moureni’s glorious past. ‘The doors to the old library were open, so I went inside. Hundreds of scrolls had been pulled out and torn to pieces, and in other places, an animal had made a nest of some sort. There were droppings.’ She paused, and took a heavy brass bowl from inside the cabinet. Gold coins rested in the bottom of it. ‘I walked on from there, and was followed for a time by a pair of wolves. They were skinny things, and they must have been hungry, but they only watched me walk. I think even the wolves know what a diseased place this is now. They know better than to eat rotten meat.’ She took the coins from the bowl and slipped them into her own pocket. ‘If you left the sanctuary of Ygseril’s palace, my Lord Moureni, you would perhaps have the energy to make it to the first flight of stairs. I promise you there are no nasty diseased humans waiting out there for you to kill, even if you had the strength to lift your sword.’


Moureni fell silent, and she returned to his bedside to pour a glass of water from the carafe on the side. The water swirled with motes of dust, but it hardly mattered. He would use it only to wash the taste of blood from his mouth – which struck her as ironic.


‘There is water here for you. Can I get you anything else?’


Rather than answering, the emaciated figure in the bed turned his face away from her, staring into the shadows in the corner of the room. For a moment she looked where he was looking, wondering if he too found himself in a trance, looking for a past that wasn’t there any more. Nothing left for Ebora but shadows and dust.


The man gurgled, preparing for another coughing fit, and Hestillion shook herself out of her funk. She snatched up the blood-stained sheets and closed the door quietly, before walking smartly down the corridor. On her right she came to a door that was half open, and without looking into its dark interior, she threw the dirty sheets inside.


There were no servants left to wash the linen, or indeed the windows or the crockery, but there were rooms and rooms full of things that had been made for people now dead: thousands of folded sheets, elegant glasses, delicate plates trimmed with gold, dresses and gowns unending. Much of it had been made or imported before the crimson flux began to make a serious dent on their population, and now Hestillion doubted she could possibly make use of all of it before it succumbed to mould, or rot, or simply crumbled away to nothing.


‘Dust, dust, dust,’ she murmured under her breath. She wiped her hands absently down her front, knowing that the feeling of grime would never quite go away. She wore a padded silk gown, a deep ochre embroidered with pale blue-and-white birds, and slippers with blue silk feathers, and these, at least, she did take care of. At the end of every day she would go to her own suite of rooms and brush the gown with the special brushes she had for the task – they were coated with a sort of powder that freshened the silk – and carefully put the gown back into her wardrobe with all the others. They were works of art, made years ago by Eboran men and women who had spent decades learning their craft, and she couldn’t quite let them go to ruin along with everything else.


Following the corridors without needing to think about it, Hestillion made her way gradually to the centre of the complex. The palace was a warren, sprawling out from its heart like a knot of tangled roots – it had grown organically over the centuries, like the great god that sat in the midst of it. Halls intersected each other apparently at random; enormous rooms appeared suddenly with no warning, small chambers sprouted at corners, tiny courtyards appeared here and there, jewels in the midst of the confusion. Back when Ebora had been alive, there had never been any question of people becoming lost in this labyrinth – live anywhere for a hundred years and you will know its every nook and cranny.


There were other Eborans here, dotted throughout the palace, or out in the wider city. Little more than a handful now, and almost all of them were dying from the crimson flux, but they kept themselves to themselves, as though they had all made a joint decision that to watch each other die was too painful. Hestillion would see them sometimes; a hunched figure walking down an empty street, or a gaunt face at a window. A few of them, she knew, paid humans to come into the city and give them their blood. It made her cold to think of it. The sheer desperation of knowing that drinking human blood would only give the disease more strength, and then doing it anyway, because it made you feel better for a time. She thought of the humans, the disgust and the triumph that must move across their faces to see their old enemy so fallen, even as coins were pressed into their palms for their services.


She passed a room where a young man sat at a dining table. Spread in front of him were hundreds of paper cards, each about the size of the palm of his hand, each illustrated in bright inks. They were tarla cards. There was the Broken Moon, its yellow surface split like an egg; there the Just Warrior, depicted as a woman in shining silver armour; next to it was the Wise Woman, a smiling crone, her face half hidden within her hood. Tarla cards could be used for simple games of skill and chance, or they could be used to divine the future. Or so it was said; Hestillion had had a great aunt who had devoted decades of her life to studying the tarla, and she had foreseen nothing about Ebora’s doom.


‘Aldasair? What are you doing?’


The young man looked up, his eyes wide. His brown hair hung shaggy and unkempt over his shoulders, and his ruffled silk shirt had seen better days, but his deep-blue waistcoat still had its bright golden chain-watch at its pocket. It was etched with the image of a griffin.


‘Hest. I’m reading the tarla, Hest.’


‘Well, you have too many cards, then.’ She came into the room. A good handful of the cards were scattered on the floor. ‘How many decks do you have here? Three? You only need a dozen cards to read the tarla, cousin.’


Aldasair looked back at the cards spread before him, his brow creasing. ‘No, I’m trying to read the whole future, Hest. I need to see all of it.’


Hestillion cleared her throat. ‘So what have you seen?’


Aldasair sighed. ‘Cards, mostly.’ He had avoided the crimson flux so far – he was of an age with her, and had been too young to participate in the Carrion Wars – but that wasn’t to say that he was well. ‘Will I see Tormalin at dinner?’


There was a dead spider in the middle of the table, its legs curled up around itself. It looked quite dry. Hestillion wondered how long Aldasair had been sitting in here, trawling through his cards. Did she walk past this room yesterday? The day before? She couldn’t remember.


‘We’ve talked about this, Aldasair. Tormalin left years ago. Decades ago. He packed up all his things, and his fancy sword,’ Hestillion reached across and flicked the dead spider off the table, ‘and he took himself off beyond the Wall, and beyond the mountains. And now, no doubt, he spends his time getting drunk and keeping his bed warm. He was always very good at those things.’


Aldasair was nodding slowly, as though he didn’t quite believe her but was trying to convince himself. ‘Tormalin took the sword with him?’


‘Why not? We hardly need it here any more, do we? The Ninth Rain will never happen, because Ygseril is dead.’ She brushed her fingers over the cards, making them whisper across each other. ‘I will be having dinner in the blue room tonight, if you want to join me, Aldasair.’


The young man nodded, but he was looking down at the cards again. ‘Last night, I woke up in here, in the dark. I could hear wolves howling outside. Do you ever hear the wolves, Hest?’


‘Oh yes, I hear them all the time.’


‘In the dark I took cards from the pile. Four cards. And when it was light enough I looked at them. The Poisoned Chalice – a bad decision. The Falling Star – something approaches that bears us ill. And the Bower Couple – a new path is uncovered.’


She had thought her lips too cold to smile, but she did anyway. ‘Bad decisions and ill will. The tarla has never been so accurate.’


‘And the fourth I was to give to you.’ Aldasair held out a dusty card. On it, twisted green shapes like wizened fingers fumbled in the dark. The Roots. ‘It was important you have it.’


Hestillion looked up at him sharply. ‘Who told you that? Who told you to give this card to me?’


But Aldasair had gone back to the cards, spreading them out under his fingertips as though he were looking for something underneath.


‘The blue room,’ she reminded him, ‘if you’re hungry.’


Hestillion slid the dusty and creased card into the neck of her padded gown and left him to his confusion.




8


‘Please come in, Agent Lin.’


Lin paused at the doorway to adjust her gloves. They were fine, calf-skin leather, soft and flexible, and they annoyed her. Outside of the Winnowry she didn’t wear gloves at all, but these clucking hens would go spare if she didn’t. At least, if she must wear gloves, they could be fine ones.


She looked up into the flat metallic face of the sister who had been sent to usher her in. Her tone was polite, but it was clear she was also trying to keep out of arm’s reach. The trust between agents and the Winnowry was sometimes a very fragile thing.


‘This way please.’


The heart of the Winnowry was located near the furnaces rather than the prison; Lin could never decide whether it was because the acolytes of Tomas wanted to be near the warmth on this chilly, damp island, or because they wanted walls between them and the women they imprisoned. Likely it was both. When she had been a prisoner, Lin had enjoyed her brief visits to the furnace simply to warm up, but the central receiving room was not especially welcoming; the floor of cold, grey flagstones radiated the chill up through her boots, and the large square windows were full of bright, cheerless daylight. The long, curved table the acolytes sat behind was made from stone too, and the single seat in front of it, for want of a better word, was a simple, polished boulder. There was a small padded matt on top of it. Lin stood next to it, her back straight and her eyes on the far window.


‘Agent Lin,’ began Father Stanz. He leaned forward on the stone table, linking his fingers together. ‘I take it your last mission was successful?’


‘The targets were eliminated,’ said a short, stout woman to his left: Sister Resn. She looked furious for some reason, and her long blue gloves and silver mask lay on the table in front of her, as though she couldn’t bear to be parted from them.


‘Eliminated into some smears of soot and an unpleasant smell, as Sister Resn confirms,’ said Lin. ‘I had hoped for a rest before the next incident.’


‘No chance of that, Fell-Lin.’ This was Father Eranis, who always referred to Lin by her old title. She let her gaze fall on him, her face carefully blank. ‘We’ve had a girl get loose.’


Lin raised an eyebrow. ‘Loose?’


‘Took one of the bats from the chirot tower,’ continued Father Stanz. ‘We’re still looking into how she got that far in the first place, but as you can imagine, she needs to be brought back here as soon as possible. It is not safe for her to be outside of the Winnowry.’


‘A novice may have helped her,’ said Sister Resn. Her jowly cheeks were pink and trembled slightly with suppressed outrage. ‘We think she . . . seduced him. And she drained Sister Renier almost to the point of death.’


Father Stanz cleared his throat. ‘It is difficult to know exactly what happened, of course, but the alarms weren’t raised for some time.’


‘Who is the witch?’


‘Fell-Noon, of the plains people. You remember . . .?’


Lin raised her other eyebrow. ‘I do. I always said you should keep a special eye on that one. A great potential for . . . difficulties.’ She let the sentence hang in mid-air, inviting them to fill in the rest for themselves.


‘Not a problem for you, though, is it, Fell-Lin?’ Eranis leaned forward slightly. He probably thought he was being intimidating. ‘In fact, this particular case seems made for you. I’m sure a witch of – uh – your skills will have her back in no time. Crying and weeping and asking to be put back in her cell, no doubt.’


Lin ignored him. ‘Is there anything else you can tell me?’


‘You know her history. A murderer. And a liar too – her version of events never did add up.’ Stanz looked down at a sheaf of paper in front of him. ‘Mushenska is close enough to be a tempting hideout, of course.’


‘How likely was it that she and this novice were in a relationship? Do you allow more fraternisation now between novices and fell-witches?’


‘Of course not!’ Sister Resn’s cheeks turned even pinker. ‘But the temptation could fester. The witches are the cracks through which sin seeps into the world, and even the most innocent can be corrupted. A boy like that could have had his head turned. It has happened in the past, as well you know.’ She glared openly at Lin, almost as though daring her to say more.


‘Any family or connections she could be returning to?’


Eranis chuckled quietly. ‘The girl destroyed those herself a long time ago. I assume there will be no problems, Fell-Lin?’ There was an edge to his tone.


‘Of course not.’ Lin kept half an eye on Sister Resn’s outraged face, wondering if the woman would dare to say anything to her. When Lin had been a prisoner of the Winnowry, Sister Resn had patrolled the cells regularly, and Lin had frequently fantasised about boiling the skin off the woman, or simply ripping all of her life force from her in a brief, glorious second. She kept her face calm as she considered it. She was only allowed to operate as a free agent in the name of the Winnowry because they believed her to be utterly under control. And she was. Control was everything. It was a simple choice, really – live as a prisoner for the rest of her life, or take the freedom she was offered. The consequences of rebellion were . . . unthinkable. ‘I will find your runaway witch for you. If I should need to, do I have permission to remove the problem permanently?’


Father Stanz nodded solemnly. ‘We would prefer otherwise, of course, but it’s entirely possible she will be very dangerous to restrain. The Winnowry trusts your judgment.’


‘As you should. You’ll hear from me shortly.’


‘One more thing, Fell-Lin.’ Eranis was looking at the paperwork on the desk again, but couldn’t quite hide the smirk. ‘Mother Cressin wishes to have a word with you before you leave.’


Agent Lin held herself very still. Control. Always control. And then she nodded. ‘I will go there now.’


Mother Cressin kept her rooms in the highest tower of the prison side of the Winnowry, meaning that anyone called upon to visit her had to walk up a near-endless spiral staircase. There were narrow windows on the way up, but Lin didn’t bother to look through them. They only showed the featureless gloom of the sea, or the view across the bay to Mushenska, which was hidden within its own veil of fog.


The Drowned One.


That was what the fell-witches whispered to one another. Mother Cressin, rarely seen in the prison itself, would occasionally appear at purging sessions, her face hidden within a hood, or, if you were very unlucky and considered in need of further instruction in the ways of Tomas, you would be taken to her rooms.


At the top of the stairs was a driftwood door standing half open. Inside, the circular room was gloomy, the thick swathes of old netting covering the windows doing a good job of keeping the light out and the cold in. There was one small, half-hearted fire in the grate and no rugs over the icy flagstones. To Agent Lin’s right stood a tall figure, broad shoulders emphasised rather than hidden under a dark cloak, her hair pulled back from a face like a slab of beaten meat. Agent Lin nodded to the woman.


‘I am here to see Mother Cressin.’


The guard nodded to the back of the room, where the shadows were thickest. Fell-Mary, Mother Cressin’s assistant and bodyguard, had never spoken more than a handful of words in Agent Lin’s presence, which was something of a relief. Lin suspected that if Fell-Mary had a lot to say to you, you would be in serious trouble.


At the back of the room was an enormous, ornate tank. Sitting within a wrought-iron frame decorated with twisted metal shaped like seaweed, it was filled with what Lin knew to be seawater, and in the gloom she could just about make out a figure, sitting on its floor. Arms crossed, legs folded under her, Mother Cressin’s head was bowed, her face hidden. Lin could make out the pale fronds of her white hair, moving in a ghostly fashion around her head. Every now and then, a silvery bubble of air would escape from her mouth or nose and make its wobbly way to the surface. The water was very still.


Agent Lin took a breath, and held it for a few seconds, before turning back to look at Fell-Mary. The big woman didn’t move.


‘I am to wait here until Mother Cressin is ready to receive me?’


No reply. Agent Lin cleared her throat. She didn’t want to look at the woman in the tank, but her eyes were drawn back there all the same. She could hear the wind howling around the tower, and the sea-salt smell from the tank was thick in her nose. Slowly, slowly the cold was getting into her bones, and all the while she was too aware of her own breathing, strangely loud in the dismal room. It was always the same when you were summoned here; Mother Cressin’s strange ritual never failed to be deeply unnerving, and Agent Lin found herself taking deeper and deeper breaths, as though fighting against the pressure of the water herself. Meanwhile, the figure in the tank was utterly still, her face hidden. Lin didn’t want to think about how cold the water must be.


The Drowned One has the sea in her blood, the fell-witches whispered to each other, when the lights were out. Whatever Tomas and his disciples brought back from their own drowning, Mother Cressin had it still – some dark knowledge sifted from the lightless sands at the bottom of the ocean.


When she had been standing long enough to wonder if perhaps the old woman had finally died, peacefully expelling her last breath into the water, Mother Cressin unfolded her arms. The water swirled around her, a confusion of shadows and dust, and abruptly she pushed off the bottom and kicked to the top with precise, practised movements. Lin heard her break the water but thanks to the shadows saw only a glistening shape in the gloom. The old woman climbed down an unseen ladder and disappeared behind a screen. Fell-Mary crossed the room and retrieved an armful of dry clothes from a trunk, passing them swiftly behind the partition. From the small glance she got, Lin got the impression of black, salt-stained rags. She expected to wait until the Drowned One was dressed, but instead her voice floated up from behind the screen. It was quiet, the voice of someone who knew that those around her would rather strain their hearing than ask her to speak up.


‘They’ve told you of our missing charge?’


‘I have been briefed, Mother Cressin. I’ll have the girl back with us in no time.’


There was a strangled noise, of someone expelling air in disgust, or disbelief perhaps. ‘Not a girl. An abomination. Do not forget what you are, Fell-Lin, just because we let you walk free in the world.’


Lin stared steadily at the screen. It would be very fine, she thought, to pick the scrap of a woman up and tip her back in her bloody tank. See how long she could really hold her breath for. Or throw her out the window of her own damn tower.


Control. Control at all times.


‘I will not forget, Mother Cressin.’


‘The creature Noon is the fracture through which evil enters our world, just as you are. She taints it, poisons it. She must be controlled.’


‘Yes, Mother Cressin.’ Lin’s eyes shifted to Fell-Mary, but the woman was back to impassively staring at nothing. ‘Control is everything.’


‘Do you remember, Fell-Lin, when you were less than controlled?’ The Drowned One emerged from behind the screen, wrapped from head to ankle in hessian, dyed black. A deep hood hid her face, and her feet, as white as the underbelly of a fish, were bare against the freezing flagstones. ‘Do you remember the consequences of that?’


‘I was very young,’ said Lin. ‘And the blame doesn’t rest solely with me.’


Mother Cressin looked up sharply, and Lin caught a brief glimpse of a pale, round chin.


‘You dare? You dare lay the blame at the feet of our priests? You?’


Agent Lin kept her eyes on the tank. It was important to remember that as useful as she was to the Winnowry, there were always plenty of women waiting to take her place.


‘I am sorry, Mother Cressin. Truly, in Tomas’s name. I only meant that the consequence that you spoke of, is as much priest as fell-witch, and I would hope that is remembered, when the future – when future decisions are made.’


Mother Cressin turned away, apparently too disgusted to look at her. ‘It sits ill with me, Fell-Lin, that we must use your type at all. I would rest easier if every fell-witch were locked in a cell, or quietly taken from this world at birth. If there were a way to tell . . .’ She paused by the tank and extended one pale hand to touch the glass. The ends of all her fingertips were deeply wrinkled. ‘That way, we may start to truly cleanse Sarn.’ She turned back. ‘Until then, I am told I must suffer your continued existence. I want this cleared up quietly, the creature brought back. She will spend some time in the lower cells, and then she will begin a cycle of repeated purging.’


Agent Lin nodded. Repeated purging had been known to kill women before. It had the advantage of exhausting them beyond the capacity for thought, and providing a significant crop of the drug akaris.


‘It will not be difficult, Mother Cressin. The . . . creature is young and alone, with no family left to run to.’


Cressin nodded and turned away. She gestured towards the door. ‘Go. The sea calls me back.’


Agent Lin stood and watched the young man, letting the silence draw out between them. The Winnowry had stashed him away in a tiny cell somewhere in the bowels of the furnace, the only light from a pair of small oil lamps, high in the stone walls. He sat in its furthest corner, his head down. This was a punishment, of course, but also, she suspected, a neat way of preventing word of Fell-Noon’s escape from travelling around the prison. She had to smile at that. As if anything were ever kept quiet in a prison. He was young, his body smoothly muscled, and his white-blond hair was plastered to his head with sweat. He was bigger than her, no doubt stronger too, but he made no move to overpower her. The boy knew better than that.


He cleared his throat, and dared himself to look up at her. He clearly couldn’t bear the silence any longer. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’


In answer, she held her arms out to him, free of sleeves and gloves. He crossed his arms over his bare chest, a protective gesture. ‘Novice Lusk, I am the woman who is going to ask you questions. Do you know what I am?’


‘I’ve already told them.’ He met her eyes then, trying to put a brave face on it. How delicious. ‘The sisters have asked me over and over, and I told them exactly what happened.’


Lin nodded slightly, and began to rub her forearms together slowly. The soft rasp of skin against skin sounded loud in the tiny cell, and she saw his eyes flicker down to follow the movement. ‘The sisters told me. You said that Fell-Noon appeared unexpectedly in the chirot tower while you were performing your duties. She took you unawares, and threatened to kill you and the bats if you raised the alarm, but she didn’t actually drain you. Novice Lusk, you then saddled the bat for her yourself, and then stood by and watched as she made her merry way out into the wider world. Does that sound right to you? Does that sound like a thing that happened?’


‘That was what happened!’


She took a few slow steps towards him, and he cringed back against the wall.


‘What we’re thinking, Novice Lusk, is that perhaps you’d had some sort of dalliance with the girl. That you were fucking her, in short.’ She grinned at his shocked expression. ‘Oh, it happens, even in this miserable place. You don’t need very long really, and there were times when you were alone with Fell-Noon, unsupervised. Am I right?’ She came over until she was standing over him. ‘When I was still locked up in here, Lusk, you wouldn’t believe the number of priests who were fucking the women. It’s not natural, all of these people together in celibacy. I’ve always said so.’


Abruptly, she knelt and slid her arms around him, as if she meant to kiss him, but instead, at the warm contact of his skin she took, ripping his life energy from him savagely. He cried out, falling against her, and she felt him attempting to marshal himself, to draw back from her – the priests were trained, after all, to take this sort of punishment. She snaked one hand up and took hold of his jaw, turning his frightened eyes to meet hers. ‘You have so much to give, Novice Lusk. I can see why Fell-Noon was taken with you. Did you fuck her again before she left? Was that the price of her freedom?’


‘No.’ He forced the word out through lips that were rapidly losing their colour. ‘We never . . .’


‘How long can you hold out, do you think?’ She was genuinely curious. The boy was remarkably strong, and his energy had a purity she had not tasted for a long time. After a while, you started to sense things about the people whose energy you took; she was beginning to believe that the boy didn’t have a single lie in his head. It was remarkable. Meanwhile, his energy was gathering inside her, a storm with nowhere to go. Holding it steady within her – control, always control – Agent Lin pulled away just as the boy began to shake. Free of her, he slumped to the ground, shivering as though he were caught in a blizzard. That lovely warm skin of his would be cold now, she knew.


‘One of the strongest I’ve tasted, if I’m honest,’ she said to the room at large. She walked back towards the door and turned to face Novice Lusk, nursing the tide of stolen life energy within her. It would have to come out, and soon. Even the most skilled Fell-Witch couldn’t hold on to it indefinitely. ‘Did she tell you anything about where she intended to go, Novice Lusk?’


He lifted his head a touch, still shaking. His eyes were glazed, and the tips of his fingers had turned grey. She hadn’t depleted him completely, but Lin thought he might die anyway – it was careless of her.


‘Nothing,’ he croaked. ‘She said . . . nothing . . . to me.’


‘Not even when you were fucking her, Lusk?’


He glanced up at that, his eyes widening, and she chose that moment to release the fire. Arms up, palms open, fingers spread; a blossom of winnowfire as green as fresh, new grass bloomed in the tiny cell, curling towards the shivering man on the floor. Agent Lin heard his abrupt, ragged scream and smiled to herself – with a gesture she increased the temperature of the flames, and his screams took on a panicked tone. The fire would be close – not close enough to kill him, not yet, but close enough to scorch. She closed her hands and folded her arms into her chest – enough – and the roar of green fire died instantly.


‘Any more thoughts on that, Lusk?’


The boy was curled like a baby on the floor, his hands over his face. As she watched, he patted rapidly at the hair on his head, which was singed. It crisped away under his fingers. His knees and shins and the tops of his shoulders were a bright, shiny red, and his face looked a little like he’d been out under the hot sun all day.


‘Please,’ he gasped between blistered lips. ‘Please.’


She chuckled to herself. ‘Well, I can hardly resist.’


This time she turned her hands to face each other and funnelled a line of fire to the space next to the novice’s feet. He shrieked, pulled his feet up and away, scrambling to push himself into the far corner, but she followed, sweeping the line of winnowfire up so that it brushed the delicate soles of his feet. The cell rang with the sound of screaming as the sweet scent of burned flesh filled the air. Agent Lin took a long, slow breath inwards, savouring it, before pulling her arms back to her chest and quieting the fire. The energy he had given her was nearly gone now, but she didn’t think she would need more. The boy was crying, clutching at his ruined feet.


‘The city,’ he gibbered, tears streaming down his scorched face. ‘When she took Fulcor, they flew towards the city. I watched them, I watched them fly, and it looked as though she landed there.’


‘Of course,’ said Agent Lin, cheerfully enough. She went to the door. ‘Thank you, Novice Lusk. I’ll tell them you weren’t in collusion with the witch, of course. For what it’s worth.’


The chirot tower was empty save for the bats. It was mid-afternoon, and the animals were all nestled snugly in their alcoves, soft rumbles and keenings in place of snores – all save for one. Lin walked over to the empty space and stood looking at it for a while. The white bat taken by Fell-Noon had not returned, suggesting that she still had it. This was good news for Lin, as a giant bat was hard to miss, particularly in the skies to the south of the mountains – however, it also meant that they could be almost anywhere. The Winnowry’s giant bats were bred to be resilient and tough, and could fly continuously for almost an entire night.


Turning from the alcove, Lin walked to the roofless section of the tower, where the bat mount she had been assigned waited for her, ready to leave. The creature’s leathery face was latticed with scars, and its black fur was streaked with grey behind its large crinkled ears, but its eyes watched her with bright intelligence. Smiling faintly, Lin sank her bare hands into the animal’s fur.


‘Ugly creature.’ She took a touch of its life-force, just a touch – enough to warm her against the endless bloody damp of the Winnowry. The bat gave a high-pitched whine and shuddered under her fingers, while she felt the latent power curl inside her. She would be glad to be away from this cold, dead place and back in the land of the living. There was so much life to be taken, after all. ‘Little Fell-Noon won’t be lost for long.’
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Well, yes, I did ask him about the blood, Marin, but just like Ebora itself and any family he might have there, it is a subject he is very reluctant to discuss. I know that he partakes of it in small doses, and carries small vials around with him in case it is required. When is it required, I hear you ask? Well.


From what I have observed, small amounts of blood act like a kind of pick-me-up. You remember that thick black drink from Reidn you were briefly obsessed with, the one that smelled like burning dog hair and made it impossible for you to sleep? I believe that very minor doses act almost like that on the Eboran system. Over time, the doses stop them aging like we do, and I have seen it written that large amounts can start to heal an injury, although, thankfully, I have not had to witness such. Tormalin is no creature of blood-thirst, ripping open throats and drinking his fill as the Eborans did in those woodcuts from that ancient book in the library – but he takes his doses steadily enough. More often than it is ‘required’, no doubt.


Will he catch the crimson flux? I do not know, my dear. From everything I’ve read, and everything I’ve gleaned from Tor’s tiny hints, I believe the onset of the disease is unpredictable – Eborans who sipped the occasional cup came down with it swiftly and died swifter, and those who drank lakes of the stuff are still living out their days in the city beyond the Bloodless Mountains, waiting for it to catch up with them. Only the handful who never touched a drop seem guaranteed to survive it, but they instead are taken by old age, and more prosaic illnesses. But for my sake, let’s hope he has escaped it – having an Eboran bodyguard has done wonders for my reputation.


Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon, from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


Vintage peered at the fibrous stalk. She had thought that it was just the shadows in this strange place, but no, it was there – a smear of something thick and glutinous and largely transparent ran across the length of the stalk and then the next one too, as though each of the towering toadstools had been brushed by something as it passed. Small white nodules, like blisters, clustered where the substance was thickest. She took her smallest scalpel and very carefully scraped away some of the affected tissue, pushing the flakes into the glass pot she had waiting. When she attempted to capture one of the nodules, it cracked open and a thin, pinkish fluid ran from it, smelling of old cheese. She wrinkled her nose.


‘How charming,’ said Tormalin. He was standing to one side, leaning against the towering stalk and watching her progress with a beautifully bored expression. ‘I, for one, am more than glad to spend my time watching you root around in the mud.’


‘Darling, will you kindly get out of what little light I have? Take your lanky arse off somewhere else please.’


Tor sighed noisily and moved back to where they had dumped their packs. A few moments later, she heard the unmistakeable noise of him liberating a bottle from her bag.


‘I do not have an inexhaustible supply with me, Tormalin, my dear. You may want to go easy on that for now.’ This time, she managed to lever off a piece of tissue big enough, leaving the nodule intact. She nodded with satisfaction. It was a small thing, but small things could be big clues.


‘When I agreed to work with you, Vintage, you promised me “as much wine as I could drink”. Good wine, too.’


‘Yes, I did say that, didn’t I?’ Vintage stood up, wincing slightly at the ache in her back. Since the double attack on the village, they had been moving constantly, trying to follow the trail before it went cold. In truth, the trail hadn’t been much more than a hunch and a hope for better luck, but here, finally, they had something solid. She had seen matter like this in her own vine forest, and now that she looked, it was clear that this patch of the Wild, with its monstrous fungi, had seen parasite activity. Aside from the glutinous smears and the blisters, the place just didn’t feel right. It felt haunted.


‘There’s definitely something here.’ She returned to the packs, where Tor was now examining packages wrapped in greased paper. ‘We need to head deeper in.’


‘I’m hungry. But the smell of this place makes everything unappetising.’ He put the packages back, frowning slightly. ‘If there’s Behemoth wreckage around here somewhere, then why hasn’t anyone found it before?’


Vintage shrugged and put the specimen jar back into one of the bags. ‘Would you want to spend very long in this place? It’s damp. It smells, as you say, appalling, and unless you have a deep and abiding hankering for mushrooms . . . It could be that the pieces of the Behemoth are very small, wreckage left over from one of the earliest rains, perhaps.’ She smiled to herself. ‘If that is the case, my dear, then this could be one of our best finds. A Behemoth site as yet undiscovered, and with pieces small enough to be studied properly. It might not even be that dangerous.’


Tor snorted. ‘I love it when you say things like that, Vintage. It just makes it more delicious when you’re wrong.’ He paused, and put down the bag he was holding. In one smooth movement he pulled his sword free of its scabbard.


‘What is it?’ Vintage moved closer to the Eboran, one hand settling lightly on the crossbow at her hip.


‘There’s something beyond those stalks. Something moving.’


‘A parasite?’


He waved at her to be quiet and moved off to where the shadows were at their thickest. Vintage ghosted along behind him, keeping her tread light. Now that they were closer, she could see it too – something pale moving between the giant stalks; flashes of black and grey.


‘Not a parasite,’ she whispered to Tor. ‘There are no lights.’


‘Could be someone trying to snatch the find out from under our noses,’ he replied. ‘Shall we have a look?’


Still moving silently, they slid themselves up between the stalks and looked down onto a stretch of black soil punctuated here and there with short, fat mushroom caps dotted and spattered with lurid colours, each big enough to sit on. After years of patrolling the vine forest, Vintage was reasonably good at moving quietly through foliage, but she felt their efforts were wasted on the young woman pacing in the clearing below them. She had her arms crossed tightly over her chest, and her short black hair stuck up at all angles. Her head was down, her narrow eyes glaring at the ground as though it had personally insulted her, and she wore thin grey leggings and a ragged long-sleeved top, more akin to nightwear than travel clothes. As Vintage watched, the woman raised her hands to her face and rubbed them across her cheeks, dislodging the remains of what looked like a pale powder. With a jolt, Vintage’s eyes skipped to the woman’s forehead – yes! There was the sigil of a bat’s wing, tattooed onto her smooth olive skin and half hidden by her unruly hair. A fell-witch! What, by the bones of Sarn, was a fell-witch doing in the middle of a parasite-haunted stretch of Wild?


‘What do we have here?’


Before she could snatch him back, Tor was stepping down onto the mud, skirting the thicker toadstools and sliding his sword away. The effect on the young woman was immediate. She scrambled backwards, reaching out for the twisted fungus behind her. Vintage opened her mouth to shout a proper greeting, thinking that the woman was trying to flee, when, abruptly, the space between her and the girl was filled with an enormous emerald fireball.


Vintage flew backwards, rolling awkwardly down a short incline of mud and coming to an abrupt halt at the foot of one of the giant toadstools. She lay there for a few moments, stunned and blinking away the bright after-image the light had left on her vision, while the quiet was shattered by Tormalin and this strange woman shouting at each other. She could smell singed hair. Gingerly, Vintage patted her head. Her hat was missing, but her own thicket of curly hair seemed intact. Groaning slightly, she climbed to her feet and brushed clods of wet mud from her trousers.


‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t cut your throat!’


‘Who are you? Why were you sneaking up on me?’


‘Hold on, hold on,’ Vintage hurried back to the clearing, holding her hands out in front of her. The young woman had her fist raised, a halo of bright green winnowfire dancing around it. The toadstool directly behind her had withered drastically, the pale column of its stalk now so twisted and dark that the fleshy cap had turned to one side as though avoiding a blow. Vintage tore her eyes away from that wonder to see that Tor had his sword out again. ‘Calm down now, my dears. Come along.’


The young woman dragged her eyes from Tor to stare at Vintage instead. She looked like one of the plains folk – Vintage had travelled back and forth over that region in the last few years – but, of course, all sense of identity was supposedly removed at the Winnowry. Vintage forced a bright smile onto her face. ‘There’s no need for fire here, fell-witch. We’re just strangers stumbled onto the same path, isn’t that right?’ She paused to pull an errant twig from her hair. ‘Let’s exchange a few words before anyone kills anyone else.’


‘You are with the Eboran?’ The fell-witch lowered her burning hand a touch, although Vintage suspected it was from confusion rather than trust.


‘Well, he is my employee, yes. Tormalin, my dearest, please put the sword away.’


Tor glared at her. ‘This mad woman tried to blow you up!’


‘I tried to blow both of you up.’


‘Just a misunderstanding, I’m sure. Tor, please fetch our packs. This young woman looks like she could do with a glass of wine.’


‘A . . . glass of wine?’ The girl looked faintly stunned.


‘Of course, darling. Meeting new people is always improved with a glass of wine, in my experience. Tor!’


Pausing to shoot one more poisonous look at the fell-witch, Tormalin moved back through the stalks to retrieve their packs. Vintage bustled over to the embers of the woman’s fire, and made a cursory examination. No blankets to sleep on, a single bag of supplies, and now that she looked closer she could see that the young woman was wearing what appeared to be slippers, wet and stained with mud. Stranger and stranger.


‘Now then. I am Lady Vincenza de Grazon, but you can call me Vintage. Tormalin the Oathless there, is, for want of a better phrase, my hired muscle.’ She stopped and looked at the girl, smiling in what she hoped was an encouraging manner. Behind her she could hear Tormalin dragging their packs down to the small camp fire, clearly making more of a hash of it than was necessary. The fell-witch cleared her throat.


‘I am Fell-Noon, an agent of the Winnowry.’ The green flames had winked out of existence, but from the woman’s stance it was clear they could come back at any moment. Vintage sensed that hinged on whether she was prepared to believe such an obviously gigantic lie. ‘I am on a . . . confidential mission.’


‘In the middle of the stinking Wild?’ Tor was now standing by their bags with his arms crossed over his chest. ‘What possible mission could you have out here? Whatever it is, you are woefully underprepared for it.’


‘I could ask what a blood-sucking Eboran is doing outside of your cursed city.’ The girl lifted her chin, on the defensive again, and Vintage silently cursed Tor for it. ‘I didn’t expect to see your kind of monster in this place.’


Tor bared his teeth, clearly preparing to spit another insult, so Vintage stepped neatly in front of him. ‘I do believe I promised you wine, yes? Here we are, look. Not my best, but not the worst we’ve produced either. Come on, I have some tin cups in here somewhere, I know it’s not the same as proper crystal but I think we can make do. My dear Fell-Noon, would you mind perhaps building up the fire a touch? It’s such a lovely trick and, well, you do look like you could do with some warming up.’


She bustled them into sitting around the fire, passing out cups and eventually a bottle of red, along with a broken piece of bread each and some cheese that had been squashed at the bottom of the pack. Fell-Noon still wore a guarded expression, although her obvious hunger had pushed that concern aside for one moment. Tormalin, as ever, looked as outraged as an insulted cat.


‘How long have you been out here, my dear?’


Fell-Noon looked up from her piece of bread, which she was holding firmly in both hands. She had been nibbling the edges of it, as though savouring the texture.


‘A day and a night.’


‘Well. What a place to spend the night! I’m sure I don’t know what the Winnowry’s business could be out here, but there are aspects of Sarn’s history that affect us all, no doubt.’


Fell-Noon kept her eyes on her bread, although Tor was giving Vintage a particularly sardonic look. She cleared her throat.


‘That is to say, that perhaps there is much to learn from recent history, and perhaps this is one of the places where those lessons may be, uh, learned.’


Tor rolled his eyes at Vintage, and waved his cup of wine at the pair of them. ‘What my employer is trying to ask you is, are you out here after the Behemoth remains too?’


‘What?’ The young woman half sat up, her black eyes suddenly full of alarm. ‘A Behemoth, around here? Are we safe?’


‘Well, yes and no.’ Vintage stood up, sighing as the bones in her knees popped. ‘We have reason to believe there are the remains of a Behemoth in the Shroom Flats somewhere – long dead, of course, likely the result of the Eighth Rain or perhaps an even earlier incursion, and therefore hundreds of years old – but thanks to the effects of such remains, no, we are not safe. We have encountered two parasite spirits on our way here, and we expect to encounter more before we find what we need. Here, look, the signs are all around us.’ She walked around the fire to the ring of stalks immediately behind them. There were smears of the translucent substance on the trunks, complete with the clusters of white nodules. ‘Do you see this? Parasite spirits can leave these markings behind when they brush against vegetation. They leave behind so little physical evidence, and we know so little about them.’ Her lips turned down at the corners, recalling the devastation that crouched at the heart of the vine forest. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard the stories, my darling. Parasite spirits are very dangerous indeed, and they are found in the vicinity of Behemoth remains.’


Fell-Noon looked haunted. ‘Behemoths are dangerous. Why are you out here?’


‘Everything worm-touched is a threat.’ Vintage reached down and plucked up her tin cup. ‘So much of Sarn is poisoned, twisted and strange, thanks to the influence of the Jure’lia. I want to find out why, Fell-Noon, and to stop it, if I can. How can we stop the Wild growing? What are the parasite spirits, and how can we live with them? The Wild, the worm people, the spirits – they’re all linked, somehow, we just can’t see the details. So I must learn as much about them as possible, which is why I spend my time, as Tor so expertly puts it, rooting around in the mud in dangerous places. Where I am from, Fell-Noon, we make wine from grapes that are worm-touched, and part of our land is slowly being consumed by the Wild. People have lost their lives trying to find out the truth.’ She paused, remembering the first Eboran she had ever met: Nanthema with her useless spectacles and her quick mind. ‘It’s . . . a cause that’s very dear to my heart.’


‘And why is the bloodsucker here?’


‘Charming,’ muttered Tor.


‘Your people slaughtered mine, for generations,’ said Noon, her voice flat. Her eyes were bright with an unreadable emotion. ‘What happened to you? Do you all still live in Ebora? Or did the crimson flux wipe you out?’


Tor sat very still. ‘The fate of my people is of no concern to a witch.’


‘Please, there’s no need for us to argue,’ said Vintage smoothly. ‘It gets dark quickly in this place, and really, my dear, you shouldn’t be out here by yourself. We are safer together. Tor, do you think there could be any game around here? Hot food would cheer us up, don’t you think?’


Sighing heavily, Tor headed off into the shadows, his sword at the ready, while Vintage poured them some more wine.


‘This doesn’t look like the sort of place where you can chase down a couple of plump rabbits,’ said Fell-Noon. She sat close to the fire, her arms wrapped around herself, not quite looking at Vintage.


‘Oh, you’d be surprised. All sorts make their home in the Wild. Tor might appear to be little more than a pretty pain in my rear end, but he’s unnaturally fast with that sword, and he sees very well in the dark. Now,’ Vintage swallowed more wine, savouring the warmth it brought to her belly. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s really going on?’


For a long moment the girl did not move. She was so still that Vintage began to think she hadn’t heard the question, but, eventually, she shook herself and touched her fingers, briefly, to the tattoo on her forehead.


‘You shouldn’t ask me questions,’ she said, her voice so quiet it was almost lost under the crackle of the fire. ‘You shouldn’t talk to me at all.’


‘What if I want to help you?’


The girl glanced up. The fire was reflected in her dark eyes, and her mouth was pressed into a thin line. ‘I’m an agent of the Winnowry. Why would I need your help?’


‘How did you get here? You can’t have walked all the way from the Winnowry.’


Fell-Noon reached inside her sleeve and produced a long silver tube, which she held up to Vintage as though this answered the question. ‘I flew here on a bat. That’s how Winnowry agents travel.’ She placed the tube, which was flattened at one end, into her mouth and mimed blowing on it. Then she put the whistle back into her sleeve, not quite meeting Vintage’s eyes. ‘Anyway. It’s hunting at the moment. The bat. I sent it away.’


‘Well.’ Vintage stood up. ‘One thing I do know – you will become ill, if you spend another night in this festering hole dressed as you are. Here.’ Vintage went to Tor’s pack and began pulling things out, holding them up to the firelight for a better look. The daylight, already weak under the canopy of mushroom caps, had turned to a velvet darkness. ‘They will all be too big for you, of course, but you can roll the sleeves up. And I have a spare pair of boots.’


Fell-Noon’s eyebrows shot up, creasing her tattoo.


‘I can’t take his stuff. Not his stuff. What if he—’


‘Nonsense, dear, you’ll freeze to death otherwise. Besides, Tor has an obscene number of shirts in here, I don’t know why he feels the need to carry them around with him everywhere. Here, look, put that on, and this over the top. I know it looks thin, but Eboran silk is remarkably warming.’ She thrust the shirt into the girl’s arms and followed it with a jacket of stiff, black material with a high embroidered collar. While Fell-Noon sat looking at them in confusion, Vintage went to her own pack and yanked out a pair of battered leather boots with laces that went from the ankle right down to the toe. ‘Here, put those on too. I don’t for a moment think your little feet are the same size as mine, my dear, but you can pull the laces tight and here, stuff them with these socks.’


Noon looked at her for a long moment. She reminded Vintage of a half-feral cat that had hung around the House some years ago. Never quite tame enough to come into the kitchens, it would loiter on the broad stone steps outside. The animal would sun itself there, and if you left fish scraps on a plate, it would eat them, but if you tried to edge closer, it would watch you with careful eyes. Too close and it would run, every time.


‘Thank you,’ the young woman said, a little stiffly. She peeled off her sodden slippers and threw them behind her – with more than a touch of satisfaction, Vintage thought – and pulled on Vintage’s big woollen socks.


‘Makes my pack a bit lighter, dear.’


Fell-Noon pulled on the shirt and the jacket, before lacing up the boots.


Vintage sat herself down a couple of feet away from the girl – close, but not too close. She was still thinking of the cat. ‘I haven’t seen many fell-witches in my time, it’s true.’ She kept her voice casual. ‘All those that I have seen wore scarves or hats, and their faces were all heavily powdered.’


She let the unasked question hang in the air. The fell-witch pulled a hand through her hair, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘Customs change.’


‘Well, if you should need a brush, my dear, just let me know.’


Tor appeared at the edge of their fire, moving in the unnervingly silent way that he had. There was something fat and wriggling on the end of his sword, which he tipped onto the dirt by Vintage’s feet.


‘It doesn’t look like much, but it’s actually pretty tasty, if you cook it for long enough. And douse it in wine. And drink lots of wine while you’re eating it. And drink lots of wine afterwards, so you forget what you were just eating.’


Vintage kept her face as still as possible, but she couldn’t help noticing Fell-Noon’s horrified expression. Tor’s catch appeared to be a huge woodlouse, some worm-touched creature that had grown fat and bloated in the crevices of the Shroom Flats. It was pale cream in colour, with an alarming multitude of stiff, grey legs.


‘Is that what Eborans like to eat?’ asked Noon. Her tone was suspiciously innocent, and Vintage opened her mouth to reply, but Tor was already stomping around the fire, his face like thunder.


‘That’s all there is to eat, but of course you are welcome to go hungry.’ He stopped then and turned to Vintage, outrage quivering on every inch of his face. ‘Vintage, I must be imagining things – perhaps my sight was damaged by the fireball this lunatic threw at us earlier – but it looks as though this witch is wearing my clothes. How, by Ygseril’s deepest roots, can that have happened?’


‘Oh, do be quiet and help me spit this monstrosity you’ve brought back. Fell-Noon, I have eaten something like this myself, back when I was travelling across the Reidn delta, it’s really not as bad as it looks—’


From above them came a scrabbling, shifting noise, and a pale shape dropped towards them from the canopy of mushroom caps. Vintage scrambled to her feet, her heart in her mouth, but the shape resolved itself into a pair of leathery wings and a blocky furred head. The bat swooped over their small camp, dropping something from its feet before flying up and away again, scrambling back up through the dark spaces between caps.


‘Fulcor! That was Fulcor.’ Noon was on her feet, and for the first time she was smiling. ‘See? The bat I flew here on. Because I’m a Winnowry agent. And look.’ She stepped around the fire and knelt by what the bat had dropped. It was a small goat-like creature, of the sort Vintage knew roamed in small herds through patches of the southern forests. ‘Here is the dinner I told it to fetch for me.’ The fell-witch stood up, a wild look in her eye. ‘Agents of the Winnowry do not eat giant bugs.’
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Of course, Marin, as I’m sure you will have heard from your dear mother over the years, and even Ezion, Tormalin the Oathless was not the first Eboran I ever knew. One, in fact, walked the halls of the House and even slept for a time in the room that would eventually belong to you. I hope that is thrilling for you in some way.


It was early summer and I was about to turn twenty. Your grandmother and grandfather were both still alive then, of course, and I had very few responsibilities save for not wandering off and getting killed in the vine forest if I could help it. One day, a delegation of merchants arrived to talk to us about potentially setting up a trade route with Ebora itself – it had, they explained, been years since any such thing existed, due to some sort of scandal that had occurred some time after the Carrion Wars had ended – and with them was an Eboran woman. Initially, I thought that she was there as a representative of her home, perhaps to ensure that their interests were properly taken care of and, nominally, she was, but as the weeks went by it became increasingly obvious that she was more interested in the forest, and the terrible secret that it held.


Eborans, Marin, are of course known for their ethereal beauty, and this woman was no exception. She was tall and solidly built, with skin like warm marble and hair blacker than night. She wore, I remember, these strange pleated trousers that puffed out over the tops of her leather boots, and a crimson velvet jacket that always seemed to be covered in a layer of dust, and she owned a delicate pair of spectacles that I am fairly sure she did not need at all. More than that, despite her cold beauty, she was funny and kind. She would wander off from the long discussions after dinner, where your grandfather was trying so hard to be impressive, and one could find her in the kitchens, eating pudding with the servants, asking them endless questions. She asked so many questions, and really listened to the answers; as you get older, Marin, you will begin to see how rare this truly is.


Her name was Nanthema, and she was beautiful.


What you will have heard from your mother, I am unsure, and what Ezion will have told you, I dread to think, but I— [the remainder of this page is torn away, leaving a ragged line]


Extract from the private letters of Master Marin de Grazon from Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


Morning in the Shroom Flats was unsettling. The place was still gloomy, and filled with the alarming funk of dirt and fungus, but the light that filtered down from between the caps was pale gold in colour, dancing with flecks of plant matter. Vintage sat on top of her pack and watched it, when she wasn’t watching the sleeping girl. Noon was curled up by the extinguished fire, her knees pressed tightly to her chest, her hands covering her head. The girl was frightened, right down to her bones – when fear followed you that far into sleep, then you were in some serious trouble.


Vintage stood up, thinking to boil water for more tea, when the fell-witch jerked awake. For a few seconds, Vintage thought the girl might just stand up and run away, so alarmed did she look at her surroundings, but eventually she seemed to settle.


‘Where is the other one?’


‘Tor? I’ve sent him off to have a look around. I think we might be very close to what I’m looking for.’


‘Pieces of a dead Behemoth.’ Fell-Noon rubbed her hands over her face.


‘Better than pieces of a live Behemoth, my darling.’


‘I don’t understand you. You travel with an Eboran, and you explore the Wild, and you’re looking for things that might kill you. None of it makes sense.’ Fell-Noon looked up, and Vintage noted the dark circles around her eyes. ‘Explain the Eboran to me. You know what his people did? What they are?’


‘I do, my dear. Do you?’ Catching her look, Vintage sighed. ‘Tormalin is very young for an Eboran, which means, of course, that he’s nearly four hundred years old. He was too young to have had an active role in the Carrion Wars, but old enough to watch most of his people die from the crimson flux which followed. The dreadful stories that you have heard took place in a time when young Tormalin had yet to break his voice.’


‘Does he drink human blood?’ Vintage blinked. The girl was blunt enough. ‘I think that’s really his business.’


‘His business?’


Tormalin chose that moment to come stamping back into their camp, treading so heavily that Vintage was sure he must have heard their conversation.


‘We’re at the top of a small hill.’ He didn’t look at either of them, but came over to the remains of the fire and began picking at the carcass of the previous evening’s dinner. ‘I found the edge of it, and below us there’s a great deal of exposed earth.’


Vintage stood up. ‘A landslide?’


Tor shrugged. ‘Could be. Something has moved the ground around in a big way. A flood, perhaps.’


‘Let’s go and have a look, Tor,’ said Vintage. ‘That could be exactly what we’re after.’


‘I want to come,’ said Noon. She stood up, wrapping the black jacket tighter around her waist. ‘I want to see what it is you’re so interested in out here.’


Vintage exchanged a look with Tor, but the Eboran turned away, leaving the decision up to her. She smiled at the witch.


‘Of course, my dear.’


Leaving the remains of their makeshift camp, they followed Tor through the towering stalks of fungus. Vintage fell into step next to the girl, her eyes on the bulbous shapes that clustered to every side. ‘Have you seen a parasite spirit before, my dear?’


For a long moment the young woman didn’t answer. When she did, her voice was tight, as though she were recalling something she’d rather not. ‘Once. When I was very small, and I only saw it from very far away. I used to live on the plains, and my people were moving for the spring. All of the carts and the tents and the caravans . . .’ Her voice trailed off, and for a moment the strangest expression came over the young woman’s face. Her eyes grew wide and glassy, and her mouth turned down at the corners, as though she were a child left suddenly alone in the dark.


‘Are you quite well?’ Vintage touched Noon’s arm, and the fell-witch flinched as though something had scorched her.


‘Fine. I just . . . we were travelling across the grasslands at dusk, and I saw something on the horizon. Lots of lights, dancing. I thought it was pretty, but Mother Fast came by on her own mount and she told everyone not to look at it. That if we looked at it, we’d be cursed.’ She continued in a quieter voice. ‘Maybe she was right.’


‘A sighting on the plains.’ Vintage frowned. ‘The Behemoth remains discovered there were packed up and distributed eight or nine years ago. They were incredibly ancient, from the Third or Fourth Rain, we think.’


‘You really study these things?’ In the dim light the witch’s face looked dirty, with its traces of ash. ‘What for? I mean, really what for?’


‘For the joy of knowing, of course!’ She patted the girl’s arm. ‘It helps to understand things, don’t you think? It makes them less alarming.’


Noon looked unconvinced. ‘Things are less alarming when you put a lot of space between you and them. Hiding is easier.’


Vintage opened her mouth to reply, but ahead of them Tor had stopped. They had reached the place where the ground dropped away. Below, the dirt was black and exposed, riddled with pale roots grasping at the air like skeletal fingers. Looking at it, Vintage suspected an earth tremor rather than a flood; they weren’t completely unheard of in this part of the world. Here, the shadows lay thick on the ground, gathering in pools where the earth was broken, but she thought she could make out something shiny catching the light within the crevice. Her heart skipped and thudded in her chest, and she took a slow breath to try and get it under control.


‘Carefully now,’ she said to them both. ‘Let’s go slowly.’


They half walked, half stumbled down the slope that circled the broken earth, until they were down in the mud and dirt. Vintage was glad of her tough boots. From this level, it was clear that there was a great rent in the ground; a meandering crack split the earth, and three large fungi had fallen back, exposing their strange roots to the air like a drunken woman’s lacy skirts.


‘There’s something down here.’ Tor, just ahead, had reached the crack and was peering down into the dark. ‘It looks like metal.’


Vintage hurried over. Far above them, pieces of blue sky like a shattered plate let in shards of light, and it was difficult to make out anything clear, but even so. The sheen of moon-metal was hard to mistake for anything else – not when you’d spent so many years hunting it.


‘Move your lanky legs out of the way. That’s it.’ Vintage crouched by the edge. There was something down there; the last light of the day shone off a smooth, rounded surface, greenish gold in colour. Vintage bit her lip. The object was lodged in the ground some five feet below them, partially covered in loose dirt and twisted roots, but next to it the crack itself was much deeper – the darkness hid the hole’s true depth.


‘I think I might be able to reach it.’ Vintage sat down on the cold damp earth, wincing as a root poked her in the backside, and dangled her legs down into the hole. ‘Tormalin, my dear, would you mind holding on to me? Just in case the edge is more fragile than it looks.’


Tormalin sighed. ‘To excavate this safely, we need to get the ropes, even some ladders . . .’ When she glared at him, he raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m only repeating the various lectures you’ve given me over the years.’


‘Nonsense. Come on, quickly now. It will be easy enough to grab, if I can just get in range.’


The Eboran came and knelt behind her and took hold of her elbow. Noon stood to the side of them, her arms crossed over her chest.


‘There are other pieces,’ she said. ‘I can see more bits of shiny metal, all along this crack. Broken on impact with the ground, or just rotted away to fragments.’ Awkwardly, Vintage leaned forward, reaching out with one hand. Tormalin’s grip on her shirt increased. ‘This one must be . . . very ancient . . . indeed . . . to have only come to light now.’


Her fingers brushed it, and she felt a tingle move up her arm. Definitely a Behemoth artefact. She grinned into the hole. ‘Nearly there. Lower me down, just a little further, Tormalin, my dear, that’s it—’


Behind them, Noon made a strangled sound, and several things happened at once. The dim patch of broken earth lit up with shifting pink lights, turning everything nightmarish; an undulating cry filled the air while Tormalin twisted round slightly, muttering under his breath; and the damp earth Vintage was sitting on fell away, dropping her into the darkness.


‘Vintage!’


She fell, legs swinging through nothing, and then Tormalin had her arm. His white face hung above her, his mouth hanging open with shock. The little ledge containing the half-buried artefact was to her left, just out of reach. She swung her free arm at it, missing it by inches.


‘Buggeration!’


Above her, a shimmering light-filled shape appeared behind Tormalin. It was an amorphous thing, shifting and melting while pink and white lights moved to cluster at what almost could have been a head.


‘Tormalin, look out!’


The Eboran was already reaching awkwardly for the sword slung across his back, but Vintage’s weight and the precariousness of his own footing made it impossible. He snorted with frustration and gave her a furious yank, intending to pull her up out of the hole, but the ground underneath him partially gave way, and he had to scramble back to avoid following her into the crevice.


The parasite spirit now seemed to fill the canopy above them. It spread to either side, fronds growing at its edges and curling in towards Tormalin, who could not reach his sword and was now in danger of falling into the crack with Vintage. Well, she thought, how swiftly life shits in my face.


‘Let me drop!’ she shouted at Tormalin. ‘I’ll climb back out!’


‘Are you out of your mind?’


From her limited vantage point, Vintage saw Fell-Noon step into view. The young woman was staring up at the parasite spirit, apparently entranced. Her movements stiff and unnatural, the fell-witch took a step backwards, and, still with her eyes on the spirit, placed her hand on Tormalin’s bare neck. Vintage saw the Eboran jerk as though he’d been touched with a hot poker, and he cried out – whether in pain or surprise she couldn’t tell. For a moment, his eyes glazed over, and she wondered if perhaps he were about to pass out. That would end badly for both of them.


Instead, Noon lifted her other hand, almost dreamily, and from it erupted an enormous blossom of green fire. It floated up and exploded against the parasite spirit.


All was chaos. There was a flash of light so bright that, for a few moments, Vintage didn’t know where she was, and then Tormalin was swinging her to the left. The warm presence of his hand on her arm vanished, and she crashed onto the muddy ledge, something hard striking her in the stomach. Vintage looked up to see a boiling nightmare made of flames staggering away from them, the silhouette of Noon caught against it like a tiny scrap of shadow.


‘What . . .?’


It was the parasite spirit, consumed with winnowfire. Tormalin was staggering to his feet, one hand to his neck as though he were injured and the other brandishing his sword, but as they watched, the creature collapsed, falling to the ground and rolling in a very human gesture of desperation. Belatedly, Vintage realised that she had been hearing a high-pitched screaming since the explosion, which then stuttered and became a guttural howling. Despite everything she’d seen of the parasite spirits and the deaths she had witnessed, she felt a stab of pure horror at it.


Vintage stuck her boot on top of the metal artefact and used it to lever herself out of the hole. She scrambled out the rest of the way, her eyes riveted to the dying flames – they were turning a muddy yellow now, and a peculiar stench was filling the air.


‘Roots curse you, what have you done to me?’ Tormalin was gesturing at Noon’s back with his sword, but the young woman was paying no attention. She was staring raptly at the burning form of the parasite spirit, which was shuddering on the ground now, still emitting terrible squawks of pain. After a moment, she raised her hands and placed them over her ears, and then she fell to her knees. The young fell-witch was shaking all over.


‘I don’t care what you’re raving about, Vintage. This creature assaulted me!’


By the time they had beaten out the last of the fires the stench from the burned parasite spirit had been overwhelming, and they had retreated to their makeshift camp. Vintage had built up the fire again – she did not ask Noon for assistance this time – and now they were huddled round it. The fell-witch sat facing away from the flames, with her arms wrapped around herself. She appeared to be staring off into the spaces between the trees, although Vintage doubted she was seeing them at all. Tormalin had liberated a bottle of wine from the pack and was making short work of it, in between complaining. Every now and again his hand would sneak up to his neck and rub the skin there, as though it ached.


‘That’s right. You appear to have lost a couple of limbs, in fact. Whole pints of blood, no doubt.’ Vintage rooted through her bags for her notebooks, trying to ignore how her fingers were trembling. A weapon. Finally, they had a formidable weapon. ‘Oh no, what’s that? You’re absolutely fine? My darling, what a relief.’


Tor nearly spat his wine back into the cup. ‘You don’t know what she did! She tore the strength from me! She just . . . took it. Like a thief.’


‘I am not a thief.’ Noon’s voice was soft. ‘I just took what I needed. You’d both be dead now, otherwise.’


‘We would have been fine!’ Tor stiffened where he sat. ‘Vintage and I have faced these monsters many times and have survived without your assistance.’


‘What was that thing that . . . burned? What was it really?’ Noon had turned back to the fire, her eyes on Vintage now. ‘I know we call them spirits, but what is it?’


‘No one really knows, my dear, and that’s the problem. The information we have on these “parasite spirits” is so incredibly sparse. We know they’ve been around since the Eighth Rain, that there are no records of them appearing before that. We know that they haunt the remains of the old invader’s ships. We know that they can attack and kill living beings – indeed, the touch of their flesh is extremely damaging – but they do not actually seem to seek out conflict. Living things get in their way, and so they are torn apart.’ Vintage squeezed her notebook between her fingers, feeling the burn of a frustration that was decades old. ‘We know nearly nothing about them or the invaders.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Which is why I would like to engage your services, Fell-Noon.’


Tormalin gave a short bark of laughter, while Noon seemed to break out of her fugue.


‘What?’


‘Of course, I understand that you’re currently engaged in a very important and secret mission for the Winnowry,’ Vintage paused to cough into her hand, ‘but if you were able to put that to one side for a moment, I would be glad to pay you a wage to accompany us indefinitely. If anyone should have any queries as to your whereabouts, my dear, I would of course handle them personally.’


The girl looked startled now, and Vintage suppressed a smile. To be that young and so sure that your lies were subtle things.


‘Listen to me. As far as we knew, winnowfire itself has little effect on parasite spirits. Winnow-forged steel, yes, but not the pure flames. Except yours did.’ Vintage pursed her lips. She knew what she was about to say would not be received well, and yet she also felt instinctively that it was true. ‘I think that was due to the energy you took. Eboran life energy. Together you have made something else. Something lethal to the spirits.’


‘Vintage, did you suffer a blow to the head?’ Tormalin was smiling faintly, but there was a stony look in his eyes. ‘That little fireworks display back there nearly killed all of us, without even going into what this little thief did to me. And you are asking her to do it again?’


Vintage ignored him. ‘Well, perhaps you could sleep on it, Fell-Noon. That’s all I ask. I would like to return to the crevice in the morning, when, hopefully, the night’s air will have dissipated the stench, and then we’ll get you out of this gloomy worm-touched place. Plenty of time for you to consider my offer.’


Noon lay with her back to the fire. She was glad of the warmth, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to look at it.


She felt exhausted to her very bones, but sleep was a distant prospect – her mind felt like a bird caught in a tent, bouncing from wall to wall in a panic, no way out. At the forefront of her mind was the fact that the woman knew. She knew she was no agent, that her story stank worse than horse dung. She had been kind, and polite, and hadn’t come out and said directly that she knew Noon was lying, but it had been there in the hard glitter of her eyes when she had offered Noon the job. Noon had never met anyone like Vintage. Her cleverness was evident in her every word, in her assessing gaze. That could simply be because she was older than Noon, although it was difficult to guess her age; her warm brown skin was largely unlined, save for a handful of creases at the corners of her eyes, and a pair of laughter lines by her mouth. She had full hips and a thicket of dark curled hair, shot through here and there with a few touches of grey. Her eyes were kind, and to Noon she was beautiful. It made her more difficult to trust, somehow.


Noon pulled the collar of the jacket up to her chin. She needed to think, but whenever she closed her eyes she saw it all again, as if the image were still seared onto the inside of her eyelids: the strange creature made of lights, the soft way it had flowed around them, like a deadly flood. And then she had summoned her fire and it had lit up the night, an impossible torch, and she had been frozen with terror and exultation. The parasite spirit had burned, so wildly and so fast, and the noises it had made . . . She knew from the expressions on the faces of Vintage and the Eboran that they had never expected it to make such noises, but then they had never heard a living thing burn before. She was certain of it.


In the dark, Noon curled up as tightly as she could. Somewhere, deep inside her head, that noise went on forever.


Behind her, she could hear the small sounds of the others. Vintage was asleep, her hat – which she had insisted they retrieve – placed delicately over her face. The rhythmic fluting noise was her snoring. The Eboran was still awake, watching over them in the dark – she could hear him shifting every now and then, the occasional small sigh as he stood up to work the stiffness from his legs, the creak of his leather coat.


How strange to be here in the dark with such company. Ten years of nothing but the Winnowry and the witches, and now she made camp with an Eboran. It was like sleeping next to the bogey man, next to a monster out of one of Mother Fast’s tales. He was everything she had said the Eborans were – beautiful, graceful, quick. His eyes were red and cruel, just as they were in all of Mother Fast’s stories, and it was easy to imagine him on the battlefields of the Carrion Wars, tearing out the throats of men and women and drinking their blood while it was still hot.


And there was something else. In her fear and her panic, she had taken energy from him to fuel her winnowfire. Just a touch, and it had filled her in moments, something dark and old and unknowable – she had felt no other energy like it, and just like the winnowfire, it was frightening and glorious. She wanted to be far from here, to be alone so that she could never feel it again. She wanted to go to him now and place her hand against the smooth skin of his neck and taste it again. Take all of it, perhaps, and become someone else entirely.


Noon squeezed her eyes shut. Perhaps the Winnowry was right after all. She was too dangerous to be out in the world.
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The story of Tomas the Drowned is an interesting, if ultimately tragic, one – tragic, mainly for the hundreds of women who have been imprisoned as a result of his unusual life.


Tomas was a fisherman, or so the tale tells us, and one night he was out alone in his fishing boat when a great storm came upon the reef. His boat was smashed into pieces and Tomas sank beneath the waves, supposedly lost forever.


(Interestingly, shards of his boat have been sold as holy relics for the last hundred years or so, collected by the faithful as they were washed up on the beach. How the faithful knew to collect those pieces when, as far as they knew, Tomas was just another drowned fisherman, I do not know, but it does not do to dwell too closely on the origins of ‘holy’ relics, I suspect.)


A hundred days later, Tomas walked out of the sea, followed by four men and three women. It must have been quite a sight, these bedraggled, soaking figures striding out of the waves and up the beach. Tomas claimed that he had been trapped beneath the sea within a vision of great evil; a terrible world, he said, existed elbow to elbow with our own. We were all in danger. There was a woman there, he said, a ‘glowing woman’, who ‘burned with an eerie fire’, and she was the ‘heart and soul’ of that evil place. The men and women who were with him corroborated his story, although, from what I gather, they were also quite confused by their time under the sea. (It is worth noting, however, that each one of them was traced as a person lost at sea; one had been lost nine years ago, yet he had aged not a day, and two others were from the same shipwreck.)


Tomas took himself to a remote part of the coast – for the rest of his life, he could never quite leave the sea behind – and along with his seven disciples, began to feverishly produce paintings and writings about his terrible experience, warning us of the burning woman who was the key to this evil landscape. (There is, it seems to me, a certain type of man who is terrified of the idea of a woman wielding power, of any sort; the type of man who is willing to dress up his terror in any sort of trappings to legitimise it.)


Word spread. People, the desperate, perhaps, or the rudderless, joined him at his lonely outpost, and eventually a woman called Milandra Parcs came to him. She had very good reasons to hate fell-witches, and she saw in Tomas’s words and paintings a truth she already knew in her heart: the ‘burning women’– to her mind, the fell-witches – were evil. Tomas died, finally, his body left in a high place to be eaten by birds and animals (only in death, it seemed, could he escape the sea) and Milandra created the Winnowry. It was sold as a refuge for these women at first – these were individuals, after all, who were often very frightened of their own extraordinary powers – but as the word spread of the fell-witches’ ‘corruption’ (put about by the delightful Madam Parcs, no doubt), the Winnowry became a prison. Now the Winnowry come for any woman or girl who shows the ‘corruption’, and they live out their days in that pitiless place.


What interests me is what actually happened to Tomas and the seven he led from the sea. Where were they during their missing days and months and years? Was Tomas simply mad, or had he seen part of a great revelation?


Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


The next morning the sky was overcast, and an alien stench still lingered in the Shroom Flats. Tor opened his mouth to complain about it to Vintage, before remembering what had caused it – the incinerated body of the parasite spirit. Vintage was already up and about, noisily packing bags and retrieving notebooks, while the fell-witch was curled up by the fire, still asleep. In the night she had turned over to face the flames, sleeping close enough that a stray spark could have set her on fire too. Nothing less than she would deserve, he thought, glaring down at her still form. The wave of weakness that had swept through him the moment her fingers touched his skin was all too easy to recall – he’d never felt anything like it, and he didn’t care to ever feel it again. It had made him think of the crimson flux; your body an enemy, no longer obeying your commands.


‘Wake up our friend there, would you, Tor?’ Vintage was rooting around in bags and randomly pulling out glass jars, peering at them, and putting them back. ‘If she’s going to be helping us, she’ll want to see this.’


‘First, wake her up yourself. Second, are you truly persisting with this nonsense? She is clearly an escaped criminal of some sort.’


Vintage lowered her voice. ‘An escaped criminal able to incapacitate a parasite spirit in seconds. Think how useful that could be to us. Do stop whining, Tormalin, my love, it doesn’t suit you half as much as you think it does.’


‘By incapacitate, do you mean set everything on fire?’ However, he went over to the sleeping figure and rested his boot on her leg, giving her an experimental push. The girl gasped and scrambled backwards, the colour draining from her face. Tor frowned.


‘There’s no need to take on like that. Come on, we’re going to look at the thing you destroyed last night, if there’s anything left of it.’


The fell-witch was looking around at the towering mushrooms as if she were trying to figure out where she was. Tor crouched down and spoke to her quietly.


‘Not used to the outside world, are we?’


She narrowed her eyes at him and scrambled to her feet, pulling the black jacket more tightly around her shoulders. His black jacket. ‘Not used to waking up with a monster from a story standing over me.’


Vintage led them back to the crevice. Tormalin pulled the Ninth Rain free of its scabbard – there might have only been one parasite spirit, but it didn’t hurt to be wary.


‘Here, look,’ Vintage marched down, pointing at the shattered ground, ‘tiny pieces of the Behemoth’s moon-metal scattered everywhere. This thing must have crashed in the Third or Fourth Rain, perhaps even the Second, and the Wild has grown over its ancient bones. And then an earth tremor, and it all gets shoved back up to the surface.’


‘There’s the remains of our parasite spirit,’ said Tormalin, pointing with his sword. ‘Worth scraping into a jar?’


It looked like a broken sheet of partially clouded jelly, marked here and there with dark craters. Tormalin reached down to poke it with the end of the Ninth Rain, but Vintage appeared at his side, elbowing him out of the way none too gently. ‘Don’t touch it with winnow-forged steel! You’ll only damage it more.’


She pulled a long-handled spoon from a pocket and carefully began to spoon the wobbly muck into a spare jar. As she touched it, the substance seemed to break up, falling apart into oddly fibrous lumps. Tormalin took a step back from the remains. Looking at those strange shapes made him feel uneasy.


‘We’ve never recovered so much material!’ Vintage was beaming with delight. ‘I will need to purchase a whole new set of lenses to look at this. Now, I want to examine this hole again – don’t give me that look, Tor, I will be more careful this time.’


The broken earth had partially covered up the artefact that Vintage had attempted to retrieve the previous evening, but it was still possible to see sections of it; greenish gold metal that looked oily in the daylight.


‘I’ll get it.’ Tor stepped in front of Vintage, waving her back. ‘Look, it’s possible to see the edges of this thing now. I can climb down there.’ After the violence of the previous day’s attack the earth had settled again, revealing a rough path on the far side of the hole. Sheathing his sword, Tor lowered himself down and began to climb slowly towards the metal object.


‘Be careful, my dear! We don’t want to lose that sword of yours.’ Tor glanced up to see Vintage smiling down at him. Noon stood at her back, her arms crossed over her chest and an uncertain look on her face.


‘I’m touched by your concern, Vintage, as ever.’


When he laid his hands on the artefact he was surprised to find that it felt more like a piece of ceramic under his fingers – cool, but not cold as metal might be. He brushed the dirt and mud away to reveal its full shape; it was egg-like, with dimpled impressions in the wider half, but the top had been shattered. There was a thick substance leaking from inside. It was a deep gold in colour, but shimmering with a rainbow of other hues.


‘What is it?’ snapped Vintage. ‘What can you see?’


‘Hold on.’


He pulled the artefact away from the mud carefully, but, as he did so, more of it fell away to reveal an empty space where the oil from the artefact had obviously spilled – he could see the golden slick even against the dark mud – and in this tiny space was a riot of vegetation. A number of small plants had burst into life here, apparently underground and out of sight of the sun. There were thick branches with crowds of leaves, even flowers and the beginnings of fruit. He blinked at it in confusion.


‘Tor, what is it?’


‘Here, look for yourself.’ Holding the artefact under one arm, Tor cleared away the rest of the mud and stepped back, revealing the vibrant and unexpected garden. It was an odd patch of colour amongst the black earth and pale roots. Above him, he heard Vintage catch her breath.


‘The egg thing is broken at the top, and leaking some sort of golden fluid. And it appears to have led to this.’ He gestured at the small riot of vegetation.


Vintage looked thunderstruck. ‘Broken? It wasn’t broken yesterday. Did we break it?’


‘How can it have caused those plants?’ asked Noon. ‘That makes no sense.’


‘Some sort of Jure’lia magic, my dear,’ said Vintage. She had not taken her eyes from the unlikely garden. ‘I will want samples of everything, Tor, and the whole object removed and taken back with us to Mushenska. I’ll pass the jars down to you. And a pair of gloves. Can you get a sample of the fluid?’


It took Tor much of the rest of the morning to pack everything up as Vintage required. The egg-like artefact was put into a collapsible box Vintage had brought with her, packed with sheep’s wool, and many jars were filled with samples of the strange plants that had grown overnight in the dark. Of the golden fluid, he managed only to collect one vial’s worth, being extremely careful not to get any on his hands. When, finally, he climbed out of the hole he felt dirty and tired, and he was certain part of that was down to what the fell-witch had done to him the night before. He wanted blood, and could feel the weight of the small glass vials in his own pack, but felt reluctant to get them out in front of the witch, with her watchful, dark eyes. It’s not even fresh, he told himself. What Sareena had given him was days old now, and its effects would be greatly reduced.


‘So this was part of a Behemoth? Like the corpse moon?’


The girl was crouched on a clump of exposed roots, her arms wrapped around herself again. To Tor she looked like a small dishevelled bird, ready to take flight at any moment. In the half-light of the morning the tattoo on her forehead was a dark smudge. Vintage was logging what they had found in one of her many notebooks, but she looked up with a smile at the girl’s question.


‘This thing was inside one once, yes. But my guess is that the Behemoth broke up in the skies over this forest, oh, a thousand years ago, and some of the wreckage landed here, only to be lost under the encroaching Wild. Even small pieces of a Behemoth are enough to attract a parasite spirit, it seems.’


‘But there are whole ones. In places.’


Vintage nodded up at the sky. ‘Our ever-present friend the corpse moon is one, my dear, trapped somehow on its way back out of our sky. And yes, there are others. Famous sites where Behemoths crashed. Three are no longer there, as they have been picked apart by scavengers or eroded away by time. One, on the coast of Kerakus, has been partly swallowed by the sea.’ Vintage paused, a brief shadow passing over her face, and then she seemed to shake it off. ‘Two others are now in pieces, on their way to being lost entirely themselves.’ Vintage stood up, briskly rubbing her hands together. There was a damp chill between the toadstools, a mist that was lingering around the stalks. ‘And three others. One somewhere in the vast tract of desert known as the Singing Eye. One on the heights of the Elru mountain, although it was said that last year it broke apart, the largest half falling into a chasm. And the last is on a piece of land owned by one Esiah Godwort. His family built walls all around it, and you can only enter the compound with his permission. He hoards it to himself like a dragon with gold, which is why I believe it to be the most intact example.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Which is why I believe we should refresh ourselves, gather our wits, and go there next.’


Tor laughed, ignoring the perplexed look Noon shot him. ‘What makes you think Godwort will let you in this time? As opposed to the five other times you have asked? You know it’s not about coin with that roots-addled fool.’


‘It’s not to do with coin, no, you are quite right, Tormalin, my dear. But now we have something quite different to barter with.’


For the briefest second Vintage’s crafty gaze shifted to the fell-witch, but the girl was oblivious. Tor sighed; it seemed that Vintage really was intent on keeping the creature.


‘Right. Fine. Can we get back to Mushenska now please?’ He picked up the biggest pack, weighted now with various glass jars filled with dirt as well as the broken artefact, and settled it easily on his back. ‘I’m thirsty.’
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What do we know of the Jure’lia, then? Astonishingly little, given how long they have been haunting our history.


First, Jure’lia comes from the Kesenstan word for ‘worm’, or, more accurately, ‘worm people’. As far as we can tell, Kesenstan would have been one of the first places to experience an invasion; artefacts dating back thousands of years have been found during mining operations in the country. We do not know what the Jure’lia call themselves.


Second, the Jure’lia are not from Sarn. Or, at least, not from any part of it we know about – not from the surface of Sarn . . . do you begin to see the problem? Every few centuries or so, they appear in our skies apparently from nowhere, and begin the relentless destruction of our lands, our cities, our people. I say ‘our’ here in the broadest sense – the Jure’lia focus their attacks on no particular country or nation, and send forth no diplomat to negotiate terms. Efforts have been made to communicate in the past, but it has always ended badly for our delegates.


We call the ships they arrive in Behemoths, and for good reason. Bigger than anything seen on Sarn, these flying contraptions are great, bulbous things, resembling, if anything, the humble woodlouse (for reference: Rolda de Grazon made a number of extraordinary sketches during the Eighth Rain, which are kept in the Grazon family archive, and these I have compared to other contemporary reports. Dear distant Cousin Rolda had a good eye). Within these Behemoths travel the seeds of their entire force. Behemoths that have been brought down and crashed into the surface of Sarn have proved difficult to explore, with most accounts of the interiors making little sense – the general assumption is that something within the broken ships causes humans to lose their sanity. It’s not a comforting thought. In recent times, pieces of broken-up Behemoth, shards of their strange green or black ‘moon-metal’,1 are known to generate or attract the beings known as ‘parasite spirits’ – no one knows why this is, whether they are from Sarn itself, or a direct fallout of this alien technology. The parasite spirits only started appearing after the Eighth Rain, for reasons we may never know. One theory I believe has merit is that they are some sort of ‘sleeping weapon’, left behind by the Jure’lia as a way of further poisoning our land while they themselves recuperate. It’s a fascinating idea.


Within each Behemoth will be several hundred ‘mothers’. As ever, with the Jure’lia, we are uncertain whether or not these creatures are entirely organic, or manufactured in some way. With six mobile legs coming together in a central ‘cup’, they mostly look like especially tall spiders, although without eyes or mandibles or even an abdomen. Instead, the cup holds a sac, pearlescent in colour, which generates, or gives birth to, thousands of ‘burrowers’, also referred to as ‘bugs’. These creatures look a little like beetles with soft body casings. They are narrow, with multiple legs, and, unfortunately, that’s about all I know as no organic material has ever survived from them. Infamously, burrowers are the true horror of the Jure’lia, and the method via which they threaten to conquer Sarn – burrowers will hide inside a human victim and ‘eat’ away their insides, leaving a hollow interior coated in a strange, black, viscous substance. Whatever this substance is, it is more than simple waste material, as it leaves the victim conscious and able to communicate to some extent – although, of course, all trace of their previous personality has been replaced with the Jure’lia hive. Such unfortunate souls are effectively dead – at least, to their families and friends.


When the burrowers have done their work, what we’re left with are drones. They make up the vast majority of the Jure’lia force, and represent a terrible psychological toll on the survivors. Fight against the Jure’lia and you will be killing enemies with the faces of your neighbours, your friends, your family, your lover. We know from accounts of previous invasions that armies have suffered significant losses of morale, which in turn has been devastating.


Also contained within the Behemoths are ‘maggots’ (also referred to, rather colourfully, as the ‘shitters’, but I will stick to maggots for my purposes). Maggots are enormous living creatures, around sixty feet long and twenty feet wide. They move slowly, and seem to largely consist of a mouth at one end and an anus at the other, with a fat segmented middle section (for reference, again dear Cousin Rolda has done a series of drawings, from several angles. I must assume that because these things take a while to travel any distance, he was able to spend some time studying them). These creatures appear to have been entirely organic, with no interior skeleton and, consequently, no physical sign of them remains. These creatures made their slow way across Sarn, guarded by mothers and by drones, and consumed all the organic material in their paths. Trees, grass, plants, crops, animals, anything slower than them – and then excreted a vast amount of a thick, viscous slime, dark green in colour. This substance would then set, becoming harder than steel and smothering anything that came into contact with it.


It is possible to see evidence of this ‘suffocation’ at several locations around Sarn, most notably at the so-called ‘abyssal fields’ on the Wintertree plains – here you can experience a landscape so bleak and horrifying that I wouldn’t recommend more than an hour’s visit. It is possible, through the thick layer of vaguely translucent green varnish, to see the lost earth beneath, with strands of lost grass frozen in time. And a fair few bodies too – some are almost certainly drones who did not get out of the maggots’ way in time, and others were humans fleeing the invasion. It is a sad sight indeed, and deeply eerie – these men and women died hundreds of years ago, yet the maggot fluid has preserved them so well it looks like they have simply ducked their heads below the waters of a pond for a few brief moments.


There are similar sights at the Fon-sein Temple of the Lost, to the east of Brindlebrook in Reilans, the Iron Market Memorial in Mushenska, and in the Thousand Tooth Valley, although that particular stretch of ‘varnish’, as it has become known, has been built on top of and has become something of an attraction for travellers. The varnish has proved near impossible to move, which rather raises the question: will the Jure’lia eventually win by simply covering us over, piece by piece, however long it takes? An alarming thought.


Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


As the dismal summer faded and autumn fell over Ebora, Hestillion kept largely to the sprawling confines of Ygseril’s palace. What she had told Lord Moureni about the wolves was true; they were normal wolves, not worm-touched creatures half mad with the taint of the Wild, and they didn’t seem interested in her bony flesh, but that could well change as the colder months drew in. Whoever was left outside the palace would have to deal with that as they saw fit.


It was a cold, grey morning, chilly enough for her to see her breath before her even as she walked the corridors of the palace. It was just a cold snap – the true brutality of winter was a way off yet – but it was a reminder that she would need to start stockpiling firewood, and bring the warmer gowns out of storage. This morning, though, she had set aside for other concerns. She paused outside the Hall of Roots, needlessly glancing over her shoulder in case there was anyone there to observe her. The doors were as stiff and heavy as they had ever been, and she had to lean her entire body weight on them to squeeze her narrow frame through the gap. Inside, the echoing hall was a forest of shadowed shapes, ghostly in the muted light from the glass roof. A hundred years ago, when he was still alive, Hestillion’s uncle, Nourem, had become convinced that the plains people on the other side of the mountain were planning to band together to sack Ebora. He had been a sharp man in his day, but years of watching his people die and the early stages of the crimson flux had pushed him towards some teetering, paranoid edge. He had ordered all their valuables to be stored in the Hall of Roots, reasoning that it was the most defensible space in the entire city. Their artworks, their paintings, their sculptures and finest furniture had been brought into the hall and covered with sheets, and then allowed to moulder here in silence. Hestillion remembered watching the room fill up with their ancient treasures, and how the men and women moving the objects did not look at Ygseril, not even once. To them, the god was no longer there. It was just another piece of their lost history, gathering dust under the sky.


Hestillion wove her way between the shrouded statues of Eboran war-beasts and the towering blood-vial cabinets, heading towards the giant ghost in the centre of the room. Ygseril was a looming grey presence, his branches spread over her head like a cloud. Just as she had when she was a child, she climbed out onto the thick roots, feeling the solid cold press of their rippled bark through her slippers. It was so hard to get warm in this place. She promised herself a roaring fire when she was back in her suite.


‘Hello, old man.’ She sat down where the trunk met the roots, resting her back against the chilly bark. From here, Ygseril filled the whole world. ‘Another quiet day.’


Silence hung in the Hall of Roots, an invisible shroud that Hestillion could almost imagine brushing against her skin – clammy and clinging, like death. Music was something else they had lost in the gradual collapse of Ebora. When was the last time she had listened to a song sung by someone else, or the playing of instruments? Ebora had once been full of men and women who were exceptionally skilled musicians and composers, having dedicated centuries of their lives to learning their craft. Once, Ygseril’s palace had echoed continually with music. Her brother had dedicated most of his years to swordplay and then to the more secretive disciplines practised in the House of the Long Night. He was very good at it, he never tired of telling her, and by all reports, he was right. Hestillion herself had never been drawn to music, instead studying painting and embroidery, but her greatest passion had been for dream-walking. Tormalin had always said that she was the finest dream-walker Ebora had produced, that she could hide herself within a dream as well as a grasshopper within a glade. Hestillion smiled bitterly to herself. Perhaps he had been right; it hardly mattered now.


Thinking of the dream-walking, she ran her hands over the cold bark underneath her. Once again, she looked around to make sure she was alone. Aldasair had not been in here in years, but that didn’t mean he might not suddenly decide to make the trip – his mind was slowly spooling into chaos, after all.


Bowing her head, Hestillion closed her eyes, feeling her mind sink into the shadowy netherdarkness. It closed around her, as comforting to Hestillion as being held by a dear parent. She looked around. Darkness, almost entirely. There was a faint light that pulsed softly, which she knew to be Lord Moureni. Sleeping now, edging closer and closer to the point where he simply wouldn’t wake up. She felt a brief stab of curiosity about the old Lord’s dreams, wondering if he would be reliving past glories on the battlefield, but the possibility that he dreamed of misery, illness and a slow death was too great. She had no wish to share that with him. Another dreaming mind nearby was brighter. She was half surprised that Aldasair was still asleep when the sun had been up for hours, but then what else was there to do in this place now, but sleep? His dreaming mind was bright, a torch in the darkness. Allowing herself to feel briefly reassured by its presence, she turned her own mind away. In the netherdarkness, Ygseril was a great grey blot, a shadow in the dreamspace.


‘Ygseril. Are you there?’


There was no change in the grey shadow, no light to indicate a dreaming mind, not even a flicker. Just as it had been for hundreds of years.


‘I still believe you are there, somehow. You sleep more deeply than any of us, that is all.’


Moving towards the shadow until it was all around her, Hestillion pushed her consciousness deep into the surrounding gloom, feeling for the resistance that would normally come before she entered a dream. It was like walking in the thickest fog. Once, when she and Tormalin had been small, they had gone exploring the ornamental forest that curled around the northern wall of the palace. It was an exquisitely beautiful place; every tree, every small hill, every plant and streamlet had been placed according to a design by Ebora’s foremost gardener. In the summer months it was an island of greenery, thick with blossom and the scent of flowers, but they had gone walking in midwinter, and a swirling fog had grown up between the tree trunks. The white mist had made her think of forgetfulness, and as the trees and the plants vanished behind it, she had been filled with a terrible sense of loss. She had looked at her brother, and had seen the same misery on his face. Once, she and Tormalin had often shared the same feelings. That was a long time ago.


This was fog on a much grander scale. The shadow that was Ygseril was all around her, and although she searched with every fibre of her dreamself, there was nothing.


‘Come back to us, Ygseril. Come back.’


Nothing. Hestillion swallowed hard, feeling an echo of that same loss and despair she had felt in the garden with Tormalin, so long ago. In desperation, she cast her awareness downwards, feeling along the complex labyrinth that was Ygseril’s roots. Down and down, into a darkness that rivalled the netherdarkness itself, until she felt lost, disconnected from herself. It was tempting to keep going, to keep pushing until whatever held her to her own body snapped, to sever that connection and stay lost in the fog forever. Better that than a slow death watching Ebora collapse into a horror of blood and empty corridors. But the truth was, she was too good at this. She had travelled further in the netherdark before, and survived, more than once.


Her heart stuttered. The tiniest blink of light had flickered on the edge of her awareness, just for a second. It had been there and gone so fast that she wasn’t certain she hadn’t imagined it, or if it had been an anomaly of her own vision – her brain trying to create light and colour when she had been in the darkness for so long. Without pausing to think further, Hestillion dived after it, seeking the space where it had been. The darkness pressed in around her, claustrophobic now, and she could almost feel the roots surrounding her, half unseen. Was it her imagination, or was the greyness lighter here? For a fleeting moment, it was almost as though she were standing in a dark room with someone beside her. If she reached out, without looking, she could touch them . . .


A hand curled around the top of her arm, and she was back in the Hall of Roots, her eyes wide open.


‘Aldasair! What are you doing?’


The young man was crouched on the roots next to her, his tousled hair half falling over his face. He was still wearing his night robe, and his eyes were heavy with sleep. How long had she been in the netherdark, searching?


‘You were asleep,’ he said, a shade defensively. ‘I wanted you to come and eat with me. And there’s someone here.’


‘You idiot.’ Hestillion shook his hand away. Had she simply been sensing Aldasair’s presence in the hall, or was it something else? ‘What do you mean, there’s someone here?’


‘I wanted to have rala root with my lunch, so I went outside to see if it’s still growing wild in the Red Singing Garden.’ Hestillion raised her eyebrows. This was as lucid as she’d seen Aldasair in months. ‘And I saw them, walking down the Great Street towards the palace. They were coming along very slowly, looking around at everything. They’ll get eaten by wolves if they don’t hurry up.’


Hestillion stood up, swaying slightly – she had been very deep in the netherdark when Aldasair had pulled her out of it, and the speed with which she had been drawn back was disorientating. She glanced up at the trunk of Ygseril, wondering if she’d imagined the light, but there was no time to think about it now. ‘Aldasair, do you mean there are humans in Ebora?’


Aldasair brushed his hands down the front of his night gown. It was slightly dusty. ‘That’s precisely what I mean. All the rala root is dead, by the way.’


Hestillion hurried to the front gates, smoothing her hair back behind her ears while Aldasair followed her reluctantly. She had at least put on one of her finer padded gowns this morning – deep emerald green with a turquoise pattern of spiral serpents – and although she wore no jewellery her boots were studded with lesser gems. It would do, for meeting with surprise guests. She could see them already beyond the golden gates, a ragtag group of men and women standing very close together. From the shapes of their faces and the elaborate travelling tents they carried with them they were plains people, which was in itself a surprise. Since the Carrion Wars plains people had rarely come to Ebora voluntarily. Hestillion consciously smoothed her brow and put on her most welcoming smile before slipping out through the gates; they were always left open these days.


‘Greetings!’ she called. ‘I cannot tell you how good it is to see visitors here. You must have come a long way.’


The small group were watching her with dark eyes. They wore soft deerskin leggings and heavy woollen garments that swept their shoulders with bright colours – reds, yellows, purples and greens – and hoods of horsehair circled their faces. As she watched, the men and women shuffled aside to reveal a sturdy wooden litter with a heavily padded seat at the centre. In it was a tiny, ancient woman, mostly concealed by blankets and her own horsehair hood. One long-fingered hand, leathery with exposure to weather, gripped the arm of the seat.


‘You are in charge here, girl?’ The woman’s voice was cracked with age, but firm.


Hestillion came forward, her own hands folded into her sleeves against the cold. ‘I suppose you could say that I am. Please, let me take you all inside. Whatever hospitality we have left will be yours.’


The figure in the litter raised her hand, beckoning.


‘Let me have a look at you first. Been years since I’ve seen a real, live Eboran.’


Hestillion came forward slowly. She did not look at the men and women who stood with the litter, but she could feel the distrust radiating from them. As she drew closer, the old woman leaned forward, pushing her horsehair hood back. Hestillion’s first instinct was to gasp, to look away, but she swallowed it down.


The woman must have been nearly a hundred years old, unspeakably ancient for a human. Her skin was as thin as a dried leaf and looked just as fragile, peppered all over with dark brownish age spots. This was not what had alarmed Hestillion though; at some point in the past, the old woman had been very badly burned. The skin on her face and neck was a raw, shiny pink, the flesh melted and twisted beyond all recognition. Her right eye was gone, a slippery pucker of scar tissue in its place, and her hair was reduced to a few scanty white braids on the left side of her head. Her mouth was little more than a slit, and the eye that was left was a deep dark brown. It fixed Hestillion with a piercing gaze.


‘I am Mother Fast, girl. I had a dream, and I’ve come to lend my aid to Ebora.’
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There is one final figure in the Jure’lia force worth elaborating on: the Jure’lia queen. This appears to be a single entity who thinks independently for the hive; who appears to make decisions and issue commands. There can be little doubt that she is the heart of the Jure’lia invasion. And yet, very little is known about her and she remains, quite literally, a shadowy figure. She appears to be humanoid at least, with a head, two arms and two legs, and may even wear armour of a sort. But many questions remain. Is it the same figure each time or a new queen? What does she want? Why is she the only humanoid? Is she, in fact, a drone they have picked up previously elsewhere?


Rolda de Grazon appears to have only ever seen the queen from a great distance, and hence made some very rough sketches of something that appears to be a tall woman, standing just beyond a line of maggots and mothers. His hand, it is worth noting, is not as accurate as it has been in previous drawings, and indeed, all the pictures he brought back of the Jure’lia leader seem soaked in dread. I find them difficult to look at myself – the shadowy figure seems to shake and melt in front of my eyes, as though she cannot be pinned to paper – and so I put it away quickly, in a separate folio to the rest. Staring at it doesn’t help, after all.


(I think of my brave and distant cousin often as I work my way through our precious archive. He returned from the Eighth Rain alive, something very few could say, and his diaries are full of praise for the brave Eboran warriors and their war-beasts who fought so valiantly against the invaders – I wonder privately if he had an affair of some sort during the war. There is a pair of silk gloves among his effects, with fine Eboran stitching. But he was a broken man, all the same. From his notes I know that he planned to write a book on the Eighth Rain on his return, but he appears to have made no progress on it in his later years, and eventually walked out into the vine forest one day and never came back. I imagine that he died out there somewhere, that his lonely bones rest under one of the giant trees. Poor old sod. His notes, and most importantly, his fine drawings, are the sturdy backbone of my own research.)


The final thing we know about the Jure’lia is, of course, that the Eborans were the only ones who could ever drive them off. The tall and graceful and lethal Eborans – with the curious magic of the strange beasts birthed to them by Ygseril, the tree-god. Time and again, the Jure’lia have come, and each time Ygseril has shed its extraordinary fruits, each silvery pod revealing an Eboran war-beast. They are, perhaps, an even greater mystery than the Jure’lia, and there is no doubt that Sarn would have been lost centuries ago without them.


Extract from the journals of Lady Vincenza ‘Vintage’ de Grazon


‘What are we doing here? Vintage, would it not make more sense to return to your apartments? We’ve been travelling for days.’


Noon glanced at the Eboran, who was glaring around at the streets of Mushenska as if the city had done him a personal wrong. It was difficult to concentrate on his voice – there were so many, threatening to drown him out. She could barely think. Resisting the urge to place her hands over her ears, Noon took a slow breath. The city was overwhelming.


‘I want to show you something.’ Since the incident in the forest, Vintage had been full of energy, whisking them back to Mushenska with a fixed smile on her face and a steely glint in her eye. On some level, Noon felt it would be unwise to trust the scholar, but her options were limited. Once back on the road they had caught a postal carriage back, a heavily armoured vehicle pulled by sturdy horses, and in the crowded compartment Vintage had produced a small package and passed it to Noon. ‘Just a gift,’ she had said. ‘I picked it up for my niece when I travelled through Jarlsbad last and have repeatedly failed to post it to her, and, well, I believe the style is very fashionable in the big cities currently.’ Noon had opened the package to find a soft black felt hat, with a lilac silk band that slipped down over her forehead. She opened her mouth to point out that the very first thing a runaway fell-witch would do would be to cover up the tattoo on her forehead, and that it would hardly hide her from Winnowry patrols in that case – but to say so would be to admit what she was. She closed her mouth and nodded her thanks awkwardly. Vintage knew what she was, and she was trying to help. Why? And now they were in Mushenska, a city Noon had only ever seen briefly from its rooftops. She tugged at the silk band on her hat, wondering at the noise and life around her.


‘I think it would be instructional,’ Vintage continued. She was leading them deeper into the city on a bright, hot day. Men and women and children pressed in all around them, their heads and arms bare; so much skin, so many different colours – pale as cream and dotted with freckles, deep warm brown like polished wood, or a rich olive, like her own. The last time she had been around so many people, so close and so uncovered, was on the plains, with her mother and her people. It wasn’t a comforting thought.


‘What would be instructional, would be a good hot bath with a decent bottle of wine near to hand,’ said Tormalin.


‘We’re going to the Iron Market Memorial,’ Vintage carried on as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘Have you ever been, girl?’


‘Me? No. No, of course not.’


Vintage nodded. She was as serious as Noon had seen her so far. ‘I think it’s something everyone should see, if they can.’


They wound deeper into the city, until they came to a set of tall walls of featureless black stone that stretched out to either side. Already the city was quieter here, and Noon felt a coil of dread unfurl in her stomach. She had heard of the Iron Market Memorial, she was sure of it, but couldn’t say for certain what it was. She glanced at the hot blue sky above them, half fearing and half hoping to see Fulcor circling above them. The bat had been spotted twice, flying above them as they made their way back to Mushenska, and then it had disappeared again, apparently attending to bat business of its own; certainly it did not seem to feel that it had to obey her or the whistle. Even the bat knows I’m not really a Winnowry agent, thought Noon. She rolled her hands into fists. The urge to flee was still strong.


Vintage led them alongside the wall until they came to a simple, square archway. Here there was an inscription, in a language Noon could not read.


‘What does it say?’


‘The Sixth Rain. Let us not forget the lost, who can never leave this place.’ Tor’s voice was smooth and faintly amused, as though he found it funny that she couldn’t read the inscription.


‘How right they are,’ murmured Vintage. ‘Come on.’


Inside the walls, which Noon saw formed a simple square, was an odd, desolate oasis of calm. The grey cobbles of Mushenska ended, became brown dirt, which was then covered in a dark green substance, thick and hard like glass, shining under the hot sun. The slick substance covered the ground from wall to wall, and here and there it formed strange twisting shapes. These Noon found she had to look away from; there was something about the way they caught at your eyes that was unnerving. The place was empty of people.


‘What is it? What is this stuff?’


Vintage led them out onto the slick ground. Under Noon’s borrowed boots it felt slippery.


‘How much do you know about the Jure’lia, my dear? About the worm people?’


‘What everyone knows.’ She frowned, thinking about her dream. The sense that it was real in a way other dreams were not hadn’t left her. ‘They’re invaders that have tried to take Sarn. Each time, they’ve been stopped.’


‘By my people,’ put in Tormalin. ‘Forced back by brave Eboran warriors and their war-beasts.’


‘Well, what you’re looking at here, my dear, is one part of how the Jure’lia have tried to make Sarn their own. We call it varnish, although that hardly does it justice.’ She tapped her boot against it. Here, the roar of the city was a distant murmur. ‘The Jure’lia, they bring their giant beasts, and they secrete this,’ she gestured around at the memorial as a whole. ‘They covered over great swathes of land with it, suffocating anything that might have been underneath, anything slow enough to be caught. Here, follow me.’


She led them out towards the centre of the square, still talking. ‘There was indeed a market here once, before Mushenska was Mushenska. In the time before the Sixth Rain, the Iron Market was the place you came to for your weapons and your armour.’ Absently, Vintage patted the crossbow at her side. ‘It was still quite a provincial place then, you must understand, a gathering of skilled blacksmiths and leather workers in the centre of a village. The village was called Fourtrees, for not especially imaginative reasons. And then the Jure’lia came. They landed a Behemoth to the east of what are now the outskirts of Mushenska, and they released one of their great maggots. The enormous worm creature and its helpers quickly consumed everything there was to Fourtrees, and then spread this glassy muck over what was left. Here. Look.’


Vintage pointed down at her feet. The translucent glassy substance was like looking down into a murky lake. The ground that had once been there had fallen away, leaving a hole, and in its greenish depths, objects were suspended, caught forever in the ‘varnish’. Noon narrowed her eyes, trying to make out what they were.


‘Really, Vintage?’ Tor sighed and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘This is what you delay my bath for?’


‘There are swords down there,’ said Noon. ‘Just hanging there, in this stuff. They look as though they were made yesterday. And . . .’ She stopped. What initially she had taken to be a bundle of clothes had, on closer inspection, revealed a round, pale shape at its centre. A woman’s face, turned up to the light, her eyes open very wide, her mouth pressed shut as though she had tried to hold her breath. Her skin was clear and unblemished, and her hair, the colour of seaweed under the green, flared out around her like a woman caught mid-swim. Her hands, white exclamations in the dark, were reaching up to the surface. ‘There are people in there.’ Noon felt bile pushing at the back of her throat.


‘Oh yes,’ said Vintage. ‘Men and women and children who were not caught by the initial hunger of the worms were often caught by the varnish. Or fed to it by drones.’


‘Drones?’


‘Those that were taken by Jure’lia. You know what I speak of, my dear?’


Noon nodded slowly. In her dream, hundreds of black beetles had swarmed over Fell-Marian, rushing to fill her mouth and nose and eat her from the inside out.


There was a noise behind them, and a group of around ten children trooped diligently into the memorial. They wore expressions of barely checked fidgety boredom, and with them was a tall man with a fringe of white beard and dark eyebrows. He glanced over at the three of them as though surprised to see anyone else there, and then appeared to pick up a lecture he’d been giving outside.


‘And here we have the Iron Market Memorial. The Iron Market was lost during the Sixth Rain, children, although much of this area was saved by the sudden intervention of the Eboran Empire.’


‘Bloodsuckers,’ one child whispered to another in an overly dramatic fashion. Next to her, Noon sensed Tormalin stiffen. ‘They was monsters too, is what Mam said.’


‘I’ll show them how monstrous we are right now, if they would like,’ muttered Tormalin.


‘Tormalin, please try not to throw a tantrum over the comments of a child, there’s a dear.’


‘What are these weird things, sir?’ asked another of the children. She was standing next to one of the strange spikey shapes formed by the varnish, leaning away from it slightly as if it smelled bad.


‘No one knows. The Jure’lia were mindless monsters, who thought only of consumption and destruction. It is likely they mean nothing at all.’


Vintage narrowed her eyes at that.


‘Luckily, the Jure’lia threat was ended . . . can anyone tell me?’


‘At the Eighth Rain,’ chorused a handful of the children.


‘That’s right. The Jure’lia queen was finally defeated at the great central city of Ebora itself, and all their creatures and all their ships died as one. The Eighth Rain was the last, the final invasion by Sarn’s ancient enemy.’ The tall man pointed up into the brilliant sky, where the corpse moon was a smear of greenish light. ‘Their greatest ship tried to escape, but died before it could leave our atmosphere.’


One of the children began to jump up and down on the varnish, clearly meaning to attempt to break it, and a handful of his friends got the same idea. Noon watched their teacher take a deep breath – he, too, looked bored by the memorial – before ushering them back out through the simple archway.


‘Look at that, would you?’ muttered Vintage. ‘One of the greatest and most terrible artefacts in Sarn history, and they were barely here a handful of moments.’ She rounded on Noon, wagging a finger as though she were a reluctant student. ‘And thinking of the Jure’lia as mindless monsters? Nonsense. Clearly, they were here for something, we just don’t know what it was. Why won’t people just think?’


‘Was it the last invasion?’ asked Noon, curious despite herself. She was thinking of the soft female voice in her dream, that presence unseen behind her. ‘Was the Jure’lia queen really beaten in Ebora?’


To her surprise, Vintage turned to Tormalin. After a moment, he shrugged.


‘No one truly knows what happened at the end of the Eighth Rain,’ he said eventually, his voice dripping with reluctance. ‘Even my people cannot be sure, because so many died at that battle. The Jure’lia queen was certainly there, and the lands beyond the Wall had swathes of this substance you call varnish.’ He curled his lip as though tasting something sour. ‘We built over it, preferring not to dwell on ugly things. We were fighting a battle on many fronts that day, our army spread across Sarn, but the queen was in Ebora. Warriors were dying, our war-beasts overwhelmed by drones. It looked like the end of all things. And then, suddenly,’ he held his hands up and dropped them. ‘The queen was there no longer, and all of her little toys stopped working. Just dropped dead in the middle of the fight. And when we had cleaned up the mess and finished congratulating each other, we found Ygseril cold and dead, his bark turned grey as ash.’


‘Do you think . . .?’


‘That the queen killed him before she was killed herself?’ Tormalin’s face was very still, very controlled, his maroon eyes dry. ‘I, for one, do not care. It all comes to the same end either way.’


‘Yes, well.’ Vintage thinned her lips. For the first time since Noon had met her, she looked tired. ‘We should not just forget. People were killed in their thousands, their insides eaten by the Jure’lia’s pestilence – lives were destroyed. The effects of it are still being felt now.’ She gestured down at the varnish again. Noon could make out more humanoid shapes down there. ‘Look at those poor bastards. No graves for them, no way to retrieve their bodies without destroying them utterly, so they wait here forever, a frozen piece of history, while bored school children stomp around on their resting place. It shouldn’t be forgotten. We can’t just brush over it.’ She shook her head. ‘I need to know why these people died. We should want to solve this mystery, the mystery of the worm people. Not just pretend as though it never happened.’
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