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To my sister Sophie, a truer traveller than


I shall ever be, who saved lives when others


were seeing sights, and who brought back


tropical diseases and broken bones instead


of photos and souvenir hats
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PRELUDE


It was a burnished, cloudless day with a tug-of-war wind, a fine day for flying. And so Raglan Skein left his body neatly laid out on his bed, its breath as slow as sea swell, and took to the sky.


He took only his sight and hearing with him. There was no point in bringing those senses that would make him feel the chill of the sapphire-bright upper air or the giddiness of his rapid rise.


Like all Lost, he had been born with his senses loosely tethered to his body, like a hook on a fishing line. He could let them out, then reel them in and remember all the places his mind had visited meanwhile. Most Lost could move their senses independently, like snails’ eyes on stalks. Indeed, a gifted Lost might be feeling the grass under their knees, tasting the peach in your hand, overhearing a conversation in the next village and smelling cooking in the next town, all while watching barracudas dapple and brisk around a shipwreck ten miles out to sea.


Raglan Skein, however, was doing nothing so whimsical. He had to take his body on a difficult and possibly perilous journey the next day, and he was spying out the land. It was a relief to see the world plummet away from him so that everything became smaller. More manageable. Less dangerous.


Scattered around the isolated island of Gullstruck dozens of other minds would be adrift. Lost minds, occupied with the business of the island, keeping it functioning. Scrying for bandits in the jungles, tracing missing children on the rises, spotting sharks in the deeps, reading important trade notices and messages long distance. In fact, there might even be other Lost minds floating near him now, indiscernible to him as he was to them.


He veered towards the mountain ridge that ran along the western coast, seeing the individual peaks emerge from the fleece of clouds. One such peak stood a little proud of the rest, its coloration paler. It was Sorrow, the white volcano, sweet, pure and treacherous as snow. Skein gave her a wide berth and instead veered towards her husband, the King of Fans, the tallest middlemost mountain of the ridge, his cratered head forever lost in clouds. For now the King was docile and hazy with the heat, but he too was a volcano and of uncertain temper. The shimmering air above his slopes was flecked with the circling forms of eagles large enough to carry a child off in each claw. Villages on this coast expected to lose a couple of their number to the eagles each year.


But these eagles would have no interest in the little towns that sprawled below. As far as the great birds were concerned, the towns were just more animals, too vast and sluggish for them to bother with, scaled with slate and furred with palm thatch. The muddy roads were the veins, and bronze bells in white towers told out their slow, cold heartbeats.


For a moment Skein wished that he did not know that every town was really a thriving hive of bitter, biting two-legged animals, full of schemes and resentment and hidden treachery. Yet again the fear of betrayal gnawed at his mind.


We will talk to these people, the Lost Council had announced. We are too powerful for them to ignore us. Everything can be settled peacefully. Skein did not believe it. Three days more, and he would know if his shadowy suspicions had flesh to them.


There lay the road he would travel over the next few days. He scried it carefully. Even though he had left for the coast quietly and with haste, there was always a chance that news of his arrival had outstripped him, and that enemies lay in wait.


And it was no mean task, spying out ambushes and surprises on this coast of all coasts. Everything about it reeked of trickery and concealment. There were reefs beneath the water of the bay, betrayed only by the foam fringes on the far waves. The cliff-face itself was a labyrinth. Over centuries the creamy limestone had been hollowed and winnowed until it was a maze of tapering spires, peepholes and snub ridges like sleeping lions. So it was all along the west coast of the island, and it was this that had given the Coast of the Lace its name.


The tribe who lived here nowadays was also known as ‘the Lace’, and they too were full of ins and outs and twists and turns and sleeping lions pretending to be rocks. You never knew where you were with the smilers of the Lace. They were all but outcast, distrusted by everyone, scratching out a living in outskirt shanty towns or dusty little fishing villages.


Villages like the one that now came into view, nestled between a cliff and a beach in a rocky, half-hidden cove.


Here it was, Skein’s ultimate destination. The village of the Hollow Beasts.


It was a Lace village. Skein could see it at a glance, even though he was too high to make out the turbans on the grandmothers, the young men’s shark-tooth anklets, the bright stones in everyone’s teeth. He knew it from the furtive location, the small pearl-fishing canoes cluttering the waterline.


He descended until the freckling of two-legged specks on the beach became foreshortened human figures. His sight alighted on two young girls, one supporting the other.


The taller of the girls was dressed in a white tunic, and he guessed instantly who she must be. Arilou.


Arilou was the only Hollow Beast whose name he knew, and it was the only name he needed to know. She was easily the most important person in the village, and arguably the only excuse for its existence. He contemplated her for a few seconds, before soaring again and preparing to return to his body.


As it happened, the girl supporting Arilou had a name too. It was designed to sound like the settling of dust, a name that was meant to go unnoticed. She was as anonymous as dust, and Skein gave her not the slightest thought.


Neither would you. In fact, you have already met her, or somebody very like her, and you cannot remember her at all.
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ARILOU
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On the beach, a gull-storm erupted as rocks came bouncing down from the clifftop. Half a step behind the rocks scrambled Eiven, her face flushed from running.


No member of the village would take a shortcut straight down the cliff unless there was a matter of some urgency, not even bold, agile Eiven. Several people dropped their ropes or their nets, but not their smiles, never their smiles, for they were Lace.


‘An Inspector!’ Eiven called to them as she recovered her breath and balance. ‘There is a Lost Inspector coming to see Arilou!’


Looks were exchanged, and the news ran off to this hut, that hut. Meanwhile Eiven sprinted across the beach along to the base of the cliff, her feet scooping ruts in the spongy sand. There she scrambled up a rope ladder and pushed through a curtain of woven reeds into the cave behind it.


According to Lace tradition and tale, the caves were sacred places, perilous mouths leading to the world of the dead, and the gods, and the white-hot, slow-pumping hearts of the mountains, mouths that might snap you up suddenly with stalactite teeth if you were judged unworthy. Eiven’s family was considered worthy to live in the caves, but only because of Arilou.


Moments later within the cave Eiven was in agitated conversation with her mother. It was a council of war, but you would never have known it from their smiles.


‘So what is he planning to do to her?’ Mother Govrie’s eyes had a fierce and urgent brightness, but her mouth continued to beam, the lopsided swell in her lower lip speaking of stubbornness and warmth. ‘How does the Inspector inspect?’


‘They say he wants to grade her for their records. See how well she can control her powers.’ Eiven had a knife-slash smile. Years of pearl-diving had left white coral scars trekking up her forehead like bird-prints. ‘We need to tell the whole village. Everybody will want to know about this.’


Arilou was everybody’s business, the village’s pride and joy, their Lady Lost.


The Lost were born nowhere but Gullstruck, and even on the island they were far from common. They were scarce among the non-Lace, and much revered. Among the Lace, however, they were all but unknown. During the great purges two hundred years before, most of the ‘Lace Lost’ had been killed, and their numbers had never recovered. Before the birth of Arilou, none had been born to the people of the Lace for over fifty years.


Young Lost were notorious for becoming entranced with distant places and forgetting their own discarded bodies, or even failing to notice that their bodies existed. As a consequence, nobody ever lamented when a child seemed slow to learn or unaware of its surroundings, for this was often the sign of a newborn Lost that had not yet learned to reel its mind back to its body.


The birth of a baby girl who showed every sign of being an untrained Lost had transformed the village’s prospects overnight. Suddenly they were not dependent upon their dwindling harvest of pearls or on peddling shell jewellery. The nearest town grudgingly gave them food in winter, for it was accepted that when the town’s own Lady Lost retired, Arilou would have to take her place. Furthermore, the stream of visitors who came to see Arilou paid well for their food and lodging, and for relics to remember their visit to the only Lace Lost. Arilou was a celebrated oddity, like a two-headed calf or a snow-white jaguar. And if any haggard doubts haunted the villagers’ pride in Arilou, an outsider would never have known it from the seamless pleasure the Lace seemed to show in discussing her.


But now Arilou needed to be found and made ready for company. Her best clothes had to be prepared. Her hair had to be combed free of burrs and her face would need to be dusted with stone dust and spices. There was no knowing how much time they had.


In the late afternoon two men stepped gingerly into the pulley-chair and let themselves be winched down the cliff by six young Lace men below.


The taller of the two visitors was unmistakably Lost. Whereas many Lost learned to base themselves in their own body, some discovered their physical form so late that they were never entirely comfortable in it. They found the perspective disorientating, disliking the translucent peripheral view of their own nose, and the fact that they could not see all of their body to guide it. Such Lost often chose a hovering perspective instead, a little behind or to one side of their body, so as to keep themselves in view, monitor and adjust their own body language, and so forth. However, there was always something static about their posture then, and this man was no exception.


He wore his grey hair pushed back into a pigtail, the loose strands across his head pinned in place by his green three-cornered hat. His eyes were hazel, which was not unusual for one of his background. Most islanders were mixed race, for it had been over two centuries since the Cavalcaste settlers arrived on Gullstruck, easily long enough for them to intermingle with the local tribes. However, in the towns there was often more Cavalcaste blood poured into the mix, particularly among the better-heeled, and that was clearly true of this man. What was unusual about his eyes was that they were slightly swivelled to the left, and that he did not take the trouble to blink, or adjust the direction of his gaze. This, in short, was obviously the ‘Lost Inspector’.


His shorter and younger companion seemed to be ‘lost’ in an utterly different sense. Compared to the Lost Inspector, he was a-twitch with involuntary movements, clutching at his hat one moment, the handrail the next, shifting his feet or his weight with every swing of the chair. Papers fluttered in the leather wallet he held under one arm. He had a rounded, pouting chin, a touch of Cavalcaste pallor and bright, brown eyes. For the moment these eye were fixed upon the ground reeling treacherously far below him and the mosaic of upturned faces.


He was smartly dressed and obviously a towner. Like many Gullstruck officials he was both well-heeled and bell-heeled, another result of the Cavalcaste invasion. Centuries before, back on their own homeland plains, respected members of the horse-riding Cavalcaste clans had shown their status through the size of their spurs. But nowadays the powerful were not horseback battle-leaders but law makers and bureaucrats. Instead of spurs, even lowly officials had taken to wearing little bells on the backs of their boots, ‘honorary spurs’, which jingled in just the same way but did not catch on carpets and ladies’ hems.


His name was Minchard Prox, and not for the first time he was wondering if it was possible to find a secretarial post that was less prestigious than being aide to a Lost Inspector but less likely to involve trekking mountain paths in goat-drawn carts, being lowered down cliffs in glorified baskets or coming into contact with the Lace, who set his neck-hairs tingling as if at the touch of a knife.


Down there, three dozen faces, all smiling. Just because they’re smiling, it doesn’t mean they like you, he reminded himself. Smiles a-glitter, for most Lace had their teeth studded with tiny plaques of shell, metal or bright stone. Would those smiles melt away to leave implacable looks as soon as there were no strangers in the village? Perhaps it was even worse to think of the smiles clinging to every face even after they had no purpose, a whole village sitting and walking and sleeping and smiling and smiling and smiling . . .


In the old days before the settlers, the Lace’s smiles marked them out as a people to respect. The Lace had acted as peace makers and go-betweens for the other tribes, and had even carried messages to the volcanoes. So it was small wonder that when the Cavalcaste landed the Lace had been the only tribe to approach them with smiles rather than spears.


The helpful Lace had given the settlers lots of advice on how to survive on Gullstruck. Most important of all, they warned them not to build their towns in the Wailing Way, the river valley between the King of Fans and his fellow volcano Spearhead, for the two volcanoes were rivals for the affection of Sorrow, and might some day rush together to continue their fight.


But the land around the river was rich and tempting, so the Cavalcaste had ignored their advice and built a great town in the Wailing Way. Shortly afterwards its citizens started to go missing, one at a time. Only when thirty or so had disappeared without trace did the settlers discover the truth. They were being kidnapped and murdered by the politely smiling Lace themselves.


The Lace had acted as they thought best. After all, the whole township was at risk of being trampled by angry mountains. To the Lace’s minds the only way to keep the volcanoes sleepy and happy, and so prevent this disaster destroying the town altogether, was to quietly waylay solitary settlers, spirit them to the Lace mountain shrines and jungle temples . . . and sacrifice them. But when the truth came out the Lace’s towns were burned by the enraged settlers, their temples destroyed and all of their seers and priests killed. Even the other tribes disowned them. They were pushed out to the westernmost edge of the island – the Lace coast – and left there to forage for survival as best they could.


As the pulley-chair touched the ground at last, the front of the crowd gave a small, impatient shuffle forward.


‘You want stick! You want stick!’ There were about a dozen small children holding sharpened stakes twice their own height. ‘For walking!’


‘Hello, sir!’ called one of the girls further back. ‘You have lady wife? You have daughter? She likes jewellery! Buy jewellery for her!’


Now the tide was upon them, and Prox felt his face growing red as he sidled through a forest of hands proffering earrings made of shell, bead-studded boxes and pictures painted on palm leaves ‘to burn for ancestors’. He was a dapper little man, but the tide of short, slightly built Lace made him feel fat and foolish. Furthermore, behind the jewelled smiles, the singsong calls and the hands slipped into his in greeting, he felt the crackle of desperation like dry weather sparks, and it made him desperate too.


The crowd quickly realized that the strangers were not to be slowed, and simultaneously decided to lead them to the heart of their village instead, to Arilou, their own prized Lost.


‘This way! This way!’ The human wave that had rushed them and nearly bowled them over backwards was now bearing them along with it.


The visitors were ‘guided’ by many companionable shoves in the back towards a cave where stalactites hung in pleats like draggled, dripping linen. Prox followed the Inspector up a rickety rope ladder to the cave entrance. A reed curtain twitched aside and strong arms reached down to pull them into a darkness full of voices and – Prox could feel them – smiles.


Outside a girl lowered an arm decorated from wrist to shoulder in shell bracelets and laughed away her disappointment.


‘Did you see them, the old thunder faces?!’ The laugh shapes hung around the women’s mouths as they stared up at the reed curtain with hard, puzzled eyes. Outsiders never seemed to smile.


For a little while the family in the cave moved around so much that Prox could not keep track of them. The mother of the household brought straw mats, strips of dried fish and endless coconut shells full of rum.


‘Madam Govrie,’ the Inspector said at last in a low, patient tone, ‘I very much fear we cannot take further advantage of your hospitality if we are to return to Sweetweather town by nightfall.’ As their hostess began to protest that they could stay there overnight, or in one of the houses in the village, Prox felt a restive distrust. Accommodation would turn out to have a fee attached, no doubt. Perhaps they had already arranged to delay their guests and take a cut from whoever ended up providing lodging for the night.


‘Please, I must insist.’ The Inspector’s voice had no real intonation, and there was a rustle in his ‘s’ as if he spoke with a sore tongue, further signs of one not at home in his own body.


‘Very well, I’ll call her in. Hathin!’ Prox was a little bewildered; he had thought the girl’s name was Arilou.


A second later he realized that another member of the family must have been called to bring in the child, perhaps her nurse or older sister. And yes, now he could see two children, walking hand in hand from the darkness of a neighbouring cavern. Prox stared stupidly for a moment at the taller of the two girls, noting her face dusted ceremonial white with powdered chalk, her brows tinted gold with pollen and her hair waxed close to her head and studded with brilliant blue hummingbird feathers. This, he realized, was Arilou.


But she must be thirteen at least, thought Prox, looking at Arilou. They told us to expect an untrained Lost, one not yet in control of her powers . . .


She would have been a very pretty girl if there were not a certain softness in the motions of her face. Her tongue pushed her lower lip forward and glistened between her lips, and her cheeks puckered and bulged without purpose as though she was rolling invisible cherries about in her mouth.


As her smaller sister carefully guided her to sit on a straw mat, her mother ran a fingertip down Arilou’s temple alongside one grey, unfocused eye. ‘Pirate eyes,’ Mother Govrie said proudly. Prox never understood why the Lace seemed to regard a trace of pirate in their ancestry as a reason to boast.


The village’s pride in this girl could be seen just by looking at her mouth. Nearly every tooth had been studded with a perfect little round of lazuli into which a spiral had been etched. In contrast the girl next to her had only a few of her front teeth studded in a cloudy quartz that was almost invisible against the enamel.


‘Please,’ said the Inspector, speaking over Govrie’s enthusiasm. ‘If you will let us talk to the girl in private.’


At last the Inspector and Prox were left alone with Arilou. Alone, that is, except for the younger child, who seemed to be Arilou’s designated attendant. When asked to leave she stared at them unmoving, her smile baffled but intact, and eventually they relented and let her stay.


‘Miss Arilou.’ The Inspector settled himself to kneel in front of Arilou. A warm and wandering breeze crept into the cave so that the feathers in her hair trembled. She gave no other motion, nor acknowledgement of his presence. ‘My name is Raglan Skein. My body is sitting before yours at the moment. Where are you?’


Unbidden, the younger girl took Arilou’s long, golden hand in her smaller darker one and whispered into her ear. There was a small pause, and then Arilou’s lids drooped a little, darkening her grey eyes like a sudden cloud shadowing the land. She hesitated, as though in contemplation, and then her jaw fell open and she began to speak.


But these were not words! Prox listened dumbstruck to the sounds falling from Arilou’s drooping mouth. It was as if some words had been washed out to sea and rounded smooth and meaningless by the waves. And then he was just as startled to hear the stream of noise give way to ordinary speech, clearly spoken in a young girl’s voice.


‘I am running an errand for the village, Master Skein. At the moment I am storm-spotting many miles further up the coast. It would take me hours to get back.’


It was a moment or two before Prox realized that it was not Arilou who had spoken. It was her little attendant, and now he realized why she had not left the room. However nimble her mind, it seemed that Arilou did not yet have full mastery of her tongue, a not uncommon complaint among the Lost. Her attendant was probably a younger sister, able to understand and translate Arilou’s ill-formed sounds through long practice. The words had been spoken with a clear, cold authority, and Prox wondered for a moment if Arilou’s true voice was forcing its way out through her meek little interpreter, her personality overwhelming the other like a silver river’s torrent rushing down a meagre stream bed.


‘Then we will not call you back immediately.’ Skein had responded to the confidence in Arilou’s voice, and now his tone was that of one addressing an adult rather than a child. ‘Do you see a storm? Where are you?’


‘I am watching from the Pericold Heights, and I can see storm clouds tangled in Mother Tooth’s hair,’ came the response. ‘I must watch longer to be sure, but I believe that it will reach us tomorrow night.’


Pericold Heights was a promontory some fifty miles up the coast from which one could look out to sea and see a great column of steam, and at its base the outline of Mother Tooth’s island like a trodden pie. Mother Tooth was the most belligerent of the volcanoes, and nobody but the birds lived in her reeking, juddering jungles. Storm clouds seemed to form around and above her, as if drawn by her ill temper.


So much for testing the girl quickly and getting out of here, thought Prox despondently. The cliff walks that had brought them to this part of the coast were treacherous enough in the dry. In wet weather the red rock melted like chocolate, and slewed and slithered off the precipices. It was starting to sound like they might find themselves stranded in this backwater.


‘You understand that I have come here to test your use of your powers and all that you have learned from the Lost School?’ Skein asked. ‘I must have you ready tomorrow.’


‘I understand. I shall be ready.’ A big velvety-black butterfly flickered through the dim cave, and with a perverse impudence settled upon Arilou’s powdered cheek. She did not flinch, and it spread its wings below her eye, displaying bars the same lazuli blue as the feathers in her hair. Prox found himself in the grip of an awe he could not express. What could it symbolize, a marble-faced girl with a butterfly cheek? He had seen other Lost of course, but there was something mythic about this child, sitting serene as an oracle in her ocean cave.


It was as though some divine hand had picked the very best out of the village’s mess of bloodlines for this one child – just enough strange blood for a Lost, just enough pirate blood for those grey eyes, rich tawny skin, high elegant cheekbones, just enough Lace blood to give her an eerie sense of otherness . . . you might keep her and throw away the rest of the village.


‘Then we shall return a little after dawn. May good fortune attend you, and spare you from mist. We shall leave you alone.’ Skein stood, and Prox did likewise. While the dust was being brushed from his knees with a long-handled switch, Prox allowed himself one more look at the Lady Lost, still staring out before her as if she held the very sea and sky, rumbling and roiling, within the compass of her gaze.
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TWISTED TONGUES
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‘We shall leave you alone.’ A courteous promise from Inspector Skein. It was also a lie, albeit not a deliberate one. Arilou was not alone.


The prints of small bare feet formed in the dust of the floor and made their way to the cave entrance. The feet that made them were not invisible, but they might as well have been. So might the face that now peered nervously around the curtain down towards the beach.


No grey eyes, no rich, strange colouring. This was a snub little Lace face of the most commonplace sort, with wide cheekbones, far apart brown eyes and not much to speak of by way of a nose. There was a nervous little ruck near one corner of the smile. In the middle of the forehead was a patch of ‘troubled water’, a little place the size of a thumbprint where anxiety showed itself in a tension and creasing of the skin.


Her name was Hathin. While Arilou’s name was meant to sound like the call of an owl, the fluting of a bird of prophecy, Hathin’s name imitated the whisper of settling dust. Dust-like she was indeed, unremarkable, quiet, all but invisible. And right now the fate of everyone she knew rested on her all but invisible shoulders.


The butterfly wandered further up Arilou’s cheek, dowsing with its antennae, and wafted its wings against her eyelashes. Arilou’s cheek twitched once, twice, and then the Lady Lost made a long moaning sound in her throat, like a newborn calf. Startled from her harassed contemplation, Hathin turned to her sister with a look of quiet desperation, then scampered back to her side to tease the butterfly into taking off.


Was this the great Lady Arilou, her cheek twitching slackly, her tongue-tip licking away the powder at the corner of her mouth to leave a scoop of pink flesh?


‘Oh . . . no, don’t do that. Here – hold still.’ Hathin wiped the powder from Arilou’s tongue. ‘This is what you want, isn’t it?’ Hathin fetched a pot of honey and dabbed some on Arilou’s lips to quiet her. Arilou’s face cleared again, as it often did when she got her way. Hathin drew back with her knees to her chin and watched with wide, bright eyes as Arilou unthinkingly ran her tongue over her lips. Clear water, said Arilou’s beautiful grey eyes. Troubled water, said the thumbprint frown on Hathin’s forehead.


Honey-smothered sounds emerged from Arilou’s mouth. Hums and mumbles. Where was the prophetess’s voice that had almost stirred the visitors to tears?


That cold, clear voice of authority was now choking in Hathin’s throat as, for the thousandth time, she listened to Arilou’s sounds and tried to force them into words, sentences, some semblance of meaning.


She failed. And the cold, unspeakable truth of it was that she had always failed. Despite all Hathin’s efforts, Arilou’s language remained a private one. The visitors who had marvelled at Lady Arilou’s wisdom and breeding over the years had never guessed for a moment that her trembling little ‘translator’ was pulling her high-sounding sentences out of the air.


It was the village’s greatest fear and most terrible secret. They never alluded to it by word, gesture or expression. After all, in a land where the Lost wander like winds it is impossible to be sure whether somebody is watching or listening. And yet all the villagers knew that in the thirteen years since her birth Arilou, beautiful Arilou with her sea-coloured seeress’s eyes, had shown no more sign of controlling Lost powers than she had of taking to the winds like a gull. The tantalizing glimmer of ability that she had seemed to show as an infant had vanished without trace, like a rock that had borrowed a moment’s lustre from a wave and then given itself over to eternal dullness.


Hathin had been born because somebody was needed to guard and guide Arilou day and night. And now, though it was never stated outright, it was clear to Hathin that she had another duty. In a thousand imperceptible ways the villagers seemed to say to her, And if . . . if Arilou really is nothing but an imbecile, it is your job to make sure that we never need to discuss it . . . and that nobody outside the village ever finds out . . .


And so from her earliest years Hathin had learned to speak the visitors’ language fluently, to eavesdrop on their conversations, to read the hidden signals in their faces. Most visitors came to see Arilou only out of idle curiosity and were easily satisfied by Hathin’s performances. Now, for the first time, Hathin could see the enormity and danger of the game that the whole village had been playing for more than a decade. An Inspector had come, and the village’s gentle streamlet of deceit was gushing uncontrollably into wider, wilder waters.


The village needed Arilou. Without the money and visitors she brought in, they might well have starved years before. Now it was Hathin, not Arilou, who faced the job of saving the situation.


First things first, however. Hathin had a smaller lie to protect.


She dropped from the cave and approached a couple of women who stood grinding corn in hollows in the rocks.


‘Hello, Hathin,’ one of them greeted her. ‘Where’s your lady sister?’


‘She’s inside, resting. She’s out at Pericold Heights, watching for storms.’ A question about the whereabouts of a Lost nearly always involved two answers. It was not this, however, that caused both women to stop grinding and peer keenly at Hathin. ‘She says there’s a storm coming tomorrow evening from Mother Tooth’s way,’ Hathin said carefully. ‘She mentioned it when she was talking to the Inspector.’


The two women exchanged glances and put down their grinding stones.


‘Well, something to tell the rest of the village, I think,’ said the second woman. ‘Be sure to thank your lady sister, Hathin.’ And the two of them set off quickly to pass on word, often in a whisper that might have seemed strangely intense for a storm warning. But, as it happened, this was not exactly the message they were spreading.


With the Lace, it was not just a matter of understanding the little that was spoken plainly, it was also a matter of reading the hidden meanings. The Lace had always chosen their words carefully, for it was well known that the volcanoes understood their language and could be woken by a careless phrase. And since their fall from grace the Lace had grown ever more wary of being overheard by a hostile world, and so they had grown used to speaking as if somebody was listening in.


For example, a stranger eavesdropping upon Hathin’s little conversation would not have guessed one important thing – that everybody in the village had known about the storm for several hours. There was a streak of tobacco yellow in the sky behind the King of Fans; there was a cold smell on the clifftops; there was the way the herring shoal had changed direction that morning. But after the word had been spread the village would be full of people who would swear blind to the Inspector that they knew of the storm only because the Lady Arilou had warned them.


As Hathin stood alone on the beach, rubbing one sandy foot against the back of her calf and watching her whisper spread through the village, she was summoned by her mother’s voice.


‘Hathin!’ Mother Govrie sat cross-legged with her back to the cliffbase, twisting reed stems into a basket frame. ‘You’re going to town, aren’t you? There’s a message for you to carry. They say the Lost Inspector has been travelling with a couple of porters, and right now they’re making his lodgings ready in Sweetweather. Porters from Pearlpit.’ Pearlpit was another Lace village further up the coast. Mother Govrie gave Hathin only the briefest of keen glances, but she spoke slowly and with meaning. ‘Father Rackan has cousins in Pearlpit – you should go and ask the porters if they have any news of them.’


Hathin understood her mother’s meaning immediately. The Lost Inspector had Lace porters who might be sympathetic enough to answer questions about the forthcoming test.


Despite herself, Hathin hesitated briefly before departing. For a moment she wanted to throw herself down next to her mother and ask, What do I do? How can I fool a Lost Inspector? Oh, what do I do? But she said nothing. There were invisible walls around those things that could not be discussed. Sometimes Hathin could almost see these walls, shaped from clay and tears, bearing the handprints of generations of Lace. She was too young, too tired and too worried even to think of climbing them. Her mother, wrestling the reeds with her strong, calloused hands, was unreachable.


Hurriedly, she gave Arilou a drink of water and left her under Mother Govrie’s watchful eye. Then Hathin slipped on a pair of wicker and leather sandals and set off up the route to the cliff path.


By the time she reached the top, the eyes of invisible little Hathin had become bright with more than exercise. On the rare occasions she found herself without Arilou, she felt a guilty, giddy sense of lightness.


Inland from the cliff the land rippled through a series of hills, cave-infested ridges and hidden shafts. Beyond soared the King of Fans.


Usually when the Hollow Beasts travelled south to Sweetweather they walked the long, zigzag path that followed the cliff edge. However, if rain made this path treacherous, or the villagers were in a particular hurry, they sometimes took a short cut across the headlands. Not the higher foothills nearest to the King of Fans, of course – they had too much respect for the volcano, and for the sharp eyes and talons of the eagles that surrounded him. But they dared sneak across the lush lower slopes, despite the fact that these had all long since become Ashlands, the domain of the dead.


Hathin’s father had been carried off by a fever when she was five, and she remembered standing on this very clifftop, watching her mother cast his ashes to the wind so as to free his spirit. His spirit to pass on to the caves of the dead, and everything else to return to the coral and rock from which the great Gripping Bird shaped him. But the Lace was the only tribe that still did this.


Almost everybody else on the island now followed the Cavalcaste traditions.


The Cavalcaste had lived in a distant land of grey and yellow plains, where the horizon was a neatly starched fold between land and sky, where nobody ran around without shoes and shirt and where there were no volcanoes to worship. Instead everyone prayed to their ancestors, and kept them happy by dedicating a little plot of land to each of them. Generation by generation the domain of the dead had advanced across the plains of the Cavalcaste’s homeland, pushing back the farmlands of the living.


So at last the Cavalcaste had sent out ships, loaded to the waterline with little urns containing the ashes of important ancestors, to claim new lands for their ever growing population of dead. And the tribes of Gullstruck one day had seen a fleet of cream-sailed ships swelling on the horizon like a string of pearls, as the Cavalcaste arrived to take over the island, their heads full of unbuilt cities and their ships full of their dead . . .


Try not to imagine those poor dead, Hathin told herself as she abandoned the cliff path and set off across the headland, thrashing her way through the watery swaying of the grass. Everywhere man-high staves had been driven into the ground, at the top of which were fixed tiny wooden ‘spirit houses’, little homes for the cremation urns of the dead. There were even some mossy stones marking where urns had been buried by the first settlers, two centuries before. Try not to think of all those spirits trapped in little pots, going mad with boredom.


After an hour’s tramp the path became better trodden and the first buildings appeared, most of them slatted wooden houses with stubby stilts and palm roofs. The eager black heads of goats peered at her through fence palings.


In Sweetweather she was invisible, but in a different way than in her own village. The families who seemed content to sit in their raised doorways and stare out into the street all day roasted her in the black sun of their gaze. But they did not see her, Hathin, they did not see her face . . . they saw only the traditional Lace salt-and-pepper embroidery of her stiffly woven skirt, the shaven crescent above her forehead to make her face look longer, the little rounded plaques set in her teeth. They saw that she was Lace.


Here as in most places on the island nearly everybody was mestizo, blood-soup, a mix of the old tribes – the Bitter Fruit who had once lived in the northern jungles, the Amber from the south coast, and many more – and the Cavalcaste. Cavalcaste or tribal ancestry showed through here and there in clothes, in tattoos, sometimes in the shape of the features, but over time the differences had diluted and softened. The Lace were an exception, remaining desperately, stubbornly, painfully distinct. In spite of all the distrust and persecution, the Lace hugged their traditional strangeness, their aloneness, for it was all they had left.


The voices of the town settled around her like an odd-smelling smoke. They spoke in Nundestruth, a rolling, pragmatic hybrid tongue very different from the softly musical Lace language.


The town did not so much have a central square as an open space which acted as a playground for everyone’s pigs and children. Across this space the town’s two finest buildings glared at one another.


The first was the governor’s house, three storeys high because it had been built in the days before the Cavalcaste had seen most of their towers toppled by earthquakes and had learned to build squatter dwellings.


The second was a strange, hunched building whose low balconies had pregnant-bellied railings in black iron. This house belonged to Milady Page, the Lady Lost of Sweetweather. Strings of bells hung above the door, a wild, rambling spiceplant had been allowed to run riot over the roof and a set of candlesticks was spiked on to the railings in front of the yard. Milady Page often sent her senses roaming independently of one another, and then brought them back to her body using the bell-chimes, the spice scent and the candlelight to find their way.


The stone steps before the governor’s front door were clean of all footprints, while the path to Milady Page’s house had been worn into a channel by the stream of people bringing her mangoes, sweetbreads and questions. Everyone respected the governor of course, but his white-painted world had nothing to do with the day-to-day reality of the town, and people had grown accustomed to turning to Milady Page, who had eyes everywhere.


The poor governor could do nothing without waiting a month for written permission from the capital, faraway Port Suddenwind. Port Suddenwind was a joke. Everybody knew that the government there was a vast, creaking clockwork of laws, laws, laws, most of which even now had everything to do with the snowbound, horse-ridden wastes of the original Cavalcaste plains and nothing to do with sprawling, feverish little Gullstruck. For the Cavalcaste settlers had brought with them a hearty dread of changing or discarding laws, for fear of annoying the ancestors who had invented them. All people could do was carefully pile more laws on top. Port Suddenwind’s edicts could cope with thieves who stole sledges or furs, but not those who ran off with jade or coconut rum. They could cope with murderers who tricked victims on to thin ice, but not those who boiled jellyfish pulp to make poisons. There were no rules in place to deal with epidemics of weeping fever, no structures for warning other communities to stay away from the outbreak areas.


In contrast, Milady Page did whatever she wanted when she wanted, and nobody tried to stop her, not even the governor. It was an open secret that he disliked and resented her, but he needed her as much as anyone else did. If Milady Page deferred to anyone, it was to the Lost Council, an organized body comprised of powerful Lost who governed the rest and represented them as a whole to Port Suddenwind.


And here came the Lady Lost herself, Hathin realized, moving through the crowds with a swaying lurch like a small, stocky galleon on a rolling sea. Milady Page had a broad, seamed face like a cracked leather shield. She walked around with her eyes shut, since she could see quite well without them. To stop her eyelashes crusting, however, from time to time she would open her eyes briefly in a ‘reverse blink’, momentarily dazzling the world with a glassy, hawk-gold stare.


As usual, there was a gaggle of people trotting alongside her, talking to her all at once. In fact there were rather more than usual, because on the evening of the next day the tidings huts would be renewed.


Each district had a ‘tidings hut’ upon a hill or high promontory. Once a week a new set of writings or pictograms were hung in the hut. These held the news of all the surrounding towns and villages: births, deaths, personal messages, requests for help, advertisements of wares, information about the stirring of the volcanoes, word on the tempests of the sea and so forth. And on that night Lost across the island would send their minds out to visit each tidings hut in turn, before returning with news from all over Gullstruck. On such a sprawling island this system was indispensable, and thus so were the Lost on which it depended.


For now, Milady Page was sailing through a sea of questions and hastily recited messages. She spoke over them all with a rough loudness like a deaf woman.


‘Dayla, I know what you want ask – you right, he do that – steal goatbaby. Hey, Pike! Papayas belong-you ready, go make jam this-week-next-week. Master Strontick – go look find hook-scythe by zigzag brook. Ryder, you want merchant-news, ask me two-day-later. Aaaw, you no like wait? Poor Ryder. Ask governor instead.’ Milady Page gave a short derisive cackle.


Despite her high status, Milady Page usually spoke Nundestruth. It was nobody’s language, everybody’s language, a stew of words taken from the tribes and the Cavalcaste alike. By the time the first settlers’ grandchildren were full-grown, they found that however carefully they taught their own children their ancestral tongue, the children caught the hybrid jabber in the streets and brought it home like mud on their boots. ‘That gibberish may be good for the fields and the beach but Not Under This Roof!’ the parents cried, only succeeding in giving the new language its name. Proper-speak, the old colonial language, earned the nickname ‘Doorsy’, indoors-speak.


So Doorsy had the parlours, the schools, the university, the doctors’ surgeries, the governors’ palaces, the offices. And Nundestruth bellowed on the beaches, strutted in the streets and catcalled from the cliffs. It seemed quite happy with the bargain.


‘You!’


Hathin flinched to a fraction of her usual size as Milady Page’s ringed finger suddenly stabbed out to point at her. The babble of voices stilled, and Hathin found herself pinned to the spot by a dozen hard, wary gazes.


‘You think I no know what you about,’ said Milady Page. Her lids jerked open for a second, showing her golden irises. ‘I know. I know what you Lace about.’


Hathin felt her smile freeze on to her face as her stomach quietly turned itself inside out. For years the Lace had been locked in a guessing game, trying to work out how much Milady Page knew about their secrets, and many suspected that she was playing cat-and-mouse with them.


‘Play stake-go-jump, yes?’ Page’s broad mouth grew broader, as if an amusing dream was passing behind her closed lids.


With a rush of relief Hathin realized what Page meant. A few sallow summers and hungry winters had driven the townspeople to dare the volcano and cut terraced farms into the sloped lower flanks of the King of Fans. The land was rockier and steeper than the foothills where the Ashlands spread, but there was no other land nearby suitable for farming. The people of Sweetweather, however, were convinced that the Lace were secretly moving around the stakes that they used to mark the edges of these new farms. Of course, they were also convinced that the Lace stole dreams, caused pigs to give birth to rats and could curse you with malaria. But in the case of the claim stakes the townspeople were, in fact, completely right.


The Lace, who understood the volcanoes better than anyone, did everything they could to avoid attracting their attention. They even gave their children names that were imitations of natural sounds, so that when the names were called out the mountains would think that they were hearing bird calls, wind-sighs, water-songs. And they were firmly of the opinion that cutting farms into the King of Fans’ kneecaps was just the sort of thing to wake him up in a bad mood. So the Hollow Beasts had been quietly playing a game of claimstake chess, moving the markers around until nobody knew where anyone’s plot started or ended.


This was nothing compared to the Arilou secret, however. Hathin just about had the presence of mind to shake her head instead of nodding.


Milady Page gave a small grunt. ‘I be watching you all,’ she said, then gave a half-weary flap of her hand to dismiss Hathin, who obediently fled up the street at a scamper, her heart thudding. What terrified her most about Page’s parting words was not the hint of threat but the fact that they had been spoken in Lace – thick, clumsy Lace, but Lace. Occasionally Page would do this, dropping in stray phrases of their language, but not enough for anyone to guess how much of it she truly understood.


Hathin shuddered, as if she could shake off Page’s unseen gaze like a shawl. Feeling exposed, she headed for the only inn worthy of guests like Inspector Skein and Minchard Prox.


A six-foot-tall tawny elephant bird with scabbed talons had been tethered to the gate. Ribbons of pale flesh showing through the feathers revealed where leather strips had worn away the plumage. A pack bird then. As she edged past it cautiously, staying out of jabbing range of its long, blunt-tipped beak, the bird bent its elongated neck like a bow and from between wheat-coloured lashes watched her sideways with a fierce stupidity.


‘Friendly,’ Hathin called out to two men chatting in the doorway. It was a common Nundestruth greeting.


‘Sell in street,’ one of them said, giving her hardly a glance. ‘No sell in here.’ He used his fingers to flick at the air, as though hoping the gesture would propel Hathin backwards.


‘No sell,’ promised Hathin. She extended her unadorned arms. ‘See, none shell-sellable.’


‘Then why come here no sell? And why come lone?’ Lace from the villages seldom dared the paths to Sweetweather without something to sell, and rarely ventured into the town itself without the security of numbers.


‘You, miss, come feed mountain, yes?’ said one of them. They were smiling for now at least. ‘I see you look thisere friend belong-me – you come take him? Yes, she soon time throw you over shoulder, carry you over hill. Better hide, before she catch you.’ There was a shout of laughter at the idea of the little Lace girl kidnapping the burly towner and taking him away to sacrifice. It was a joke, but centuries of distrust and fear lay behind it.


Soon somebody would say something that was sharper and harder, but it would still be a joke. And then there would be a remark like a punch in the gut, but made as a joke. And then they would detain her if she tried to leave, and nobody would stop them because it was all only a joke . . .


She stared at one face then the other, her smile tensing and widening defensively. She could never get used to the way that towners’ smiles came and went. It made her feel unsafe, as if they might run amok with rage at any moment. Their unornamented teeth looked bare and hungry.


Fortunately, at that moment Hathin saw two more strangers approaching, in shabby Lace garments ruddy with the summer dust. Their shanks were skinny, their feet shoeless, and Hathin wondered how badly Pearlpit and the other Lace villages were faring this season, with no Lady Lost to bring in extra money and food. But they seemed to take in the situation at a glance and hailed Hathin like a little sister. They fell in either side of her reflexively – beleaguered animals always put their young in the middle.


Hathin started by asking after Father Rackan’s relatives. She used Nundestruth, knowing that the Lace were never so distrusted as when they were heard speaking in their own tongue. A little way down the street, however, all three slipped back into the Lace language, like three otters sliding from a riverbank into silver waters.


‘So, little miss, it’s your village where the Lady Lost is a Lace?’ was the first question.


‘Yes . . . she is my sister. She has not been tested before, and my mother is fearful that the Inspector might send her mind into a volcano, or out over the sea where she might lose her way. Perhaps you might tell me more of the tests? So that my mother can sleep easy?’


The tallest porter gave her a quick glance to see whether she really wanted more information, that she understood they were walking a dangerous line. Hathin faltered a moment – what if Milady Page was listening in from afar? But she briefly half closed her eyes as a sign that, yes, she needed to know.


‘There are always five tests, one for each sense. Testing the skills they use in the Beacon School.’


It was almost impossible for parents to teach Lost children, particularly those who had not even found their way back to their own bodies yet. But youthful and untrained Lost instinctively followed bright lights so the Lost Council had arranged for a great beacon to be lit every night on one of the mountains to draw in their wandering minds. And so for a couple of hours after dusk every Lost child on the island would ‘attend’ the distant school, receiving lessons from teachers who could not see them and did not know their names.


Once upon a time Hathin had struggled to convince herself that she did see some difference in Arilou when the beacon was lit, that perhaps Arilou’s mind was at the school with all the other unseen Lost children. But it had been many years since Hathin had really believed it.


The porter started counting off on his fingers, still talking in an easy, older-brother sort of way.


‘Doctor Skein’s first test is always smell. He has somebody bury three little jars somewhere nearby, under different coloured stones. The Lost has to send their nose underground and tell the Inspector the whiff of each bottle.


‘Then there’s finger-feeling. The Inspector has three boxes, all sealed up and dark, and the Lost has to find, without opening them, what’s inside each one by “touch” alone.


‘Taste. Three corked bottles, two full of yellow wine and one full of honey and water. Your Lady Lost will need to pick out the sweet one.


‘Then comes sight. He gives directions for the Lost to mind-drift along for a mile or so. Then they come across something Mr Prox has left there earlier, and they have to describe it.


‘Last, there’s hearing.’ The porter gave her another look, and Hathin blushed. Lace or no, he was from another village, and by now he must be wondering if a test cheat was on the cards. She could only hope that his loyalty to his fellow Lace was stronger than his loyalty to his employer. ‘He sends somebody – usually Mr Prox – off where he can’t be overheard, and Mr Prox whispers the same word again and again, and the Lost has to mind-drift to him and hear what he is saying.’


‘Not so very terrible then,’ Hathin whispered faintly. ‘No. Nothing for your mother to worry about.’


‘And how many does my sister need to pass?’


‘For full grading? All of them. To qualify for a retest – at least three.’


They were back in front of the inn. Hathin bowed her head to her chest, smiling hard to hide the fact that her eyes were filling with tears of panic.


‘Wait a minute.’ The smaller and slighter of the porters slipped into the inn, and returned a little later with a bundle of cloth. ‘It’s just odds and throwaways, but maybe you’ll find something of use to you in it.’


Hathin scampered back towards her village with the bundle under her arm, her steps winged by worry about Arilou. However free she felt after leaving her sister’s presence, after a short while her conscience became unbearable, as if a string that connected them was tug-tug-tugging at her. Everyone else was so busy – would anyone notice if Arilou needed anything?


Hathin scrambled down the cliff slope and was making her way back to her cave-home when she suddenly noticed a familiar figure seated in the middle of the beach, streamers of her hair fondling her face. Arilou stared blindly out to sea, paying no heed to Hathin’s approach, or to Eiven, who was dragging her canoe up the beach.


‘What’s she doing out here?’ For once Hathin’s voice was almost shrill with outrage.


‘Mother’s busy, and I’ve got boats to mend so I brought her out where we could keep an eye on her. She’s fine.’


‘She’s been sitting here in the high sun?’ Hathin did not dare say more. She manoeuvred one of Arilou’s arms over her shoulder, lifted her gently and supported her into the cave to survey the damage. Sure enough, Arilou had suffered for the touch of fairness in her skin, and there were ruddy bands of sunburn blooming across her forehead and cheeks.


‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t here, Arilou,’ Hathin whispered as she rubbed crushed flowers against the glowing patches. ‘Eiven didn’t mean any harm, she just . . . doesn’t know how to do it.’ Even as she spoke, however, Hathin suddenly realized that she was feeling angry not for Arilou, but for herself. Sunburn would mean sleeplessness for both of them. And ultimately it would be Hathin and not Eiven that everybody would blame.


Hathin dusted the sand out of Arilou’s clothes, settled her down again, brought more water and then hesitated with the bowl in her hands, still feeling a mixture of annoyance and remorse.


‘Arilou –’ she leaned forward on an impulse born of desperation – ‘there’s a bundle in front of me – can you see what’s inside it? Tell me, and you can have a drink of water.’


How could you judge or calculate Arilou? How could you say that you knew her? Now and then Hathin seemed to get a sense of her, like knocking heads with someone in the dark. Perhaps it was Hathin’s frustration, but it seemed to her sometimes that Arilou was not oblivious to her but stubborn, not helpless but sly.


One thing was certain: if Arilou was Lost, she never sent away her sense of touch or taste. Every other moment you could count on Arilou to be thirsty, or hungry, or too hot, or too cold. She was a knot of blind and naked need, like a baby bird.


‘What’s in the bundle?’ Hathin withheld the bowl for a few seconds more.


Arilou had turned her head. Perhaps she had heard the water slopping in the bowl. Her lower lip looked a little burnt, and trembled slightly. Hathin’s resolve crumbled, and she lifted the bowl to let Arilou drink, before opening the bundle herself.


As she undid it, a strange mixture of aromas filled the cavern. A cinnamon stick lay beside a fish-head and some white orchid blooms that seemed to have been crushed.


Doctor Skein’s first test is always smell.


Thanks to the kind-hearted porter Hathin could now guess what would be the scents in the three jars. She just needed some miracle to help her work out which would be in which.


A beautiful twilit world was reflected in Arilou’s eyes. A single drop of water sat like a pearl in the corner of her mouth. No miracles were forthcoming.


Who else could she ask for a miracle? Only one name came to Hathin’s mind. It was the name of a person almost as invisible as herself.
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FARSIGHT FLESH
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Hathin could think of only one sure way of cheating the Lost test, and that was the farsight fish. This fish was found nowhere but deep among the reefs along the Coast of the Lace. Beautifully sleek and iridescent as it was, the farsight fish’s true claim to fame was that eating its flesh temporarily let your senses wander, a bit like those of a Lost.


Of course the fish was a very poor substitute for Lost fish-users often spent time throwing up through giddiness, and there was even a story of one fish-addict who had to carry a small rock around in a pouch hung from his neck, because during one fish session his sense of hearing had somehow become inextricably lodged in it.


The farsight fish was notoriously difficult to catch because it was almost impossible to take by surprise. Only the Lace had mastered the art of doing so, and their methods were a closely guarded secret. Many little Lace communities had been saved from starvation by selling the much-prized fish to rich connoisseurs in the inland towns. However, over the last ten years it had become necessary for the Lace to hide another secret – the fact that the farsight fish were becoming increasingly scarce.


Hathin knew of only one man who might have access to farsight-fish flesh, and she had a shrewd suspicion where he hid himself at night. And so, a little after dusk, she went in search of him.


Usually at night Hathin spent an hour busy at the ‘doll game’. Parents of Lost babies would often light lots of candles around their child’s hammock to gain or keep the Lost child’s attention, particularly on moonlit nights, for fear that the little mind would fly up and up towards the moon and never find its way back again. Parents would also perform the ‘doll game’, holding up a wicker doll from which stretched a string that was tied to some bauble or a bright piece of shell. Again and again the parent would pull on the string, hauling the glittering object back to the doll. It was the oldest and surest way of making a young Lost aware of the idea of its body and persuading it to reel itself back into it.


It was a forlorn little enterprise, but Hathin still performed it religiously. Once upon a time she had had a recurring dream in which she had looked up from the doll game to see Arilou waking into herself, turning a radiant smile upon her. But she had not had that dream for many years.


Tonight, however, she did not go through the doll game’s fruitless motions for she had other plans. A mist had descended at nightfall, which meant that no outsider Lost like Milady Page could witness Hathin’s stealthy departure from her cave-home.


Such misty nights demanded careful walking, for fear of treading on gulls. Nobody talked about it, but everybody knew that the gull problem was also a result of the disappearance of the farsight fish. Once the sea gulls had eaten the starfish that had eaten the remains of dead farsight fish and had been able to cast their sight ahead of them when visibility was poor. The unfortunate birds still seemed to think that they were able to do this, so whenever a mist settled they had a tendency to fly headfirst into cliffs.


Most of the gulls she chanced upon were recovering from their stun, and groggily bad-tempered. However, one of them had folded over on itself like a fan, in a way that was only possible because its neck was broken. Its head rested on its smooth freckled back as if sleeping. Unfortunately Hathin discovered it by putting her hand on it in the dark, and she recoiled from the terrible softness of its plumage feeling as through red ants were crawling over her hand and arm.


She had never told anyone of her prickling helplessness in the face of death. Eiven didn’t have this problem. Like the other girls of the village, she trapped birds with twine and thrust spears through fish as blithely as she would snick a needle through a shirt. But Hathin’s attendance upon Arilou had protected her from such duties, and even her own family never guessed at her shameful weakness.


At last Hathin reached the Scorpion’s Tail, a fissure in the cliff so named because at the top the narrowing crack curled over like a giant sting. Hathin scrambled through the narrow crevice and found that the darkness was not absolute. Beside a lantern a man sat cross-legged, a tray of tools in his lap and a glass in his eye.


‘Uncle Larsh.’ He was not really her uncle, but it was a courtesy term for any man older than her father would have been but younger than her grandfather. His name, Larsh, was taken from the sound that withdrawing waves made as they clutched at weed. She felt a little shy at approaching him, for they had barely ever exchanged words.


‘Doctor Hathin.’ This was a strange title to use to a girl her age and made Hathin blush a little. Its literal meaning was not quite doctor, rather it was a title occasionally given to unmarried women who nonetheless had a significant role in the tribe, such as doctor, scribe or Lost. ‘I rather thought I’d be seeing you.’ He took the glass out of his eye and peered across at her. His eyelids always flickered helplessly when he was not staring at something an inch away, as if he only had so much sight left and was trying to ration it. If he always worked in this dim light, Hathin was not surprised that he was going blind. Larsh looked about fifty, but Hathin sometimes wondered if he was younger. His hair was still fiercely thick, but touched with grey. Perhaps if a person went unnoticed for a long time the colour bled out of them, and they sank into greyness. Perhaps she herself would have a shock of grey hair by the time she was twenty.


‘Uncle Larsh, I . . . I need to . . . ask for something.’


‘I know. You want a piece of the farsight fish. For the test tomorrow.’ Larsh smiled a little grimly as Hathin flinched violently. ‘Don’t worry, nobody will hear us. I always come here to be alone. It seems the decent thing to do. That way everybody else has an excuse not to know what I am doing. You see, like you, Doctor, I have a job that must be done but cannot be seen to be done. You and I are the invisible.’


It was true, she realized. Aside from herself, Larsh was the least remarked individual in the village, despite the fact that he was easily the most gifted craftsman. There was nothing pointed about it, nothing dismissive or unkind. It was just that nobody ever seemed to notice him.


The reason for this was currently lying on the tray before him. Half covered by an oilskin cloth lay what looked a great deal like a farsight fish, one with a few scales missing. In tweezers Larsh held a tiny, delicate oval piece of iridescent shell, which had been polished to a translucent thinness. As she watched, Larsh dabbed one of the bare patches with a brush dipped in resin, and then carefully positioned the tiny iridescent scale which he had been fashioning so that it lay flush with its fellows. The workmanship was exquisite – it had to be if this ordinary fish were to be passed off and sold as a farsight fish.


‘It’s really safe to talk? What about the Lost? Don’t they follow candles?’ Hathin pointed at the lantern.


‘They’re unlikely to see it from outside. And, even if they did, most Lost would not venture in here – it is a place of blood and secrets. Oh, and I would not sit there if I were you, Doctor.’


Hathin glanced down at the stone slab behind her and realized that it was carved. For a moment the angular shapes across it made no sense; then she identified the outline of a foot, a clutching hand, a grimacing face . . .


‘A sacrifice,’ Larsh remarked as Hathin peered. ‘Our ancestors would have tumbled the man down from a clifftop altar so that his limbs broke, and then laid him out upon that stone in the same position as the carving. You see that channel in the centre? That’s where the blood ran into the earth so that the mountain could drink.’


Hathin felt the same tingle that the dead gull had given her, but now the red ants were running everywhere, through her clothes and in her hair.


‘This . . . This is a temple, Uncle Larsh!’


There was a twist in Hathin’s stomach that was only partly fear. The mention of the old Lace sacrifices filled her with the shame of the Lace, but the shame of her people seemed as complex as their smiles. It tugged at the root of her Laceness with a power that was almost pride.


It was a splintered root though, frayed and incomplete. Two hundred years ago all the priests had been murdered in the purge. Centuries of memory had been lost in that one great cull and now even the Lace’s own holy places were mysterious and a little alien to them.


‘Oh – but we shouldn’t be here!’


‘I honestly cannot think of a better place for us. Nowadays the village need not shed blood every month to ensure its survival. Now you and I are the offerings, sacrificed day after day for the good of the village. But I suppose we give ourselves up willingly enough, don’t we?’


‘What else can we do?’


‘Well . . . we could leave.’ Larsh gave Hathin an acute look, and for a moment his eyelids ceased to flicker. ‘People do, you know. They change their names and their tooth plaques and live where nobody knows they’re Lace.’


He sighed. ‘It’s too late for me. Too many years gone. I thought about it though. Many times.’


Hathin came to sit next to him and watch him work, sensing that Larsh would not mind. ‘Uncle Larsh – you have the village’s store of dried farsight fish, don’t you? You sprinkle it in those.’ She gestured towards the fake fish on the tray.


‘Doctor Hathin –’ Larsh sighed again – ‘I really wish I could help you. It’s true, I used to add a tiny salting of dried farsight fish to each of these, but it ran out a year ago. See here?’ He indicated the brown flecks with the tip of his chisel. ‘Special spices and dried mushroom. Enough to cause a little hallucination – enough to satisfy a towner who knows no better.’


Hathin bit her lip to hold in her disappointment.


He went on. ‘I’m sorry. I suppose there’s no chance that your sister . . . ?’


Your sister. Not ‘your lady sister’ or even ‘Doctor Arilou’. The villagers were always so careful to give Arilou her due title, as if it might fall off if not held firmly in place. It was the first time Hathin had ever heard someone talk as though Arilou was just a young girl, and she felt as if Larsh had shouted aloud what the whole village had tried not to say for thirteen years. The shock was icy and liberating.


Hathin shook her head, and felt that she had shouted back a confirmation accompanied by trumpets.


‘Say it,’ muttered Larsh as Hathin stood to leave. ‘Just once.’


Hathin hesitated. ‘Arilou has never spoken to us,’ she said eventually.


‘The fish are all dead,’ said Larsh.


Hathin turned and padded swiftly from the reaches of the lantern’s halo, then squeezed out through the fissure. And so ended the conference of the invisible, in the cavern of blood and secrets, on the night of the mist.




4


TRIAL AND TRICKERY


[image: ]


Ever since leaving his town lodgings at sunrise, Minchard Prox had been suffering from the feeling that he was being watched.


There were the two little Lace boys that tag-teamed alongside him, offering to polish his boots or carry his bags.


As he reached the clifftop path the convoy was joined by an old woman with her head wrapped in the voluminous, turban-like shawl that most Lace grandmothers wore. The slow, mincing gait of the elephant bird, whose leash he held, was already causing Prox to lag behind Skein, and this woman seemed determined to delay him further.


She told him that the pale pink eggs she carried in her basket were almost as cheap as raindrops, and that he should go no further because his ancestors were skulking in the undergrowth, waiting to pelt him with rocks. The conversation made Prox uncomfortable, not least because some of his ancestors really were located in these Ashlands.


‘Look,’ he said, trying to make light of it as sweat trickled into his eye, ‘I hardly think my ancestors are going to be crouching in the undergrowth like schoolboys with their pockets full of pebbles.’


‘Of course no crouch, little lord,’ she said in a soothing mixture of Nundestruth and Doorsy. ‘Sit up in grave like gentlefolk in bed, and earth fall from them like blanket . . . and then they throw stone at you.’


She kept pace with him, all the while her head a-tilt, watching the underside of his chin with good-humoured cunning. Despite her frailty she started to unnerve him, so keen was she to point out the crags and hollows where she said the unseen dead watched them.


He was so distracted by this that he walked straight into a large mist of tiny flies that shrouded a low bush of rotting berries. The flies sought out his eyes and mouth and pores without hesitation and tickled their way into his collar. For a moment he had a maddened, unreasonable belief that the old witch had led him there on purpose.


While he was flailing, the leash tugged free from his hand and, twitching with fly-bites, the elephant bird discovered a new turn of speed. Panniers bouncing and rocks crackling under its long-taloned toes, it sped away and the boys broke into a sprint to flank it, as if the three of them had run off to join in a game. He lost sight of them almost immediately.


The Lace always made him feel out of control. The current of circumstances was sweeping him helplessly headlong, and suddenly his education and breeding were the flimsiest of paddles in his hands.


He looked desperately ahead for Skein, but the Inspector had not waited for him. Skein’s plan had been to make for the pulley-chair and attract the villagers’ attention while Prox made his way unnoticed down the zigzag paths with the bird and prepared some locations for the first test.


Prox ran blindly after the faint sounds of trills and whoops. There – was that a clatter of rocks further up that slope?


‘Ugly, stupid, hopeless . . .’ chanted Prox under his breath as he staggered onward. He hated elephant birds’ imbecilic belligerence. At the moment he particularly hated this individual bird, which seemed determined to lead him away from the path and into the Ashlands.


Prox spent the next quarter of an hour slithering up and down the uneven ground, haunted by fleeting glimpses of the bird’s bristle-browed head. He lost his bearings almost immediately, for over the centuries the Ashlands had become far larger than Sweetweather, swallowing all the lush land around the town and along the headlands. The sun blinded him, and everywhere weather-bleached spirit houses tilted and clustered.


At least the dead around him were not Lace. Prox found the idea of the Lace scattering the ashes of their dead to the winds horrifying.


That’s why the Lace suffer and go hungry, went the whisper among the non-Lace. That’s why they go missing, why they are taken by eagles, and by the volcanoes and the strong sea currents. They let the spirits of their dead be torn apart on the winds so they have no ancestors to protect them or give them good luck. They bring everything on themselves.


It was said that the Lace did not even mention their dead by name once there was nobody left alive who actually remembered the dead person. They had no tales to tell of their heroic ancestors – just countless legends of the island’s weird man–bird god, the Gripping Bird.


Prox tried to imagine his own ancestors invisibly rallying around to protect him, but the old woman’s words kept repeating in his head until his mind held only a gallery of abandoned portrait frames, their denizens running wild in this wilderness of black rock and golden grass, their pockets full of pebbles.


At last he found the elephant bird thumping its beak into the undergrowth in search of some small animal. He was reaching for the leash loop that lay on the grass when his eye fell on the leaves of the white hang-head orchids around him. All of them were pockmarked with small circular holes.


The next moment he was stumbling down the slope with all the speed he could muster, his fingers pushed firmly in his ears. Even as a towner, Prox knew what those holes meant: blissing beetles.


Blissing beetles were only near the western mountains, but they were notorious. When the young beetles left their cocoon they ate out such circles spiral-wise. Completed circles with no young bugs in them meant that the beetles had finished fleshing themselves out and that their wings had had time to harden. The plump little insects had only one defence against the dagger-like beaks of hungry birds, but it was a deadly one.


On either side the sunlit world lurched and burned past him. Rocks and hidden briars bit his shins, but he did not stop for them. For all he knew, the air was already humming with tiny agate wings. For all he knew, birds might be thudding out of the air behind him, too entranced by the beetles’ hum to remember how they should fly or think or breathe. They said you felt the hum before you heard it, as a throb behind your breastbone. By the time it became a sound in your ear it was too late. Nobody really knew what the blissing song actually sounded like, only that it was beautiful enough to put a smile on the dead face of all who had heard it. Prox was running for his life.


Only when he reached the path did he pause to recover his breath, stooping to clasp his knees. His shoe buckles were knotted with grass. He kicked a stone in frustration.


I could be a Revered Clerk at Port Suddenwind, he thought bitterly as the hammering of his heart started to slow, ‘but no. I have to be here . . .’


‘Why weren’t you here?’ Mother Govrie snapped as Hathin barrelled into the cave. ‘You know she won’t let anyone else paint inside her ears. The Inspector will be here any moment, and she has to be ready.’


Hathin could only nod mutely as she struggled to regain her composure.


Mother Govrie regarded her for a few moments. ‘Everything will be ready, won’t it?’ she asked after a moment. Hathin nodded, and her mother briefly rasped her rough fingertips across the shaven patch above her daughter’s forehead. Hathin sensed the affection and approval the gesture represented, and felt almost sick with the desire to be worthy of it.
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