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  ONE




  PLANET: MUSPELL (VALI)




  The other women of the Skald had crept from the room, leaving me alone with Idhunn’s body. The investigation team had been summoned and were on their way. Someone

  had opened one of the tall windows of the lamp room and the sea air streamed in, diminishing the reek of death.




  I stood in the fading twilight and looked down at her: friend, mentor, Skald superior and the woman I credited with saving my life. And now she was nothing more than a mutilated bag of flesh in

  a slow seep of blood. For what seemed like a long time, I could not look away, but eventually I dragged my gaze up from the filleted corpse. I felt like the ghost of the Vali Hallsdottir I had been

  so little time ago: Skald assassin, just returned from a mission, home safe, or so I’d thought. But now I was no more than a glimpse in the curve of the lamp casing, face a white oval in the

  gathering shadows, the scars livid against my skin as though those long-ago claw-tracks had only just been made. The hollow of my empty eye-socket was a well of dark and my good eye looked wide and

  sightless. I put a hand to the breastplate of my borrowed alien armour and it felt as though my heartbeat was pounding a hole through the leather. The gleam of Muspell’s evening star shone

  over my shoulder and it struck me then that the thing on the floor at my feet had been named for that star, but the spirit that ruined corpse had housed would never again stand at the windows of

  the lamp room and look for its burn in the heavens. I dropped to my knees beside Idhunn, taking care not to disturb the pooling blood.




  ‘Idhunn,’ I whispered. I reached out a hand, but did not touch her. Instead, I held my palm a little distance above her body and, closing my good eye, I called upon the senses that

  on Muspell are known as the seith, as if I shut off my physical vision in order to look through my ruined eye, like those old tales from ancient Earth where the people of the huldra and the fey

  steal sight away, only to replace it with other gifts. My ancestors had brought those old tales with them across the star roads, but they were only stories, nothing more. My nightmares were

  real.




  The impression of another person present was very strong. I felt that I could see a shrouded figure crouching over Idhunn’s body, making the first of many delicate cuts in order to detach

  my friend’s spine. I could even smell this other person: a pungent, musty odour like an old and bloody cupboard. But there was nothing more. A haze lay over the body, a deliberate masking. I

  rose, still with my eye closed, and walked to the door. The trail led no further. Whoever had committed this murder had taken pains to cover their tracks in the non-physical world, and if that was

  the case, then the likelihood was that they had also gone to the trouble to hide more tangible evidence, too. And that suggested one thing to me: vitki.




  A cry came from beyond the windows of the lamp room: a thin shocked wail. For a moment, I thought it was a seabird calling, but then the seith kicked in once more, telling me it was a human

  sound. It had come from somewhere in the fortress below me.




  I ran to the windows of the lamp room and looked out. The sky was stained red in the east, all crimson and flame, but Muspell’s moon, Loki, was already well up and casting a pale light

  across the water.




  In the light of the moon a ship was riding. As I stared at it, I felt myself grow cold. When I’d come into the Rock a scant hour ago, returning from out-world, nothing had shown on the

  navigational array of my little seawing. In order to make a swift return to the Rock, I’d avoided the main naval forces of the Reach, which were gearing up for war with Darkland; something

  this size would have shown up like a bonfire on the screens. Yet I’d seen nothing and no one at the Rock had mentioned it, even during the traumatic aftermath of Idhunn’s murder.




  And anyway, this was no ship of the Reach.




  The thing was huge, perhaps a quarter of a mile from stern to prow. Not as big as the gigantic war-wings that I’d seen being constructed in the shipyards of Darkland, but big enough.

  Frigate on top, bristling with antennae and gun placements, blast-cannons all along the sides, but icebreaker below. I could see the long ram of the ship riding just under the water, catching the

  moonlight. It bore no insignia that I noticed, but as I watched, a spiral of wings, shadow on shadow, coiled up from behind one of the spiked masts and soared upward towards the moon. Then, in the

  blink of an eye, they were gone. I’d seen those birds before – Darkland ravens, not real birds at all, but representations of information, metaphorical constructs carrying data between

  the vitki. A vitki ship, then.




  But in that, I was wrong.




  I turned from the window and hastened for the door. Going down the steep spiral stairs, I ran into an old woman, hair streaming in disarray, another one with a face like a ghost’s. Hlin

  Recksdottir, one of the Skald elders, clawed at my arm.




  ‘The vitki – the vitki are here! Vali, I’ve given orders for everyone to arm themselves. We’ll fight them if we have to.’




  ‘Has that ship sent any communication?’ I asked, but I wasn’t really expecting it to be a social call. The vitki were old enemies and the Reach had already gone to war with

  them, with the whole of Darkland. The vitki ship would aim to take the Rock and the Skald, controlling the strategic shipping lanes that led through into the most developed part of the coast. I

  clenched my fists to stop my hands from shaking.




  ‘Nothing.’ Hlin’s shocked face grew grim. ‘We’ve asked them what they want – as if it wasn’t obvious. I’ve put the data stores on a destruct

  timer.’




  There were backups in the Skald keeps on the mainland, on the secret islands on which we maintained tiny outposts. I nodded my agreement. Leaving Hlin to follow, I bolted down the stairs to the

  main doors. Women raced around me: the Rock going into lockdown. As I reached the primary entrance, the blast-doors slammed shut, leaving us in a sudden, eerie silence. The guards were already at

  their posts, weapons raised. The rest of us in the hall – Hlin, myself, a handful of Skald members – stopped dead, waiting. I don’t know what made me glance up into the dark arch

  of the ceiling, but I did so and against old cold stone I saw a single feather drifting down, caught in a shaft of light. Mesmerized, I watched it spiral to rest on the floor and as it touched the

  flagstones, it disappeared. I had a split-second glimpse of each pinion streaming out, turning into data: numbers, letters, co-ordinates, streaking across the floor and melting into the walls. Next

  moment, there was the creak and grind of hydraulics as the blast-doors started to go up. They had hacked the fortress.




  I seized Hlin by the arm and pulled her behind a desk. I’d not even had time to grasp a proper weapon: all I had was the alien bow I’d brought back as a memento from Mondhile, a

  light, quick thing, lethally effective against a medieval foe but a useless antique against modern weaponry. Better that than nothing, though. I had three arrows in the shoulder pack: I notched one

  of them up and waited to fire.




  My chance came in the next minute. The main doors blew open and behind the boil of light and fire I saw someone standing on the steps. I didn’t wait. I drew back and loosed the arrow, just

  as one of the Skald guards opened fire with a much more effective handgun. But neither bow nor finelight made any appreciable difference. My arrow clattered harmlessly to the floor after hitting an

  invisible shield; the finelight bolt dissipated into a shower of sparks.




  The person stepped forward. A black-and-silver uniform encased a tall female form. Her hands were gloved, but the dataflow of enhancements ran across the exposed skin of her face. Blue eyes

  sparked silver, set in a gaunt countenance. White birds, like albino crows, circled around her head. And again a single feather fell. The woman reached out and took it and her gloved hand closed

  over it. I thought I saw her smile.




  She said, ‘My name is Rhi Glyn Apt; I am a commander of the Morvern Morrighanu. Put your weapons down. You’re out-numbered. There’s a blast-cannon trained on the keep. We have

  your access codes.’ A pause. ‘I suggest you consider terms of surrender.’




  It was useless to believe that I would tell them nothing. They may not have been vitki, but they were still from Darkland and they seemed to know all the

  tricks.




  Glyn Apt had me taken to the lower regions of the keep: what had once been a dungeon in the older, and bloodier, days of the Reach, and was now used as a meditation chamber. It was windowless,

  built of thick, dovetailed slabs of stone, furnished only with a settle. The Morrighanu commander took the settle, and had me bonded to the wall. It wasn’t torture, not quite, but she made it

  clear that there wasn’t going to be a choice. First, she had me injected with a mnemonic over-ride, and then she wired up the map implant in my head to her own information system. To anyone

  who watched, it would have looked as though a white bird perched on my shoulder, plucking at the socket of my eye.




  They wanted to know about Mondhile. They made me relive it, over and over again.




  The tower. Gemaley’s home, rising mottled from the rock, the stone lit by its own shifting light. Inside, a ruin containing a bloody heart: the energy well that motivated both Gemaley

  and the animal pack that lived there. My former lover Frey, prowling through the dungeons, luring me with weird vitki promises that I still didn’t understand.




  Then, my escape to a nearby town – an ordinary, not-yet-tech settlement, transformed by the bloodmind, the feral state into which the Mondhaith were prone to fall. Gemaley’s beast

  pack had attacked then, just to see what would happen. I’d seen elderly grandmothers battling wild animals, and not always losing.




  Human and animal. Animal and human.




  Why were they asking me all these questions?




  They made me go through it again, and then again.




  I didn’t even realize when they’d stopped, or understand that I was no longer in the interrogation chamber. At first I thought I was back in Gemaley’s dungeon, but then it

  changed, shifted, to somewhere alien and smelling of musk, the Hierolath’s chamber on Nhem where he had raped me before I’d killed him, and then – still bleak, still cold –

  the room I’d shared with my brother in Scaraskae and he was the one on top of me, in me and I shrieked as I’d never allowed myself to do in my parents’ house, because he would

  tell them it was my fault—




  The Hierolath was dead, and so were Frey and Gemaley. I did not know if my brother still lived and I told myself that I did not care. It should have made a difference.




  But knowing, somewhere in back-brain, that Rhi Glyn Apt was witnessing all these events through the mirror of my mind, felt like violation all over again. I suppose some might say it could have

  been cathartic, but I didn’t do catharsis very well: spiralling back to the same old nightmares was like trying to prove the past to myself. Trying to prove, and failing.




  When the drugs wore off, and the white raven had sipped the last piece of autobiography from my mind, Glyn Apt came to stand before me. I managed to look her in the face. The valkyrie I had seen

  in Darkland’s capital of Hetla had been perfect, a sculpted ice warrior. Beneath the chasing data, Glyn Apt was not so like that woman, more recognizably human: in her late forties, perhaps

  more, with pouches under her eyes and the beginning of lines around her mouth. She had not bothered with corrective surgery any more than I had; I could see the tracery of scars around her jaw.

  Accident or duel? I didn’t know enough about the Morrighanu to be able to tell.




  She said, ‘You used to cut yourself.’




  Without asking, she pulled back my shirt sleeve and revealed the myriad scars on my arm. An adolescent way of coping, and yet I’d kept my scars, just as she’d kept her own.

 




   ‘I haven’t done that in years,’ I said, and hated the way the words mumbled out.




  ‘No,’ Glyn Apt replied. I saw silver spark behind her eyes: something transmitted? Something incoming? ‘Now you get others to do it for you instead.’ There was no mockery

  in her voice; she spoke as someone making a statement of fact. She turned my face to one side, not gently: I could feel the power of the servors in her glove. Turn up the ratio and she’d be

  able to rip off my head as easily as a fenris. Data streamed across her face like moonlight. As though she’d read my thoughts she said, ‘Those scars on your face. They were made by an

  animal, your records say. You were put on an ingsgaldir initiation, for all that you are neither vitki nor of Darkland.’




  ‘My ex-lover was vitki. Frey. You must know that by now. He put me through an initiation, with a fenris out on the ice. It would have been nice if he’d told me that it was

  initiation. At the time, I thought he was trying to kill me.’




  Again, I thought Glyn Apt might have smiled.




  ‘You’d have done better to seek out the Morrighanu than the vitki,’ she said.




  ‘You said it yourself,’ I told her. ‘I’m not from Darkland.’




  But that night, when they’d set me free of the wall and put me in a cell, it was Darkland of which I dreamed.




  I was once more standing on the headland overlooking the city of Hetla. It was night and Darkland’s capital was under curfew. Only a few red lights flickered along the coast, denoting

  observation turrets and anti-aircraft installations, baleful scarlet eyes in the darkness. The only sounds, apart from the constant thunder of the spring sea, were the boom and crash of

  construction work across the fjord in the wingyards. In my mind’s eye I could still see those massive war-wings sitting in dry-dock, awaiting completion before being sent out across the ocean

  to the Reach, my home.




  Then, above the sounds of preparation for war, I heard another noise: a thin, high singing, very sweet. And in my dream I remembered that when the equinoctial tides sweep across the seas of the

  north, the semi-sentient species known as the selk come down with the arctic melt water, and sing. This voice I now heard was beautiful and cold, and it paralysed me. I stood, suspended in the

  night, with the ocean ahead of me and the deep forest behind, and listened to the song of the selk as it curdled my blood to frost.




  ‘Do you hear that?’ a voice said at my elbow. I looked up, to see the vitki Thorn Eld. Friend of Frey’s, or foe? I’d never really known, but I wasn’t surprised to

  see him there. Eld had known all about me, after all, and when he’d interrogated me in Darkland he hadn’t even had to give me any drugs to get the information. It had been as if Eld had

  been living in my head.




  ‘Yes, I can hear it,’ I said.




  ‘When you killed Frey,’ Eld remarked, his round face bland in Loki’s light, ‘you used a beast pack to do so. A proper ingsgaldir in the ancient sense, to link yourself

  with the world, with animal mind, with a gestalt. Do you think you can use the selk in the same way?’




  ‘It’s not even occurred to me,’ I told him with perfect truth, but suddenly we were out on the ice, and the selk were surging up under my feet, shattering the floe, sending us

  down into cold dark and I was reaching out for Eld, to save him or to help myself, I did not know. But Eld was already gone and—




  I woke, into freezing air, gasping for breath. It was a relief to find myself still in the cell, though the heating had evidently gone off. The knowledge of Idhunn’s death came crashing in

  on me all over again.




  Yet the selk-song went on. It was coming from beyond the cell, penetrating the chamber and lodging inside my head, echoing against the walls of my skull like the rush of blood when you hold a

  shell to your ear. I waited for a moment, but the song continued insistent and summoning.




  A moment after that, Glyn Apt was there on the other side of the cell shield. The dataflow had been temporarily switched off and her face was unremarkable without it, pale and plain, with blunt

  features. Without the silver underlay of information, her eyes were a faded blue, like spring ice.




  ‘Can you hear that?’ she asked, just like Thorn Eld had asked me in my dream.




  ‘It’s not easy to miss.’




  ‘It’s coming from a group of the selk.’




  ‘They’re taking a risk, with a Morrighanu warship floating several hundred yards offshore,’ I commented.




  Glyn Apt frowned. I didn’t know why she was choosing to confide in me on the subject. ‘The Morrighanu have no quarrel with the selk. That’s a vitki matter.’




  ‘It’s become a Darkland matter, and you’re from Darkland. I saw those sheds outside Hetla.’




  Glyn Apt gave a little nod. ‘I noticed, from your interrogation. I repeat, it’s nothing to do with us. We’re a different sect from the vitki; you know that. Morvern isn’t

  Hetla.’




  ‘Why are you bothering to justify yourself to me?’ I had no real idea what the connection was between vitki and Morrighanu, though the link with the valkyries, the female sect of the

  vitki, was much clearer. Though I’d heard that the Morrighanu were a sect of Darkland’s far north, and that was after all where Morvern lay, I didn’t know how all these Darkland

  security forces interrelated.




  ‘Because the selk are asking for you,’ Glyn Apt said.




  She even let me out of the cell, but under heavy guard. It was in any case useless to try anything under the circumstances; I was weaponless and although the seith offered opportunities for

  disguise, it wouldn’t have worked against people who were already versed in such matters. Glyn Apt took me up the stairs to the guard room and showed me the monitor that scanned the foot of

  the Rock on the western side.




  Lights played along the barnacle-encrusted ledges, ready to illuminate any vessel that might be approaching the fortress. I saw nothing, except rock and wave and the great bulk of the Morrighanu

  warship, turning a little on the swell of the tide. Then – I was not sure if it was only the shadow of a wave, but it moved again and I saw that it was indeed a selk. It turned its blunt head

  to the camera as though it sensed me watching.




  ‘Ask it what it wants,’ Glyn Apt demanded.




  I leaned forward and spoke softly into the monitor, tracking the speaker setting.




  ‘Are you out there? Can you hear me? Can you understand me?’




  I knew that the selk had their own language of Shelta, but it was only at certain times of the year that they possessed sufficient sentience to speak it. The tabula hummed as it translated my

  Gaelacht.




  Silence. The song had stopped. I had just convinced myself that there was nothing out there after all when a voice like running water said, ‘I hear you.’




  ‘Is it you who sings? Why?’




  ‘We have been looking for you. We came before, but you were not here. You saw our siblings, captured.’




  Why hadn’t the Skald told me that the selk had come looking? But then I realized that there had not been time, and Idhunn’s death would have driven it out of everyone’s mind.

  ‘Those tanks outside Hetla? Yes, I saw them. I could do nothing to help them.’




  I didn’t like sounding so defensive, when it was nothing more than the truth. I think I expected some kind of protest from the selk, some criticism, but it said nothing. And I was

  surprised that Glyn Apt had brought me out here to speak with them at all, rather than blasting the selk out of the water. But perhaps it was true that the Morrighanu had a different relationship

  with them to the vitki.




  ‘Tell it to come closer,’ Glyn Apt hissed.




  ‘Why? What are you planning to do?’


  She gave me a glance of contempt. ‘Nothing. If I’d intended them any harm, I’d have done it by now.’




  ‘Come into the light,’ I called, and the selk did so, gliding with surprising swiftness and ease over the rocks. Seen through the monitor, it was larger and sleeker than the purely

  animal sealstock that thronged these northern waters. Its complex, flanged nose and the gills that collared its throat glistened with seawater. Its eyes were obsidian and alien and sad.




  ‘What do you understand, about my kind?’ it continued.




  I hesitated. ‘I know that the selk were engineered, genetically, by my ancestors.’ It’s one thing to know that most of the non-human life on one’s homeworld has been

  created and altered, an unholy mash of genes, but it seemed an awkward thing to be discussing this with one of the results. It made me think of Mondhile, where humans had been altered instead.




  ‘You understand that we are now close to the time when our self-awareness will be lost, until the waters begin to grow cold once more? When sentience is gone from us, we will not be able

  to help our captured kin.’




  ‘And you’re asking me – the Skald – for help?’ I thought of Idhunn’s ruined body in the Rock’s medical ward, of the vacuum of power she had left behind

  her, now filled by the Morrighanu, and of the oncoming war. At the moment, the Skald was not in the strongest position to help anyone.




  ‘I am asking anyone who might listen. Most of your kind see us as beasts, nothing more.’




  And that was true enough. It was illegal to hunt the selk, at least in the Reach, and during their periods of sentience it carried a murder charge. But even in the Reach I had seen what I was

  certain had been selk fur, on the collars and coats of the pinch-faced wealthy, in plain view on the streets of Tiree.




  ‘Your kin are imprisoned in Darkland,’ I explained to the selk now. ‘And you must know that we not only have no jurisdiction there – at all – but that we are also

  on the brink of war and this fortress has been captured.’ I did not look at Glyn Apt, and she said nothing.




  The selk shifted uneasily against the wet shadows of the rocks. ‘We know this. Why else were our kin taken?’




  It took a moment for this to sink in. ‘You mean the selk in those tanks are undergoing some kind of preparation for the Darkland war effort?’




  ‘So we believe.’




  ‘Do you know what it is? What the vitki are trying to do with them?’ That was Glyn Apt, surprising me. But perhaps it shouldn’t have been so startling that the Morrighanu

  weren’t informed about vitki plans, given the nature of Darkland and its sectarian in-fighting.




  ‘Or what they were being used for,’ I murmured. I thought I might know the answer to that. Glyn Apt ignored me.




  ‘We do not. But ourselves and the kind you call the vitki have a long history, like the deeps beneath the ice, cold and black and little seen. Once, there was war between us.’




  ‘War?’ I knew nothing about this and this time I couldn’t keep the surprise from my voice. Beside me, Glyn Apt shifted as if restless. But the selk itself spoke in so musical a

  tone that I was sure there were cadences, nuances, that were missed by my limited human hearing. ‘When was this?’




  ‘A thousand thousand seasons ago.’




  This was not a great deal of help: the selk calculated time differently to humans and there was little point in asking it to translate into our years if the tabula could not do so.




  ‘Who won the war?’ I moved on, picturing the icefields running red with the blood of the selk. Apart from a brief period in their long bleak history, the vitki had always been in

  possession of technology; the selk had not.




  ‘We won. But not without great loss.’




  ‘You won a war, against men with machines?’




  In the dim window of the monitor, the selk’s face contorted strangely, the ruffles of the gills rippling as though a strong wind blew across it. Perhaps the selk smiled. I could not

  tell.




  ‘The outcome of a battle may depend on the place of its fighting. They followed us onto the icefields, at the start of the spring thaw. They thought we were few, and failing. But our kind,

  The People, sang to the ice and in the spring it is brittle and treacherous. It gave way beneath our enemies. They thought the made-skins they wore would save them, but there were more of The

  People under the ice, many more, and the enemy were attacked as soon as they were in the sea. The cold killed as many as we did. They did not make that mistake again. They kept to their land of

  black glass cliffs and great mosses, we to the poles and these islands, where—’ the selk paused, with unexpected tact, ’—our losses are fewer.’




  ‘But if the selk and the vitki were to encounter one another again, on ground more congenial to the vitki—’ something was nagging at the back of my mind, ‘—do you think it

  likely that your kind would lose?’ Considering those great war-wings I myself thought it more than likely: in fact, a certainty. But the selk hesitated before saying, slowly, ‘I do not

  know.’




  ‘Tell me this. Do your kind possess weapons?’ The People sang to the spring ice. That suggested some kind of innate sonic capability. But the selk answered, with only a hint

  of irony in its musical voice, ‘Why? Your kind see us as no more than beasts, and soon, so we will be.’




  Not going to tell me, then. I could not blame it. I thought again of the furs worn by the rich of Tiree. And the selk was right. When they entered their animal awareness, they would have no

  memory of their captured kin, so it did not matter what weaponry they might own.




  ‘Look,’ I said. ‘These are difficult times. I can’t promise you anything.’




  ‘This was no more than I expected,’ the selk replied, dipping its head, whether in acknowledgement, disappointment or respect, I did not know. ‘I will come again, on the next

  tide. Will you meet me?’




  ‘She’ll be here,’ Glyn Apt said, surprising me again. For sure I’d still be a prisoner, but Glyn Apt’s willingness to let me talk to the selk was unexpected. It

  still didn’t make sense to me.




  The selk slid rapidly to the edge of the rocks and was gone into silver water. The guards moved swiftly forward as if unleashed and I was taken back into the fortress. Before they put me in the

  cell, I caught a last glance at a monitor, out to sea past the warship. I do not know what I was looking for – a wake, perhaps, of something swimming? But there was nothing there, only the

  great drowning moon on the horizon’s edge, and the cold and endless waves.




   





  TWO




  They say I am a weapon




  I surprised them, I think, by the nature of the killing, but why should one hold back, when one is good at something? After that, they asked me if I knew why I had these abilities.




  ‘You tell me,’ I said. ‘You brought me here, after all.’




  I hoped to startle them. They did not think I knew this, or so I believed. But they just smiled, the old woman and the old man. They said, ‘Do you remember life, when you were a

  girl?’




  ‘I remember the heat,’ I told them. The burn of the day outside the cavern walls, in the sinks and crevices, sun baking off sand into a greenglass sky. I didn’t like the

  heat but the other women did, and could not understand why I crept from it. But then, I was different in many ways.




  ‘Nothing more than that?’ That was the old woman, very sly.




  ‘I remember the men coming, and my sister crying.’




  ‘Do you remember your mother’s death?’ That was the old man, avid for pain, and it was my turn to smile.




  ‘Should I have done?’




  ‘Did you not love her?’




  ‘Should I have done?’ I said again, remembering my mother clutching and grasping at the bars of the cage, her eyes as white and mad as moonlight.




  The old woman and the old man did not answer that, and they left me alone to go my own way, back into the forest. They did not bother to attempt a memory ’ride. They’d tried that

  before and I’d called on the world beyond, summoning figures from the shadows of my head. Warriors with animal faces, intestines hanging through the rents in their armour, beasts with wicked,

  knowing red eyes. All the figures from my dreams that had comforted me as a child. I had sent one of my interrogators mad, the old woman told me later with a kind of pride.




  ‘You are a weapon,’ she had said, after the events in Morvern. That was all, and there was no talk of reward. Why be rewarded, after all, for that which you love?




   





  THREE




  PLANET: NHNEM (HUNAN)





  My children haunted the bell tower. I didn’t see them every day, just sometimes, and usually it was a sign of storms. Perhaps the violent air conjured them up, drew

  their spirits down from the north. They looked just as they had when I’d escaped: First Joy with his small stern face, Boy-Next-Time’s buttoned-up mouth and anxious eyes,

  Luck-Still-to-Come no more than a little thing. It’s likely that the girls were put to death when my going was discovered, but I don’t know for sure.




  I didn’t dream about First Joy as often as the girls: it was as though he ignored me in my dreams just as he’d ignored me in life, following House Father around like a hound. But

  Boy-Next-Time and Luck-Still-to-Come were never far away, just out of sight or round a corner, watching everything I did.




  They were different, in my dreams. I know perfectly well now that my daughters had no more awareness than I: they were little animals, nothing more. Yet in my dreams, we spoke together and they

  told me everything about their day – the beetle they’d seen in the garden, with its shiny green back; the bird in the leaves; the flying machine that had streaked across the sky and

  frightened them so that they ran indoors.




  We didn’t speak of House Father in these dreams, and yet of course in that life he’d been the centre of the household. We crept around, always trying to please. The girls used to

  bring him presents from the garden but he never saw them as gifts, just as something the hound might bring in.




  In the early days, he’d pull me away from my duties to go inside me, almost absent-minded, and I remember hating and not understanding it. I never got used to it. It is a joy now, not to

  be touched by anyone. He didn’t touch the girls, but that was because they were too young: it would change when their blood came, as I now knew too well. I hadn’t understood it in my

  own Father, either, and I suppose that was where the hating came from. But it was the way of things. We couldn’t complain, for we didn’t have words. Now, I like to think that I’d

  have killed him if he’d laid a finger on my daughters, but this is just a dream. I’d have shut my eyes instead. I’ve never heard of a woman killing a grown man, not even after the

  change. House Father, for instance: so big, such a strong man. I don’t say that admiringly. When he hit me, my head rang for hours.




  So it was not surprising, in a way, that he made no appearance in my dreams. I had cut him out of them, and it was just me and the girls, speaking of things that mattered.




  If they were alive now, they would be a man and two women, not these little ghosts. At one time I thought that the guilt might fade, and that made it even worse, driving it deeper and deeper

  into me until it spilled plentifully out like harvest. Then I realized that the guilt was never going to go away, and strangely, that made me feel better: the vicious wheel stopped and I could

  settle down to simply feeling bad. People like Seliye tried to console me.




  ‘You didn’t know what you were doing. You didn’t understand. How could you have done? You had no choice, none of us did,’ – on and on in her grating voice, all of

  it true, all of it useless. For now I knew, now I had knowledge.




  I’d disobeyed House Father.




  I’d fled from Iznar.




  I’d abandoned my children and so now they haunted the bell tower, like the efreets that rose up to catch the insects that come after storms. I saw their faces glancing around the corners

  of doors, a running form out of the corner of my eye, a whisper in the night. I couldn’t go and find them. I would die. But if they had been free, would they, I wonder, have tried to find me?

  First Joy would not have done, I am sure: he was House Father’s son. In the dreams, I remember the men making their noises in the corner, my head going up when I heard the grunt of my name,

  or a recognizable command. To First Joy, I was the moving lump that gave him food and made his bed, slowly – I remember that – tucking the corners of the blanket down in the way I had

  been trained.




  But the girls – when the women of the colony talked of such things, we treated it as a mystery, as powerful as the mystery of who built this ruined city. We’d had no speech, before,

  and yet I’d understood my daughters and they’d understood me. Slowness, stupidity, language’s lack, and we still knew what each of us thought. If we could do that still –

  the women say, in the language that now seems to separate us rather than bring us closer. If we could do that still, and keep what we have gained. But it seems that there’s always and ever a

  price. Their haunting is the price I pay – their haunting, and the smell of roots and earth that comes over me every time I think about Iznar.




  But I’m like a ghost myself. We all are. We can’t exist. We are not real, we have no place and no substance. We are a nightmare in the minds

  of men, who have yet allowed us to remain here, something that doesn’t make sense.




  But the colony looks real enough, when I look out of the window of the bell tower, across the yellow-brown roofs and steaming earth to the black line of the sea. The men of the north will not

  come to the sea; they fear it, so our spies have said, but I don’t know why. True, its waters burn if the skin is held in them too long, but the women of this colony have become used to it,

  our skin hardening even further, our hands like tools as we burrow in the hot sand for the shellfish and the shore scorpions.




  I know exactly how many of us there are, down to the last incomer. Four hundred women today, while yesterday there were four hundred and one, and the day before that, four hundred and three. The

  fever took its toll; we buried twenty in all, outside the city walls.




  Not a great number of women, but enough. Last year, I note from my records for this same month, there were three hundred and eighty. Our numbers fall and rise, rise and fall, like the pull of

  the little moons. But we won’t go on to the world’s end. We are here on borrow-time, and I do not understand why we are here at all.




  Sometimes I wander through the temple, up to the bell tower. We call it a temple, but we’ve really no idea whether this is what it was. More

  borrowing, of the home of someone long dead; someone who wasn’t even human. The women – myself included – like to think of it as a temple, to something like the Hierolath, but

  female, because this comforts us. But maybe the figures it depicts weren’t Hierolaths at all. Maybe they weren’t even female. We just don’t know, and so we change them to fit our

  dreams, since there’s no longer any chance that they might disturb us by being real.




  I visit them once or twice a day, going from my own quarters up the long, winding flights of stairs. It’s a bird’s eye view from up here, the city spread out below, like a map. Up

  here, the air still smells of salt, but here the smell is faint, almost refreshing, and there’s a stiff breeze even on the hottest days. No wonder they built their city here on these rocks.

  There are sudden, surprising views of city and sea, glimpses where you least expect them.




  Everything is an odd size, however. The halls and corridors are much too big, and much too thin. I think of our female Hierolaths as being very tall and flat. There’s nothing to show their

  true size in the wall drawings, which are in the very highest room, just before the bell tower.




  This room is open. The roof rests on columns, of a dark red stone marbled with green, and the stone floor is always a little dusted with sand where the wind blows through. The skeleton-winged

  efreets of the desert gather in the eaves, chittering and rustling, and when you look up in the evening, you see a rash of red eyes. But during the day, it’s quiet and still.




  From here, you can stop to look at the wall drawings, or go up to the bell tower. The wall drawings are worth looking at. They must be very old – we don’t know how old, since we know

  so little about these lost people, but despite the wind and the sand, they are still bright in the more sheltered places. It’s easy to see figures and faces: a tall, slender people. They have

  huge eyes, golden skins, complicated slits where a nose and mouth should be, shining cowls which cover their heads, like the head-coverings we had to wear in Iznar. Or maybe they are a form of

  hair. Their hands are more like huge petalled flowers than human fingers, and their arms come from too low in the body. They wear simple things: long slit robes, flowing capes, small perched hats

  (which suggests hair rather than cowls). It’s hard to say what they are doing. They stand in groups. None of them holds anything. Looking at these women – these creatures – I feel

  a sharp tingling of shame, and then pride. Perhaps that’s why I like this place so much: it shows what women can do, the kind of beauty they create. And then it’s back to that central

  question: are they female at all?




  The younger women have no such doubts. They are worshipping, they like to say. They love these supposed female-Hierolaths, and they hold rituals here on holy days that bear no relation, as far

  as any of us can remember, to the holy days of the men’s cities, of Iznar and Chem and Bachassar. All of our legends are made up, no more than a few decades old, the same age as our colony.

  Do something twice here, and it’s a tradition. They need something to believe in, and so do I.




  On, then, to the bell tower, leaving the goddesses in their green and grey robes behind, leaving the lilies among which they walk, the wetland scenes which must have had some meaning then, and

  now are lost beneath the dust and the encroaching desert. Was this why they died or went away? Did everything simply dry up and die out? Did they die of the heat and their plants with them? Their

  world lives on in my dreams, when the colony is arranged on a series of canals, flowering with lotuses like the ones in the men’s pools to the north, rushed with reeds.




  On to the bell tower, and up.




  From the bell tower, which has only one rusted bell hanging on a hook, you can see oh so far. All the way to the Middle Mountains, the yellow-banded barrier of the Great Desert. The

  men’s words are so practical, so lacking in imagination. The Great this, the High that. Middle and Lower and Upper. Soldiers’ words. We’ve made our own tongue over the last fifty

  seasons, but we’ve borrowed a lot all the same, words seeping up into our newly conscious minds, heard for years and barely understood, or not at all, until the day when the mist lifts and

  understanding slowly comes.




  Our colony is called Tesk, the Edge, in the men’s language. The edge of the world, the edge of the land, the edge of our lives as we cling to this thin strip, this ruined city that is

  nothing to do with us at all.




  From the bell tower, it’s obvious just how much of an edge this is. There is the black sea, there is the gold-and-ochre of the desert beyond. There are the mountains,

  purple with shadows in the evening light, beautiful and far. There, tumbling down beneath my feet, are the crumbling sandy tiles of the high chamber and then the city itself. All our little

  lives beneath my feet, like beetles. Is that how the men think? I hope I’ll never know.




  I wait, here in the bell tower, until twilight rolls down from the mountains and the bowl of the sky above my head glows with light, and then fades. Below me, the lights start to come on,

  smouldering at first. Sea-burn lamps, from the weed gathered from the shore, stinking of the sea. A few candles, rarer, made from the casings and the shit of the wax grubs that are found in the

  cool places between the rocks. Light is rare here, but we don’t mind the dark. Those lamps won’t burn for long, as people do the last few night tasks, then go to bed. I wait until the

  efreets spiral up from the temple chamber in a great dark cloud, flit shrieking past my head on their stretched bone wings, hunting insects. I wait until the air grows cool, and then I go back down

  through the hushed temple, with that unhuman golden gaze upon my back, to my own small room, and there I sleep.




  

      

  




  FOUR




  PLANET: MUSPELL (VALI)





  When I next woke, it was to see Glyn Apt watching me from the other side of the cell field. The data stream was back and her birds were whirling around her head in a snowy

  cloud.




  ‘I wanted to talk to you,’ Glyn Apt said, politely enough but with an undertone that suggested it was an order, ‘about the selk.’




  ‘I’ve told you all I know,’ I said. I thought she was referring to the ones in Hetla.




  ‘I’m more interested in your theories,’ the Morrighanu said. ‘About the selk, and about what the vitki are doing with them.’




  I laughed. ‘You might almost persuade me that you care. I’m more interested in your own plans for the Rock. How about a trade?’




  It was Glyn Apt’s turn to laugh. ‘I’ve already strip-mined your brain, Skald girl. Not much of a choice, is it?’




  ‘You’ve raided my memories. I’m not sure you can get me to spill my thoughts so easily.’ Bravado, it’s true. The seith field can protect you from only so much and

  I’d already had the seith ripped from me. Not during the rape on Nhem – I’d killed a man with it there. But later, during Gemaley’s attack on me, the seith had been no help

  at all: the Mondhaith girl had torn it into shreds and tatters. Perhaps Frey had taught her vitki tricks. And perhaps not.




  ‘You killed my leader,’ I said. ‘Why should I help you any more than I have to?’




  Glyn Apt’s pointed black eyebrows went up. ‘Is that what you think?’




  I stared at her. ‘Who else?’




  ‘We gained access to this fortress when you were down in the hallway, not before. We’ve killed only one member of the Skald and she went down fighting. I can prove it to you, if you

  like. But we didn’t kill Idhunn Regnesdottir.’




  ‘Then who the hell did?’




  ‘Tell me what you think about the selk,’ Glyn Apt repeated, ‘and I’ll tell you what I think about Idhunn’s murder. How about that for a trade?’




  ‘Very well,’ I said after a pause. ‘I believe that what the vitki are doing to the selk in those tanks is directly related to the war effort.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘To isolate the switch within their genes that causes their sentience to be seasonally switched off, and create a virus which mimics it, to infect those of us of the Reach. To render us

  unsentient.’ If she was closer than she claimed to the vitki, then this wouldn’t be news. And if that was the case, then she must be aware that I already knew. If Glyn Apt didn’t

  know – well, that might be knowledge she could use, and which might make her better disposed towards me. Some hope.




  There was a long silence. I could not read Glyn Apt’s expression. After a while, she said, ‘I read your report to your leader – that was what Frey was doing on Mondhile,

  wasn’t he?’




  ‘Yes. He hadn’t got very far, luckily for us. I wasn’t long behind him. The people there undergo periods where they are unsentient, like the selk. They look human, but

  sometimes their self-awareness, their consciousness, falls away and they’re just human-shaped animals, basically. They call it the Bloodmind. And the Nhemish men do a similar sort of thing,

  too, to their women. Makes them no better than breeding-cattle.’




  Glyn Apt, still unreadable, nodded.




  I went on, ‘Release a geno-virus, wait for a while, then walk in and enslave us. The Nhemish women might be docile enough. But the Mondhaith weren’t – not in this state, Glyn

  Apt. They turned into predators.’ I shivered, thinking of that town turned to nightmare, in which I had become trapped. ‘But they were engineered for that, and so, presumably, were the

  selk, unless it was some kind of side effect. If the vitki could create a geno-virus that would make the rest of us no more than half-alive, to be used as slaves – I can see where their

  research is going. I’d have said that makes these experiments a critical part of their war effort. And we don’t know how far they’ve come.’




  Glyn Apt shifted position.




  ‘Let’s assume that Frey went to Mondhile to try and find an answer to this issue of sentience. Say he was sent there as part of the war effort. Yet the vitki I spoke to – Thorn

  Eld – he wanted Frey dead. Why so, if Frey was doing the vitki’s own work?’




  ‘Perhaps he wasn’t,’ the Morrighanu said, after a moment. ‘Perhaps he was working for himself, against the rest.’




  We stared at one another, frustrated, in what felt like a sudden, odd alliance. ‘We might never know,’ Glyn Apt added. ‘The politics of your own Skald are bad enough. Imagine

  how much back-stabbing goes on in the Darkland sects.’




  I sighed. Coming from Glyn Apt, that amounted almost to a girlish confession. If the Morrighanu commander had been telling the truth, the thought of sitting here while Idhunn’s killer

  roamed free was chafing at me. ‘And what about the selk that came here?’




  ‘I’ll go and speak with the selk, if it returns,’ Glyn Apt said. She spoke grudgingly, as if she was sparing me some social burden. ‘I will tell it that

  we’re in no position to assist others. And now, I have to go.’




  ‘You said you’d tell me your thoughts about Idhunn’s murder.’




  ‘Did I?’ The Morrighanu commander gave a thin smile. ‘Maybe later.’




  And later for the selk, too. But the selk were to prove more insistent than either of us knew.




  

     

  




  FIVE




  PLANET: MONDILE (SEDRA)




  It was on one of the coldest days of the year that I left the clan house forever. I’d insisted on taking the parting ceremony the night before, with the moon Elowen

  hanging over the eaves of the house and the frost crackling and snapping like a live thing as I walked across the courtyard. I said goodbye to all of them in turn: from the next oldest man to the

  youngest girl, only recently returned to the world. She turned her face away: she hadn’t yet felt the pull back. Some of them miss it and never adjust, but she wasn’t one of those. To

  her, the outside meant beasts and nothingness, hunger and cold and constant danger, without words to describe it all. She could not understand yet why I had to go and why I wouldn’t be coming

  home again.




  ‘It’s the way things are done,’ I told her. ‘Winter’s coming. Too many mouths to feed. What, would you have me die in my bed? As though I was cursed with sickness,

  a weak old thing? You wouldn’t want that for me, would you?’




  But she just stared into the fire and wouldn’t answer. The others took it well, of course.




  ‘So,’ Rhane said. ‘You’re off, then?’




  ‘Off and not coming back.’




  ‘Well, that’s as it should be.’ She gave an approving nod. I’d always got on well with her. I remembered her birth, her mother gritting her teeth against the pain and not

  making a sound, as befits a huntress. I remembered, too, the day we’d put the infant out onto the hillside and left her to fend for herself for the next thirteen years. And the day

  she’d returned, stumbling in out of the howl of the wind, a fierce small thing. Now, Rhane was one of the best huntresses of the clan, still fierce, still small, still doing what had to be

  done. Just like me.




  ‘When are you off out, then? In the morning?’




  ‘I’ll go at dawn. It’s been good to me, this clan, this family, you. I’ll miss you all.’ I said it reluctantly. I don’t like sentiment, all those southern

  poets’ ways.




  ‘I know. We’ll miss you, too.’ Rhane gave me a slanted glance. ‘It won’t be the same without you telling me what to do, old woman.’




  ‘Or without you ignoring my advice, chit of a girl.’ We laughed, and then I said goodnight.




  I didn’t sleep well. Too many feelings, whisking round the chamber like birds, and none of them settling. I was glad when the thin light started to creep through the paper pane and I could

  honour my decision and get up. I wasn’t planning to take anything with me; it was a pleasure not to have to pack, like going on migration. I told myself that this was all it was: just another

  migration, my fourth, although this time it was to Eresthahan, to the nowhere-land of the dead. But I’d been there before, before my birth, before the one before that.




  I did not take weapons, and in that respect it was nothing like a migration. Even when you’re in the bloodmind, it still helps to be armed. Instinct will carry you a long way, further than

  claws or teeth. But this time, my death would come to meet me and take the form it was destined to take, perhaps at the mouth of visen or altru or wild mur. Or perhaps it would be the cold –

  I confess, I was rather hoping for that. They say it’s a quiet death, though I’ve never been one for peace and quiet. I wasn’t afraid of pain, but I didn’t court it, either.

  I’d no wish to go down fighting. Who are you proving yourself to? It’s your death; no one will know how you died, nor care. Perhaps it’s part of the men’s mysteries, though,

  some old tradition. Perhaps you’re supposed to end up in some particularly appealing part of Eresthahan, with dancing girls and a lot of drink. I’d just be happy when it was over and

  done with, but I admit, too, that part of me was looking forward to the chance for this one last trip. I hadn’t been out in the winter world for years – it hadn’t been my time to

  die, before, and why court lung fever or worse? But now the time had finally come, no more excuses. I was off.




  The fire had burned down in the grate overnight and the hall was cold, smelling of ashes. I did not look back. I closed the doors behind me, with the shock of morning air in my lungs and the

  scent of blood coming from the murs’ stable. They’d brought the mur off the mountain pastures only a week ago, and already the snow had crept halfway down the slopes. The mountains

  blazed in the new light, all glacier gold. I walked slowly to the end of the clan house and the moat twitched and tingled to let me through. I wonder sometimes whether the moats know when we are

  leaving for the last time, earth-consciousness, whether in their own way they bid farewell. But it’s probably just a fancy, nothing more. I stepped over the invisible line of the moat and

  felt the world shift a little. Then on, across the bridge that crosses the roaring waters of the Sarn, down the stepped streets to the town wall, with the morning town silent around me. We rise

  late in winter, go to bed early, are glad of the rest.




  The walls, and then the town gates. I pushed the gates open, felt again that twitch and snap, of the town moat this time. Then I was pushing the gates shut behind me and walking up through the

  thorn path that leads to the pastures, the hunting grounds. By now, the golden light had spread to the bottom of the snowfield, though the narrow valley and the torrent were still in shadow.




  I knew where I was going. Some people don’t. They just wander about, following this line or that line, listening to the energies and patterns below the earth just as they’ve always

  done, depending on their particular speciality. My sister had been water-sensitive, but though we came from the same litter, I didn’t share that. I was drawn to metal: I could smell it in the

  earth like the dinner cooking. I’d taken a lot of people to the metal lines, and they’d mined them, too. The town was famous for it: bracelets and cuffs, earrings made out of the

  darksilver substance. I never used to wear it – it interfered too much, in what I was seeking. But now, the time of my dying, it did not matter and I wore a ring of it in my ear and one on my

  finger. Vanity perhaps, in a woman so old, long past any attraction to men or her own sex, and yet it felt good to wear it, after so much denial. In my youth I’d been considered a beauty, but

  that doesn’t matter when you grow old. I still had a sharp enough wit and a readiness to laugh and that makes men look past the face. Make them laugh enough and you’ll keep them, whilst

  beauty fades and grows quiet. But this wasn’t a time for wit or beauty. I was alone, the town silent behind me, the mountains ahead. I turned my back to my home and went on.
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