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‘The Void Beneath is a horrible place. A ringing emptiness
infuses it, an endless hum that scrubs the soul clean. Imprinted
on this eternal drone are the minds of the lost, clinging to their
memories like life rafts. Despairing and desperate, the Lost
Minds smother new arrivals with pleas to hear their stories — for
if they are forgotten, they inevitably die.

‘Among the Lost Minds is one they call the Oldest. The
Oldest One bade me listen to his story, and | did. Sometimes |
wish | hadn’t. If it is true, then even the most outlandish tales in
the Book of Towers are based soundly on fact. If it is not true,
then we are as much in the dark about our past as we ever
were. Even now, years later, | am still unsure which of these two
possibilities is the more terrible.’

Skender Van Haasteren X
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Seth remembered: the Flame imploding and the two Sisters being sucked
into it; ekhi breaking into Sheol and Ellis escaping on a brilliant, hypnotic
back; mountains closing in over a dark, hunched shape and three slender
glassy towers entombing them all. Through the chaos, a green figure
strode calmly toward him and whispered softly into his ear.



‘Peace, Seth. This is neither our first meeting nor our last. In your
future, the Goddess awaits.’

The bubble of the world burst, and a new topography swept over the
land.

‘Remember us, Seth,” Horva insisted from very far away. ‘Please,
remember us ...’

Sandwiched in the knot that had once been Bardo, the twins rolled
and tumbled. They weren't in the First Realm; they weren’t in the Second
Realm; they were between, holding the worlds together like glue. A hum
swept over them like the breathing of an ocean, smoothing them out and
removing their sharp edges. The void pressed in until only echoes of their
lives remained.

They had bent worlds to their will and travelled the darkest of ways;
conversed with gods and with those who would be gods; walked in the
company of monsters and angels. They had killed.

Time passed, and they knew it not.
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The Warden

‘On the matter of the ghosts, we find that their
presence comprises no direct threat to the citizens of
the Haunted City. Only when summoned can they
do any harm. In order to deter such a summoning,
necromancy will remain a Category A crime,
punishable by expulsion from the Haunted City.
‘Therefore, on the matter of Shilly of Gooron, we
find her guilty of necromancy and recommend that
she be punished accordingly. She may live freely in
the Strand provided she does not attempt to
practise or teach the Change, or re-enter the
Haunted City. Any deviation from this course will
result in exile beyond our borders.’



JUDGMENT OF THE SKY WARDEN CONCLAVE IN
EXTRAORDINARY SESSION,
YEAR EIGHT OF THE ALCAIDE DRAGAN BRAHAM

T

he young man looked out to sea.

As far as days went, this one was almost perfect. The sky hung
overhead in a marvellous blue dome, marbled with clouds. The sea sighed
with easy, patient rhythms. An effervescent breeze blew directly into his
lungs from the grey expanses of the ocean.

He should have been content. But he wasn’t. His skin tingled from
more than just the salty spray. He would have been sunburned hours
earlier, but for the protective charms daubed on his shoulders and back.
The smell of rotting fish came strongly on the breeze. The pounding of the
surf was relentless, day and night.

A seagull cawed in the distance, and he looked up sharply, feeling
eyes on him.

I'm not here, he projected. He imagined the beach as it would look
from the air: a ribbon of cream-coloured land separating the blue from the
brown; him alone along its length — shoulder-length dark hair waving in the
wind, an oval face with unremarkable features, apart from his eyes, which
were shades of blue mottled with white flecks. His mother’s eyes; and his
adopted father’s hands, weathered and calloused from plenty of hard work.

The seagull cawed again. Sky Wardens sometimes used seagulls as
spies along the Strand. Whether this was one of them or not, he couldn’t
tell, but it paid to be careful. The beach he stood upon was a part of their
endless, linear empire, and for Sal the sea had never been a friend.

Gently, so as not to raise more interest than he might already have, he
painted himself out of the picture.

Just a fisher. Not Sal Hrvati.

Wheeling and diving, the seagull resumed its hunt for lunch.



Sal was hungry too, but that wasn’t the source of his discontent.

Something’s wrong, somewhere, he thought. I've been feeling it for
days. But what does it have to do with me? Now?

He closed his eyes and let the world rush into him. He forgot the
seagull and the wind and the heat on his temples and the sea’s stealthy
creep. He exhaled, then inhaled deeply. A vibrant buzz passed through his
bones. The Change was powerful and raw on the beach, where earth and
ocean met. He could feel it in everything around him, as wilful and nebulous
as air. Sometimes he would sit for hours and let his thoughts drift beyond
the ephemera of everyday life. In the ebbing and flowing of the Change, he
felt vitality and vigour that was equally beautiful in life and in death.

But not any more. There was a tear, somewhere — a tripping of the
cadences -of the Strand. It nagged at him, maddening in its ability to pull
out of reach when he tried to pin it down. He couldn't tell if it was a person
or a thing, or something he feared to see in himself. As much a part of the
Change as anything else, he knew he was far from infallible.

Sal glanced to his left at a grave marker on the edge of the beach
line. The weatherworn post was inscribed with charms and encrusted with
salt. What would you tell me, Lodo? Am | imagining things or beginning
to see clearly at last?

He returned his attention to the sun and the sand and the sky. The
wind danced fitfully around his legs, as though sweeping the way clean for a
storm, but he could smell no rain, no thunder. The stone pendant around his
neck, a weather charm called yadeh-tash, was silent.

Then it struck him — at once both physically and mentally. He cried
out at a fierce stab of pain between his shoulder blades, and spun to look
behind him. The beach was empty, except for him and the birds, but his
eyes saw beyond them, through the rough fringe of scrub and into the
gracefully towering folds of sand dunes that marched effortlessly inland. In
the long moments he had been gawping at faraway fractures, he had
completely overlooked something nearer and infinitely more precious.
Close to home someone had tripped a trap.

‘Carah.’ He called the name as loudly as he dared. ‘Carah!’

His toes clenched in the sand and he began to run.
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Carah!

The sound of her heart-name propelled Shilly out of a deep sleep she
didn’t remember entering. She had been dreaming of an outline of a face,
or something very much like a face, although it seemed to have too many
eyes and maybe an extra mouth. It belonged to something buried under the
sand, something that was trying very hard to surface. It frightened her, and
with her hands she had tried to sweep the impression of it from the sand.
But sweeping the grains away only brought it to the surface faster than ever

She sat up with a jerk. Sal had called her, and he had sounded
panicked. It had been a long time since the last false alarm. Although they
knew theoretically that they could be found at any time, it wasn’t possible to
live in a state of perpetual dread. Their jitters in the early days had settled
down to a constant, low-level vigilance. Hiding was second nature to them
now.

She didn’t dare take the chance that he was jumping at shadows.
Struggling free of her rabbit-skin coverlet, she shook off the lingering veils
of sleep. The underground workshop, their home, was warm but not stuffy,
ventilated by a chimney leading up through the compacted sand to fresh air
far above. Kidney-shaped and high-ceilinged, the workshop had been
fashioned decades earlier by a renegade Stone Mage who had come to
Fundelry in search of new ways to master the Change. Instead of peace
and quiet he had found Shilly, a girl with a knack for the Change but without
the talent to use it. He had taken her as an apprentice and, on his death, left
Shilly all his possessions. The workshop contained the trinkets he had
made or gathered to himself down the years. Some she understood
perfectly, grasping their purpose the moment she studied them, even
though she didn’t have the spark that would make them work. Others
remained a mystery despite many hours of contemplation.

A flawed metal mirror caught her in its depths as she shrugged into
the cotton dress she had worn the previous day and slipped on her
sandals. Her dark hair stood in total disarray, bleached at the tips by
sunlight. The same light had burned her skin deep brown, darkening what
nature had given her still further. A series of thin white scars marred the skin
of her right leg. The mirror had been dropped and was now warped on its
left side, giving her a compressed, foreshortened aspect, as though she
was walking into an invisible barrier. She didn’t linger.



She grabbed the workshop’s pole-shaped latchkey from its usual
place and hurried through the tunnel which led her from the main room to an
antechamber. There was a wicked hook at one end of the latchkey and, on
reaching a cave barely large enough for her to stand upright, she poked this
into the sandy soil and twisted. Half of the latchkey vanished into the wall, as
though tugged at by hands on the far side. She hung onto her end and
firmly twisted the pole again. The charm had come with the workshop, one
of those she hadn’t quite fathomed, but she understood its operation well.
Something clicked under her hands, and she raised her eyes to look into
the dull, sandy wall.

A faint echo of the dunes outside the entrance to the workshop came
to her, as misty as a dream. She didn’t see the shape of the dunes so
much as the form of them: the lines they made against each other, against
the spindly grass that grew in their shadows, against the blurred horizon.
She swept her attention along those lines, looking for any recent change.
Birds appeared as swooping vortices, dimples in the sky; crabs were
asterisks leaving complicated ellipses in their wakes; humans stood out like
giant, dead trees on a fallow field.

There. She focused on a new feature of the dunes: a line of footprints
marred the smoothly changing symmetry. Past them, just touching the low
hills beyond the sand, were several parallel tracks that looked hauntingly
familiar. Made by wheels, she realised. No hoof-prints, horse or camel.
Self-propelled, although she couldn’t see the machine itself.

A chill went through her. The view flickered. While the reservoir in the
latchkey lasted, she followed footprints into the dunes, seeking the person
who had made them. Her gaze skidded over a discontinuity and lost the
trail. She backtracked, and skidded again. The person making the tracks
was deliberately hidden from her sight.

She had just enough time left to see Sal hurrying from the beach. His
trail was hidden too, subtle and barely visible but as familiar to her as the
dunes themselves. He angled around the interloper, coming up from
behind.

Be careful! she thought, even though she knew he couldn’t hear her.

The latchkey gave out, the store of the Change within it consumed by
the wall’'s charm. She was left on the wrong side of the exit, anxious and
blind. What to do? She couldn’t just sit in the workshop like a rabbit in its
hole waiting for the trap to spring.



She had seen enough, though. The interloper was approaching from
a point near the outer edge of the dunes. That left him or her, most
probably, with no line of sight to the workshop’s entrance. If she was quick,
she might just get through without being spotted.

She took a deep breath, and withdrew the latchkey. It slid freely from
the sand, unhindered by the arcane mechanism it operated. Turning to
another section of empty wall, she outlined a figure eight in the soft soil.
With a sigh and a shower of sand, the wall collapsed, leaving a metre-wide
hole in its wake. On the other side of the hole was the back of a bush.
Beyond that, sunlight and the dunes.

Shilly hurried through, carrying the latchkey with her. The white sand
glared bright in the daylight. The smell of salt and spear grass was sharp in
her nostrils. She squinted to check around her before running away from
the exit, erasing her footprints with her free hand as she went. She ducked
out of sight at one end of a wide dune-valley just as a flash of blue fabric
appeared at the other.

A Sky Warden? So far from the Haunted City? It wasn’t Selection
time for months, when the young of the village were examined for
Change-sensitivity or talent. There was just one other conceivable reason
for a warden to be in the area. Shilly forced herself to confront the awful
truth: that she and Sal might have done something to give themselves
away.

She held her breath and hoped Sal would stay out of sight. The last
time Sky Wardens had come to the dunes, her life had been turned
upside-down. Pain shot along her right leg, from hip to ankle, and with a
worried look she reached down to rub at it.
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Unnatural silence had fallen over the dunes. Sal's hearing seemed muffled
as he moved to catch up with the person who had triggered the early
warning charm on the dunes’ north-eastern perimeter. Just as thick fog
could dampen sound, so too could sufficient skill deaden the Change.

That thought sobered him. The chances were that this person was
better trained than himself; not someone from Fundelry, then, or a
wandering weather-worker, foraging for driftwood. For all the natural talents
he possessed, subtlety was not one of them. He couldn’t just rush in and
hope for the best.



He inched around the outstretched limb of a dune and caught his first
glimpse of the person he pursued.

A thin young man with black, curly hair and ebony skin strode
confidently towards the workshop entrance. He wore the bright blue robes
of a Sky Warden. A crystal torc hung around his neck — a sign of rank, Sal
remembered. Over his right shoulder drooped a black bag shaped like a
teardrop. Its contents swayed heavily from side to side.

Whoever he was, he crossed the sand with long-legged strides,
making no obvious attempt to conceal himself.

The bush camouflaging the entrance to the workshop stood out
against the wall of sand behind it, a suddenly pathetic hiding place, even
though it had served Lodo well for many years. Sal had felt the entrance
open and Shilly scurry for freedom, so he was spared the worry of her
being trapped inside. But that wasn’t the limit of his concerns. If the Warden
found their home and reported it to the Syndic, they would be forced to run
again. And he wasn’t ready to leave the one place he had felt at home —
not yet.

Sal reached out through the Change, fighting the interference
radiating from the trespasser, and touched the second line of defence. The
buried traps stirred, awaiting his command. They had grown in the years’
since he had placed them in a series of concentric semicircles around the
entrance to the workshop. They throbbed with readiness, swollen and angry
like bees ready to defend their hive.

The Warden stopped in his tracks and looked around.

Sal ducked out of sight and slithered to a new position. The Warden
turned his head from side to side, as though seeking the source of a faint
sound. His expression, when Sal got his first good look at it, was one of
intense concentration.

Sal went to duck again, but froze. There was something familiar about
that face, those long features and dark eyes. He had seen them before. Or
had he? He’'d met only a few Wardens during his ill-fated stint at the
Novitiate, five years ago, and none since. Would he remember any of them
from that far back, even if his liberty depended on it?

The Warden straightened upon one last inspection of the dune valley.
He swung the pack off his shoulder and put it on the sand by his feet. By



accident or not, he had stopped just before the concealing bush.
The Warden raised his empty hands and turned in a full circle.

‘Come out, Sal and Shilly,” he called, speaking slowly and loudly. ‘I
know you're here.’

Sal rolled over and flattened himself hard against the sand, staring
desperately up into the sky. Sky Wardens didn’t necessarily need their
hands free to cast charms any more than he did. The Warden’s gesture of
peace was purely symbolic and therefore meaningless, but symbols had
power. So Lodo had tried to teach him years ago, and Shilly had reinforced
the lesson many times since.

Silence choked the air over the dunes. The wind had died completely;
not even the seagulls dared brave the sudden stillness.

Sal didn’'t know what to do.

‘Who are you?’ came Shilly’s voice from the other side of the
Warden. ‘What do you want?’

Sal peered over the dune, alarmed by the thought that Shilly had put
herself in danger. He reached out for the buried traps as the Warden turned
to address the area that Shilly’s voice had come from. It wasn’t too late.
She was far enough away not to be hurt.

‘What’s the matter?’ the Warden asked, his words echoing from the
walls of sand. ‘Don’t you know who | am?’

‘I know what you are. That's enough.’

‘No, it's not.” The Warden made no move, except to sag a little. ‘I
dreamed last night that you and | were riding a ship of bone up the side of a
mountain, into a cave of ice. Something dark and ancient lived there, under
the ice, and it knew we were coming. It had slept for an eternity, but was
waking now, and it was hungry. We had to stop it, you and |, before it ate
the world.’

Sal listened, hooked by the same odd sense of familiarity he had felt
on seeing the man’s face. The Warden’s voice had changed while talking
about the dream; it was higher pitched, and had a childlike rhythm. Sal had
heard someone talk like that before, under very different circumstances.



For the first time, Sal noted how dusty the Warden’s robe was, his
scuffed and worn boots.

The name, when it came to him, was as unbelievable as it was a
relief.

‘Tom?’ Sal stood up on the crest of the dune. ‘Is that really you?’

The Warden turned away from Shilly’s hiding place to look at him.
Now that Sal knew the truth, he could see the resemblance. Gone were the
awkward ears and lack of height. Gone were youthful uncertainties and
baby fat. In their place was a lean, almost ravenous, sense of concentration
that hit Sal like a physical force as Tom'’s gaze fixed on him.

The teenager Sal had last seen as a boy didn’'t smile. ‘Who else
would | be?’ he asked, appearing genuinely puzzled.

A surge of relief carried Sal down the side of the dune. ‘It's been
such a long time,” he said. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’

‘You look the same.’

‘Thanks, | think.” Tom’s equine features took on a younger cast as Sal
neared him. Under the dirt, he had pimples. Sal held out his hand. Tom’s
grip was uncertain, fleeting.

‘What in the Strand brings you here?’

Tom looked over his shoulder as Shilly came out of hiding. She didn’t
look as relieved as Sal. Favouring her weak right leg, she leaned on Lodo’s
latchkey in lieu of a staff.

Tom turned back to Sal. ‘It's your father,” he said.

The heat of the day vanished at those three words. ‘What about him?’

‘He needs your help.’

‘He sent you to find us?’

‘No.” Tom shook his head emphatically. ‘I came here of my own
accord. No one knows.’

Shilly looked from Sal to Tom when she joined them.



‘A cave of ice, huh?’ she said. ‘That’s not a prophetic dream; it's the
sort of nonsense normal people have.’

Tom opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. Sal could
practically hear his mind working. Brilliant in the ways of the Change, Tom
struggled when it came to everyday matters.

‘It will happen,’ he said. ‘That’s the way it works. | thought you'd
remember, after the golem and Lodo and —’

‘Easy,’ she said, a look of sadness clouding her features. ‘I
remember. | just don’t understand how it could ever be possible. | haven’t
seen ice in my entire life, let alone a cave of ice. The nearest mountains
are half the world away, and I’'m in no hurry to get there. As for hungry things
wanting to eat you and me ...” She put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Be
assured that this is one fate I'll try my level best to avoid.’

Tom didn’t argue, although her answer obviously didn’t reassure him.

‘Why don’t you come inside?’ asked Sal, indicating the bush and the
entrance to the workshop behind it. The deadness over the dunes had
faded; the wind had returned. ‘You look like you could get out of the sun for
a while.’

‘Yes,” added Shilly, ‘I'll get you some water, make you some tea.’

Tom nodded, but stayed where he was. ‘Tell me,’” he asked Sal, his
dark eyes very serious. ‘What would you have done if | hadn’'t been me?”’

Sal looked at the ground around them, wondering how much Tom had
sensed. Woven in a thin layer just under the surface of the sand was a
pattern of interlinked charms designed by Shilly and willed into potency by
Sal. The charms — resembling insects with circular bodies and crosses for
heads — caught light filtering through the grains above them and held it
there, the pattern growing increasingly powerful with every day that passed.
At a word, Sal could release the stored energy in the light-traps and send it
flooding back out into the world. He didn’t know how much energy, exactly,
there was in the traps, but definitely more than enough to kick up a dense
sandstorm, allowing Shilly and him to escape under cover. Probably
enough to blow a person standing on the light-traps to pieces ... There was
only one way to find that out, and fortunately he had been spared such a
decision this time.



‘Don’t worry about us,’ he said. ‘We know how to look after ourselves.’

Tom’s dark eyes took him in with one long glance. Sal’'s assurance
was one thing Tom clearly understood.

Shilly tugged Tom forward, her sun-bleached hair dancing. He
allowed himself to be led up the slope of the dune, first picking up the
heavy bag and draping it back over his shoulder, then dragging his leather
boots through the sand.

‘Come on down,’ said Shilly, waving their old friend ahead of her
along the secret passage into the workshop. ‘Tell us everything you know.’

‘That could take days,’ he said. ‘I've been dreaming a lot lately, and
not just about you. | think Skender might be in trouble, wherever he is.’

Shilly glanced over her shoulder at Sal. He rolled his eyes. Nothing
had changed.

‘What we need to know, then. Let me get you a drink, and then you
can get started.’

Sal came last, ignoring the sensation of being watched as he closed
the door behind him. The birds on the dunes were the last things he had to
worry about now.
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The Miner

‘It is clear that the ground subsided after the
Cataclysm, but before the making of the Divide,
so the city endured not one but two separate and
unrelated catastrophes. The first lowered the city
into a depression several kilometres around, with

sloping sides and a roughly flat bottom. The
second split the depression and therefore the city

into two sections of unequal size. The inhabitants
of the larger portion took shelter behind a sturdy
wall designed to keep the Divide at bay. Some
speculate that the creators of the Wall were the



same as the creators of the Divide, suggesting the
riving of the city was accidental, and that
architectural triage on a massive scale was both
called for and delivered.’

LAURE HISTORICAL SURVEY

S

kender Van Haasteren the Tenth was stuck. It wasn't the first time he had
been in that situation. His home, the Keep, an ancient cliff-face refuge deep
in the heart of the Interior, was riddled with secret passages and unnoticed
cracks, most of which he had explored during his childhood. Only on
becoming a teenager had he realised the screamingly obvious: that such
illicit expeditions were a form of escape that would never lead anywhere. All
they did was annoy his father.

The one time he genuinely escaped, he had ended up on the other
side of the Divide, fighting golems and worse. It had come as quite a shock
that the outside world he had always dreamed of might actually be
dangerous. He had gone home with a feeling of relief, his youthful rebellion
out of the way nice and early. Time to settle in and do some safer work. No
more adventures for him, thanks.

But now, here he was, out in the world a second time and finding
himself caught in a crack he would once have slithered through with ease,
distressingly deep underground.

I'm too big for this, he told himself as he reached for a handhold just
out of reach, obviously. He was curved like a hairpin; if he could only obtain
some sort of leverage, he could easily wriggle around the bend, but his
fingers were flailing about like a newborn’s and his feet kicked uselessly at
air. He flexed his entire body, hoping to shake things up, but succeeded
only in banging his knees and scraping his spine even more. He tried
twisting in a spiral fashion and brought his skull into sharp contact with
stone. He saw stars.

For the first time in years, he truly feared for his life.

‘Help! he yelled, even though he knew it would be futile. He was
deeper than few in Laure ever went, surrounded on all sides by heavy,



ancient stone. Thinking him mad and possibly dangerous, the guides
whose experience he had tapped had all warned him about the dangers of
going down into the caves. Not one of them offered help, but nevertheless
he had had to try. His mother was down here somewhere, and she needed
rescuing.

Hands gripped his ankles.
He yelped in fright and kicked out. His foot struck something soft.

‘Hey! came a muffled voice past the plug of his twisted body. ‘I'm
trying to help you, you idiot!

‘Sorry.” He forced himself to relax and let the hands clutch him again.
Whoever they belonged to used their body weight to pull at his legs.
Skender yelped as he shifted suddenly in the bend, losing still more skin to
the rough, dry stone. His spine complained and his face was rammed hard
against rock. For a moment he thought he might lose his nose.

‘Ow! Be careful.’

‘You want to stay down here forever?’
‘No, but —’

‘Then stop whining!’

The weight dragging at his ankles dislodged him from the hairpin. He
tried to grab the walls to slow himself down, but he had been taken by
surprise, and so had the person pulling his legs. He shot out of the crack to
freedom in a rush and they tumbled together to the floor of the cave. One
flailing limb caught his rescuer solidly in the abdomen. He heard a sudden
exhalation of air, then pained wheezing.

‘Bloody —hellV’

‘I'm sorry. It was an accident.” He fumbled to lift his fallen pack off the
glowstone he had been holding when he became stuck. Its reservoir of
stored sunlight was strong enough to make out the person who had popped
him from his early grave like a cork from a bottle.

He saw a young woman, around his age, with black hair and almond
eyes. Her skin was neither white nor brown, but something in between. A
dirty boot print stood out on the front of her chest.



‘That's — gratitude — for you,” she said, casting him a dark look.
Wheezing, she climbed painfully to her feet and dusted herself off. She
wore a faded black leather uniform that had seen better days. Patched and
piecemeal, it had obviously belonged to many other people before she had
acquired it; tight-fitting, with padding around the shoulders, elbows and
knees, there were two dull purple lines crossing at the front in a large X.
The motif was repeated on the upper arms, in miniature.

‘| said it was an accident,’” he repeated, although his mind was already
moving on. ‘Hey, | remember your face. You were in the crowd at the
coffee stall, and at the hostel.” Facts clicked belatedly into place. ‘You've
been following me!’

‘You don’t sound very glad about it,’ she said, glaring at him and
picking up a short, fat tube from the rough ground. Tapped once, hard,
against her thigh, it emitted a beam of weak blue light that she shone into
his eyes. ‘If | hadn’t come along, you’d be another squeal closer to dying
down here.’

‘But ...” Although there was no denying his gratitude at being rescued,
he couldn’t leave it at that. ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Chu. I'm a miner.’

Understanding dawned. ‘So that’s what you're doing down here. This
is where you work. You weren't following me at all. You just heard me
yelling.’

She laughed. ‘“You're an idiot, Skender Van Haasteren the Tenth.’
‘Huh?’

‘You have no idea how Laure works. That's why I'm following you.
Someone’s got to keep white folks like you out of trouble.’

Stung by her tone, he turned away to check his robes for rips. Vivid
afterimages cast by her lightstick danced across his vision. ‘Look, thanks
for helping me, but if you’re not going to tell me anything useful, don’t
bother sticking around. | can find my own way back.’

He felt her staring at him, and turned to find her examining him quite
seriously, all trace of mockery gone.



‘You're a strange one,’ she said. ‘It's not just your pale skin. | watched
you taking directions in the hostel last night. The place was full of people.
Once the word got around that a Stone Mage with money was looking for
information about the caves, every guide and scrounger in town came
running.’

‘I'm not a Stone Mage,’ Skender protested. ‘| haven’t graduated yet.’

‘So? If you dress like one, people will naturally assume. | followed
them out of curiosity, and there you were, listening to everything everyone
was saying, taking it all in. You never asked twice; you never drew any
maps. People thought you were having them on. Some of them started
giving you bogus directions, trying to catch you lying, but they never did. If
what they told you was inconsistent, you caught them out. It was as if you
knew the way already.’

Her intense regard made him feel uncomfortable. ‘I don’'t know the
way,’ he said, quite honestly. ‘I just have a good memory. A perfect one.
Once | see or hear something, | never forget it.’

‘Really? And here | was thinking you remembered me because of my
good looks.’

The beginnings of a flush made his ears redden. ‘That’'s not what |
meant —’

She laughed again. ‘You're such an easy target, stone-boy. Don’t you
ever get teased back home?’

He certainly did. He'd lived his entire life in a school full of older
students. That his father was the headmaster didn’t protect him from regular
ribbing; in fact, that encouraged it.

His defences were normally excellent, but there was something about
Chu that put him off-balance. Something about her eyes, quite apart from
their unusual shape. He blinked and told himself to remember what he was
supposed to be doing.

‘You were at the hostel,” he said, ‘so you know why I'm here. My
mother is missing.’

‘And you're looking for her down here.” She nodded. ‘That was the
part you weren't very clear on. Why down here? Why the caves of Laure?’



It was a long story, and the air in the cramped cave was beginning to
grow musty.

Skender indicated the crack behind him. ‘Looks like I'm not going to
get much further this way. Why don’t we go up and I'll tell you then? Maybe
you can help me work out what to do next.’

Her teeth were white in the light of his glowstone. ‘I'd better not make
a habit of doing that,” she said. “You couldn’t possibly afford my rates.’

‘Rates? If | could afford hired help, | wouldn’t be lost down here in the
first place.’

Her laugh was rich and echoed back at them from a hundred rock
faces as they began their ascent into the daylight.

* k% % %

Some five weeks earlier, Abi Van Haasteren had left on her latest
expedition, departing the subterranean city of Ulum with a caravan full of
Surveyors, porters, camel riders, cooks and grunts. She even had a
man’kin with her for advice on esoteric matters. The stone intelligence, a
high-templed man-shaped bust called Mawson, was a free agent who
helped her willingly, not because he was bonded into service as many of
his kind were. Still, from the position where he would ride out most of the
journey, lashed firmly to the back of the leading caravan, his expression had
been disdainful.

‘Dignity,” he had told Skender, his voice like the buzz of bees at a
great distance, ‘is in short supply among the living.”

‘But you are alive,” Skender had responded, ‘aren’t you?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘Which manner?’

‘The one that matters.’

‘Is this boy bothering you?’ asked a voice. Skender felt a big hand

come down heavily on his shoulder. ‘Move along, Skender. Mawson has
important cogitating to do.’



Skender turned and looked up into a broad, pale face. Kemp was the
largest person he had ever met, and albino with it, so he stood out in any
crowd. A refugee from the Strand, he had taken up with the Stone Mages
and was by now a regular traveller with Skender’'s mother through the
Interior.

Skender didn’t respond to the good-natured ribbing. ‘You'll keep an
eye on everyone. Won't you?’

‘An eye and an ear,” Kemp had assured him, grinning and moving off
to help the baggage handlers. ‘Don’t worry about it. We'll be back before
you know it.’

Skender had come to see them off via the space-bending Way
leading from the Keep to Ulum, which allowed him to cross hundreds of
kilometres in a few paces. Why his mother didn’t use such means to travel
to her destinations was beyond him. The charm took its toll and wasn’t
entirely safe, but travelling across the Interior for weeks on end had the
same disadvantages. He had tried both, and knew which he preferred.

‘At least take the buggy,’ he pressed her as she checked the last of
the provisions to be loaded. “You know Mawson prefers to travel that way.’

‘He’s the least of my concerns,’ she said, lashing a crate into place
with a deft knot. Her long brown hair hung to her waist in beaded strands
and swung with every movement. Lines of delicate, tattooed characters
framed her face and lined her arms. She was striking and mysterious, even
to Skender, her son. He had inherited her hair and skin colour and his
father's memory, but the height of neither.

‘What about Dad?’ he pressed her. ‘Couldn’t you at least have gone
to say goodbye to him?’

‘Couldn’t he have come here?’ She adjusted a camel’s harness a little
too abruptly. It snorted and eyeballed her warningly. She sighed and turned
to Skender. ‘“Your father doesn’t approve.’

‘He never does, but that doesn’t stop you two getting along.’

‘Not this time,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t like where we’re going, or why.’

‘Where is that again?’ he asked, trying to sound casual. ‘I don’t
believe I've heard.’



She tilted her head to one side. ‘If you'd heard, you'd know. And that's
why you haven’t heard. I'm keeping this one close to my chest, in case
someone else beats me to it.” She put a hand to the rust-red material of her
travelling robe where it covered her heart. ‘Don’t worry, my Skender. We’'ll
be okay. And when we come back, we’ll have found something wonderful.
Just you wait and see.’

She had hugged him tightly then, and he had hugged her back, even
though her words did little to reassure him. The caravan had trundled with a
rattle and clatter of wheels out of the staging area, with the dour ex-Sky
Warden Shorn Behenna bringing up the rear, his black skin a vivid contrast
to Kemp’s and the others’ around him. His mother had waved at him as her
wagon mounted the ramp leading to the surface, then turned her eyes
forward, to the long journey ahead.

Skender returned to the Keep and finished his assignments for that
week, then climbed out of his bedroom window and scaled the cliff as high
as he dared without ropes or harness, relying solely on the strength of his
arms and legs to hold him firm against the sun-warmed rock. He knew he
was taking a risk — but why shouldn’t he? If his mother was allowed to
throw herself headlong into some unknown venture his father disapproved
of, he didn’t see why he should be any different, in his own small way.

Five years earlier, he had stowed away on a caravan similar to hers,
one headed south for the Haunted City. He had hidden in a chest until his
bladder forced him out, and he too had thought that his adventure was
going to be wonderful, that he would come back with riches and wisdom.
Instead, he had seen a woman murdered in front of him and barely
escaped with his mind intact from the Void Beneath.

Ever since his return, he had had a keen appreciation of what his
mother was risking every time she left him. He didn’t want to lose her to the
dangers of the world. He wished she could be more like his father, who
seemed perfectly happy confined to the Keep, where he taught his charges
in the way of the Change. Why wasn't his mother, like him, content to stay
home?

Skender told himself that he worried too much. His mother was a
supremely capable Senior Surveyor. She had a good team. He climbed
back down to his room after the sun had set, feeling his way by moon —
and starlight. The smell of roast potatoes drifted up from the kitchens and
his stomach rumbled.



A month later, when word had come that Abi Van Haasteren and her party
had been given up for dead by their caravan porters, he confronted his
father and demanded that something be done to find her. He railed and
ranted, expecting an argument in response. His father normally defended
his mother’s right to do as she willed. This time, however, all Skender
received was worried agreement.

‘I am concerned, yes,’ said the Mage Van Haasteren, sitting heavily
into a chair and resting his head on one hand. His rich red robes, trimmed
with gold thread, sighed with him. ‘Abi normally makes contact once a day
when she’s away. It takes a significant amount of strength to call so far,
especially among the Ruins, but she does it to ease my mind. | haven't
heard from her for two days, now.’

Skender’s father stared at him with a long, lined face and helpless
eyes.

‘Two days — and you didn’t tell me?’ Skender paced the room,
needing an outlet for the vague anxiety that had just transformed into a very
specific concern. ‘We should raise an alarm, send another party, do
something!’

‘You know the Surveyor’'s Code, Skender. | can’t ask them to break it.’
Skender did know the Code. He could even see the sense in it. Ruins
were dangerous places, filled with power from ancient times. Some of that
power was inimical to humanity. If a Surveyor met with disaster inside a
Ruin, sending a rescue party might see more people injured or killed. Such
disasters were written off as bad luck, and those Ruins never visited again.
But this was his mother ...

‘Tell me where she went,” he demanded.

The Mage retreated. ‘No. If you don’t already know — and I'm certain
you asked — then | will not break her confidence.’

‘Tell me,” Skender insisted, leaning over the table to confront his
father nose to nose. ‘I'm not leaving this room until you do.’

‘And if | do tell you? What then?’



Skender was startled by the alarm in his father’s voice, but he didn’t
let that deter him. “You know what I'll do. And | know you want her back as
badly as | do. So let’s just get it over with. If we’re both wrong and she turns
up safe and sound tomorrow, I'll never let on.’

The Mage had capitulated then, looking older than Skender had ever
seen him. He also was trapped, pressured by law and custom and plain
good sense to abandon his wife to her fate, yet hating the thought of it as
much as Skender.

‘A city called Laure.’
‘Where?’
‘On the Divide.’

His stomach clenched. ‘Don’t tell me! She wouldn’t be so stupid.
Would she?’

His father neither nodded nor shook his head. “Your mother may be
many things, Skender, but stupid isn’t one of them. She claimed to know
what she was doing. All | could do was believe her.’

Skender couldn’t credit what he was hearing. Many dangerous things
had walked the Earth since the Cataclysm and the early days of the
Change. Most of them came from — or had been herded into — the Divide,
a vast crack across the landscape separating the underground desert cities
of the Interior from the coastal villages of the Strand. Deeper and wider
than an ordinary canyon, the Divide had been made centuries ago for
purposes unknown. Many people had died in the attempt to plumb its
mysteries. Their ghosts, legends said, wailed in despair from the cliff
faces, echoing from one side to the other. Trapped forever.

He tore his mind from the image of his mother caught in such a trap
and found himself standing in the middle of his father’'s chambers with his
hands hanging limply at his sides. He felt as though he had woken in the
middle of sleepwalking.

His father’'s hand came down on his shoulder. He looked up into the
Mage’s face, for once not resentful of the fact that their heights weren'’t
equal. It felt good to be towered over. He longed to be held, as though that
alone would solve everything.

‘You'll need these,’ his father said, pressing something cold and



sharp-edged into his hand.
He looked down at a ring of keys. ‘The buggy?’

‘| can’t give you anything else. The Synod won’t support a rescue
mission; I've tried to make them, and they won't listen.’

‘But —

‘Go now. Forget about your homework. Some things are simply more
important.’

More important than homework? That the idea had ever occurred to
his father, let alone issued from his mouth, impressed on Skender just how
serious the situation was. He hurried to his room, threw everything he
thought he might need into a satchel, and ran to where the buggy rested in
its makeshift garage. It was fully fuelled and provisioned for a long journey.
The smell of fresh oil was testimony to the fact that it had recently been
serviced.

As he swung himself into the seat and started the engine, he realised
that his father had been thinking of going himself.

‘I'll bring her home,” he whispered over the roaring of the motor. ‘Don’t
worry.’

That promise had kept him going for two thousand kilometres, across
desert and ancient hills, to where Laure crouched like a child playing
hide-and-seek in a corner of the Divide, with only the tips of its tarnished
towers peeking into view.

* k k%

‘So you followed her trail to where the porters left her,” Chu said over the lip
of a tiny, porcelain cup. Coffee as black and potent as any Skender had
tasted left black grains on her teeth. Around them, the walled New City
bustled and blustered its way through the day. Robed traders hurried back
and forth along constricted alleyways, their heads wrapped in white cloth.
Animals clucked, brayed or hissed through bars, muzzles or harnesses.
Cockroaches scuttled. Spindly, four-legged creatures with curling tails
scampered up drains and through windows; some of them wore
embroidered vests, signalling that they were pets. The sky above, visible
through rips in the canvas shade angled over them, was a faded pale blue.
Laure didn’t appear to have seen rain for years. The air was dry, the



cobbled road beside them parched; with water strictly rationed the stink of
spices was strong in the air, covering the smell of unbathed humanity.

Behind the general hubbub, Skender could hear the wailing of the
city’s ruling guild of red-robed weather-workers, the yadachi, as they
exhorted the wind to bring relief. They sat on thin, vertical poles high above
street level, distant from everyday concerns. Skender knew that on certain
days, when significant winds blew, giant pipes caught the superheated air
and turned it into notes so low they were felt as much as heard. That music
was silent for the moment. The only other melody he could detect in the
city’s babble was the mournful lay of a duduq, a double-reeded instrument
that in skilled hands could make of every note a lament.

‘Then what?”’

‘She went into the Divide,’ he said, ‘at a natural pass called the Devil's
Elbow, which is protected by charms against things trying to come up, not
down. They camped at the top, and that’s obviously where they argued
about who was going to go and who wasn’t. | found signs suggesting that
the porters stayed for a while after she went down the pass. Maybe they
genuinely waited for her to come back; maybe they waited barely as long as
was decent. Either way, they left no tracks to suggest that they went after
her, or that she came back that way later.’

‘Did you go down the pass?’

He shook his head. ‘Her trail was old, and | didn’t know what I'd be
walking into. | followed the top of the Divide instead, heading northeast
along the Interior side.” Even from the relative safety of the escarpment, he
had felt on edge during that day-long journey. The far side of the Divide
was kilometres away, and the yawning emptiness had tugged relentlessly at
him. The buggy bounced over rough ground, following a faint track that
hadn’t been used for decades. Every bump seemed to twist the wheels
toward the Divide. He gripped the steering wheel and concentrated on
keeping his heading straight.

At the same time, he looked for any sign of his mother and her
expedition on the parched valley floor, dozens of metres below. The earth
was pitted and scarred down there, as though an ancient battle had churned
the soil and split the bedrock in thousands of places. Dust devils and heat
distortions danced in the air above gaping rents, as capricious as ghostly
birds. Fleeting glints of light drew his eye to shadowy clefts, but
disappeared before he could see what made them. He was reminded of
descriptions of the Broken Lands, where the earth lay in endless disorder,



terrain of all sorts jutting into each other like a jigsaw puzzle dropped by a
giant.

Between the rents were sheets of startlingly smooth sand dunes,
white, grey and red. Some of them were hundreds of metres long,
stretching like melted caramel along the centre of the Divide. On these
sheets he saw tracks that might have been made by a reckless Surveyor
and her party. Nowhere else did he see a single sign of human life.

Then he had seen Laure, the walled city, and her destination had
become obvious.

‘I don't know much about your home,’ he said to Chu. ‘Laure is
mentioned only briefly in the Book of Towers. Fragments three hundred
and ten to three hundred and twenty-four tell of a town sundered by a great
rending of the Earth. The story goes that each of the city’s two halves
thought the other was responsible, and they fought for years, causing still
more damage to what remained. The war was won by the northern half, and
the southern half soon fell into ruin.’

‘We call it the Aad,’ said Chu. ‘It's an old word that means “disease”
or “bad luck”. No one goes there. It's inhabited by creatures from the Divide
now.’

Skender nodded. That matched the Book of Towers, too. ‘What the
book doesn’t say about Laure is that it rests on a cave system — | could
see the openings from further up the Divide.” The geography of Laure was
complex, belying the simplicity of the tale. Laure cowered in a triangular
dogleg of the Divide like a mouse backed into a corner. The ground it
rested on had subsided in the distant past, most probably during the
Cataclysm, so that the remains of the original settlement now clung to its
sloping fringes. A new city had been built in the gutted centre of the hollow,
the matching piece of which rested on the far side of the Divide — the Ruin
Chu had called the Aad. A steep, forbidding wall cut a stark line around the
side of Laure not protected by the steep slopes of the dogleg. Massive
symbols painted on the outside of the Wall added to the protection granted
by the sheer mass of stone. No one knew who had built it, but without it the
city would be completely exposed to the Divide.

To the left and right of the Wall, dotting the sheer cliff faces, gaping
holes led deep underground.

‘| think my mother was heading for them, or was forced to hide in
them by something unexpected.’



‘They’re not just caves,’ said Chu. ‘There are artificial tunnels, too. I've
never seen them myself, but I've heard stories. They’re bigger than
anything we could’'ve made, and were full of old metal a long time ago.’

A shiver of dread mixed with excitement rushed through him. ‘1 don’t
understand how you could be a miner and not have seen them. Isn’t using
the old tunnels and caves the obvious thing to do if you're digging
underground?’

‘Right.” Again she smiled knowingly.

‘There’s something you’re not telling me,” he said to her, pushing his
empty cup aside and leaning over the table. “You know where my mother is,
don’'t you?’

Brushing an errant strand of perfectly black hair from her eyes, she
also leaned forward until they were less than a hand’s span apart. ‘I think it's
time we came to an arrangement, Skender Van Haasteren,’ she said in a
conspiratorial whisper. ‘You say you don’t have much money, but that’s not
a problem. We can still do business. Agree, and I'll tell you why me being a
miner doesn’t have anything to do with old tunnels and caves. I'll also tell
you why you’re probably looking in the wrong place for your mother. Okay?’

Skender was automatically suspicious. He thought of all the material
things he had brought with him: the buggy; a small amount of money; an
ornate metal clasp his mother had salvaged from a burial site excavated
three years earlier, which he was too afraid to wear in the city in case it was
stolen. There was nothing he would willingly part with.

On the other hand, he needed to know where his mother might be,
and he found that he enjoyed the company of this strange young woman.
He could live with the risk of being screwed over in order to keep her
around a little longer.

He scratched his arm where his Blood Tithe had been taken on entry
into the city. The small wound itched.

‘What do you want?’ he asked her.

‘Something you take completely for granted,’ she said. ‘And if you do
it right, it won’t cost you a thing.’

‘What?



‘Freedom, Skender Van Haasteren.’” Her dark brown eyes were
bottomless. ‘You're my ticket, and I'm not letting go of you until you’'ve
delivered.’

* k% % %

The Homunculus

‘Through the Change, we can connect far-flung
places. We reach out with our thoughts and our
senses; we send our bodies along Ways from one
end of the Interior to the other. But where are
those thoughts, minds and bodies when they are
in transit, if not in the actual world? They are in
the Void Beneath.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, FRAGMENT 242
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e don’t know exactly what happened,’ said Tom, perched awkwardly on a
squat driftwood chair, periodically swigging from a second bottle of clear
water. The first had gone in one long draught, as though he hadn’t drunk
properly for days. He had removed the outer layers of his robes, exposing
a knee-length sky-blue tunic that looked almost new, and taken off his
leather boots. His toes were long and clenched at the sandy floor of the
workshop with instinctively sensual motions.

Shilly listened to the story of what had happened to Highson Spatrre,
Sal’s genetic father, with acid pooling deep in her stomach.

‘“This is what we do know. Highson left the Haunted City one week
ago. He chartered a ferry to the town of Gunida, on the coast. The captain
of the ferry remembered Highson, even though he travelled under a false
name. He brought a large amount of materiel with him, so the ferryman
assumed he was a trader. In Gunida, he unloaded the boxes with the help
of a local by the name of Larson Maiz. Maiz was known to be a member of
the underground economy, a shady type who would do anything for money.’



‘Was?’ repeated Sal. ‘Would?’
Shilly had noticed the ominous use of past tense, too.

‘Maiz was found dead the next morning. He’d been killed several
hours earlier, after meeting your father.’

Sal nodded, his face closed tight as it always was when he was most
upset.

‘Go on,” he said. ‘Tell me why you think my father killed him.’

Tom looked startled. ‘We don’t think that at all. That is, we don’t think
Maiz's death was deliberate. It was an accident, a side effect. He was
unlucky, probably.’

‘Do you know where Highson is now?’

Another shake of his head. ‘Those who know him best have looked,
but we can’t find him anywhere. He appears to have vanished.’

Vanished. The word dropped into Shilly like a stone down a well.

‘Just tell us what you know,’ she told Tom, catching Sal’s eye and
making sure he understood. ‘You've come a long way to give us this
information. We won't interrupt any more. | promise.’

Sal nodded. Tom looked relieved.

‘At the second hour of the morning, one week ago,’ he said, as
though he had rehearsed it many times during his long trip to Fundelry,
‘Gunida was woken by the sound of the world tearing open.’

* k k%

Sal listened to Tom’s account with mounting alarm. A tear in the world was
exactly what he had been feeling on the beach. Not an explosive event, as
Tom described it, but as a growing feeling of wrongness. It seeped into
him from the edges of his life and crept slowly to his heart.

The residents of Gunida had staggered from their beds that night a
week ago, terrified. The western sky was bright with light — a flickering,
perfectly white glow so bright it cast shadows from chimneys, trees and



outstretched hands. A few brave souls dared to follow it to its source,
thinking it lay on the outskirts of town, but it was in fact much further. Barely
had the intrepid group travelled two kilometres through dense scrub and
low, anonymous hills when the light went out. A thunderclap rolled across
the land, shaking trees, knocking off hats and sending dogs cowering under
verandahs. A terrible silence fell in its wake.

The night was utterly black. The stars and moon hid behind clouds.
The group had little hope of finding the source of the explosion, but still
they tried, spreading out and beating through the bushes, hoping to flush
out more than the occasional startled rabbit.

Only one more event marked the stiliness of the night: a distant
scream that could have come from a man’s or a woman'’s throat. One
witness described the sound as the most awful thing he had ever heard, a
cry so full of fear it melted all resolve to find its cause. The group
immediately turned back to Gunida, there to wait for dawn before
recommencing the search.

By daybreak, a party of Sky Wardens had arrived. The pyrotechnics
of the previous night had not gone unnoticed by those of the Haunted City.
Crossing the choppy waves on Os, the mighty ship of bone, the party
included Alcaide Braham — the Strand’s highest authority — and many
other senior Wardens. Tom was among them.

By then, Highson Sparre’s absence had been noted and every
available Warden summoned to help shed light on a very mysterious
situation. Sal’s father had left the island with a large number of arcane
artefacts, formerly housed in the depths of the Novitiate’s storerooms.
Many of them had no known use, although their potency was undoubted.
They fairly crackled with the Change and had been interred more for
safekeeping rather than because of any sense of value. That Highson had
apparently made off with specific items and not a random swagful
suggested that he had something in mind for them.

‘Highson was a lot of things,” agreed Sal, ‘but he wasn't a thief.’
After a deep draught of water, Tom’s story continued.

The search party followed Highson's trail to Gunida. They listened to
the testimonies of town residents and put together their own expeditionary
party. Before the eighth hour, this new force journeyed on foot from the
harbour town, following the fading spoor of the event that had shaken the
world that morning. They found the source before long: a clearing setin a



hollow between three low hills with a ring of flattened trees surrounding a
scorch mark blacker than anything Tom had seen before. The crater at the
centre of the clearing was a metre deep.

They approached it cautiously.

‘People perceive the Change in different ways,” Tom said. ‘Some
smell it or see it, or even taste it. | hear it, like a ringing in my ears.
Highson'’s work had a distinct sound to it, a mix of harmonics unique to him.
His signature was so powerful in that place that | could hear it hours later,
still vibrating in the soil and the trees — and the body.’

There went Sal’'s last hope that Tom and the Wardens might have
been mistaken, that his father’s connection to the death of Larson Maiz was
tenuous, perhaps even completely circumstantial.

‘How did Maiz die?’ asked Shilly, taking Sal’'s hand in hers. He was
grateful for the gesture.

‘Maiz’s heart failed,” Tom said. ‘Some say he died of fright.’
‘He saw something? Was attacked by something?’

‘We don’'t know. There were several tracks in and around the
scorched area. Maiz made some of them before and after the burning took
place; the patterns of the prints match the soles of his boots, so we have
no doubts there. There was a second set of tracks that we presume
belonged to Highson, as they too preceded and post-dated the thing he
came there to make. The procedure involved a lot of unpacking and
preparation; various empty crates and containers scattered around the
clearing testified to that.’

‘What about the thing itself?’ Sal asked. ‘Did you find it?’

‘Not in the clearing. Not exactly.’

‘What do you mean by “not exactly”?’

‘We found a third set of footprints.” Tom drained the last of the water
from the bottle and put it on the ground beside him with a hollow thud. ‘I'm
not a tracker; I'm an Engineer. But even | could tell that something walked

out of that clearing that didn’t walk into it, and it didn’t walk on legs as we
know them.’



Sal didn’t want to know what sort of legs they were. Not yet. Strange
screams and holes in the world were enough for now. ‘Where did it go?’

‘It tore a path through the scrub wider than a person. There are signs
that Maiz tried to stop it, but obviously wasn’t successful. Markings suggest
that Highson himself was knocked unconscious for a time, at least several
hours after Maiz's death. We do know that shortly after awakening, not long
after dawn that terrible night, he set off in pursuit.’

Chasing the thing he made, thought Sal.

‘They had quite a head start,” Tom went on. ‘It was a day or more by
the time we returned to the Haunted City and a fully equipped search party
set out to follow them. Alcaide Braham is quite determined to get to the
bottom of what happened.’

‘I'll bet,” said Shilly. ‘Something like this, right on his doorstep ...” She
shook her head. ‘Do you have any idea what it was that Highson made?’

‘Master Warden Atilde took a closer look at what he stole. That,
combined with what we found at the site, led her to suspect that Highson
created a Homunculus.’

‘A what?’ asked Sal.

‘An artificial creature designed to house a disembodied mind, like a
ghost or a golem.’

A chill went down Sal’s spine. ‘Does Atilde think he succeeded in
giving it a mind?’

‘Yes. But what it was physically, she doesn’t know. It's obviously
something, something that walks.’

‘This doesn’t make any sense,’ said Shilly, frowning deeply. ‘Highson
knows how dangerous ghosts and golems can be. Why would he want to
make a home for one?’

‘Did anyone notice anything about him before all this happened?’
asked Sal. ‘Was he acting strangely? Was he still himself?’

Tom knew what question he was really asking. If a Change-worker
strained too hard, their minds could be pushed out of their body and stuck
in the Void Beneath — the empty non-space underpinning the real world.



The vacant body left behind could then be inhabited by a golem. The three
of them sitting in Lodo’s old workshop knew from grim experience what
horrors such a being could unleash.

‘He was still Highson,” said Tom, with quiet surety. ‘No one doubts that
for a moment. He wasn’'t something other than himself.’

Sal believed him. Golems weren’t known for their subtlety.

‘So where does everything stand now?’ he asked. ‘This all happened
a week ago. Has anyone heard from Highson since? What happened to the
search party? When did you leave?’

Tom blinked under the barrage of questions. ‘The search party hasn’t
returned. The last | was told, they were still following the trail. No one’s
heard from Highson or been able to find him through the Change. I've
looked too, but he’s either hiding or being hidden by something.’

‘Or he’s dead,’ put in Shilly.

‘I don’t think so. I left two days ago. My dreams have been unsettled
since Highson disappeared. It's hard to tell what's real and what isn’t.
There’s only one thing I'm sure of: you two are involved. Your faces keep
coming up, over and over. There’s only one way you could be involved, and
that's if someone came and got you. So | did. | requisitioned a buggy and
set off. | stopped to refuel and rest in Samimi, but apart from that | drove
straight through.’

That explained his haggard appearance, and reinforced something
that had unnerved Sal ever since Tom’s unexpected appearance. Tom
wasn't interested in being a hero or standing in the spotlight; he was
normally content to watch from the shadows as people played out their
roles. He only acted when he felt he had to — when his dreams told him
that something was important.

This obviously was.

‘How did you know where we were?’

‘Where else would you be?’ Tom reacted as though Sal had asked
why the day had begun that morning. ‘When you escaped from the Haunted

City, you went through a Way to the workshop.’

‘But you weren’t there,” Shilly said. ‘No one was supposed to talk



about it.’
‘They didn’'t need to. It was perfectly obvious what had happened.’

“To you, perhaps,’ said Sal. ‘“You're the first visitor we've had in five
years.’

‘And a very welcome one, too,” Shilly added, ‘although the news
you've brought is less than cheerful.’

‘Did you tell anyone where you were going?’ asked Sal, unable to hide
the worry in his voice.

‘No. | — uh.” An alarmed look crossed Tom'’s face. He stood up
suddenly, knocking over the empty bottle of water.

‘I'm sorry,” he said, performing an awkward hop on one foot and
turning pink. ‘Il need — uh.’

‘Through there.’ Shilly realised before Sal did what Tom required and
pointed to a curtained alcove. ‘I was wondering how much you could drink
before you started to overflow.’

Tom vanished behind the curtain. Sal grinned at the sustained splash
and sigh of relief that followed, but his mind was too full of images old and
new, of golems and midnight detonations, of Highson Sparre and dead
Larson Maiz, of hiding places and family ties, to be distracted for long.

Shilly caught his eye and held it. Her expression was very serious. He
could tell that she had already decided what she wanted to do.

‘What do you think?’ she asked.

‘I'm trying not to.’

‘He’s your father.” Her voice held a hint of reproach.
‘My father died in Fundelry before | ever met this man.’

‘Highson married your mother; he sired you. And he helped us
escape from the Syndic.’

Sal nodded. All true and relevant, especially the latter. Highson
Sparre’s aunt, the most powerful woman in the Strand, had locked horns



with Sal on more than one occasion. If she had had her way, he would still
be studying in the Haunted City, fuelling her plans for advancement.

‘You know it's the right thing to do.” Her hand found his. ‘And besides,
Tom dreamed we were involved. There’s nothing we can do about it now.’

‘If he’d left us alone, perhaps we wouldn’t be.” He heard the petulance
in his tone and hated it. The truth was that he didn't feel ready to leave
Fundelry, the fishing village he had lived in for five years after a life of
constant travel. Part of him wondered if he would ever be ready to leave.
Fundelry was safe: the dangers were known and familiar. He had no control
over the outside world and the threats it contained; out there, he might have
no control over himself, either.

Only twice had he let his wild talent consume him. The eruption of
rage he had set free had almost killed a man. Then, later, he had killed an
ice-creature deep in the bowels of the Haunted City. Even though that had
been in defence of Shilly, the potential for violence contained within him
frightened him even more than the first time. His wild talent was like a large
animal blundering about in a city; by its very nature, it was dangerous.

But that wasn't the fault of its nature. It was just out of place. In the
right place, it wouldn’t be a problem. Sal simply hadn’t found out where that
was yet.

In Fundelry, with Shilly, he had learned to balance the wild talent and
bend it to his will, but it was a truce he feared could be easily broken.

‘All right,” he said. ‘We have to help. But | don't like it. What's Highson
doing mucking around with a Homunculus in the middle of the night? What's
he brought into the world? What are we getting ourselves caught up in
now?’

She didn’'t say anything, just leaned her head into his shoulder. He put
an arm around her and held her, tasting an uncertainty he had thought long
swallowed.

* k% % %

A bell rang at lunchtime, apparently of its own accord. There were twelve
strung in an elaborate mobile from the ceiling’s highest point. Each had a
unique pitch and timbre, and each had an identical twin to which it was

subtly linked. When one rang, no matter how far away, so would the twin.



‘That’s Thess,’ said Sal, looking up from the chart he and Tom were
studying. ‘Do you want me to go?’

Shilly shook her head. She had been laying out their clothes and other
possessions in preparation for packing, finding herself amazed by how little
they actually owned. Discounting the workshop and everything Lodo had
left them, plus the occasional trinket the townsfolk insisted they take, they
had only a few personal effects to call their belongings. Part of her found it
sad that they could have left so small a mark on their world that no one
would notice its absence.

‘I've got it,” she said, grateful for the opportunity to think about
something else. Rummaging in a closet, she wrapped up two small vials in
a leather bag and tied her hair in a short pigtail. She picked up her favourite
walking stick, one which Sal had carved with simple but potent charms for
strength and endurance out of a piece of near perfectly-straight driftwood.
The charms sparkled with the Change irrespective of how the light caught
them. ‘I'll be home soon.’

Outside, the sun had begun its lazy drift across the westward quarter
of the sky, and she walked with it at her back. Tom had moved the buggy
into the dunes, where it would be less conspicuous, and she gave it a wide
berth, even though she had no reason to be afraid of it. Buggies were rare
in Fundelry; few travellers used them, and the town’s mechanic spent most
of his time repairing fishing boat engines and water pumps. This one was
an efficient Sky Warden machine, made of black metal and brooding like a
disgruntled spider on wheels. Big enough to hold four, it seemed to glower
at her as she passed.

‘Be patient,” she told it. “You'll be on the road again soon enough.’

Then she was hurrying through the dunes to the rendezvous point, a
dry creek bed halfway between the workshop and Fundelry. She went into
town only when she absolutely had to, and made sure Sal charmed her
appearance thoroughly before she did. Her and Sal’s friends knew how to
find them, but no one else did. Or so she had preferred to think.

Long-limbed Thess and her young son sat under the shade of a
spreading eucalyptus, playing a game involving Thess'’s hair and the boy’s
small fingers. The sound of Gil’'s laughter brought a smile to Shilly’s face.
Gil's father had drowned in a fishing accident the year before. The
five-year-old had been uncommunicative since.

‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long.” Shilly kissed Thess’s cheek



and sat next to them, stretching her bad leg out before her. Gil looked up at
her, wide-eyed, then shied away. They were as dark-skinned as herself and
Tom; on the Strand, Sal’s light skin was the exception. ‘It's been a
complicated morning.’

Thess beamed. ‘We’'ve had fun. Haven't we, Gil?’

‘Mmm,’ said the boy, discovering a sudden interest in the ants
exploring stringy bark on the far side of the tree.

‘I have some of the sand I told you about,’” said Shilly, putting the first
of the vials into Thess’s lap. ‘Put this in little Gil’s shoes and the itching will
go down in a couple of days.’

‘Thank you. | —

‘And this one’s for you.’ The second vial contained a yellow powder
that shifted smoothly, like a fluid. ‘Half a teaspoon in water every morning
and | promise you’ll notice the difference. | tried it last week, and —' She
mimed an explosion of energy.

‘Shilly, thanks, but —
‘It's the least | can do. | know it's been a long haul for you.” She
pressed Thess to take the vial. ‘I'd advise against taking this forever, but it’ll

help get you out of this rough patch.’

‘| think | might already be out of it.” Thess dropped her voice. ‘That’s
actually why | called you.’

‘Oh?’ Thrown off giving the spiel she had memorised from Lodo’s
notes, Shilly stared at her older friend, really looking at her for the first time.
Gil wasn’t the only one of the pair sporting a more cheerful demeanour.
Understanding suddenly dawned. ‘Not that fisherman!

Thess shushed her so Gil wouldn’t overhear. ‘Yes.’

‘What was his name? Boone? Boden?’

‘Booth. Last night —' Thess’s voice dropped even further in volume.
‘He stayed all night. | haven’t woken up with a man beside me for an awfully

long time. It felt good.’

Shilly gripped her friend’s hand. ‘I'm glad for you. | am, truly.’



Thess affected a measure of nonchalance. ‘Oh, things will be
complicated. Gil doesn’'t know yet, and | don’t know how he’ll take it. His
father’s family, too, could be tricky. But I'm not doing this for them. It's for
me, and | want it to work.’

‘I'm sure it will.” Even if it lasted no more than one night, Shilly would
regard it as worthwhile. The glow surrounding Thess was palpable.

‘Well, that's why | wanted to talk to you. Aunty Merinda gave me a
tonic, but it's been giving me terrible headaches. She said that you might
know something better, to keep any, um, awkwardnesses at bay, until I'm
ready.’

Thess glanced at Gil, who was engrossed in the antics of a gecko
he’d disturbed. Her meaning was obvious. Aunty Merinda, the local
weather-worker and fortune-teller, was also the chief dispenser of
contraception to Fundelry’s womenfolk. She had taught Shilly everything
she needed to know long before Sal came to town, and provided valuable
advice after the fact, when they had been two young people flung together
by circumstances as well as by the bond growing between them. Shilly had
been glad for someone trustworthy to talk to, if nothing else.

‘| think the headaches relate to the dose, not the substance itself,” she
said, thinking carefully. She didn’t feel entirely comfortable dispensing
advice of this nature, when a single mistake could change the course of a
person’s life. But she was flattered that Aunty Merinda thought her capable
of offering it. ‘I'll look into it tonight.’

‘Thank you.’

‘There could be a problem, though,” she went on, the words hard to
come by because the notion was still so new to her. ‘Sal and | are leaving. |
don’t know how long for. You’'ll have to do without us. Can you tell the
others?’

‘Of course.’ Thess examined her closely. ‘Is everything all right? You
haven’t been found, have you?’

‘Oh, no,’ she lied, hoping her uncertainty didn’t show. ‘Everything’s
fine. We just need to help someone. It won'’t take long, | hope.’

Thess looked barely mollified. ‘We’ll miss you. We've been spoilt,
having you so close for so long. The town won’t know what to do when your



charms wear off and all our chimneys block again.’

Shilly felt a rush of affection for her friend, and found herself
spontaneously embracing her, clutching her as tightly as she would the
mother she had never known. Thess’s warmth was soothing, as was the
rich, womanly smell of her. Strong hands gripped Shilly’s back; silence
enfolded them, and she was somewhat reassured that all would be well.

On the way back to the workshop, Shilly reflected that, although their
packs might be light, she and Sal were rich in other ways. They had friends
and accomplices all through the town; they helped out in myriad small ways,
from purifying water to treating minor ailments; they were making progress
in working out how they fitted into the world. They would be missed, just as
she would miss her home.

The greatest treasure they owned lay in their heads and their hearts.
Nothing could take that away from them, no matter where they went or what
they did. Golems and ghosts had tried in the past, and failed; Highson
Sparre’s Homunculus — or whatever it was — would fare no better.

* k% %

Later that night, when Tom had fallen into a heavy sleep broken by the
occasional snore, Sal removed himself to a dark corner of the workshop
and squatted on the earthen floor. Their evening meal — rabbit fried in local
spices with a side dish of seeds and nuts marinated in honey, washed
down with a glass of clear white wine that had been given to them a year
ago by a grateful customer — roiled in his stomach like surf on the sands.
He had to try something before giving in to his fate.

Shilly had been busy all evening, rummaging through Lodo’s recipes
and old notes; some last-hour concoction, he presumed, that they would
deliver when they set out the next morning. Even now she fussed and
bothered among Lodo’s tools.

Sal closed his eyes and blotted her out. She was still there, but he
wasn'’t paying her any attention. He did the same to Tom and the rest of the
workshop, until he was just a point of awareness floating in the blackness
behind his eyes, breathing slowly and deeply.

When he had the rhythm right, he began to visualise.

He stood on the boundary between sea and land, but it was no



ordinary beach. The sea glowed like the sun and the land was molten
with power. The air crackled. He breathed deeply of it, and strength filled
him. His skin felt as transparent as glass, as hot as a lantern left burning
too long.

Highson Sparre, he called, where are you? He pictured his true
father’s face as he had last seen it: brooding eyes, broad features, skin
as warm as dark honey. He took the lines of those features and bent
them around a simple charm. The world was seeping into him with every
breath. Wherever Highson was in the world, the charm would help him to
know of it. He poured all his energy into the effort.

Highson, save me the trouble of leaving and answer me!

A fluttering of wings distracted him. The face dissolved. A burning
bird with bones of charcoal circled him, trailing flames. A sea creature
made of stone surfaced from the fiery ocean and landed with a crash. He
irritably waved them away with a flex of his will. They were symbols: the
sea of the Sky Wardens, so familiar to him in his everyday life but
always a reminder of his fugitive status; the bedrock of the Stone Mages,
who had sent him back to the Strand rather than shelter him from his
enemies. That he routinely bypassed the usual teachings and went
straight to the source, the borderland of stone and water, fire and air,
proved that they were conventions only, and neither essential nor
dangerous to cross.

They had, however, successfully distracted him. No matter how he
tried, he couldn’t quite reassemble Highson’s image. It eluded him. Or
the charm refused to accept the image, and he could only think of one
reason why this might be so: if his father was no longer in the world, then
the charm would never work no matter how hard or often he tried.

A black sun rose over the burning sea, casting rays of darkness
across the land. Burning bird and stone sea creature fled before a rolling
hum that grew louder the longer Sal persisted. He knew that sound. He
had heard it too many times to ever mistake it. It came from the Void
Beneath, and it meant that he was trying too hard. He retreated
immediately, unravelling the illusion as he went. The hum faded back
into the ebb and flow of his breath, and the darkness of the black sun
became the red-tinged oblivion of his closed eyes. The charm dissolved.

It was odd, then, that the feeling that he had been getting close to



something remained. Not to his father, but to the tear that had opened in the
world, somewhere ...

‘No luck, huh?’

He opened his eyes to see Shilly watching from a position directly in
front of him. Time had flown.

The glowstones she had been working by were yellow and dim,
almost depleted.

‘No,’ he said, unfolding his legs.
‘Worth a try.’

He sighed. The thought of leaving made his insides tremble with both
excitement and fear. And now he was tired, too. He should sleep. They
would get precious little of it over the next few days.

‘| keep remembering Larson Maiz,” he said. ‘How must it feel to die of
fright? | don’t want that to happen to anyone | know. To you.’

She reached out to cup his cheek. ‘We all die someday, Sal.
Yesterday’s people are tomorrow’s ghosts. And we can’t stay hidden here
forever.’

‘I know, but ...” He stopped, unable to find the words to express what
he was feeling. ‘We’ll have to be very careful.’

‘Don’t worry about me, Sayed,’ she said. ‘Or yourself. I'll be so
terrified nothing will get within a hundred metres of us without me noticing.’

Her face was just visible in the yellow warmth of fading glowstones.
Her words did reassure him, even though he knew that, like himself, she
had little idea of what they were heading into.

‘I love you, Carah,” he said, knowing that she returned his love as fully
as it was offered. Whatever happened, he could depend on that.

* k% %

When he finally slept, he dreamed of the road moving under him as rapidly
as the wind, as it had for most of his life before coming to Fundelry. Dafis
Hrvati, the man he had thought was his father — who had raised him and



loved his mother; who had protected him when she was taken from them by
the Syndic and imprisoned in the Haunted City; who had brought him to
Fundelry in a vain attempt to save him from his wild talent; who had died at
the hands of the Alcaide in order to set him free — rode alongside him. His
tanned, weathered hands firmly gripped the steering wheel. He smiled at
Sal, and winked.

Sal woke with tears on his cheeks. The feeling of loss lingered,’” and
grew stronger as their journey began.

* Kk k%

The Magister

‘There is power in blood, just as there is power in

air and fire, water and stone. No one would deny

it, but only the most desperate would use it, and
even then not willingly their own.’
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C

hu led Skender up a staircase that circled a central column no wider than
his head. It was difficult to talk, and he had plenty of questions. His knees
and back were getting stiffer with every turn around the spiral. As a result,
his frustration levels were high and rising.

‘What does this place have to do with mining?’ he called to her.
‘Wait and see,’ returned her muffled voice.

He ground his teeth together and kept climbing, trying to work out the
solution to the puzzle. Her reticence on the subject of his mother was
almost total. Apart from sly hints and digs at his ignorance, she had very
little to say at all, even about their deal and the so-called ‘freedom’ he was
supposed to help her attain. She wandered the streets of the walled city
without restriction and no one questioned her or got in her way; she
seemed, on the face of it, to be as free as he was.



‘You've been down in the caves,” she had said to him as they left the
coffee parlour and headed off through the winding streets. ‘Did you notice
any sign of digging?’

He hadn’t, but he’d been looking for signs of his mother, not evidence
of the city’s mineral wealth or lack thereof.

‘You're lucky you didn’t stumble across one of the sewage channels,’
she told him with a malicious chortle. ‘Then you'd have seen first-hand what
we normally use the old tunnels for.’

For that much he was very grateful. ‘So you mine elsewhere, away
from the city?’

‘Look up,’ she had said. The usual patchwork of drying clothes and
banners briefly allowed a glimpse of the sky. ‘What do you see?’

‘Birds,’ he’d replied, noting numerous gliding shapes against the
bright pale blue, circling and looping in mathematical spirals. ‘Were you
expecting something else?’

She’d laughed again and told him to stop dragging his heels. ‘You're
about to see something stone-boys like you only dream of.’

He bit his tongue. Since then, he’'d seen little more than her backside
as she preceded him up the stairwell. Attractive it might be, but that wasn't
what he had come to Laure for.

Just as his patience reached its limit, she stopped. A creak of wood
and inrush of air followed. He breathed deeply, not realising just how close
it had become in the narrow stairwell. She moved again, climbing two more
steps then suddenly lifting her legs upwards, out of sight. A trapdoor. Her
hand thrust down at him. He brushed it aside and hauled himself through
the square hole without assistance, ending up on his hands and knees on a
roof high above the city. The sky was brilliant around him. A steady wind
blew, as fresh as a draught of clear water.

‘Almost there,” she whispered in his ear. One hand pressed him down
when he tried to stand. She crouched next to him, peering around a nearby
chimney. Her full lips were so close to his ear that he could feel her hair
brushing his neck. “You have to be quiet for this last bit. Can you manage
that?’



He nodded stiffly.
‘Good. Follow me.’

She scurried off, moving in an awkward crouch from chimney to
chimney, keeping her head low. He followed her lead, noting that they were
atop one of several tall thin buildings at the heart of the New City. Just
visible in an intersection two blocks across was a yadachi perched on the
top of a pole, red robes trailing beneath him like a flag. To the north, east
and west, sprinkled with the yellowing remains of the Old City, sloped the
sides of the depression Laure occupied; to the south was the smooth
blankness of the Wall, as brooding as a thundercloud. Beyond that,
invisible, lay the eerie chasm of the Divide.

He noted that birds flew over the Divide as well as the city, circling all
along the length of the mighty chasm to either horizon. What they hunted
and ate was a mystery to him ...

Except they couldn’t be mere birds. For them to be visible at such a
distance, their wingspan had to be huge.

‘Down.” Chu squeezed him beside her in a niche between attic wall
and ventilation shaft. She peered through a hole made by a missing brick,
then, moving aside, gestured that he should look too. What he saw left him
breathless.

On the next building across a young man stood strapped to a
crescent-shaped canvas wing spread out above him. Several others in
various stages of preparation waited nearby, adjusting buckles or checking
struts, dressed in brightly coloured uniforms bearing stark geometric
patterns, none of them identical. They congregated on five separate
platforms stacked one on top of the other, each one sticking out further
than the last. They were close enough that Skender could hear their voices
coming to him in snatches on the wind. Their words, diced with the
chopping blade of the wind, were meaningless.

As Skender watched, the boy wearing the wing took a running jump
for the edge of the platform and, with a cry, plunged headlong into empty
air.

Skender gasped, then mentally kicked himself. He’d read about
gliders and balloons in the Book of Towers and other texts — books he
doubted his guide had heard of. He should have had some inkling of what
was coming; now he looked like a hick from the deep desert.



As the boy fell, the wind caught his wing and twisted it. Skender
admired the skill it took to bring it into line, to angle his glide into a tight
swoop so he wouldn’t crash headlong into the unforgiving face of a nearby
building. Gusts tugged him to and fro until he managed to ascend above
the nearest towers, then his flight levelled out. From below, Skender could
see that the wing was covered with hand-drawn charms that rippled and
flowed like shadow clouds in fast motion. The wing tilted, and the boy swept
away over the city.

What Skender had seen from street level — and from a distance,
while approaching the city — weren't birds at all. Neither were the things
over the Divide. They were all people, gliding aloft on wings and will.

‘Amazing.’

If Chu was amused by his surprise, she didn’t rub his face in it. ‘It is
pretty cool.” She pressed in close to peer through the hole with him. Her
leather outfit creaked. ‘You should try it up there. The air is clear and fresh.
There’s no smoke, no stink. You can see forever.’

‘You —?’ He turned to look at her, startled for the second time.
‘You're one of them?’

Her face twisted. ‘Used to be. Crashed my wing. Couldn’t afford to
pay for repairs, or for my licence when renewal fell due. Now I'm stuck here
on the ground, just like you. I'd give anything to be back out there.’

‘Ah,” he said. ‘So that’s what you meant by freedom.’

‘Yes. And you're going to help me get it.’

‘How?’

‘We'll work on that. | have a few ideas.’

| bet you do, Skender thought. “You have to keep your side of the
bargain first.’

‘Haven't | already?’ Chu shook her head. Her deep brown eyes held
Immense reservoirs of amusement. ‘I assumed you would have worked it
out by now. Oh well. See those gliders over there?’ She pointed to the
Divide. He nodded. ‘Watch them for a while and you'll find your answer.’



He did as he was told, simmering at her tone. He wasn’t an idiot — far
from it. He was just a long way from everything he took for granted. The
time would come, he swore, when he would turn the tables on her, and then
she’d know how it felt. She’d be the one to feel embarrassed and stupid.
She —

He stopped in mid-thought when something about the distant gliders
penetrated the thick mire of his anger.

They were swooping like gulls snatching fish from the ocean. But
there was no ocean, no fish. There was just the Divide, a deep wound
gaping in the surface of the world, from which all manner of strangeness
had been observed to emerge ...

Suddenly, in a flash, it all made sense. It was insane, but it did fit the
facts.

‘The people in the gliders,” he said, choosing his words with care as
he thought it through, ‘they’re scavenging for artefacts in the Divide.’

‘And?’ Her nod was purely probationary.

‘And when they find something, they dive down to check it out.” His
mind reeled at the skill required for such missions. First, the pilots had to
spot items of interest on the surface of the valley floor, far below. Then they
had to negotiate unreliable air currents and approach closer to see if it was
something genuinely valuable. Finally, since voyaging out into the Divide on
foot was generally considered foolish, the most daring might try to snatch
the bounty off the ground and whisk back up into the air. ‘I can’t believe so
many people would be willing to risk their lives like this!’

‘It's a matter of economics,’ Chu said. ‘This area has always been rich
in artefacts. The foundations of Laure were laid a thousand years ago, and
the city was once full of metal and ceramics and other trinkets. Long since
picked clean, of course, but there are deposits outside the city. And the
Divide is full of such things if you know where to look. Now, | know you
haven’t been in Laure for long, but I'm sure you’'ve noticed that we don’t
have much of anything else here. We can’t grow crops because the water
table is too low and what the yadachi can summon doesn’t leave enough for
irrigation. The ground is empty of any metals that weren't left behind by the
ancients. Cattle live barely long enough to breed outside. So our only
export is what we can find in buried ruins and the Divide. That means the
people out there —’ she indicated the flyers with a thumb, ‘— the miners —
they're very well paid for what they do, and they play an important part in



keeping the city alive. You see, now? It's not just for kicks, Skender, if that's
what you're thinking. Next time you're using a fork or admiring a jewel,
consider that it probably came from the Divide or somewhere similar, and
ask yourself if you wouldn’t do the same thing, in our shoes.’

Her speech was impassioned. He could see that this really mattered
to her, that she wasn’t showing it to him just to make an out-of-towner feel
small.

But he still couldn’t see the relevance. ‘What does this have to do with
my mother?’

‘It's all to do with timing. Rogue man’kin and other creatures too weird
to name are often sighted along the Divide, moving back and forth as the
will takes them. We leave them well alone; some of them can be extremely
dangerous. Just lately, though, there’s been an increase in foot traffic along
the Divide from the Hanging Mountains. What they’re doing here, | don’t
know, but they’re mean and they’re in a hurry. And they’re dropping things
as they go.” She indicated the flyers again. ‘Normally there’d be just a
half-dozen of them out there at this time of day. Not now. Every able flyer
has been called in to take advantage of the situation. There’s lots of stuff
out there just waiting to be harvested. All you have to do is pick it up.’

She sighed. ‘Of all the times to lose my wing, it'd have to be now.’

There was a look of yearning in her eyes that reminded Skender of
how frustrated and stifled he had been before his adventures outside the
Keep. He felt for her, but his mind was simultaneously working on his own
problem. He’d assumed that his mother’s party had headed for the tunnels
of Laure to look for the thing they sought. But if the tunnels were mined out,
that was exactly the wrong place to look.

A dark smudge on the far edge of the Divide drew his gaze and held
it. Laure was half a city. Before the Divide had come along, it had been
whole. Therefore, the tunnels that now gaped into empty air once
connected to matching tunnels on the other side — under the forbidden
Ruin called the Aad.

Right idea, he told himself; wrong place. All he had to do was get
across the Divide and under the Aad to see if he was right.

However, Chu’s description of the Ruin was still vivid in his mind.
Disease; bad luck; inhabited by creatures of the Divide ...



‘Judging by your face,’ she said, ‘you’ve just worked out where your
mother is.’

He nodded despondently. ‘And a fat lot of good it does me. How in
the Goddess’s name am | going to get over there?’

‘There is a way, but it's going to be tricky. When a miner finds
something big in the Divide, too big for her to carry herself, she flashes for
a heavy lifter from the city.’

‘Flashes?’

‘By mirror.” She waved that explanation away. ‘The heavy lifters are
dirigibles with ropes and hooks designed to pick up just about anything
from above. They're slow but reliable. Although they don’t usually go that
far, we could get across the Divide and return with your mother, and
whoever she has with her.’

‘That sounds good,’ he said. ‘How do | go about organising it?’

‘That depends on whether you have enough money to charter a lifter.’

‘I might have, depending on how much it costs.’

She named a figure that made his head spin. For a brief moment he
considered selling the buggy, which was locked securely in an empty camel
stall under the hostel he’d booked into. But that was a mad idea; he had to
get home somehow, once all this was over.

‘Okay, so that’s out.” She looked through the gap at her peers hurling
themselves boldly into the sky. ‘There are only two other ways to go about
it. The first and most obvious is to petition the Magister.’

Skender nodded. The Magister was the head of the yadachi, and had
ruled Laure for thirty thirsty years.

‘Do you think she’ll help us?’

‘That old vampire? Given my record and where you’re from, she’s
more likely to throw us in the brig just for asking.’

‘Great. So what's the second way?’

‘We steal what we need and worry about the consequences later.’



‘Are you joking?’

She shook her head. ‘I'm renowned for two things: the ability to fly and
the inability to stay out of trouble. Neither requires much of a sense of
humour.’

‘You could’ve fooled me,” he muttered. ‘Looks like you're having a
great time at my expense.’

‘Hard though it might be to believe, watching you squirm isn’t what |
was put on the Earth for. It's just a consolation prize.’

He had to admit that she’d stopped smiling some time ago.

‘Okay,’ he said, resigning himself to the situation. ‘We try the Magister
first. Whether you say it'll work or not, we have to give it a go. And if she
doesn’t see it our way —’

‘We renegotiate. Right.” She took one last look at the other miners
and their wings before making moves to leave the niche.

‘Wait,” he said, gripping her forearm. ‘I can’t believe you're seriously
thinking of doing this — stealing a balloon and helping me rescue my
mother. Aren’t you in enough trouble already?’

Her eyes moved restlessly as they focused first on his left pupil, then
the right, then back again. ‘You don't get it yet, do you? This isn’t about you.
| expect to be compensated. Handsomely, too. Otherwise you're right:
there’s nothing in it for me but more hot water.’

He didn’t know what he’d expected, but her words disappointed him.
‘I'll make sure you get what you deserve,” he said. ‘Don’t worry about that.’

‘Good. Then let’s get going. The air is thin up here. It's making me
thirsty.’

* k% % %

Street-level frontage in Laure was at such a premium that most shops
performed two or more functions simultaneously. Food vendors also sold
coffee and tightly rolled cigarettes, and provided venues for wiry old people
to play complicated-looking games involving tiles and dice. They served
alcohol as well, as Skender discovered half an hour later — although he



received the distinct impression that most of the business in the narrow bar
Chu had taken him to was conducted out the back behind the kitchen,
where money changed hands over flat paper packets whose contents he
didn’t want to know anything about, beyond a quick glimpse as they passed
through. The black market thrived in Laure, which had laboured under strict
rationing for as long as anyone could remember. Traders visited regularly,
but never frequently enough to satisfy the populace.

‘| suppose I'm paying for this as well as dinner,’ he said as a waiter
brought two stubby glasses and a bottle of milky liquid to their table. Chu
muttered something in reply, then nodded thanks to the waiter and started
to pour.

‘What did you say?’ he asked. It was hard to hear over the racket of
the band. The instruments were unfamiliar to his ears, as were the tunes,
but there was no denying the musicians’ enthusiasm.

‘| said, shut up and enjoy.” She handed him a glass. The weathered
leather of her jacket hung over the back of a chair. Under it she wore a grey
tank top that revealed light brown skin covered in a fine patina of sweat. It
was stifling in the tavern.

He loosened the neck of his robes and took the glass somewhat
nervously. Personal experience had taught him that the alcohol content of a
drink was inversely proportional to the size of the glass it came in. These
glasses were tiny.

Chu knocked hers back with one gulp. Skender took a deep breath,
and followed suit.

For a brief moment, he thought he might die. His tongue curled up
and his throat burned. Water sprang from his eyes. His gut clenched.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked with a gleam in her eye.

‘Wonderful,” he managed. ‘A couple more of those and getting across
the Divide will be the least of my troubles.’

‘That's the idea.” Chu refilled their glasses, revealing as she did so a
procession of fine pink cuts up the inside of her left wrist. She didn’t explain
them. ‘We’ve made it known that we want to see the Magister. Now all we
can do is wait for her to contact us.’

‘How long will that take?’



‘Could be a day or two.” She burped with enough gusto to drown out
the band, then downed the second shot. ‘Might as well relax in the
meantime.’

‘On my savings.’
‘You know you’re getting your money’s worth.” She indicated the glass
in front of him with her chin. ‘Going to drink that, or are you hoping it might

evaporate?’

He tossed it back with a grimace, fuelling the fire already burning in
his belly. She filled the glasses a third time.

‘Tell me something, Skender Van Haasteren. Tell me what your
mother was looking for.’

‘I don’t know.’
‘Oh, come on. You don’t have to keep secrets from me.’
‘No, really. | have no idea.’

‘It must be something pretty important. Flying over the Divide is scary
enough; going down into it takes a special kind of crazy.’

‘She’s not crazy,” he bristled.

“To most people, she’d have to be. You think the Wall is there for
aesthetic reasons?’

The liquor was already making him feel dizzy. He could smell it over
the stink of smoke and heavily spiced vegetables. It was coming out of the
woodwork.

‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’ he asked.

‘No. I'm trying to get me drunk.” The contents of a third glass
disappeared down her impervious gullet. ‘And I'm curious about your
mother. Surveyors come through Laure every now and again. They're a
quiet lot, for the most part. They do their thing and we do ours. Some of us
— not me, of course — call them Ruin Rats because they're always
scrabbling around in the dirt.’



Skender’s taste buds were sufficiently numb to make a third hit
bearable. ‘That’s not very nice.’

‘You know what people are like.” Chu rested her elbows on the table
and her chin in both palms. ‘Scumbags for the most part, and those who
aren’'t are complete bastards.’

‘I'm sensing some negativity, here.’

She sighed. ‘Seagulls are rats of the sky. Isn’t that what they say?
Give someone a wing and that doesn’t make them better.’

‘And taking the wing off someone doesn’t make them worse,’ he said,
hoping he was keeping up.

‘Obviously,” she said. ‘I'll drink to that.” She poured them another
round, spilling a substantial portion on the rough wooden tabletop. She
didn’t seem to notice. ‘Not everyone agrees.’

Her head tilted back, exposing a long, elegantly muscled throat.
Skender caught himself staring, and covered it up by drinking from his own
glass.

‘Is your father a Surveyor?’ she asked him.

‘No. He's a teacher, like his father before him.’

‘Well, good for them. A teacher and a Surveyor. Some people might
think that odd. Some people might say that like should stick with like, or else

you're asking for disaster.’

Skender thought of his parents and their separate lifestyles. ‘Some
people might be right.’

‘Some people are arseholes, as well as scumbags and bastards.’
Chu’s sudden vitriol made him blink. “You shouldn’t try to defend him.’

‘Who?’

‘Don’t play the innocent. He knew what he was doing. It became clear
once I'd lost my wing that | wasn’'t good enough for him any more. And why
Is that? | was good enough before, wasn'’t 1?7’ She sniffed. ‘He’s just an
idiot. A rat of the sky. I'm better off without him.’



For a second, Skender was hopelessly confused. Then the mental
clouds parted. ‘Oh, | get it. “Some people” is someone specific.’

‘And he could be very specific, when he wanted to be. Here | was
thinking he helped me out because he liked me.” She blinked down into her
empty glass. ‘God, I'm such an idiot.’

Skender stared at the crown of her head, at the whorls and flows of
her rich dark hair and the paler skin beneath. He wanted to reach out and
take her hand, or at least touch it, but the world was swaying alarmingly
around him and he couldn’t trust himself not to poke her in the eye by
accident. He felt as dizzy as he had after his Blood Tithe had been taken. ‘I
don’t think you'’re an idiot.’

‘Yes, but you're drunk. You'd say anything right now.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘Then you aren’t drunk enough.” She looked up and reached for the
bottle. ‘Hey, this is almost empty. Let’'s get another one.’

She turned around to hail the waiter.

‘| drink,” he protested, ‘that I've had enough to think.’
‘Really?’ Her laughter was pure and unrestrained.

‘I mean —'

A hand came down onto his shoulder, startling him, and a rough voice
spoke in his ear.

‘The Magister will see you now, Mage.’
I'm not —’

‘Do as the man says, Skender.” Chu had turned back. Her expression
was suddenly very serious. ‘Come on.’

She shrugged into her jacket and helped him to his feet. His legs
were wobbling and he was grateful for her support.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked the man, a tall, triangular-faced
yadachi with a beard that covered most of his face. His robe was as red as



blood and he carried with him a heavy scent of cloves. Cold blue eyes
regarded Skender with naked disdain.

‘I've told you once,’ was the only reply he got. ‘And I'm in a hurry.’

‘Lead the way,’ said Chu, gesturing to the door. ‘Il assure you we’'ll
keep up.’

The man turned his back on them and pressed through the crowd.
The music continued unabated as they left the heat and stink of the tavern
and entered the night.

* k% % %

Laure was a desert city, but one very different to the underground
metropolises of the Interior. Its position right on the Divide left it technically
part of the Interior but facing a raft of problems unique to such border
towns. Skender hadn’t had very long to research the history of the walled
city before he left, but he did know that the yadachi weren’t indigenous: they
had originally been a roaming sect of Change-workers, struggling to survive
in a world where neither sea nor stone were very strong and where most of
the available reservoirs were already taken. Their particular solution to that
problem had found fertile soil in Laure, so they thrived where both Mage
and Warden would struggle.

Their yadachi guide took them at a brisk pace through winding streets,
without once looking back. Skender and Chu walked one pace behind,
catching each other when they stumbled. He was surprised to realise that
she was exactly the same height as he. In the bar and on the rooftop, she
had seemed much taller.

‘He called me “Mage”,” he hissed to her. ‘What was that about?’

‘Assumptions, remember?’ she whispered back. ‘It doesn’t hurt to
encourage them, sometimes.’

‘But I'm not —’

She put a hand to his mouth. ‘Don’t argue. Being a Mage still means
something here, and it's getting us to the Magister sooner rather than later.
Every hour we save is one less your mother languishes in the Divide.
Right?’

He couldn’t argue with that, although he disliked her methods.



Twisting his head to free his mouth, he glared at her and told himself to
sober up, fast. It was all very well to be seeing the Magister, but it wouldn’t
do him much good if he couldn’t string a coherent sentence together.

Being a Mage still means something here. He supposed that made
sense. The rest of the Interior might ignore Laure’s existence, for the most
part, but the artefacts they sold had to be bought by someone.

Slowly, the architecture improved. Slumping walls and drifts of sand
that had been allowed to build up in corners gave way to clear, bold lines
and well maintained sidewalks. The city’s tapering minarets strained for the
stars in the crisp evening air. Frosted circular windows glowed with warmth
and light. Voices filtered faintly through thick stone walls. By dawn it would
be very cold. Skender hoped to be safe in his bed well before then.

Their guide passed through a heart-shaped gate with a wide,
sharp-tipped portcullis above their heads, and led them into a fortified
building with no windows. Their footsteps echoed off ceramic tiles that
gleamed by stone-light. Brass shields hung on thick chains from hooks all
along the wide corridor they followed. It doglegged to the right and
terminated in two broad white doors.

Their guide knocked twice, firmly. The doors opened. Skender and
Chu were ushered into an antechamber larger than the tavern they had just
left. Its walls were featureless, polished stone, except for the one facing
the door, where hung a gleaming glass mural of restless blues and greens
— colours rarely seen in the city’s desert environment. Guards in yellow
and black uniforms stood stiffly to attention in each corner. A single
tall-backed chair rested between them on a square dais. Seated slightly
askew in the chair was a striking woman with no hair at all and the biggest
hooknose Skender had ever seen. Her eyes were a deep, potent green.
She wore a black robe with red trimmings and rested gnarled white hands
on the globe of an ebony walking stick. Her lips were broad and expressive,
but only ever smiled on one side.

The incision on his left arm still itched but he refused to scratch it.

‘It's late,” said Magister Considine. The room barely contained the rich
harmonics of her voice, ‘and much demands my attention before | am
allowed to retire. Be brief, | beg you.’

‘Th— thank you for seeing us,’” Skender stammered, affecting an
awkward bow. ‘I'm not familiar with your customs here, so | hope | haven't
offended —’



‘Customs are for the lazy-minded.” She waved his apology away with
one hand. Her fingernails were long and unpolished, like claws. They
clicked against the knob of her walking stick as she brought her hand back
down. ‘| prefer to get right down to business. | will not ask again, young Van
Haasteren.’

‘You know who | am?’

‘Of course. | know everything in this city.’

‘Then you know I'm looking for my mother.’.

‘I know she had business near Laure. All Surveyors declare their
intentions when they encroach upon my territory. They learned the wisdom
of doing so long ago, lest | mistake them for thieves.’ Her eyes hardened.
‘The fate of your mother is no concern of mine. If the Divide has taken her,
so be it.’

‘I don’t believe she’s in the Divide,’ he said. ‘She’s in the Aad. If | can
get there, maybe | can help her.’

‘Maybe you can. | am not stopping you.’

‘No, but | need more than your permission.’ The liquor in his belly
made him bold. ‘I need your help.’

‘Is that so?’ Magister Considine shifted her sharp stare to Chu. ‘And
no wonder, with this one swinging from your robe.’

Chu looked indignant. ‘He doesn’t know our ways, ma’am. Someone
has to guide him.’

‘You both stink of smoke and arag. In your eyes, perhaps, you are
making satisfactory progress.’

‘We've been waiting for you,’ said Skender, not liking the way the
Magister belittled Chu in front of him.

‘Close your eyes,’ the Magister ordered him.
He blinked, blindsided by the request. ‘I'm sorry?’

‘You heard me.” The Magister crouched over her stick like a predatory



insect. ‘Do as | say, or this conversation is over.’
He closed his eyes.

‘Now, tell me how many rings | have on my fingers. You have five
seconds before my guards throw you out of the city.’

Skender thought fast. He hadn’t consciously noticed any rings, but the
image of her hands was impressed on his memory as clearly as if he was
seeing it for the first time. There were thick black bands on the two longest
fingers and a silver coil on her left thumb.

‘Three,” he said. “You have a matching bracelet on your right hand, in
silver and black, and a pin at the throat of your robe in the shape of a crab.
On the —

‘Enough. You are who you say you are, then.” She clicked her fingers
and he opened his eyes. ‘Now, tell me exactly what you want.’

‘A dirigible,’ he said, ‘a heavy lifter so we can travel to and investigate
the Aad.’

The Magister nodded. ‘I thought as much. Perhaps you aren’t aware
that this city labours under unusual circumstances. A growing stream of
man’kin pours down from the east; rumours of unrest come to us from our
furthest boundary riders. We must take advantage of the opportunities this
presents, yes, but we must also be vigilant for threats. Were these more
usual times, | might have had an aircraft available for you to commission.
Presently | do not.’

‘But it wouldn’t take long.’ He glanced at Chu for guidance, nervous of
how far he could push the Magister. Her face was expressionless. ‘We
could be there and back in no time at all.’

‘Or you could be delayed, or shot down, or captured. These are risks
| must contemplate for the good of the city. | cannot allow your natural
desires — with which | completely sympathise, believe me — to jeopardise
those in my care. Find another means to rescue your mother. Perhaps | will
be able to assist you then.’

The Magister raised one hand to dismiss them.

‘There is another way,’ said Chu, stepping forward. ‘Renew my
licence. Give me access to the armoury so | can fix my wing. I'll fly him over



myself.’

A-ha, thought Skender, realising now how he fitted into her plans.

The Magister raised her left eyebrow. Her hand remained upraised.
‘The moment | give you your licence back, you will abandon this young man
to his fate. Your intentions are transparent to me.’

‘How can you say that? You don’t know the first thing about me!’

‘No?’ The Magister clicked her fingers a second time and a robed
lackey appeared from a subtly concealed panel. He handed his mistress a
thick paper file then disappeared again. Taking it with the hand that had
been about to dismiss them, the Magister opened the file and flicked
through it, glancing from the pages within to Chu’s reddening face.

‘Improper use of safety equipment, wilful defiance of aerial
regulations, felonious acquisition of material and labour, trafficking in
illegally obtained artefacts ... You've been a busy girl these last two years.
Do you sincerely expect me to believe that your momentum has been
checked overnight by some young fellow and his mother’s plight?’

Chu’s lips were set in a tight line. ‘I expect nothing.’

‘Good. That way you will never be disappointed.’

‘It's just...’

‘What?’

‘So unfair.”

‘There is no such thing as fair or unfair, girl.” The Magister’s stare was
intense. The folder lay closed in her lap, but clutched so tightly in one hand
it almost bent in two. ‘The world owes you nothing — neither a father nor a

friend nor an opportunity to redeem yourself. We dig our own pitfalls just as
we make our own fortunes.’

Skender stared from one to the other. The two women, although
separated by age, rank and experience, had almost identical expressions.

‘You're not going to help us,’ said Chu. ‘Is that what you're saying?’

‘Not at all. | am going to give you one last chance, lest anyone call me



unfeeling. You may use the armoury. | will instruct the quartermaster to lend
you such assistance as you need, within reason.’

‘And my licence?’

‘That | will not restore. You have yet to earn my confidence in that
regard.’

‘Oh, that’s just great. How are we supposed to get to the Aad without
a licence? Are you telling me to break the law and steal a heavy lifter?’

‘I'm not telling you that. A licence you will have. His licence.” One
knobbled finger pointed at Skender.

‘Mine?’ he said, alarmed by the high-pitched voice he heard coming
from his own mouth. ‘But | don’t know the first thing about flying!’

‘Then you had better start studying. The paperwork will arrive
tomorrow morning. And be warned: the guards on the heavy lifter hangars
have been tripled. Don’t even consider trying to steal one.’

‘But —' The thought of being suspended over thin air by a sheet of
canvas and a set of unreliable charms made Skender’s head spin. He
glanced again at Chu, prepared to argue the point that giving him a licence
was as useless as giving them none at all — but her expression was
furious, and it appeared to be directed at him as much as at the Magister.

‘You can thank me later.” The Magister settled back into her seat with
a smug expression. ‘Leave, now. My generosity is quite exhausted.’

Chu turned on her heel and stalked out of the room. Skender, left
standing on his own, froze for a moment before executing a short bow and
hurriedly following. The door slammed shut behind them, cutting off the
beginnings of an amused chuckle from the ruler of Laure.

He caught up with Chu outside. Grabbing her arm, he spun her
around.

‘I'm sorry,” he began.
‘You're sorry? Great. That makes me feel a whole lot better.’

‘It's not my fault!



‘Well, it's not mine either.” She spat into the gutter. ‘I should never
have expected that bitch to help me.’

‘But she has,” Skender protested. ‘Hasn’'t she? She’s letting you fix
your wing for free.’

‘A fat lot of good a wing will be if I'm not allowed to fly it.’
‘One step at a time, Chu. You can’t have everything at once!

‘Why the hell not?’ She turned and stalked away, a palpable wave of
gloom travelling with her.

‘Does that mean our deal is off?’

She didn’t answer. Skender let her go. There was no point pushing
her, although he hated the thought of ending it like that. If she didn’t come
around, he supposed he would just have to find another way past the
problem.

With the beginnings of a headache throbbing in his temples, Skender
waited until Chu was out of sight before retracing the route back to the
tavern. In the hostel that was his temporary home, he climbed under the
mosquito net and tried to sleep. He wasn'’t strong enough in the Change to
reach out and touch his father’s mind, but part of him wished strongly that
he could. In a city full of strangers and their unfamiliar ways, he felt very
alone and very much at the mercy of those around him, all of whom had
their own games to play. The quest to rescue his mother had taken some
surprising twists and turns, and he still didn’t know how close he was to
achieving that end. If Chu didn’t reappear the following morning, he would
be right back where he started.

* k% % %

The Wake

‘The occurrence of wild talents is undeniably
rising in all parts of the Strand. Ordinarily, one
instance a century would be remarkable. Records
indicate that three have emerged in the last fifty
years alone. Of those three, the first



spontaneously combusted while swimming in a
Ruin water tank; the second overreached even her
considerable talent and was consumed by a
golem; the third remains at large, a threat to
everyone around him. The reasons behind the
increase are presently unknown.’

REPORT ON ANOMALOUS PHENOMENA
YEAR FOUR OF THE ALCAIDE DRAGAN BRAHAM
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or Shilly, the journey was both a respite and a chore. The old north road
from Fundelry to Gliem was rutted and full of detours, so their progress was
slow at first. They drove in shifts, two awake while one slept, stopping only
when they needed to refuel or top up water. Once they hit the paved stretch
leading to Kittle, their pace improved dramatically. Landscape flew by,
becoming browner and hillier as they headed inland. The feeling that she
was leaving her home was strong, but she wasn’t as panic-stricken as she
had been years before. Then, she had had very little say in the matter; now
she was coming because she wanted to. Rushing headlong to someone’s
aid felt very different to running away.

That feeling sustained her when they reached Kittle. Instead of
continuing north as they had on that previous journey, following the Old Line
into the hills, they turned east along an ancient thoroughfare that snaked as
wide and flat as a giant serpent’s skin across the undulating landscape.
Skirting foothills that never truly amounted to much, through low scrub and
abandoned pastureland, the road took them the five hundred kilometres to
Moombin, directly north of the Haunted City. There they paused to rest.
Tom’s rank saw them well looked after by local merchants. In exchange for
repairing a seized-up tractor, he earned them a hearty meal and an offer of
accommodation. Although grateful for the latter — Shilly could easily have
been tempted — they opted to press on.

From Moombin, the road continued east for another three hundred
kilometres before angling gradually northwards. They passed four
horse-drawn caravans and one trader from the Interior, her camels loping
steadily behind her with heads held high. Apart from that, the old roads
were empty. The second night fell in a wash of rich red. Cloudless, the sky
melted into a star field as rich and varied as any she had ever seen. With



her hands on the wheel and her attention firmly ahead, she tracked the
moon'’s steady progress across the heavens. The buggy’s headlights sent
yellow, dancing light across the road ahead of them. Beside her, in the
forward passenger seat, Sal maintained a watch for any animals that might
cross their path. He held her stick across his lap, tracing its charms with his
fingertips. Tom sprawled across the back seats, dead to the world.

Sal kept her awake by singing songs he had picked up during his
travels as a child. She didn’t understand the words to all of them; many
dealt with notions and quests quite at odds with her experience. Ghosts of
dead people, gods, angels, other worlds — they were kids’ stories, not to
be taken seriously. She liked the songs with rolling rhythms and lyrics that
made her want to put her foot down harder on the accelerator.

“Over the Mountains

Of the Moon,

Down the Valley of Shadow,
Ride, boldly ride,”

The shadow replied —

“If you seek for Eldorado!™

She handed the wheel to Sal when her stiff leg could no longer work
the brakes. Sleep came to her in fits and starts as they bounced along the
weatherworn tarmac; her dreams were of storm-tossed fishing boats and
giant, purring cats. Every time she awoke, the relentless throbbing of the
engine had numbed a new part of her. The Change sparked along the
buggy’s many wires and cylinders, just centimetres from where she lay. The
principles by which it worked were familiar in theory and mysterious in
practice. The engine ran on alcohol fuel, but not just by burning it. It needed
the Change as well as fire. Mages and Wardens had been trying and failing
to store the Change for centuries — since being static ran against its nature
— but alcohol made from organic material, when combusted, did change,
and the essence, the so-called chimerical energy, of that reaction when
bled off via pipes and wires to engines could be turned into mechanical
force.

Loudly.
When Sal stopped two hours before midnight to relieve himself and
to give Tom the wheel, her head hummed like a gong in the blessed

silence.

‘How much further?’ she asked, hugging herself to keep the chill of



the wind at bay and stamping her feet to restore their circulation.

‘That depends on how far the search party has progressed,’ said
Tom. His focused gaze alighted on her, then slid away into the night. ‘At the
speed they were travelling, they should be about an hour or so from here.’

‘I don’t think | can sleep any more. Do you want me to drive?’

Tom shook his head. ‘There are Broken Lands ahead. I'd rather be
behind the wheel for them, if you don’t mind.’

‘Not at all.” She had vague but deeply imprinted memories of
bouncing through a different patch of Broken Lands on the way to the
Interior, after the accident that had left her thigh shattered. The leg had
been strapped and splinted, her mind fogged by powerful painkilling
tablets. ‘That’s a job I'm happy to leave to you.’

Sal returned from the darkness as wind moaned softly through the
endless scrub. ‘Spooky,” he said. ‘What would happen if the Homunculus
got away from the search party and found us here?’

‘That would depend on its nature,” said Tom. ‘Why Highson made it,
and for what purpose.’

‘Or for whom.”

An artificial creature designed to house a disembodied mind, Tom
had said, like a ghost or a golem. What exactly had Highson summoned,
and why?

‘We’d better just hope,” Shilly said, ‘that it's not in a bad mood if we
come across it.’

The feeling that they were finally closing in on the search party kept all
three of them awake as the landscape became ragged and disjointed
around them. The road turned back eastward and became increasingly
unreliable, and their pace slowed as a result. The road disappeared
completely on occasions, giving way to wide stretches of sand, naked
stone or gravel, only to reappear some tens of metres on. Wheel ruts or
milestones marked the long, empty stretches, evidence that the road was
still used, despite its patchwork nature.

They came to a T-junction and turned right along a south-southeast
heading.



‘Is this the right direction?’ asked Shilly from the front passenger seat.

‘There’s a north turn fifty kilometres ahead,’ said Tom, his eyes fixed
forward as he navigated the irregular terrain. ‘If we haven’t come across
anything by the time we reach it, we’ll stop there and wait for dawn.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Shilly. All thoughts of sleep were
completely banished as the eerie thrall of the Broken Lands took a strong
hold on her. The temperature seemed to drop even further.

Sal leaned forward from the back seat, perching between Shilly and
Tom with an elbow resting on each of their seats. His eyes scanned the
Broken Lands ahead of them.

‘| sense,’ he said, ‘something.’
‘So do I, said Tom.

Feeling left out, Shilly put her hand on Sal’'s arm. She had no talent
herself, but she was acutely sensitive to the flows of the Change around
her. No small blessing — as she had come to realise — it allowed her not
just to read the world in ways others could not, but also to tap into the
strength of those who were talented. With Sal's permission, she could
share his perception and use his strength. For the time being, she just
wanted to look and see what he and Tom saw.

By the light of the Change, the Broken Lands were full of strange
eddies and truncated fluxes. The usual patterns of life were disrupted along
with the landscape, frozen in an attitude of chaos and confusion. Wind and
water didn’t know where to flow; animals lost their bearings. A sense of
wrongness pervaded everything. Legend told that such regions were
wastelands left over from a cosmic battle.

And there was something else. She immediately sensed what Sal and
Tom were referring to: a concentration of the Change, a knot of vitality that
lurked in the tangled web of the Broken Lands directly in their path.

‘Is it the Homunculus?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,” said Tom. Through Sal she could sense his
nervousness. ‘It's definitely on the road, though.’

His foot edged off the accelerator. The throbbing growl of the engine



dropped back a notch.
‘I don't know what to do,’ he said.
Sal’s jaw muscles bunched. Shilly tightened her grip on his arm.

Before either of them could suggest anything, a bright light exploded
high up in the sky. Shilly shielded her eyes against the sudden glare and
squinted between her fingers. A miniature sun transformed the world into a
realm of stark black and white. Harsh details leapt out at her: a jagged shelf
of rocks to the left of the road; the bitten roughness of Sal’s fingernails
where his hands gripped her shoulder; the strange way the shadows moved
as the new sun sank towards the Earth.

‘It's a flare! said Tom, pulling the buggy to an ungainly halt. Another
sun blossomed to one side of the first. ‘Two of them!

‘Who'’s firing them?’ asked Sal.

‘And whose attention are they trying to attract?’ Shilly added.
Movement in the stark landscape caught her eye. ‘Look!

Something was running towards them along the road, waving its arms.
A surge of adrenaline gripped her.

Sal stood up in the seat. She felt the Change stirring in him, gathering
like a thunderhead. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

‘No!” Tom grabbed Sal’s leg. ‘Wait!’

The figure ran into the light cast by the buggy’s headlights. Blue, she
thought, and her heart anxiously tripped a beat; old habits die hard.

‘A Sky Warden!" exclaimed Sal. The thunder head receded slightly.
‘We’ve found the search party.’

Tom was the only one who didn’t seem reassured. ‘What are they
doing?’ he asked, his frown deeply etched in the shadow cast by the flares.
‘Why are they giving themselves away like this?’

Shilly didn’t say anything. The Warden was almost upon them. She
figured that, in a moment, they would have their answer.

* k k%



‘You're a sight for sore eyes, young Tom.” The woman was in her middle
years, round-faced and heavyset with short brown hair and good-humoured
eyes that never stopped moving.

‘Warden Banner?’ Tom’s expression was still one of puzzlement. ‘I
didn’t expect to find you here.’

‘Glad to see the universe can still toss you a surprise or two. We
heard the sound of your buggy but didn’t know who you were. That's why
we sent up the flares. You might have run into us in the dark, or worse. Only
when you got closer did | recognise the cadence of your engine and
decide to head you off.’

Sal wanted to ask what she meant by worse but was struck
temporarily dumb by the blue robe and the torc. Banner motioned that he
should make room for her in the back seat. He did so, taking Tom'’s
acceptance of her at face value, for the moment. ‘I was dragged along for
the ride when you went missing, Tom. They needed an Engineer, and
Marmion would only have the best.’

‘Warden Banner was my first tutor at the Novitiate,” said Tom, almost
shyly.

‘Not for long.” She mussed his hair with genuine fondness. ‘This one
has taught me a thing or two since.’

‘You're not here alone, | presume,’ said Shilly, bringing the
conversation back to the immediate.

‘Goddess, no. The others are up ahead.” She pointed past Tom’s
cheek. ‘Take us onto the shoulder up there, by that outcrop. We're parked
just over the hill.’

Tom revved the engine and put the buggy back into gear. Sal was
glad they were moving again; he felt dangerously exposed being stationary
in the Broken Lands.

‘So, Tom,” the Warden said when they had travelled a short distance,
‘are you going to introduce your friends or are they going to have to do it
themselves?’

Sal and Shilly exchanged a quick glance.



‘They're Sal and Shilly,” said Tom without hesitation. ‘| asked them to
help.’

‘You did, did you?’ Banner’'s sharp gaze examined them in detail. Her
warmth didn’t ebb, but the lines around her eyes drew together. ‘Well, this
should be interesting.’

Sal felt his teeth beginning to clench in a familiar anticipation of
conflict and forced himself to relax. He wasn’t a child any more. The
Wardens had no claim over him or his talent. At the first sign of overt
hostility, he could just leave.

Or could he? Despite the long, exhausting drive, he felt as if they had
caught up to the search party with great suddenness. He had no idea what
he would do if they did reject him and Shilly. Would he go back home or
continue searching on his own? How much exactly did he owe his real
father?

Banner’s eyes flicked forward as Tom reached the outcrop. ‘See that
track? Follow it to the bottom. Flash your lights twice.’

Tom did everything she said without hesitation. The buggy bounced
down the side of a shallow hill, jolting in and out of potholes and ruts,
shaking the last dregs of sleep from Sal. They found themselves in the
middle of a petrified forest. Grey tree stumps, as rough as bark but as solid
as stone, surrounded them like silent spectators. Out of the darkness
between them emerged the shapes of two angular open-frame vehicles
large enough to hold a dozen people each, and a domed tent. A faint tang
of smoke hung in the air.

Tom flashed the lights as instructed and a small group of people
emerged from their hiding places. Eyes and crystal torcs glinted in the
glare. Sal's shoulder muscles ached from tension.

‘Stop here.” Tom brought the buggy to a halt and killed the engine. ‘All
clear"” Banner called to the rest of her party. ‘Looks like we picked up some
stragglers.’

One of the Wardens said a short, sharp word, and light blossomed
from three mirror-finished cylinders on spikes, anchored in the ground
around the impromptu campsite. By the stored starlight, Sal made out more
than a dozen men and women moving in to get a better look at them. One
of the men was the tallest Sal had ever seen, a rangy giant with thick black
hair crowning a deeply lined face. The only one not wearing a torc or a blue



robe, his attire consisted of practical leather pants and an open-necked
shirt.

It was this man who spoke first. ‘Stragglers, eh? | suppose that fool
Braham sent you. Doesn’t he trust us?’

One of the other men hissed. ‘Show some respect, Kail. The Alcaide
knows what he’s doing.’

‘Not out here he doesn’t.” The rangy giant spat into the dirt and stalked
away.

Banner alighted from the buggy and whispered quickly into the ear of
the second man who had spoken. Shorter, with a receding hairline and a
soft, oval face, he looked more like the Wardens Sal was used to than the
hard, abrupt Kail.

Whatever Banner said, it provoked an instant reaction. ‘Why would he
do that?’ he asked, looking at Tom, then Sal and Shilly, in alarm.

‘They say they’re here to help.” Banner stepped back in deference to
the balding Warden. She looked relieved that they were no longer her
problem.

Sal didn’'t need Tom’s prophetic dreams to tell him what was going to
happen next. They were about to be told to go home without being given
the chance to speak.

‘I'm Sal Hrvati,” he said, standing up in the back of the buggy and
dismounting. ‘This is Shilly of Gooron. We’re here to find my father.’

A whisper went through the Wardens. The balding Warden nodded
as though accepting a challenge. ‘I'm Eisak Marmion, the leader of this
expedition. Alcaide Braham gave us the task of locating Highson Sparre,
and us alone.’

‘Have you found him yet?’ asked Shilly, coming to stand with Sal.

‘We know where he is.’

‘That’'s not the same thing.’

‘I'm not required,” said Marmion, moving closer, ‘to explain myself to

you.



‘Well, we're here now,’ said Sal, ‘and we’re willing to help. I1t'd be
easier if you did explain.’

‘We don’t need your help.’

A bark of laughter came from the shadows. Kail’'s angular silhouette
reappeared. ‘What are you going to do, Marmion? Force him to leave?’

The balding Warden shot Kail a cold glance. ‘The best tracker in the
Strand has assured us that we’ll have the fugitive within our grasp sooner
rather than later. Isn’t that right, Kail?’

‘We would’ve had him now if you hadn’t got us stuck here like pigs in
a bog,’ replied the rangy tracker. ‘While we twiddle our thumbs, he’s
slipping further and further out of our reach!

An old argument was gathering momentum between the two men. To
forestall it, Sal said, ‘Highson Sparre is not a fugitive.’

‘No?’ snapped Marmion, turning on him. ‘Then why is he running from
us?’

‘He’s not running from you. He’s hunting the Homunculus, as you
should be. That's the important thing.’

Marmion fumed. “Your father may not think he’s a fugitive, Sal, but he
Is a thief. His actions have resulted in the death of at least one man. Until he
deigns to explain himself, | am justified in seeking him as well as the thing
he summoned. Since he’s following the Homunculus, finding him will find
the other. Does that make the situation clear to you?’ His gaze swept the
circle of Wardens. ‘Would any of you like to question my judgment while
we’re at it?’

Shilly raised her hand.
‘l wasn't asking you,” Marmion said.

‘I know, but I'd still like to know. Why are you sitting here twiddling
your thumbs? Why aren’t you doing what you set out to do?’

For a moment, Sal thought she had pushed Marmion too far. His eyes
bugged and his face went red. He raised one finger and pointed it at her
like a weapon. A whisper of the Change rustled through the campsite like a



fitful breeze. Sal tensed, ready to defend her if she needed it.

Then a switch seemed to trip inside the Warden, and the pressure
eased.

‘All right,” he said lowering his hand. ‘We might as well put you to use.
Banner, get Tom under the hoods of the buses. | want them ready to roll
before midnight. Kail, check the course Sparre is following and make sure it
matches the one on our charts. You two,” he pointed to Sal and Shilly,
‘come with me.’

He turned and headed off into the darkness, robe flapping between
his legs. Sal hesitated a second, then followed. Shilly came with him,
leaning heavily on her stick when the terrain became rough underfoot.

Marmion led them unerringly away from the parked vehicles. He had
obviously walked this way many times. Sal tried to discern any details out of
the darkness, but his eyes had adjusted to the mirror-light: the absence of
landmarks was profound. He took Shilly’s hand to steady her, and was glad
of her support when he tripped over a stony tree stump and almost went
sprawling.

‘Where are we going?’

The silhouette of Marmion looked over his shoulder. ‘Let’'s make one
thing absolutely clear, Sal. I'm under no obligation to tell you anything.
You're here without invitation and without my approval. That may be your
father out there, but Alcaide Braham put me in charge of this search party,
and | will not bow to your threats or manipulation.’

The Warden’s persistent defensiveness surprised him. ‘We’re not
trying to manipulate you,’ he started to say, but Shilly interrupted him.

‘Warden Marmion, are you afraid of us?’

‘Of course not,” Marmion responded immediately. ‘Why would | be
afraid of you? You're just a couple of young idiots off on an adventure.’

But Sal could hear the fear loudly in the man’s voice, underlying the
anger it disguised. The understanding dismayed him. There had been
incidents in the past, yes, but they were forgotten now — or so he had
hoped. What did Marmion think they were? Monsters?

‘Don’t mistake us for something we’re not,” Shilly said. ‘We’re not kids,



and we’re not completely ignorant. Someone we care about is in trouble,
and we're trying to help. The past is irrelevant. If we work together, we’ll do
a much better job than if we work separately or against each other.’

Sal smiled in the darkness. Shilly was good at getting what she
wanted. The fact that they had lived in Fundelry for so long without anyone
giving them away was testimony to her diplomatic skills.

Marmion, however, was no hick Alder or Mayor.

‘No one knows exactly what happened five years ago,’ he said, his
voice less strident than it had been, ‘when you escaped from the Haunted
City. You defied the Alcaide, the Syndic and the Conclave with suspicious
ease; someone must have helped you do it. Although he denied the
charge, Highson Sparre is commonly assumed to be that someone. So
don’t give me any empty rhetoric about wanting to help your father out of
the goodness of your heart. You're two fugitives helping a third — helping
him get away from me. That’s how | see it. Yes, you can stay, but be
assured that at the slightest sign you're betraying those | serve, you will
suffer the consequences.’

‘We understand,’ said Shilly, her voice grave. ‘And now we've got the
posturing out of the way, are you going to tell us what we’re doing out here?
Or is stumbling around in the dark the way you usually go about your
business?’

Marmion drew a sharp breath.

Without warning, all sensation of the Change fell away, as though a
heavy veil had been drawn over the world.

* k k%

Shilly and Sal stopped dead and looked around in alarm. Superficially, the
night seemed no different from a second ago: there was no sound apart
from the sighing of the wind; the multitude of stars still twinkled above. But
something essential had been taken away from it. The Change was as
important a part of the world as light, and without it Shilly felt like someone
suddenly struck blind.

‘What did you do?’ she heard Sal ask Marmion.

His words fell flat and lifeless on her ears. ‘What have you done to
us?’



‘Nothing,” said the Warden. He had stopped walking and turned to
face them. *You feel it, then.’

‘Of course we feel it.” Sal looked around. “This spot is —' He
struggled for words. ‘— dead.’

‘Is it a Change-sink?’ she asked.

‘No, and it's not just here,” Marmion said. ‘The deadness extends all
the way from here back to Guhida, to where we started. What you're feeling
Is the wake of the Homunculus.’

The night seemed to close in around her, full of suffocating silence.
She shivered, thinking of Larson Maiz, frightened to death by the thing Sal's
father had brought into the world, whatever it was. ‘It came this way?’

‘And recently, too. The wake has been getting stronger the closer we
come to it. We’ve been measuring the width and the way it varies
depending on the landscape and vegetation it passes through. It seems to
spread further when there’s less around it — the earth and living things
interfere with it, reduce its strength. We had no idea how strong it would
become in the Broken Lands, and that was our mistake. While Kail followed
the wake on foot, the rest of us were using the roads to cut in front of it,
head it off. We must have just missed it. We crossed its path without
warning, just over that hill. The buses died immediately, sucked dry of the
Change. We lost contact with Kail. We were stuck.’

‘Did you see it?’ asked Sal.

‘No.” Marmion shook his head. With his thoughts focused on
something other than the two of them, the Warden seemed much less
defensive, although never truly comfortable. ‘Nor did we see your father.
We could only sit and wait for Kail to find us, in the hope that he could get
the buses going again. He couldn’t. He’s never seen anything like this
before. Neither has Banner. Hopefully, she and Tom can get us moving
again soon, otherwise we’ll have to continue on foot, thereby losing our only
advantage.’

His voice was full of frustration, which Shilly could understand. To
have been so close to the Homunculus and then have it snatched out of his
grasp must have been galling. And now she and Sal had appeared, adding
to his problems.



‘Who is Kalil, exactly?’ asked Sal.

‘Habryn Kail is a tracker from Camarinha. They get a lot of strange
things spilling over from the Divide up there, and he knows the spoor of
most of them. Or so he says. Seems to me there’s not much skill in
following something that leaves a trail two metres wide and travels in a
perfectly straight line.” Frustration turned querulous. ‘“You two, travelling on
your own, would probably catch it quicker than we would with all our
impedimenta.’

Shilly took pity on him. ‘But what would we do when we caught it? |
presume you have some sort of plan.’

Marmion, barely visible against the stars, bent down and picked up a
stone. ‘You're still feeling the wake, right? This is several hours old. Can
you imagine what it must be like standing next to the Homunculus?’ He
issued a sound that might have been a snort. ‘None of us are keen to jump
uninformed into that situation. Until we can see it, even from a distance, and
maybe work out what it wants, we're as much in the dark as you are.’

The Warden threw the stone into the blackness. It clattered and
skittered away.

Shilly could appreciate his position. No living thing could get rid of the
Change entirely as, by definition, that which didn’t change couldn’t be alive,
but it left the exact nature of the Homunculus still very much in question.

‘No plan, then,’” she said.

‘Not as such,’” he said, as sombre as the dead night around them. ‘Still
want to help us?’

‘Sounds like you're going to need it.’

The revving of an engine came from the impromptu campsite. Light
spilled across the rugged ground, catching Marmion for an instant then
sweeping elsewhere. An afterimage of the Warden remained frozen in her
eyesight briefly. He didn’t look especially relieved by the latest
development.

‘Let’s get back,’ he said. ‘I want to follow Tom’s progress.’

They followed him out of the Homunculus’s wake. The background
levels of the Change swept over them again and she felt Sal physically



relax beside her.

She wasn't so easily reassured. The little they had learned about the
Homunculus only served to make her more worried, not less. What else
could it do, if it put its mind to it? Where was it going, and why? What would
they find waiting for them when they caught up with it? And where was
Highson amongst all this craziness?

The only thing she was certain of was that they were caught up in the
world again. She thought of Fundelry, and her heart ached.

* k% *

The Quartermaster

‘The Age of Machines never ended; the
magic that drove it simply stopped working.
Since then, Humanity has learned a new
magic and built new machines — and so we
will do again, should the Cataclysm strike
a second time.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, FRAGMENT 129

A

heavy pounding at his door woke Skender from a deep sleep. At first he
thought the sound came from inside his head, and he rolled over with a
groan, cursing himself for drinking too much the night before. Memories of
Chu and Magister Considine faded in and out of focus. He was unsure how
much of it was real. Perhaps he had dreamed the whole thing.

The hammering persisted. Staggering to his feet, he crossed the tiny
room and opened the door.

‘For you.’ A dark-skinned youth thrust a thick envelope into Skender’s
hand.

‘Uh, thanks.” The messenger didn’t wait for a tip. Skender shut the



door and retreated into his room, turning the envelope over in his hands. It
was marked with a large, important-looking seal in red wax and had his
name written in ornate fashion on the front.

He didn’t need to open it to know what it was. Its prompt arrival
suggested that his memories were as accurate as ever.

‘Curse it,” he muttered, collapsing back onto his bed and wishing he
were dead. His eyes felt hot and heavy. The leftovers of dinner — aromatic
meatballs and spicy vegetable wraps — formed an acidic, oily residue in
his stomach that simply didn’t bear thinking about.

There came another knock at the door.

‘Go away! he said. ‘Haven't | suffered enough?’

‘Hardly,” returned a familiar voice. ‘I've barely started on you.’

He groaned and hauled himself up. Chu stood outside his door clad
in her flying uniform. Her bright, laughing eyes took him in with one up-down

sweep.

‘Nice underwear. And skinny is good for flying. You could use a bit of
muscle, though. We’ll work on that this morning.’

He retreated from her relentless energy and fell face-forward onto the
bed. ‘I'm not planning on doing anything this morning, except quietly dying.’

‘Nonsense.’ She followed him into the room and shut the door behind
her. “You’'ve got a mother to rescue.’

‘She can wait.’

‘What about me, then? Don’t you want to show me what you’'re made
of?’

‘You already know. I'm a stone-boy, and I'll drop like a stone if you
push me off that tower.’

‘Maybe, maybe not. There’s only one way to find out.’
He could feel her looking at him, and pictured her with hands on hips,

lips pursed in prim amusement. All trace of the previous evening’s gloomy
backlash had apparently vanished.



‘Why are you so bloody perky?’

‘I'm a morning person. And | figure that if | do right by you, it'll look
good on my record. How could the Magister turn me down then?’

He groaned. Nothing had changed. He was still a pawn; a means to
her selfish end.

She hauled him back onto his feet. ‘Come on. Brush your hair and
clean your teeth. Fill a water bottle. We’'ll rustle up some breakfast and then
start training. It's not like we have forever, you know.’

He gave in. She was right, and unstoppable. The chance of getting
any more rest with her around was nonexistent. He might as well submit and
get it over with. And maybe, he told himself, he'd feel better after one of
those noxious potions the locals called coffee.

‘Is this what | think it is?’ she asked, picking the envelope off the bed
as he struggled with the lacings of his robe.

‘Open it and see.’
She did so with one deft swipe of a fingernail and withdrew the thick
sheath of papers, flattening them out on her lap. A corner of something

black poked out of one side.

“Name: Skender Van Haasteren the Tenth. Address: the Keep. Age:
sixteen.” Hey, that's the same as me. | thought you were younger.’

‘Just naturally immature,’ he said. ‘Look, why don’t you take it? I've got
no use for it.’

‘It doesn’t work that way.” Her eyes scanned the rest of the form.
‘Excellent. | was hoping they’d do that.’

‘What?’

‘They’ve given you a standard miner’s licence, probationary for three
months. You're subject to the same regulations | was.’

‘So7?’

‘That means you're rated to carry a passenger.’ She folded the



papers and put them in the envelope, which she stuffed in a pocket at the
back of her pants. ‘Ready? Good. Let's use some of that Interior coin of
yours to fill our bellies. And then, my friend —’ she clapped his back loud
enough to make his head ring, ‘— you and | are going to soar like birds.’

* k% % %

The first stop after breakfast was a small storage facility near the base of
the Wall. Skender was acutely conscious of the fact that the Divide was just
a stone’s throw away as he followed Chu down steep staircases and along
circuitous lanes, angling further and further downhill. The memory of sky
retreated until barely a glimmer of natural light filtered down through the
layers of awnings, overhangs and walkways.

Laure, he was beginning to realise, was a city that had been built over,
over and over, since the Cataclysm. Once the Wall went up and protected
the land inside it from the depredations of the Divide, reconstruction had
been vigorous and long-lasting as people moved from the tilted buildings of
the Old City and created the New. Bridges and ramps overlapped streets,
which in turn wound around stairwells and buried accessways. The air was
thick and heavy down there, drenched in many different scents, perfumed
and pungent both. They were headed for the very bottom.

‘I know it doesn’t look like much, but it is secure,” Chu said as they
came to a series of small, locked metal doors, none of them matching, at a
dead end that looked like it was a home for stray cats. The ancient cobbles
were buried under years of accumulated grime and rubbish.

Chu pulled a key from a pocket and used it to open the third door
along. Inside was her wing, neatly folded and collapsed like a moth in a
cocoon. She told him where to grip, and together they lifted it up. It was as
large as a person, yet surprisingly light. One person could have lifted it
easily, but two definitely made the task easier.

He carried the rear end as they retraced their steps through the city.
The light grew brighter, and the wing seemed to come to life. Faint traceries
of colour appeared on the thin fabric, shifting and blending like oil on water.
Its many struts and control surfaces were a translucent amber colour and
flexed smoothly under his fingers. What he had assumed at first to be
wood and canvas turned out to be something very different indeed. It
looked organic rather than man-made, as if its many pieces had assembled
naturally. But as well as its beauty, he saw where it had been damaged. The
skin had torn away from the struts in several places; the central, largest strut
was kinked in the middle, like a hunchback. Instead of a newborn butterfly



waiting to inflate its wings and take to the sky, it seemed more like an
injured bird, huddling around itself for protection.

‘Where are we taking it?’ he asked Chu.
‘The armoury.’

‘Is it far?’ Although lightweight for its size, the folded wing was
growing heavier with every step.

‘Remember that tower we looked at yesterday? The one you reckon
you'll drop like a stone from?’

Skender rolled his eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘The armoury is on ground level.’

‘Why is it called the armoury? Do you carry weapons when you fly?’

‘Why would you? When you're above someone, all you really need is
a rock and a good eye. And you’re usually too busy flying to fight anyone.
We've just always called it the armoury. It's where we go to be kitted out for
mining.’

‘Will | have to wear a suit like yours?’

‘Don’t you like the look of it?’

‘| didn’t say that.” On her it looked good, but the thought of wrapping
all that tight leather around himself made him sweat in advance.

She laughed. ‘You only have to wear it if you want to; otherwise, we
can tie your robes to your legs so they won't tangle. That’s sure to impress
the girls.’

‘You know that’s the least of my concerns.’

‘| doubt it. You are sixteen, after all.’

‘So are you.’

‘No argument there. I’'m wearing the leather, aren’t 1?’

He shifted his grip uncomfortably. ‘Tell me how you damaged your



wing.’

‘Ah. Well, it was a dare. Someone said | couldn’t steal an egg from
the nests at the top of Observatory Tower, and obviously | had to prove him
wrong.’

‘Obviously. What was his name?’ he asked, wondering if this was the
same ‘some people’ she had been complaining about the previous night.

‘Kazzo Niclais. Do you know how high Observatory Tower is?’

‘Not exactly. I've seen it, though.” There was no way he could miss it.
The tower speared upward from the centre of the New City and stood at
least twice as high as any of the other buildings. It was circular, externally
featureless, and tapered slightly as it rose. Just below the top was a fat
sphere, like a fish egg impaled on a pin, which he assumed contained the
instruments that earned the tower its name. What the yadachi did with them
he didn’t know; bent the weather to their collective will, or tried to, he
assumed. ‘Bird’s nest up there?’

‘Safest place for hundreds of kilometres,’ she said. ‘Safer than the
mountains. The only predators are each other. The eggs are supposed to
be particularly potent, medicinally, masculinely speaking — if you know
what | mean.’

‘| get the idea.’

‘Even the broken shells that fall naturally from the nests fetch a fair
price on the black market. So there were sufficient incentives to give it a

go.’
‘You don’t have to justify yourself to me.’

She glanced at him, sharply, perhaps wondering if he was mocking
her. He wasn’t. ‘We’re a competitive bunch, miners. There’s hardly anyone
over twenty, for a start, and there are a lot of boys, because they're
stronger and have a natural advantage. That's a bad mix. When you’re a girl
trying to make her way, you have to take these things seriously because
everyone else does — even if it's completely stupid. Even if it means trying
to capture a stationary target at speed in high winds, when the slightest
mistake would mean falling a horribly long way to your death.’

‘Sounds worse than the Divide.’



‘Exactly. At least there we don’t have eagles pecking at us for trying to
steal their eggs.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, that was the problem. | got the
winds right; | managed the ascent perfectly, spiralling from updraft to
updraft until | was level with the nests; | dodged the worst of the turbulence
around the big ball and found a nest with eggs in it that | could reach okay. |
even got my fingers on one of them — a big blue egg with brown spots, as
wide across as my palm. It was so warm against my skin; | can still feel it.

‘And that's when it happened. This giant bird attacks me from above
— the one direction | can’t see. Puts holes all along my dorsal stabilisers
and sends me crashing into the tower. Next thing | know, my wing is almost
useless and I'm falling. Not a good position to be in.’

‘| can imagine.” And he could, all too well. It wasn’t the sort of thing he
wanted to think about prior to his first attempt.

‘Luckily, the safety charms caught in time, giving me a measure of
control. | crash-landed through the roof of a water tower. Hurt like buggery
and torc the wing up a little more, but at least | wasn't dead.’

‘And the egg?’ he asked.

‘I must've let it go when the bird attacked, so | had nothing to show for
my efforts except a bunch of scratches and broken wings — and then a
maintenance bill for the water tower, fines for polluting a city reservoir,
repair costs on the wing, and a licence renewal final notice. It really wasn't
my week.’

‘What about Kazzo?’

‘If you listen carefully,” she said sourly, ‘you can still hear him
laughing.’

Skender felt for her, knowing the power of peer group pressure. He
had seen and been involved in many foolish pranks at his father’s school.
One boy had been lucky to escape with his life after a similar stunt went
wrong: slipping down a barren cliff face while searching for a rare type of
beetle supposedly imbued with supernatural powers. In his case the goad
had been unrequited love, not prestige, but the effect was the same.
People pushed themselves to the limit for no good reason, and in the
process either got themselves killed or learned a lesson about their
limitations that would stop them getting killed the next time.

Skender had a perfectly good reason for going out on his particular



limb, but he still didn’t feel happy about it.

‘So we go to the armoury and get the wing fixed,’” he said. “Then what?
You're not seriously suggesting we fly across the Divide together, are you?’

‘Well, that’s the obvious plan. I'll admit I'm having trouble thinking of
another one. How about you?’

‘I'll let you know if | do.’
‘Don’t take offence, but I'm not holding out much hope of that.’

‘I won't,” he said. ‘Neither am |’

* Kk k%

The Magister continued to be as good as her word. The armoury had
received the authorisation to proceed with whatever repairs Chu required, at
the city’s expense. The quartermaster — a hairless giant of a man with
bulging muscles and elaborate tattoos — instructed them to bring the
broken wing into his workshop. Skender brought up the rear as they wound
their way past steaming vats, glowing forges, straining bellows and
heat-blackened anvils. It looked more like a smithy than the sort of place
where fine workmanship could be performed. But Skender was to be
surprised on many points. Not only was the quartermaster astonishingly
skilful at the most delicate of tasks — his blunt fingers cradling instruments
that looked as though they might snap at the slightest touch — but he did so
with a sure and certain knowledge of the Change.

The first thing the quartermaster did when they reached his workshop
was lay the wing on a broad table and stretch it out to its full extent. It
unfurled with a soft sigh. Five metres across and three long at its deepest
point, tapering to slender points at either trailing edge, it didn’t look strong
enough to hold a person, but the harness of soft leather straps and clasps
was clearly designed to do so.

The quartermaster then ran his hand along a line of tuning forks
hanging from the wall, ranging from the minuscule to one as large as his
forearm. Making a selection from the smaller end, he tapped it against the
table and placed its base on the nose of the wing. Two slightly different
notes sang softly through the workshop, crystalline in their dissonance.

‘A little flat,” observed Chu.



‘Not good,’ said the quartermaster, wrinkling his broad face as he
concentrated on the fading tones. His words were clipped and to the point.
‘Structural damage. You've been careless.’

‘I know,” she admitted. There was no attempt to bluster her way out of
the situation. ‘It's a mistake | won’'t make again.’

The guartermaster nodded. ‘I can fix her.’
‘Thank the Goddess. How long?’
‘Five hours. | will need your help.’

‘You've got it.” Chu glanced at Skender. ‘My friend here is Skender
Van Haasteren. He’s a Stone Mage, if that’'s of any use.’

‘'m not —

She shushed him as the quartermaster’s surprisingly small eyes
studied his face. He felt as though he was being appraised by a walking
mountain.

‘Van Haasteren, eh?’ The quartermaster nodded. ‘It doesn’t matter.
Stone and air don’t mix.’

‘That’s what | think,” he said, ‘but no one else seems to agree.’

‘He’ll be the pilot,” said Chu, clearly unhappy at having to admit such a
thing. ‘I'm just going for the ride.’

‘He’d better stay, then.” The blunt head nodded. ‘Watch. Learn. Don'’t
interfere.” The quartermaster turned back to Chu. ‘Wash your hands and
we’ll begin.’

She did as she was told without question. Skender took a seat on an
empty bench, from where he watched the quartermaster’s dexterous
fingers move over the wing’s injuries, testing the wounds and determining
the best means of repairing them. Skender couldn’t tell what was going on
half the time. The quartermaster employed a unique mix of drawn and sung
charms: the former were applied with a series of bizarre-looking tools; the
latter he hummed as he worked. The gently exotic melodies tugged at
Skender’s concentration and made his thoughts drift. Rhythms drifted in
and out of synchrony with his heartbeat. He felt dizzy, then sleepy, then
anxious and on edge.



He was on the fringe of powerful yet subtle Change-working — which
did not involve, he was relieved to note, bloodletting of any kind. Before his
eyes the torn fabric healed, the damaged struts straightened. Chu took off
her jacket and attended the quartermaster’s every wish as morning became
noon, and noon became afternoon. She never complained of hunger or
fatigue while being ordered to hold down firmly here, to prise apart there.
She was obedient in complete defiance of her character — or so it seemed
to Skender. Only as he watched for some time did he realise that her
behaviour was in fact perfectly consistent with her love of flying. This was
the means by which she would get back into the air. She wasn’t going to
make it any harder for herself than it had to be.

Her smooth hands moved from place to place with the grace of birds.
She brushed her hair back behind her ears and wiped sweat from her eyes.
She was as lithe as an acrobat and as wiry as a camel trainer. He had never
met anyone like her before. The Goddess only knew what she thought of
him, but he was trying not to worry about that. It was too distracting.

Time passed and Skender’s eyes drifted closed. He dreamed that he
was being sewn into a giant seagull costume with translucent, dragonfly
wings. But his arms were tied to his sides so he couldn’t reach the controls,
and when he tried to explain the problem he found that he couldn’t open his
mouth. The bird suit became a coffin, a stone sarcophagus with a
tight-fitting lid. The lid swung shut as his mother and father tipped it over the
cliff. Then he was falling and falling and he didn’'t know when he was going
to hit the ground ...

He was woken by the crash. The pain came an instant later. He had
slumped off the bench and toppled to the floor.

‘Ow!" He sat up, rubbing his head.

‘When you’re done catching up on your z's,’ said Chu, ‘I need a hand
here.’

He clambered gracelessly to his feet. His eyes were as thick and
heavy as his thoughts.

‘How long was | —7?’
‘Irrelevant. Come hold this.” She waved him closer and placed his

hands under the left wing. He cradled it as gently as he could while she
peered along the leading edge.



‘You snore,” she observed in an aside.
‘I do not.’

‘Are you calling me a liar? And stop wobbling. I'm trying to make sure
it's straight.’

Skender’s face felt as red as an overripe apple. ‘Where’s the
guartermaster?’

‘He went to get some straps to finish the harness.’

‘You mean ..." He cast his eye along the wing. All the rents were
mended; all the struts curved just right. ‘So fast.’

‘The Magister isn’t paying him for his time. She’s paying him for his
knowledge — and that’s substantial. What he can do in a day would take
anyone else weeks to accomplish.” She shrugged. ‘Luckily for us, the major
charms hadn’t dissipated yet and the bulk of the structure was sound. If I'd
left her too much longer, she would’'ve needed a complete refit.’

Chu ran a loving hand along the smooth top of the wing. It gleamed
under her fingertips. ‘It's good to see her whole again.’

The quartermaster returned and attached a second harness to the
first. Even repaired, the wing didn’t seem strong enough to support one
person, let alone two people in tandem. But the quartermaster insisted.

‘“Two at least, Change willing.” He washed his giant hands in a bucket
of water and splashed the grime from his face. Droplets trickled into his
eyes unheeded. They stared at Skender with something like regret. “You
will fly. It's up to you for how long.’

‘You told me to watch,” Skender told him. ‘Watch and learn. Was there
anything | missed that’s particularly important?’

‘It's all important,” the quartermaster said, folding up the wing so they
could carry it again, ‘but the most important is to know what it takes to undo
mistakes. Crash her again and even | might not be able to fix her. She’ll be
ugly junk, fit for nothing. So take care, young Stone Mage. Listen to your
friend, and to your heart. And fly well.’

It was a surprisingly long speech for someone who had barely



spoken a dozen words in sequence before now. His rough sincerity moved
Skender sufficiently that, for once, he didn’t object to the persistence of
Chu’s shameless exaggeration of his rank.

‘I'll try,” he said.

‘We’'ll bloody well do better than that,” Chu said. ‘Come on. Don’t wait
for him to give us the bill. Let’s get out of here and up into the sky.’

The quartermaster turned to the next wing awaiting repair. He didn’t
watch them work their way to the door. Only at the last moment did Skender
briefly glance around and notice that the quartermaster’s left leg terminated
In a wooden prosthetic.

When he raised the matter with Chu as they were lugging the wing up
the long, winding staircase to the launching platforms, she nodded grimly.

‘| don't know exactly what happened,’ she said, ‘but he lost it in the
accident that ruined his wing. He’s been grounded ever since.’

‘Couldn’t he just fix the wing, or build a new one?’

‘He could’ve yes, but there wasn’'t much point. Not without his leg.’

‘Why not? Wouldn't it make more sense to fly when you're crippled,
not less?’ He pictured the quartermaster soaring through the clouds,
unencumbered by one less of his heavy, muscled limbs.

‘It doesn’'t work like that,” she said again. ‘You'll see.’

‘Not by crashing and losing a leg, | hope.’

‘No. Here’s hoping, anyway.’

* k k%

It seemed to take them hours to reach the top. The stairs were steep and
they took turns at being fore or aft to preserve their backs. Rest stops
came with increasing frequency. Only as they neared the end of the
stairwell did Chu explain that there was another way to get there, one
involving counterweights and pulleys that took no more energy than
crossing a room.

‘So why are we bothering with all this? Why nearly kill ourselves when



it's not necessary?’

‘| think it's necessary. Consider it an initiation. You need to be acutely
aware of how high you are before you take off. Otherwise you might get
careless. | want you nice and primed before | put my life in your hands.’

‘| thought it was the other way around.’

‘You're the one with the licence, stone-boy.’
‘But you'll be doing the actual flying, right?’

‘It doesn’t work like that,” she said a third time.

He felt like a kite on a line, tugged and jerked about by her slim hand.
‘Isn’t it about time you told me how it does work?’

‘Much easier to show than tell. Be patient. We’'ll be there soon.’

He didn’t clarify the point that he wasn’t so much impatient as terrified.
It seemed a perfectly appropriate response to his situation.

Fading sunlight greeted them when they reached the top. He
staggered out of the stairwell and put his end of the wing down on the
ground to catch his breath. They were standing at the rear of the uppermost
platform, looking south. To his left, nightfall turned the sky orange over a
forest of spires, chimneys and onion-shaped roofs. Observatory Tower
out-reached all of them, giving the skyline a focus and the flyers a ready
point of reference. Silhouetted against the sunset were a number of gliding
shapes as miners returned to the city from the Divide, sweeping in to land
on their level or one of the others below. The air was full of the sound of
voices, the rattle of wings, and the clatter of thin, hook-like tools with which
he assumed they snatched prizes from the Divide floor.

‘It's going to be dark soon,’ he said, feeling the wind stiffen around
him.

‘The best time to fly.” Chu secured the straps of her uniform. ‘Less
traffic’

‘We won’t see much.’

‘That’s not our intention, this first time. It's just a practice run.
Tomorrow we do the real work.’



If we're still alive, Skender thought. Marginally rested, he bent down
to pick up his end. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

She punched him on the shoulder. ‘Not exactly the spirit I'm looking
for, but it'll do.’

Together they carried their awkward burden to a clear area of the
platform well away from the other flyers. There the two of them unfurled the
wing and made sure everything was secure. Chu checked the repaired
struts and fussed with the harnesses. As the sky grew darker, her
adjustments became progressively finer until he could barely see what
changes she was making.

‘Well, well,” said a voice from behind him. ‘This is an unexpected
development.’

Skender let go of the wing and turned to see a leather-clad flyer
standing nearby. He was a full head taller than Skender and elegantly
muscled with it. His blue uniform hugged his body, except where it hung
open down his chest, revealing an extensive network of angular black
tattoos crisscrossing his skin. His hands were also tattooed, as was his
face behind the beginnings of a reddish beard. Skender had rarely seen
such extensive work, even on the most charm-mad Stone Mages. His eyes
were a deep, impenetrable black.

Chu looked up from her work, then glanced pointedly back down.
‘What do you want, Kazzo?’

‘Nothing, Chu. I'm just concerned for your wellbeing. The last time you
went flying, you ended up impersonating a drowned cat being pulled out of
a reservoir. Looks like you've landed on your feet. Does this mean you're
back for good?’

‘Only so long as it takes me to get out of your face.’

Kazzo laughed. ‘Perhaps you should try the mountains, if you're
looking for easier nests. Do send us a clutch of eggs when you get there.’

‘You need them that badly, do you?’
‘That’s not what Liris says.’

Skender could only see Chu'’s face in profile, but the effect Kazzo’s



remark had on her was pronounced. She froze in mid-movement and her
jaw muscles worked.

‘| think you should leave her alone,’ said Skender, hearing the words
as they came out of his mouth but not believing he was actually saying
them.

‘You're a long way from home, stone-boy,’ said Kazzo with a scornful
glance. ‘What you think isn’t relevant.’

Skender had seen Kazzo's type plenty of times, but had yet to find a
good way to deal with them. Standing up to them would only start a fight,
while backing down would set a dangerous precedent, one the bully would
call on every time they met.

Skender wiped his hands on his robes and didn’t look away.

‘That's Stone Mage to you, Kazzo Niclais,’” he said.

The tall miner performed a barely perceptible double take. Skender
could practically hear the cogs turning as Kazzo considered calling his bluff.
Laure might be a long way from the deeper deserts, but a Mage was not
someone to lock horns with lightly. The Interior possessed considerable
political weight even where the Change was weakest.

A young woman on the far side of the platform called Kazzo’s name.
The tall miner broke their stare and flashed a diffident wave at her. Skender
wondered if he saw a hint of relief in his eyes.

‘Yes, well,” Kazzo drawled, ‘I'll leave you two lovebirds to get better
acquainted. You won’t have long before the ground takes you. Better make
it count.’

He swaggered away, affecting utter unconcern. Skender let out the
breath he was holding and wiped a hand across his forehead. Lovebirds?

Then Chu was standing next to him, watching Kazzo's retreating back.
‘| can fight my own battles,’ she said, ‘but thank you, anyway.’

He looked at her, and was surprised to see something very much like
tears in her eyes.

‘You're welcome,’ he said.



‘Whatever. Now, come here,” she said, tugging him to the far side of
the wing. ‘The waiting is finally over.’

She forced him to stand still while she raised the wing into position at
his back. As the leather straps of the harness fastened over his shoulders
and around his waist, he was dismayed at the thought of his own weight.
How he and the wing — and Chu — were supposed to stay aloft for even a
second was beyond him. He felt tired and irritated. And very, very heavy.

Some things are simply more important, his father had said. Finding
his mother was more important than his fear, he told himself. Even if he
died trying.

They didn’t talk about Kazzo. They didn’t talk at all.

When the harness was in place, she stepped back to look at him.
With a water bottle tied around his neck he felt like a very ugly moth. The
wing extended in a rigid sheet behind his back, vanishing to the periphery of
his vision when he looked directly forward. His arms hung at his sides. He
had expected them to be lashed to the underside of the wing in a
grotesque parody of bird-flight, but he was spared that indignity. As
promised, his robes were firmly strapped where they wouldn’t get in the
way. A cool breeze trickled up his left leg.

‘Remarkable,” she said. ‘“You look almost convincing.” Someone
whistled from the far side of the platform. Laughter smattered. ‘Ignore
those idiots. Here’s where you find out why | can’t fly you in this wing.” She
reached into her back pocket and produced the envelope she had stashed
there. ‘This is your licence. Only you can use it.’

‘What difference does it make whose name is on the piece of paper?’

‘It's not just paper.” Chu pulled the papers out, selected one, and put
the others back in her pocket. She held up the one she had kept so he
could see. It was black, not white, and looked more like cured hide than
paper. ‘This is what matters. The rest is just bureaucracy. Hold still.’

She came closer and pulled the neck of his robe wide. He tried not to
flinch, realising then how naive he’'d been. Flying wasn't as simple as
sticking on a wing and jumping into the air. If it was, people would be doing
it whenever and wherever they felt like it. They would be launching in droves
from the stone windowsills and verandahs of the Keep, swooping like
eagles among his home’s stony crags.



He turned his face away as she pressed the black sheet to his chest.
It was cool and moist against his skin. A tingle of the Change rushed
through his veins. Chu stared fixedly at him, at whatever transformation
began in him.

The tingling became stronger. He felt as though ants with red-hot feet
were crawling out of his chest and spreading across the rest of his body,
burning him where they passed. His muscles tensed. Breath hissed
between his teeth. Chu gripped his shoulders and held him steady. He
couldn’t make his arms work properly to hold her in return.

One glimpse of his hands told him what was happening. Sinuous
black lines spread down both wrists, wriggling and twisting like streamers in
a gale. They crossed and re-crossed on his palms, coiled around his
fingers, flexed like mathematical grids on his knuckles.

Something black slid across his vision, snuffing out the world. He
cried out at the sudden blindness, giving in to a subtle, insidious terror: that
he had been too trusting; that Chu meant him ill; that his mother would be
lost because he was trapped in a malevolent web that he had willingly
walked into. He cursed himself for letting the yadachi take blood from him
so easily. Surely he could have found another way into the city. Who knew
what dreadful hex they had placed on him as a result?

Then Chu’s breath was in his ear. ‘Relax,” she whispered. ‘Almost
there.’

Despite his doubts, he believed her. Whatever she had done to him,
it had to be for a reason. She needed him to fly in order to get her licence
back, and he certainly wouldn’t be able to fly without eyes. That meant his
blindness was temporary. All he had to do was wait it out and see what the
charm left him with — what new ability he would have that would make flying
a possibility.

He concentrated on the smell of her — rich and feminine and earthy
— and counted his heartbeats as the manifold lines wrapped themselves
around him.

Forty-two. Forty-three. Forty-four ...

When his eyes cleared, he could see the wind.

* k k%



The Tracker

‘Warden and Mage have ever been at odds. Their
natures demand it. Sea pounds at stone, wearing
it down, while fire boils water, dissolving it in air.
The alchemical war is as old as the world,
as old as the elements themselves.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, EXEGESIS 15:7
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here’s only one way to catch the Homunculus,” Habryn Kail said, unfolding a
map on the dirt and pinning it flat with rocks at each corner. ‘Following it
won't work. Get much closer than we already have, and we’ll be caught in
the same trap that killed our buses. We have to get in front of it — and we
have to do it right, this time. No splitting up; no hedging our bets. We have
to be completely committed to the attempt or we might as well give up and
go home.’

Sal watched the reactions of the wardens to this bald declaration. The
ring of dirty faces, lit from below by the glowing mirrors, watched the tall
tracker in exhausted silence. The emptiness of the Broken Lands was a
fitting accompaniment to the grimness of Kail’s opinion.

‘I haven't the strength to argue with you,’ said Warden Marmion. His
eyes were sunken. What hair remained on his head hung limp and greasy.
‘What do you suggest we do?’

‘We prepare a trap. Something that doesn’t rely on the Change to
spring or stay shut. Something it won’t anticipate.’

‘Do you have anything in mind?’
‘I have an idea. It depends on where we set the trap, though.’

‘You have some thoughts in that regard, too, | presume.’



‘I do.” Kail took a stub of pencil lead and drew a line on the map from
the Haunted City across the Strand. ‘This is the path the thing is following.
We know it hasn’t deviated more than a few degrees throughout its journey.
| feel confident in assuming that it won’t change its habits in the near future.
| propose, therefore, that we can make a guess at its ultimate destination.
There or nearby | hope to take it by surprise.’

Sal leaned over the map, the better to see what the tracker was
driving at. The bold straight line of the Homunculus’s path sliced across
empty landscape until it crossed the old road they themselves had followed
from Moombin. They had been far enough behind it to avoid the effect of its
wake, otherwise they might have suffered the same fate as Banner and the
others. Their paths crossed again when he, Shilly and Tom had turned north
on the approach to the Broken Lands, and they would have crossed again
had not Banner waved them down.

Projected ahead, the line exited the Broken Lands and continued over
vacant countryside until it hit the Divide. The Divide zigged and zagged
from west to east like a lightning bolt through earth, unmistakable for
anything natural. The Homunculus’s path struck the great rent just west of a
sharp one hundred and thirty degree bend. Marked on the map, on the
northern flank of the bend, was a small dot. There was nothing else for
hundreds of kilometres in any direction.

‘What’s that?’ asked Shilly, leaning on Sal to point at the dot.
‘According to the map,’ said Kall, ‘it's a city called Laure.’
‘Never heard of it.’

‘I have, but I've not been there. It has an ill reputation.’

‘For what?’

‘Isolationism. And other things.’

‘And you think that’s where it's headed?’ asked Marmion before Sal
could press for more information.

‘Its path is too direct to be a coincidence.’ Kail looked down at him.
‘Whether it's going there of its own accord or following some obscure
directive from Highson, that doesn’t concern us. As long as we know where
it's going, we can make an effort to head it off on this side of the Divide.’



Sal felt eyes turn to him, perhaps waiting for him to elaborate on his
father's motives. He was unable to. Highson and he had exchanged not a
single word for five years. His father’s state of mind was as unknown to him
now as it had always been.

‘That sounds like a plan,’ he said.

‘A plan that hinges on our ability to travel,’ said Marmion, turning to
Banner.

‘The damage is fixed, for the most part,” the Engineer said, her face
smudged with grease. ‘We’re recharging the reservoirs from Tom’s buggy.
That shouldn’t take long — an hour or so at the most. We'll have enough to
get to Laure.’

Tom agreed with a nod.

‘Good.” Marmion stood for a moment with his hand on his chin,
considering the map. ‘I don't really see that we have much choice but to try.
Get us ready to roll as soon as the buses are charged. Habryn and | will
work out the details of the trap as we go.’

‘Can we call ahead?’ asked Shilly, leaning on her cane to Marmion’s
right. “There might be someone in Laure who can help us.’

‘Wrong side of the Divide,’ said the Warden, dismissing the
suggestion without giving it even a second thought. ‘We’re on our own out
here.’

Sal opened his mouth to protest.
‘Yes?’ said Marmion, noticing the movement.

A moment’s reconsideration convinced Sal that there was no point
arguing. From Marmion’s point of view, they were on their own. The
ideological divide between the Strand and the Interior was as deep and
wide as the actual Divide. Wars had been fought over it — and people like
Lodo and Sal had been exiled or worse for defying it. It was simpler
sometimes to go with the flow, even if that meant ignoring a potential
source of aid.

‘Would you like us to be part of this?’ he asked instead.

‘I assume you will be, whether | want you to or not.” Marmion’s



expression was unreadable. ‘Don’t worry. I'll call on you when you're
needed.’

‘Gee,’ said Shilly, ‘it's nice to be appreciated.’

Marmion didn’t respond. ‘Tom, Banner, you know what to do. The rest
of us will make sure we’re packed and ready to go in one hour.” He turned
away.

‘Do you believe this guy?’ Shilly muttered to Sal as the group
dispersed.

‘I don’'t have any choice.’” Sal put an arm around her and sighed. The
closed-mind attitude of the Sky Warden brought back familiar frustrations:
from the outside, a school of thought might appear to be an immovable
mountain, but its very inflexibility meant it could evaporate into thin air if
challenged the right way. From the inside it looked like there was no
outside.

‘I suppose we could just cut ahead and get to Laure ahead of them,’
he said.

She looked up at him. ‘Is that what you want to do?’

‘Well, it would give us a chance to get Highson away before Marmion
finds him. That might be his only chance.’

‘But...?’

‘But if we get tangled up with the Homunculus, we might make things
worse for everyone. Whatever it wants in Laure, we have only one chance
to stop it. Do you know how we can do that? | don’t. Unless Marmion comes
up with a plan we really hate, | think our best bet is to stick with him for now.’

‘It's Kail I'll be listening to,” Shilly said, poking a hole in the dirt with the
tip of her cane and tipping a small stone into it.

Sal watched the tall tracker as he moved from vehicle to vehicle,
checking supplies and testing ropes. The buses rested on six chunky tyres
with a low centre of gravity and looked hardy enough to weather any sort of
terrain; battered black paintwork suggested they were frequently required
to. The other Wardens cleaned up the remains of a hasty meal and stowed
their utensils with the rest of their equipment. Tom was already busy under
the frame of one of the buses, scribbling charms and making arcane



mechanical adjustments. Sal could sense the flow of the Change through
the engines as a strange buzzing underneath the rhythmic thudding of their
many parts. Although Sal had once known how to strip and clean the engine
of his adopted father’s buggy, he lacked the real mastery of an Engineer.
He could tell the buses weren’t working properly, but he had no idea how to
fix them.

Shilly stepped closer to Sal and embraced him. He relished her
warmth in the chill of a desert night. “You told me | was bossy, once. | hope
you don’t think I'm as bad as Marmion.’

Sal kissed the crown of her head, where her hair was darkest. ‘If | did,
| would've left you at home.’

‘And hated every moment of it.” She smiled up at him. ‘I know you,
Sayed. You'd have blown someone up by now, if | wasn't here.’

‘That's still a possibility.” The remark came out less wittily than he had
intended it. Being around Sky Wardens again, put him on edge.
Cooperating with them went against every instinct in his body.

You'd better truly need help, Highson Sparre, he thought as they
walked back to the buggy, or there’ll be a reckoning between us.

* k% %

As they waited for the Sky Wardens to be ready, Shilly and Sal had little to
do. Shilly rested her leg on the back seat of the buggy and closed her
eyes.

She felt Sal withdraw from her as he sat in the buggy’s front
passenger seat. His posture didn’t change, but his mind had gone
elsewhere. She sensed him looking for his father through the Change,
reaching out beyond the Broken Lands and across the open countryside;
looking for the man who had not just given him life, but had also given him a
chance to live that life in freedom. She wished she could help him, but she
didn’t know Highson well enough to have a hope of finding him. Looking for
an unfamiliar mind in an unfamiliar place was like searching for a sliver of
soap in a murky bath with gloved hands. She was more likely to find a rock
that looked like him, or a lizard that smelled like him, than she was to find
the real thing. Possessing a biological connection to Highson, only Sal had
a chance.

He sagged after half an hour, giving up the quest. He was as tired as



she was; as all of them were. The thought of setting off in rapid pursuit at
any moment made her feel wearier than ever.

A shadow fell over her, blotting out the stars. She looked up at the
towering silhouette of Habryn Kail.

‘I'd like a quiet word with you two,’ he said, ‘and I’'m guessing you can
spare the time.’

She sat up. ‘Sure.’ Sal turned as Kail folded his elongated frame into
the seat next to Shilly. The buggy shifted on its suspension under his
weight. His long, craggy face was close to Shilly and she was surprised by
the smoothness of his skin. She had expected him to be as weathered as
Aunty Merinda, whose face looked like a pear that had been left in the sun
too long. Kail's face was a well-worn but well-oiled boot, flexible and far
from infirm.

His eyes were violet, a colour she had never seen before.
‘Where we’re headed,’ he said, ‘it's dangerous.’
‘We know,’ said Shilly. ‘We’re still going.’

He raised a hand. It looked as long as her forearm. ‘I'm not trying to
talk you out of it. Having you along, Sal, is only going to make things easier
when we do find Highson, since he won'’t be so likely to run if he knows
you're with us. | want to talk to you about something else — about the
Homunculus, and what's inside it.’

‘Do you have any idea what it is?’ Sal asked.

Kail shrugged, his broad, bony shoulders lifting under his cotton shirt.
‘I'm keeping my mind open on that one. As you should, too. All we really
know is that it's heading for Laure and it can somehow neutralise the
Change. In forty years of patrolling the Divide, I've seen a lot of things.
Some of them have names; others defy any attempt to define them. While |
can't say I've seen anything quite so driven as this, | have encountered
creatures that ate the Change as easily as we’d breathe air.’

‘Golems,’ said Shilly, thinking of the horrors she had seen in the
Haunted City.

‘Yes, and others. They’ll take any charm you cast and twist it back on
you like a snake. Or they’ll suck you dry and make merry with what'’s left. |



don’t, he said, leaning forward for emphasis, ‘want to see either thing
happen to you two.’

‘You don’t have to worry about us,” she said. ‘We've learned that
lesson the hard way.’

‘I mean it,’ Kail said, looking mainly at Sal. ‘No matter what danger
your father appears to be in, | don’t want you throwing your weight around.
That might only make it stronger. Understand?’

Sal was grim-faced. ‘“You can trust us.’

‘Good.’ Kail sat back. ‘I do believe you. | just think it needs to be
reiterated, and Marmion is too chickenshit to do it himself. Like, if he
ignores what happened to Lodo, it'll all just go away.’

A strange sensation swept through Shilly at the mention of her
mentor’s name. Five years ago, she had thought Lodo dead when he
summoned an earthquake to help them escape the Alcaide, but the effort
had only emptied his body. The creature that had taken Lodo over had later
perished with it, dragged down into death by the last vestiges of Lodo’s will.
He had died in her arms on the beach at Fundelry, and lay buried there still.

‘You know about Lodo?’ she asked, her heart racing.
‘Of course.’
‘Did you know him?’

Kail smiled. It didn’t sit comfortably on his rugged features, but the
emotion behind it was pure. ‘I wish | could say | had. He was quite notorious
in his day. | was in my final year of the Novitiate and not doing quite as
brilliantly as I'd hoped when he defected to the Interior. He provided a
welcome distraction from my own problems.’

Shilly hid her disappointment. The only thing Kail and Lodo had in
common was their age. Even if they had been the best of friends, that didn’t
mean he would owe her any loyalty or friendship.

But she couldn’t help that momentary twinge of hope. Her parents had
abandoned her as a toddler, unable to cope with a brief flash of talent she
had displayed before it burned out forever. She didn’t remember them or
know their names. She had, therefore, no family apart from Sal. Any
connection to her past, even if it was second-hand, through Lodo, was



something to treasure.

‘He was unique,’ said Sal, ‘and he didn’t deserve what happened to
him. We’'ll be careful.’

But Kail's eyes were on her, now.

‘Did Lodo ever talk about his past?’ he asked.

‘No,” she said. ‘It only came out when Sal arrived in Fundelry.’
‘What about family?’

She shook her head.

‘Lodo had an older sister,’” Kail said, ‘and his sister had a son. | can
tell by the look on your face that you're not aware of this.’

‘A sister?’ Her mind momentarily baulked at the revelation. ‘A son?’

‘They spurned him for casting shame upon the family, for being
different. They behaved stupidly and heartlessly, without a doubt.’

‘What happened to them? Where are they now?’

‘These days, Lodo’s nephew likes to think he’s leading this
expedition. There are, however, plenty who disagree.’

Shilly twisted in her seat to stare at Marmion. The balding warden was
berating one of the younger Wardens for knocking over a box of supplies.
She looked back at Kail, unable to suppress a stunned gape, and shook
her head in denial.

‘Marmion?’ hissed Sal.

‘Is a hapless peacock who would rather die than admit any disloyalty
to the Alcaide. Look all you like, but | doubt you'll see any family
resemblance.’

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘You don’t have to, and I'd rather you didn’t tell anyone | told you this,’
Kail nodded sagely at Shilly, ‘but | thought you ought to know, all the same.’



She just stared at him as he eased himself out of his seat and loped
away.

* k% *

They barely had time to assimilate the information Kail had given them
when Marmion whistled and announced that the Wardens were ready to
move. Tom and Banner had recharged the buses and added a barrage of
protective charms in the hope of preventing a recurrence of the breakdown.
Shilly stared at the balding Warden as he issued orders. Sal could tell that
she was confused.

He wasn't sure what he thought either. Marmion owed them no
allegiance or enmity, regardless of how he was related to Lodo. But the
existence of a blood connection did change things, if only in the way they
perceived him. That he had failed to bring it up suggested that he didn’t
want to acknowledge it. Where did that leave Shilly, who wanted to know
more about the man who had raised her? Should she ignore her new
knowledge, or ignore Marmion’s obvious, if unstated, wishes?

Tom returned to take the wheel of the buggy with Banner in tow.

‘I'm riding with you three again,’ she said, swinging a small satchel into
the back seat, ‘if that's okay with you.’

Shilly made room for the Warden next to her. ‘No worries.” Her tone
was wooden.

Tom started the engine and awaited further instructions.

Marmion sauntered over. ‘You'll be our vanguard,” he told them.
‘You're smaller and more mobile, so you can scout ahead.’

They were also expendable, Sal thought. If the Homunculus’s wake
was still powerful enough to affect them, the Wardens would lose little.

‘At the next junction,” Marmion went on, ‘just before the end of the
Broken Lands, take the left turn, north. Head westward off the road when
you see the lights of Laure across the Divide. There’ll be no chance of
encountering the Homunculus on the way, since we’ll be looping around
from the east. Should it change course or do anything else unexpected,
don’t tackle it head-on. Let us overtake and deal with it. Understood?’

Tom and Banner nodded. Sal refused to commit himself. Shilly stared



at the man as though trying to peel back his face and expose the
connection to Lodo beneath.

Unaware of her scrutiny, Marmion hurried back to his bus and took the
forward passenger seat. Habryn Kail sat behind the wheel of the second
bus. At a signal, Tom dropped the buggy into gear and they trundled out of
the hollow, back to the road.

The dirt surface showed no sign of either Homunculus or Highson
Sparre. The only disturbances were skid marks where the Sky Wardens’
buses had come to a sudden, dead halt in the Homunculus’s wake. Sal held
his breath as the buggy crossed that point, but either the wake had
dissipated or Tom’s new charms successfully repelled it. The engine didn’t
miss a beat.

Sal sank back into his seat as Tom accelerated through the Broken
Lands. They were back on track, hunting Highson Sparre and the creature
he had created. That was a good thing, but still not easy. Driving through the
Broken Lands was difficult enough in the day; at night it could be deadly.
Tom seemed to manage well enough, but Sal still felt a duty to be vigilant
too, watching out for potholes, cracks across the road, or odd patches of
colour that might indicate sink-sand and other hazards. Having now joined
the quest to find Highson, the last thing he wanted was to be left behind with
a broken axle.

Shilly slept, or pretended to. Banner’s restless eyes took in the
scenery, while the wind flattened her curly hair. Sal wished he could sleep,
but apart from keeping Tom company, he also felt off-balance and ill at
ease. They were rushing headlong to a collision with so many unknowns he
could barely keep track of them all. He rotated Shilly’s stick in his hands,
finding comfort in its familiar textures.

‘What do you know about Laure?’ he asked Tom.

His friend shrugged. ‘A lot of artefacts come from the city. It's a great
source of Ruin fragments and old machine parts. The people who live there
scour the Divide and trade what they find for salt, coffee, spices, and so
on.’

‘| thought the Divide was dangerous.’
‘It is, and there’s no bridge across like there is at Tintenbar and the

Lookout. Trade isn't, therefore, as commonplace as we’d like. That keeps
the prices high.’



‘Do you think that's what the Homunculus is heading for, then?
Something they found in the Divide?’

Warden Banner joined the discussion. ‘There was some talk a few
weeks back of a major expedition in the area, but word hasn’t come through
of what they found.’

‘Maybe they disturbed something,” Sal speculated, ‘and it's connected
somehow to the Homunculus.’

‘Or to your father. Anything is possible,’” she said.
‘What did Kail mean when he said the town has an ill reputation?’

Banner hesitated. ‘I've heard of Laure,” she said over the engine
noise, ‘but until last week | couldn’t have pointed to it on a map. It was
certainly somewhere | never wanted to go. Like a lot of border towns, it has
to deal with things we can’t imagine. Finding a safe way to explore the
Divide is just part of it. People can be very resourceful when things like
water and food are in short supply.’

‘What are you hinting at?’ he pressed.

‘Laure is ruled by Woodworkers,” she said, bluntly. *““Yadachi” they call
themselves. Unlike Mages and Wardens, they use the energy in blood to
keep the city alive, and they take a Tithe annually from every citizen and
every visitor on entry to make sure they have enough. They’re not vampires
and they don't kill people. But the method is — distasteful.’

Sal stared at her for a long moment, wondering if she was being
serious. Her expression left him in no doubt. ‘Why do people put up with it?’

‘They don’t have any choice, Sal. These are the borderlands.
Everyone is weak here, so far from stone and sea. Don't you feel it? Are
you really so immune?’

He knew what she was asking, but didn’t know how to answer. The
Change radiated from living things and flowed through the landscape.
Some places possessed more background potential than others, and
those particularly rich in the Change were frequently tapped into by
practitioners living nearby. Different reservoirs had different flavours, and
just as with food, people sometimes preferred one flavour to another. He
himself had a natural tendency towards the teaching of the Stone Mages.



Only a natural wildness and half a decade of study had taught him to see
reliably beyond those inclinations.

This knowledge is more important than it sounds, Lodo had told
him, an age ago. In it lies understanding of the great rift that divides the
Stone Mages and the Sky Wardens. It explains why the Strand and the
Interior are the way they are — and why, even though skirmishes are
common between both nations, one has never succeeded in taking over
the other.

We can’t use each other’s reservoirs. It's that simple, at the base of
it. The Stone Mages draw forth the background potential from bedrock
and store it in fire. Sky Wardens, on the other hand, weave into the air
what they take from the sea. The sea, in short, is their reservoir. It may
not obey their will, but it is theirs nonetheless. They can tap into it and
read its humours; when they bathe in it they absorb some of its vitality;
and when they die, they are cast back into it, to sink slowly into its
depths and become one with the water again.

The further Banner was from the coast, the less potential she could
access. On the northern side of the Divide, should she go that far, she
would be powerless. The same would happen to a Stone Mage removed
from the bedrock bones of the deep desert. The Divide marked the furthest
extents of both Strand and Interior. The political reach of each country was
therefore sharply delineated by the alchemical powers employed by their
rulers — and that was partly why, Sal was sure, Marmion didn’t want to call
ahead to Laure for help.

But these were just conventions, conveniences, even contrivances.
Sal had taught himself to follow his own instincts, and he had seen what
both Wardens and Mages could do if they had to, no matter how far from
home they were. Shorn Behenna, the Sky Warden sent to capture him
when he had escaped from the Syndic the first time, had been stripped of
his rank for using the Change on the wrong side of the Divide. The last Sal
had heard, he had been heading for the Interior with Mawson — the man’kin
that Sal had set free from bondage to Sal’'s family — and Kemp, the albino
bully who had helped them in the Haunted City.

The bloodworkers, the yadachi, were another alternative, another
system of thought, albeit one that made him feel slightly squeamish.

Banner was watching him, waiting for an answer, her round, brown
face more curious than hostile.



‘Lodo taught me,’ he said, ‘that eventually the Change comes from
one single source, no matter who'’s using it. Wardens and Mages have their
differences, yes, but those differences are irrelevant. Someone who
doesn’t buy into either method of using the Change won’t be limited by
them. So no, | don’t feel any different here than | would on the coast or in
the desert, because | don’t think the same way as you.’

Banner nodded. ‘I've heard of wild talents and what they can do. They
flare up and die out fast, breaking all the rules. And I'd heard of you, of
course. It just seems so strange. | mean, water and stone are complete
opposites. They can’t be the same thing.’

‘So where does blood fit in? It's all in the way you’re taught. If two
people speak different languages, the words they use to describe the world
can be very different. They won’t understand each other, even if they're
talking about the same thing. But the physical world remains the same.
Language doesn't alter it. Why should it be otherwise with the Change?’

‘Because the Change connects us to the world. It's not just a way of
talking to each other. It binds us, shapes us, just as we bind and shape it in
turn.’

‘We also bind ourselves. If you could look past your training and see
the world as | do, you'd be free, too.’

‘I don'’t feel trapped.’ His choice of words clearly unnerved her. ‘Do
you think of me as trapped?’

‘I know you can only live on this side of the Divide. There’s half a
world beyond it that you're not likely to see, because of what you believe. |
don’t know if that's the same thing as being trapped, exactly, but it's
definitely a shame.’

Banner absorbed that for a while, frown lines creasing the skin
between her eyebrows. She was clearly becoming keen to change the
subject from Laure and its rulers and her own, perhaps fallacious,
assumptions.

‘What’s the most beautiful thing you saw in the Interior?’ she asked.
‘The most beautiful thing ..." He thought about it. ‘There was so much.

The lights of Ulum; sunset over the mountains; the Nine Stars at midnight. It
was all incredible. But you know what? Places aren’t important. That's the



problem with what you Sky Wardens have been taught — and the Stone
Mages, too. Places are irrelevant to the Change. It's us who matter — us
and the people around us — the inhabitants of the world that the Change
makes possible. That's what we should concentrate on connecting with.
And in those terms, the most beautiful thing | saw in the Interior is the same
as the most beautiful thing | saw in the Strand. And it's not Os, the bone
ship, or the glass towers of the Haunted City. It's not even the Change
itself.’

‘I know what it is,” said Tom, breaking unexpectedly into the
conversation. ‘I know who itis.’

Sal glanced rearward at Shilly. Her eyes were open, watching him with
liquid intensity.

‘It should be pretty obvious,” he said, ‘although | managed to miss the
point for a depressingly long time.’

She laughed softly and shifted to a more comfortable position, half
slumped against the side of the buggy. ‘Very smooth,’ she said, closing her
eyes again.

Sal felt a familiar warmth spread through him as he turned to Banner.
‘I don’t care if | never travel again. As long as Shilly is with me, the Change
Is everywhere around me. Wouldn’t you rather feel that way than be tied to
an ocean, far away?’

Banner was smiling. ‘You make a convincing argument, Sal,” she said,
‘when you put it like that.’

He tilted his head to look at her sideways. ‘I'm not trying to convince
anyone. You just asked, and | told you.’

Banner sat back into her seat. ‘That’s the best sort of argument.”’
‘No,” he said. ‘The best is when you don’t have to ask at all.’

They hit the open road and accelerated north for Laure.

* Kk k%

The Wind



‘Flight is not for the faint-hearted. Or the heavy.’
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kender gaped in wonder at a sight he had never imagined. He felt as though
a blindfold had been removed from his eyes. All the wealth of the visible
world lay before him. Bulbous plumes of hot air rose from the sun-warmed
buildings, expanding and overlapping as they hit cooler layers high above
the city. Complicated eddies swirled around towers, forming knots and
tangles. Directly off the edge of the platform, a strong plane of wind swept
up and to his right. He could see, now, how miners coming in to land angled
their wings to take advantage of that steady stream. Beyond them, vast
edifices of air rose and fell in waves over the disrupted geography of the
Divide. The earth itself seemed to be breathing.

‘You see it?’ said Chu into his ear.
‘Goddess, yes. | see it

‘Good.’ She pulled away for a moment, then turned her back to him.
‘Let me strap myself in. You're going to be my eyes. We're going to fly
together.’

He torc his mind away from the magnificent vistas before him to
concentrate on her words. The harness jingled as she slid into it and
pressed tightly against him. The arrangement felt cramped and clumsy on
the ground, and he wasn’t so sure it would be any better in the air. They
would be awkward compared to the other miners, who sliced through and
skipped across the wind like stones on water.

But they didn’t need to be graceful. All they needed was to remain
airborne. For the first time he began to see how that might be possible.

‘We give the winds names here,’ she said. ‘There’s the Smoker from
the north in summer, and the Twister that comes down the Divide late
autumn. The Cocoa Express is brown with dust, while the Braid is cool and
sweet. The one running by this tower at sunset is called the Red Lifter.” She
fastened the last strap across her chest. ‘Right. I'm ready. Which way is the



Red Lifter heading?’
Skender pointed.

‘We need to find a thermal that'll take us up above the city. It'll look
like a big mushroom. Once we get up there, we can work out what to do
next.’

‘I understand.” And he did. He could see the necessity for elevation
as clearly as he understood the need for paths and roads on the ground.
Thinking in terms of up and down as well as forward and back, left and right,
now felt as natural as breathing. The licence had made him a creature of
the sky more surely than had merely strapping a wing to his back.

The Change-rich fabric that would support them in the air flexed
organically as they shuffled to the edge of the platform. He spared no
thought for the ground below, or for the other miners watching, hooting their
derision. His attention was firmly focused on the wind. The sky was no
longer a void. It was full of potential. He was a fish yearning to swim in the
ocean. He was going home.

‘Are you ready?’ she asked.
He nodded.
‘Hold me.’

His arms slipped around her waist. Every muscle in his body tensed,
ready, and she was no less poised. He felt her balance shift slightly, leaning
outwards in a way that would have panicked him just a few moments eatrlier.
Her knees bent.

They jumped, and the Red Lifter caught them.

With a cracking sound, the wing snapped taut, filled with air. The
harness wrenched at him, digging deeply into his heavy, earth-yearning
flesh. Downward the ground pulled them; he could feel its power clearly,
even though the streets below were hidden in shadow. For one dizzying
moment, the world became a spinning kaleidoscope of buildings and
rooftops; Observatory Tower pierced the sky like a dagger. The platform
blotted out the stars and threatened to swat them from the air.

Chu wrenched her horizontal body to the right, shifting their combined
centre of gravity. He felt the wing instantly respond, shifting to a new tack.



He and Chu didn’t plummet to their deaths. They were, for the moment,
holding their own.

The wind broke around them, trailing streamers and short-lived
vortexes behind his legs. He ignored the details and concentrated on the
flow.

‘Up there!’” He let go of her long enough to point to her right, then
grabbed back on. Just below the leading edge of the wing was a strong
up-welling of air. He could see its edges roiling powerfully against the clear
night sky. The crimson sunset was fading fast, but he didn’t need light to
see the wind. His awareness of it came through entirely new senses.

With his eyes he saw red glowstones on every building roof and
tower, visible only from above: navigation lights to ward off those in the air.

He didn’t stop to sightsee any further than that. The scenery was
relevant only if it came too close. Chu shifted, swinging them in a new
direction. He kept the bulk of his attention on the noise and feel of the wing.

‘Are you all right?’ Chu asked him, her words barely audible over the
wind rattling around them.

‘I'm fine.’

‘Are you sure? You're hanging on very tight. Here.” She took his arm
and folded it diagonally across her chest, so his right hand was in her left
armpit. ‘Hold me like this and let go with the other hand, so you can point.
Does that feel better?’

He was, for a brief moment, completely distracted by the sensation of
her body against his. Her breasts were soft under his arm and her hair
whipped into his face. Her head angled back into him. Their eyes just met.

Then the world dropped out from under them, and they were tumbling
downward.

‘Which way?’ she cried, twisting the wing’s control surfaces wildly in
an attempt to check their descent.

‘There!” He pointed at the nearest thermal. ‘No — that way.’ A bigger
one lurked just around the corner of a clock tower. ‘Can we make it?’

‘We can try.” She dipped their nose and used gravity to accelerate



them into the hot up-welling. His body seemed to hang heavier in the
harness as the wing lifted them upward, curling in tight circles in order to
maximise their lift.

Their joint effort began to pay off. Slowly and not always surely, they
crept higher over the city. The navigational glowstones grew fainter. The
lights of taverns and homes took on a hazy, distant feel.

Another miner circled them, watching their progress with some
concern.

‘We’re okay!” Chu yelled, waving. ‘Don’t worry about us!

The other miner dipped her wing in acknowledgment and descended
gracefully to the landing platforms.

Circling within the thermal became a familiar chore. He found that he
had time to look around. Stars appeared in the eastern sky over a land still
hot from the day. Buoyant air formed a substantial cladding over the earth,
and he knew that he could have flown indefinitely in any direction he chose.
The wing thrilled through the air, its charms humming and crackling. When
they reached the top of the thermal and circled lazily at the summit of the
sky, he felt confident enough to let go of Chu and spread his arms.

Air rushed between his fingers, stealing their heat. But the cold didn’t
concern him. The wind rattled in the wing and rushed up the inside of his
robe. They were rocketing to the edge of the world. He gave himself
completely to the experience, and whooped for the joy of it.

He was flying!

‘So,’ said Chu over her shoulder, ‘was it worth the effort?’

‘Yes!’

‘You know, | hope, that you're getting off lightly. At the moment, I'm
doing all the work. If we're going to keep this up, you’ll have to help out.’

He sobered. ‘Of course. Show me how.’
“Try shifting your weight from side to side. See what happens. Don’t

worry about making a mistake. We're relatively safe up here. Unless we
come out the side of the thermal, there’s not much you can do wrong.’



He nodded and took a grip on the straps leading to the wing’s control
surfaces. Shifting his body from the way it wanted naturally to hang, flat in
the harness, was surprisingly difficult. Giving up on subtlety, he wrenched
himself violently to the left. The wing instantly banked to the right. He swung
awkwardly, trying to regain control. Momentum and gravity warred over him,
and he lost.

Chu tipped them onto a level heading with a gentle nudge.
‘It's not as easy as it looks,’ she said. ‘Is it?’

He agreed wholeheartedly. It was as hard as rock climbing for a
beginner. ‘You make it look easy.’

‘Thanks to a lot of practice. Try moving just part of you, rather than all
of you at once — a leg, your upper body, your arms. Get the feel of the
wing and work with it rather than against it. It's a partnership, like you and
me. If we’re working against each other, we won't get anywhere. You can't
make the wing do what you tell it to. You have to make it want to do it.’

He could appreciate what she was saying, but putting it into practice
was difficult. The wing wobbled from side to side as he experimented with
moving his weight around. He found it very difficult to maintain an even keel;
the slightest nudge sent them angling left or right, up or down, and the odds
of over-correcting were high. It was better, he soon discovered, to give in to
the non-linear nature of flight and allow the wing to travel in graceful curves.
Straight lines were strictly for the ground.

Before long, his muscles begged for a respite from the strain of
tugging backwards and forwards, over and over again. Not a single limb
was spared, and he could see why missing a leg might hamper the
quartermaster’s ability to fly, and why strength was an advantage.

Finally he managed a complete circuit of the top of the thermal
without losing control. That was a long way from attaining mastery over the
wing — and the thought of landing already worried him — but it was
progress.

‘Tired yet?’ Chu asked him.

‘Yes, but | don’t want to stop.’

‘Good. Let me take over for a bit and you can rest. All you’ll have to
do is tell me where the wind is going.’



He sagged gratefully into her, breathing heavily. ‘Where are we
going?’

‘Over the Divide.’

A chill deeper than the wind swept through him. ‘I thought we weren’t
going to do that until later.’

‘| said we wouldn’t do any real searching until tomorrow. It won't hurt
us to make a quick pass, just so you know what it takes.’

He nodded, hiding his nervousness. A fall would be fatal no matter
where they came down, in the city or in the Divide. The thought wasn’t
terribly comforting, but it did put things in perspective.

He studied the flows of the wind. ‘There’s a current over there,’ he
said, pointing with his free hand. ‘Catch it and it'll take us halfway.’

‘Excellent.” Her spine flexed under him, and the wing responded
smoothly, tilting steadily nose-upward. ‘Hold on tight. You're about to see
some real flying.’

She flexed again and the nose came down. The wing surged forward
as though released from a cage. Skender clung to Chu with both hands and
hoped for the best.

* k k%

They dropped out of the thermal with a lurch. Chu banked hard and fast,
skidding through the air with consummate skill even though she couldn’t
‘see’ it. Moments of free fall alternated with sudden jolts upward. Skender
swung back and forth like a rag doll in a dog’s mouth. He concentrated on
the city far below, studying the layout of its streets and the angular shapes
of its roofs and towers, not thinking at all about the solid stone, bricks and
mortar waiting for them should they make a mistake.

The navigation lights looked like stars reflected in a still, red-tinged
lake. Their distribution was uneven, forming odd constellations, matching
none in the sky. Skender thought he saw the road they had followed the
previous night to the Magister’'s chambers, but everything looked different
from above. The usual landmarks — windows, doors, street signs, graffiti
— were invisible. He couldn’t decide if the city looked bigger or smaller.
Certainly he had never been able to see it from end to end while inside it,



so his appreciation of it had been confined to those few areas he had
visited. Above, he could see every tower and building, from the smallest to
the very large. There was no avoiding the vast mass of industry and
humanity it contained. Only one section was dark, a bulging triangle far away
from the bustle of the New City; he recognised it as the boneyard, the
chimney-like structure in which the bodies of Laurean dead went for
disposal. Birds fed on the flesh before it desiccated completely, leaving
anonymous, sun-bleached skeletons behind. He was heatrtily glad the sun
had set.

Gradually he became aware of a severe chord cutting into the city:
they were flying over the Wall protecting the inhabitants of Laure from the
Divide. The Wall curved gently inward, like a dam. Beyond it was nothing
but darkness. That, in a way, was worse than the many lethal details of the
city. There was no way to tell what lay beneath them. All manner of creature
could be slithering across the distant ground, waving sharp-tipped limbs at
them.

He pointed Chu towards another steady stream. The wind seemed
colder over the Divide, and moved more quickly, as if in a hurry to distance
itself from the wounded earth. Turbulence became commonplace. Skender
hugged Chu more tightly, for comfort as well as warmth, and she didn’t
object.

‘It's eerie out here, isn't it?’ Her voice was just loud enough to hear
over the snatching wind. The city was a blur behind them, the only source of
light for many kilometres. He wondered what it would be like to fly without
any sort of navigation at all. On a moonless night, he wondered, it might be
possible to fly right into the ground without realising.

His only reassurance was the wind, which he could still sense through
the licence’s charms. Its restless flow warned of sudden disturbances. He
was reasonably certain they wouldn’t crash into the far side of the Divide
without fair warning.

‘Have you ever done this before?’ he asked. ‘Flown out here on your
own at night?’

She shook her head, sending a gentle vibration through the wing. ‘Too
scared.’

That simple admission made him feel a little better. ‘And there’s not
much point, | guess. It's not as if you can see anything.’



‘There are ghostlights out here sometimes,’ she said. ‘Occasionally, if
they come too close to the Wall, someone’s sent out to check. Usually
older, more experienced flyers, or one of the heavy lifters with a Survey
crew aboard. One mission brought back a man’kin in the shape of a giant
gargoyle; chained, of course. It had lost a wing and couldn’t speak. They
tried to fix it, but it fell apart, and the bits were laid down in Slaughter
Square. Some say that if you go there at night you can hear the pieces
whispering to each other.’

‘What's Slaughter Square?’ he asked, ignoring for the moment the
iImage of a man’kin with wings.

‘You haven'’t been there? I'll have to take you. It's a charming place.
Centuries ago, a disease killed hundreds of people. The only way to stop it
was to Kill the sick and their families and the rodents who spread the
disease. Once a year there’s a festival celebrating the Year of the Plague.
Rats and mice are killed and left on every street corner; their blood is
poured in Slaughter Square. It's very charming. We get lots of tourists.’

‘You're joking, right?’

‘Only about the tourists. If you stick around long enough, you'll be the
first.’

Skender had no intention of staying in Laure any longer than he had
to. Once he found his mother, he could go home and return to his ordinary
life. But when he tried to remind Chu of that, the words caught in his throat.

You haven’'t been there? I'll have to take you.

Had she just asked him out on a date?

Before he could respond, she pointed into the deep darkness away
from the city.

‘Look. There’s something.’

He craned past her, sending the wing wobbling from side to side.
‘Where?’

‘There.” She pointed again. ‘See it?’

Their flight levelled out. He peered into the darkness, squinting but
unable at first to make out any detail.



Then, at the very limit of his vision, he saw a light.

‘Yes, got it now,’ he said. ‘Any idea what it's coming from?’

‘None at all. Want to check it out?’

‘Uh — The night was impenetrable in that direction, the Divide gaped
wide, and the cold had seeped into his bones. Only the front of him, where

Chu’s body gave him protection, retained any heat at all.

He thought of his mother and what it must be like to be in the Divide at
night, alone.

‘Okay,’” he said, ‘but we're not stopping unless we absolutely have to.’
‘Goddess, no. | may be reckless, but I'm not an idiot.’

He searched the sky for an appropriate stream. ‘Bring us up a bit,
then across that way.’ He indicated a heading slightly to the right of the light.
‘There’s a nice strong current running through there.’

She glided them along the correct trajectory. He felt the stream grab
them and pull them forward. Skender had never been swimming, but he had
read about it in books. When writers talked about being swept up in
powerful currents, he imagined it would feel something like this, with the pit
of his stomach suddenly hollowing and all control wrested from him.

Chu sniffed. ‘I know this wind. It's called the Dark Bellows; it flows
along the Divide from the mountains. Can you smell the trees?’

He took a lungful but could smell nothing but her. ‘It's good,’ he said.

She sniffed again, tilting her head back until it bumped his. ‘There’s
something else on the wind. A new stink. Man’kin, | think,” she mused.
‘They’re out late.’

‘I can’t smell them. Could they be behind the light?’

‘No. Look at our heading. The light isn’t in the Divide, it's on the far
side.’

He peered over his shoulder to get a fix on the city glow — now a
less-than-brilliant haze far behind them. Looking forward again, he could



see that she was absolutely right. The Divide floor was obviously a very
long way beneath them. The light she had spotted was only just below their
height.

‘Where’s the Aad?’ he asked, worried they might be heading to
Laure’s ill-favoured, haunted half.

“To our left, a kilometre or two away.’
‘You're sure?’

‘Absolutely. The only thing out there,’” she said, pointing directly ahead
of them, ‘is dirt and scrub.’

‘Not any more.” The light was faint but not an illusion; more yellow than
a star and too fine to be a fire. As they flew closer, it resolved into two
lights, not just one. They were spaced evenly apart and seemed to be
moving, rocking from side to side.

‘What is that?’ she asked. ‘Some sort of vehicle?’

‘That's what it looks like.” Skender pictured a-buggy or truck bouncing
across uneven ground with headlights on.

‘Could it be your mother?”’

He shook his head. ‘She travelled by camel. And even if she hadn't,
how would she get up here?’

‘There’s an old road cut into the side of the Divide not far from here.
It's steep but not impassable.’

He watched the lights moving nearer, curious about their origin. They
probably belonged to an isolated traveller whose presence had nothing to
do with him and his mission, but they still piqued his interest. Why would
someone be driving so close to the Divide in the middle of the night?
Where man’kin, dust devils and ghostlights walked, worse creatures no
doubt followed.

They flew directly over the vehicle, too high up to make out any details
but close enough to see that it was a buggy large enough for four people.
An additional two sets of lights glimmered to the south: more vehicles out
on a midnight journey.



Then the wing caught a rising gust from the edge of the Divide and
they banked sharply around, losing forward momentum. Skender mentally
kicked himself for neglecting his duties as wind-watcher. He reminded
himself that staying aloft was much more important than the identity of the
people in the vehicle below.

‘Take us left and down,’ he said. ‘We can pick up speed and head
back, if you want.’

‘Getting tired?’ she asked.

He didn’t bother lying. “You better believe it. It's been a long day.’

‘And we’ve got a longer one tomorrow.” She reached over her
shoulder to pat his face. ‘All right. I'll take pity on you. Back we go for a
nightcap, then some shut-eye.’

‘A quick nightcap,’ he said.

‘Sure. That seems to be all you can handle.’

She chortled to herself as they glided silently over the buggy, far
below.

* k% %

The Father

‘Humanity is a fearful species. For every fear we
know, it is said, there are a dozen monsters who
prey on it — and all of them, at some point or
other, have called the Divide home.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, EXEGESIS 17:7

S

hilly stirred in her sleep, dimly aware of the buggy bouncing over rough
ground, its engine growling and rhythmic through the seat’s thin cushioning.



The dream had her in its grip and wouldn'’t let her go.

She was standing in a wide expanse of yellow sand, a vast basin that
seemed perfectly flat at first, but was in fact rising up around her. She felt
like a grain of wheat in a vast, empty silo. The sand began moving, shifting
and tumbling as though blown by a breeze. The breeze grew steadily
stronger, sweeping in circles like the currents of a willy-willy. Sand danced
higher and higher, then rose in a funnel, getting in her eyes and nose. She
felt the ground being sucked out from under her feet, giving her the
impression that she was sinking. Blinking and coughing, she crouched
down and put her arms over her head.

Then a clear space opened around her. Thinking the maelstrom of
sand had eased, she opened her eyes and peered out between her
fingers. She huddled in the calm centre of the whirlwind, surrounded by
rushing sand. The funnel extended upwards in a sinuous cylinder, flexing
and writhing as it vanished into darkness far above her head. She stood
slowly, incrementally, ready to bunch up again if the vortex collapsed.

It didn’t. The sand-laden wind hissed at her like a thousand snakes
and kept its distance.

When she reached her full height, she realised that she wasn'’t
standing on sand any more. Under her feet was stone as black as the
summit of the storm. It felt rough and warm against her soles, fresh from
the heart of a volcano. There were three lines carved on it, deep gouges
she could have stuck her thumb into, had she a mind to. The lines formed a
triangle as wide across as her outstretched arms. She stood in the exact
centre.

The eye of the storm widened and the sand retreated with it. More
lines appeared, forming interlocking symbols of fiendish complexity. The
wind picked up in volume and lightning flashed overhead. Thunder boomed
so loudly it hurt. She swung her head from side to side, trying to memorise
the pattern hidden under the sand. To her left was a series of spirals that
interwove and overlapped to form an eye-bending illusion full of sharp
angles and multiple intersections; to her right an infinite variety of rectangles
somehow combined to form circles and sweeping curves. She despaired,
knowing she couldn’t possibly hold all of that in her mind at once. She
wasn’'t Skender. She needed more time!

Time is running out, said a woman'’s voice. Her own voice, but
withered and dry as if from the throat of an ancient crone. Do it now, or not
at all.



It's too much.

You have to!

But | can't!

Shilly fully woke with a jerk. The sound of the storm became the
sound of the buggy’s engine. For a long moment she was disoriented.
Rough ground sent her rocking from side to side. The stars were brilliant,
barely dimmed by the moon. She stared up at them as she tried to gather
herself, the cool air in her eyes evaporating the last shreds of sleep.

Something black and crescent-shaped slid in front of the moon.

She gasped and sat upright, pointing. ‘What the Goddess is that?’

Sal, behind the wheel of the buggy, slammed on the brakes. ‘What?
Where?”’

Shilly stabbed at the sky, following the black shape with difficulty
across the starscape. ‘Up there! Something flying!

‘Where?’ Warden Banner climbed onto her knees on the front
passenger seat. Her eyes swept the sky. ‘| can’t see it.’

‘There!’

Tom, slumped over on the buggy’s rear seat, made a clumsy attempt
to sit up. ‘What?’

The blackness of the sky confounded her. For a moment, she saw it
again, silhouetted perfectly against the starscape. Then it disappeared and
she couldn’t find it.

‘A bird?’ asked Sal. ‘An owl, perhaps, or a bat?’

‘No,’ she said, ‘its shape was all wrong. Bigger.’

‘Are you certain of that?’ Banner was looking at her. ‘Where is it now?’

‘I — I don’t know,’ she said, turning her head in increasing arcs. ‘It
really was there. | swear it.’



But even as she said the words, she realised how they sounded. She
slumped back into her seat.

‘You were asleep,’ the warden said, touching her arm reassuringly.
‘You were dreaming.’

‘I was dreaming, yes, but that was about sand and a voice, or
something. But then | woke up and | saw — that.” She gesticulated
helplessly. If they hadn’t seen it themselves, she would never be able to
convince them. In their shoes, she would have thought the same. ‘Hell,
maybe | did dream it.’

‘No,’ said Sal. ‘There is something there.” His eyes were closed; she
could feel him searching the sky with senses other than sight. The engine
chugged patiently in neutral. ‘Something ...” He opened his eyes and
looked at Shilly, then Banner. ‘It's going away. | don’t know what it was, but |
think we should wait here for the others to catch up. Just in case.’

Banner didn’'t argue. ‘Whatever you say. How close are we to the
Divide now?’

‘Very,” said Sal. ‘We would have had to stop soon anyway.’

‘Is it the Homunculus?’ Shilly asked, feeling nervous in the empty,
cold night.

‘I don’t know.” He reached diagonally across the buggy to grip her
arm. ‘But | think we’re safe. Are you sure you're feeling all right?’

His warm hand and the concern in his voice soothed her somewhat.
‘I'll be better when this is over and done with. Can you feel Highson
nearby?’

Sal shook his head. ‘Not even faintly.’

‘That’s either a good sign,’” she said, standing up to stretch her legs,
‘or it’s not.” She stuck out her tongue to take the sting off the sarcasm. ‘If
we're stopping, I’'m going to find a bush.’

‘Don’t wander too far,” warned Banner.

‘I won'’t,” she said, thinking with a frisson of fear how awful it would be

to take one step in the wrong direction and topple into the Divide. Sal
returned her stick with a worried look. Parched pebbles crunched crisply



underfoot as she stepped out of the buggy and hurried into the darkness,
keeping one eye on the sky as she went.

* k% *

The headlights of the search party glowed over the southern hills. While
they waited for the others to catch up, Tom checked the engine and
chassis to make sure the buggy had weathered the rough journey intact.
Sal, feeling restless, unfastened the second headlight and swept its beam
across the barren landscape. The light was firm and steady, sending back
tiny, gleaming reflections. Chips of quartz, Sal assumed, or the eyes of
desert-dwelling wolf spiders. He walked a short distance away from the
buggy, and stopped to take his bearings.

The road they had been following had kinked northeast two kilometres
earlier. Rather than head in that direction, they had aimed west for the
Divide across country, in accordance with Marmion’s instructions. How far
they were from reaching the edge of the Divide, Sal didn’t know, and he
was curious to find out.

No one protested at his leaving the buggy, so he turned and kept
walking. Whatever it was Shilly had seen, the last vestiges of it were long
gone. He felt completely safe in the darkness with the light to guide him. He
kept the beam moving, covering every direction ahead of him. The
landscape was blasted and flat. If the Homunculus had somehow gotten in
front of them and was lying in wait for him, it was either invisible or coloured
exactly like dirt.

He walked in a straight line until the ground ahead of him fell away
sharply. He slowed and checked his footing more thoroughly. How steep
the drop-off was, he couldn’t tell. There was no point taking unnecessary
risks. Still, he approached as close as he dared to the edge of the Divide
and played the beam of light out into the darkness, imagining that he could
see the distant oval it cast on the ground far below. It probably wasn’t a
good idea, advertising their presence like that, but he was keen to see their
destination. As it was, the only thing visible was the faint glowing smudge of
Laure, far away, like dawn on a dead land, almost directly north. He thought
of blood and the yadachi. Banner’s statement that they weren’t vampires
held little currency in the blackness of night.

‘It doesn’t seem to worry you,’ said the warden from behind him.

He jumped at the sound of her voice, then laughed at the fright she
had given him. He had been conscious of what lay ahead and to either side



but he hadn’t been paying attention to what was behind him.
‘Goddess, you startled me.’

‘| guess that sets me straight,” she said with a small laugh. ‘It worries
me, too. When | was a girl, my mother used to tell me that the desert mice
near the Divide never died. They’d live on and on, jealously guarding their
territory, until they were so withered they looked like tumbleweeds. They
haunted their territory for eternity, scratching and biting anyone who
trespassed. She said that people couldn’t live near the Divide for the sound
of the mice clicking their teeth at night and scratching at the door to get in.’
She looked around her and shuddered. ‘I know it's probably nonsense but
part of me will always be the little girl she told that story to. It kept me awake
in bed every time a branch tapped at the window.’

‘And now here we are.’

‘Yes. Here | am.’

Sal turned back to the apparently endless gulf before them. The night
was silent and still, but somehow he could bear the emptiness of the
Divide. There was no echo at all.

‘| travelled a lot with my father,” he said, ‘when we were on the run
from the Syndic. We spent most of our time in the borderlands, going from
town to town, although we never came this far east. The Divide was always
close. Dad told me that it's like a brown snake: if you leave it alone, it won't
harm you.’

Banner looked puzzled. ‘You did this with Highson? | had no idea.’

‘Not Highson. The man who raised me as a father.” The man who
loved me and taught me, he thought, and who died for me in Fundelry.
Remember him?

‘Ah, yes, of course.” She nodded. ‘Dafis Hrvati. | never knew him.’

Sal forced down his acrimony. She didn’t deserve it-

‘Let’s go back,” she said as a horn honked behind them.

Sal looked over his shoulder and saw the two Sky Warden buses pull
up to the buggy. Their headlights cast long, insectile beams through the



dusty air. Sal raised the glowstone in his hand and flashed it at them. He
could just make out Shilly in the buggy, waving back.

Marmion was pacing between the two buses when they returned,
iIssuing orders and overseeing the unloading of their materiel from the
covered rear trays. Kail stood to one side with his arms folded and eyes
closed, as immobile as a statue. Tasting the night, Sal thought.

Shilly’s expression was vexed. ‘See if you can find out what's going
on,” she said. ‘Marmion won't talk to me.’

Sal strode up to the Warden and confronted him. ‘What can we do to
help?’

‘Nothing,” Marmion replied. ‘You're not trained for this. Just keep your
heads down and let us do our job.’

Sal spoke softly so his threat wouldn’t be overheard, but loud enough
that it couldn’t be ignored. ‘You’ll make us part of this or I'll yell so hard
every Stone Mage and yadachi for five hundred kilometres will come
running.’

Marmion looked at him with cold and calculating eyes. ‘We’re building
hides,’ he grated. ‘Camouflage shelters. Between us we can cover two
kilometres of the edge. Kail thinks that will be enough. You and Shilly can
take the northern end, if it'll make you feel better.’

‘It will. If we see the Homunculus, what do we do?’

‘You'll let us know and we’ll handle it. The same if you see your father
first. Understood?’

It sounded a flimsy plan to Sal, but he didn’t want to push any harder.
He nodded. ‘If you show us how to erect the hides, we can help with that.’

‘I'd rather you stay here for now, to watch the buses. Tom says Shilly
saw something. | don’t want to take any chances on losing our only way
home. Will you do that?’

Sal nodded again. That made sense, despite his conviction that the
thing Shilly had seen was long gone.

‘Good. Then let me get on with my work.” Marmion turned away and
went back to yelling orders. Sky Wardens scurried around him, building



piles of yellow tarpaulins and frames. Sal watched them for a moment,
feeling impotent, then went back to sit with the buggy.

* k% *

The Wardens worked into the night. Shilly was glad that she hadn’t been
called on to help. Her leg wouldn’t have lasted long under the burdens
Marmion’s lackeys hurried off with. No one was entirely sure how far ahead
of the Homunculus they were, but the lights were dimmed to prevent giving
away their location. It wasn’t possible to dim them entirely — they needed
the light to work by — but Kail hoped the creature would assume any faint
glow belonged to Laure, if it caught sight of them.

Shilly marvelled at the complete ignorance of the Wardens as they
laid their strange trap. The thing inside the Homunculus could have been
blind for all they knew. It might have smelled or heard them already, from
kilometres away, and altered course to miss them completely. But she
could appreciate the position they were in. They had been charged to catch
a thing they knew nothing about — not even its shape — before it killed
anyone else, and they would do that to the best of their abilities. What
would happen if it evaded them again she didn’t know. Would Marmion be
as desperate as Shorn Behenna had been, years ago? Would he cross the
Divide and enter the Interior just to follow orders?

She couldn’t tell. Lodo’s nephew kept himself carefully at a distance
from her and Sal, and she didn’t push anything. It wasn’t the dismissal of
her that bothered her most. It was the dismissal of Lodo, the man who had
been Marmion’s mother’s brother. Wasn’t Marmion interested at all in his
uncle’s life since he had been exiled from the Haunted City? In his death?
In the years in between? She couldn’t imagine not wanting to know about
the fate of a family member. She didn’t know how Sal and Highson had
stayed sane the last five years, knowing each other was out there,
somewhere, and doing nothing about it.

The only time Marmion spoke to her was when he came to assign
them their hide. After a brief explanation of how the pieces went together,
he told them that they had been allocated a position almost a kilometre
away.

‘So, if you carry the canvas and struts to that location and —'

‘We’ll take the buggy,” Sal interrupted him, ‘and Tom.’

Marmion was obviously tempted to force the issue, but let it go. ‘We



have a cover for the buggy. You'll need to take that, too. | want you out of
sight before dawn. If you see or hear anything suspicious before then, use
this.” He handed Tom a small glass sphere. ‘You'll find flares bundled up in
the canvas as well. Either way, we’ll come running.’

They nodded their understanding. Tom gave Shilly the sphere for
safekeeping and helped Sal load the collapsed hide into the back of the
buggy. Kail looked up from his examination of a chart as the engine caught,
and saluted farewell. With a slight spin of their wheels, they headed off into
the night, heading northwards parallel to the Divide.

‘I don’t suppose you've dreamed what’s going to happen,’ she said to
Tom.

The young Engineer shook his head. ‘Something about this place
looks familiar, but | don’t know why. | think I'm seeing it from the wrong
angle.’

‘From Laure, perhaps?’ asked Sal.
‘No. From above. | think | was flying in the dream.’

‘I'm usually flying in my dreams,’ said Shilly. ‘Except when I'm falling.
And just lately it's been nothing but sand, sand, sand.’

‘| still dream of drowning,’ said Sal.
‘Sometimes,’ said Tom with a shrug, ‘a dream is just a dream.’

By the dimmed light, the route was difficult to make out. Tom drove
slowly, skirting wide cracks that led to their left into the depths of the giant
canyon. They passed four hides in various stages of assembly. More than
one warden was sleeping while the others worked on the construction of
the hides, intending to swap roles later.

Tom kept a close eye on the odometer. When they reached the
required distance, they chose a hollow in which- to park the buggy. Shilly
tied the canvas over the Buggy while Sal and Tom worked on the hide’s
framework.

The night was cold and quiet. With the black emptiness of the Divide
at her back, seeming to watch her, and the memory of the mysterious black
crescent in the sky still strong in her mind, she worked as quickly as her stiff
leg would allow.



With barely an hour left before dawn, their hide was ready. Tom took
both headlights off the buggy and turned them down to mere glimmers. The
three of them assumed crouched positions behind the low, dirt-coloured
shield and settled back to wait. They were right on the lip of the
escarpment, tucked behind the first of several rough steps leading down to
a very long fall. The chances of taking a tumble were small, but Shilly was
acutely aware of the drop so close at hand. Whether she would feel better
or worse at dawn, with the awesome expanse of the Divide revealed, she
didn’t know.

‘So how does this work?’ she asked, producing the glass sphere from
her pocket. It was as wide as her palm and perfectly clear. She could see
through it without distortion.

‘You hold it like this,” said Tom, taking it from her and gripping it tightly
between both hands, one on top of the other, ‘and you twist.” He mimed the
motion. ‘All the balls will glow in response. Each of us has a unique colour.
Marmion and the others will know if we’re the ones who sound the alarm.’

‘Assuming the Change is working when we try it,’ said Sal.

‘That’s what these are for.” Tom gave the globe back to Shilly, and
picked up one of the two flares Marmion had assigned them. ‘These
couldn’t be easier. You just break the seal on one end and point it at the
sky. You might want to cover your eyes while you do it.’

Shilly was in no hurry to test the theory. ‘I don’t suppose Marmion told
you who has been assigned what colours for the spheres.’

Tom and Sal shook their heads.

‘Of course not.” She sighed and leaned against the dirt and rock. ‘He
wouldn’t want us to know who else got lucky. That would make too much
sense.’

‘| could go and ask,’ said Tom, already moving to stand up.

Sal grabbed the back of his robe before he could take a step. ‘Don’t
worry about it. I'm sure we’ll hear if something happens.’

Shilly thought of the scream Larson Maiz had let out when the
Homunculus had frightened him to death, and hoped the rest of the night
would go undisturbed.



Dawn came, daubing the world with yellow and orange hues. The Divide
gaped behind the hides, achingly ancient, scarred by the relentless
passage of time and weather. There was no sense to be found in its
geography. Deep creases pockmarked its steep sides. Strange, wandering
gullies traced almost-legible lines across its edge-most floor, where water
running down the cliff faces during monsoon rains pooled and spread. Its
heart was cracked and parched. Relentless winds carried red sand in
waves over features that could have been ruins, or just slabs of tilted,
baked clay, broken by unknown forces in the distant past. Dunes taller than
a house made their way down the centre of the great rift valley, their stately
progress measured in decades.

Heat haze made details dance crazily in the distance. Sal saw
movement everywhere he looked. He turned his back on the view,
interested in neither illusions nor the Wall and towers of Laure. He failed to
make the connection between the dots circling those towers and the thing
Shilly had seen in the night. He had more important things to consider.

If Kail was right, his real father was approaching. That possibility —
and his conversation with Banner about the Divide and the man he had
thought was his father — brought back numerous memories. He knew of
Highson’s existence and the truth about his parentage just a few weeks
before meeting the stranger who claimed him as a son. Their first
encounters had been terse and full of unspoken emotion. Sal had never
been able to see Highson as more than the focus of his loss and grief, of
his anger and frustration, until on a dark night in the Haunted City, when
every hope seemed lost, a subtle transformation took place, and Highson
Sparre suddenly became a real person.

‘You'll never win, Sal,” he had said that night. ‘You can hate me as
much as you like, but you’ll never defeat me. Do you really think you could,
with all the might of the Conclave and the Alcaide and the Strand itself
behind me?’ The words were burned into Sal’'s mind, so tightly bound up in
anger and grief that he could never possibly forget them. “You can try to
escape again if you want to, and | have no doubt you’ll find another way, in
time, with similar consequences. But you'll never truly succeed. | will always
haunt you, as long as you live. As you burn out in a blaze of something that
might have been glory but ends up stifled and turned back on itself in
frustration, you’ll remember this moment, and you’ll wish you'd listened.’

Sal’s real father had stared down at him crouched on a cobbled



street, his gut aching and his mouth burning with bile.

‘Hear me out, or die fighting me. For that is surely what will happen.
The decision is yours.’

‘All right,” Sal had said, knowing that Highson was the haunted one,
not Sal. ‘Let’s finish this. Tell me what you want me to hear and get out of
my way.’

Something like relief appeared in his real father’s face, mixed with
fear. The resemblance between them was slight, but their voices were
identical. So was their stubbornness.

‘| didn’t kill your mother. | loved her.’

‘You keep saying that —

‘Because it’s true, Sal. She was so easy to love: so beautiful, so full
of life. When she said she wanted to leave me, | was grief-stricken. I'll
admit that | didn’t know what to do. | had hoped that she would come to feel
the same about me, in time, but her betrayal made me see that this would
never happen. | couldn’t live with a woman who was in love with my friend’s
journeyman, no matter how discreetly we maintained our affairs. But how
could | let her go when her family and mine forbade the divorce?’

‘So you hunted her down when she escaped, and you dragged her off
against her will. You'’re not telling me anything | don’t already know.’

‘How do you know it was me?”’
‘What? Of course it was you!
‘But how do you know?’

‘Lodo said you led the sweep across the Strand when they first
escaped. He was there, he said, when it happened.’

‘That’s right; he was. And what else? Did Dafis tell you anything about
me?’

‘He said that you took my mother from me.’

‘Unless he actually saw me do it, how could he be so certain?’



‘What difference does it make?’

‘All the difference in the world, Sal, because it wasn't me. It was my
aunt. The Syndic’

‘S0? That's the same thing.’

‘It's not. Don’t be an idiot, Sal! Think!" Sal remembered the urgency
and hurt in Highson’s voice. It transfixed him, kept him listening when every
instinct had screamed that he was being lied to again. ‘Seirian and Dafis
loved each other, as much as | loved Seirian. | could see that clearly. They
were determined to be together despite the ruling of everyone involved.
Such defiance was destined to cause trouble. It was always going to end in
disaster, whichever way it went. | decided that | wouldn’t contribute to it. |
wouldn’t put her through hell on my account. My happiness was secondary
to hers.

‘I heard about their plan to escape. They had friends who stole a
buggy and planned to smuggle them out of the city on a supply ferry. |
aided them without them knowing, using my contacts to make sure they
weren’'t seen at either end. | helped them, Sal. | didn’t get in their way. The
search party: yes, | led that — but | had to in order to hide my complicity in
their escape. | did everything | could to lose the scent. | let them get away. |
allowed them a life together.

‘Or so | thought. That should have been the end of it. | didn’t reckon
on the power of revenge. My aunt was humiliated by the whole affair; that |
had lost the taste for politics only rubbed salt in the wound. She maintained
the chase, and she succeeded where | had deliberately failed. She
snatched Seirian from the man you call your father, and robbed you of a
mother. She brought back to me the woman | loved — the woman | had
hoped never to see again, although | longed for her with all my heart.

‘You can probably guess the rest. Returned against her will, Seirian
never believed that | willingly let her go, although | think she knew at the end
how | felt for her. Seirian’s death was a tragic accident | would happily give
anything to undo, including my own life. She died alone, with neither the
man she loved nor her child by her side. My part in that tragedy wasn't as
great as the Syndic’s, but guilt still consumes me. | am trying to atone for it
now, Sal, if you'll only let me.’

Stunned by the revelation, by the pain he saw naked before him, Sal
could only say, ‘I don’t believe you.’



‘Still? What do | have to do to convince you?’
‘If it was true, you'd let me go.’
‘Exactly.’

And he had. He had helped him and Shilly escape the Syndic and
hide in Fundelry, where they could live their lives together in peace.

‘It's stupid, | know,” Highson had said. ‘You're my chance to redeem
myself. If | can’'t — couldn’t save your mother, then | can at least save you.’

But that wasn't all his real father had told him that night. The rest of it
ached in him like a wound — like the Divide ached behind him in the vast
brown land. A part of him had never come to terms with the revelations and
rifts in his life five years earlier, and he was afraid to probe too deeply into
that torn and empty space. Who knew what had festered in there all this
time? Who knew what new surprises might emerge?

After years of solitude and a wild race across the Strand, Sal was
about to come face to face with Highson Sparre again, and with Highson’s
other dangerous creation ...

Shilly shifted into a more comfortable position beside him, her dark
skin soaking up the sunlight. At some point in the dawn light she had
doodled in the dirt a fair representation of Kail and Marmion arguing nose to
nose; Marmion’s wispy hair became a prideful comb-over and Kail’s nose
possessed a menacing angle Sal had never noticed before. Tom was
obeying orders with single-minded determination, but Shilly was clearly
bored, and Sal had quickly grown tired of staying alert. He was relying more
on the Change than his material senses to tell him if something was
approaching.

Flies stirred, bothering him only when they crawled across his mouth.
What they fed on so close to the Divide he didn’t know — or want to know
— but as long as they didn’t bite him, he could tolerate their presence. They
appeared to be the only living thing for dozens of kilometres, although Sal
knew that wasn'’t true. Even the deepest desert was full of life; sometimes
dormant, like seeds waiting to blossom into flowers after monsoonal rain,
but often as active as anywhere else. Hunters hunted; prey fled;
scavengers prowled the grey areas in between. The Change flowed
through them all.

The Change told him what he needed to know.



He felt the same as he had on the beach, only three days earlier.
Something was on its way. The earth shuddered at its step, and the air
recoiled from its skin. What it was, he didn’t know, but there was no
avoiding it — or the person accompanying it.

A nagging sense of familiarity touched him. He raised himself up onto
his elbows and peered through the slit in the hide. Low brown clouds
billowed to the northeast. A lone squiggle danced on the horizon; he
couldn’t decide if it was a dead tree warped by heat haze or someone
walking towards them across the desolate landscape.

The feeling of imminence grew stronger. He reached out to touch
Shilly, and she shivered wordlessly. She felt it too, through him. It didn’t feel
like Highson as Sal remembered him, but time had passed and the strange
Change-eating effects of the Homunculus could have interfered with his
signature. There was no one else who knew Sal for hundreds of kilometres.
It had to be him.

The anticipation became acute; he felt as though a twisting cord was
about to snap inside him. He tensed, ready to spring in any direction, and
didn’t take his eyes off the landscape.

A bird wheeled high above the stony ground, circling gracefully in the
rippling air. It caught his gaze and held it. He wished he could soar over the
earth like that. It would, he thought, certainly make looking for the
Homunculus that much easier.

When the bird suddenly twisted in mid-air and dropped like a stone,
he realised his mistake. It wasn't a bird, and it wasn't his father he had been
sensing.

With a cry of alarm, he leapt to his feet and burst out from cover.

* k k%

The Seer

‘All life is composed of three basic elements —
flesh, mind and the Change — balanced to
varying degrees and in varying ways. Humans



consist of minds that live in bodies of flesh;
golems are minds composed of the Change.
We use the Change to alter the world; golems and
other creatures use vessels of flesh to become
part of the world, to wreak their havoc and
mayhem upon us.’

MASTER WARDEN RISA ATILDE:
NOTES TOWARD A UNIFIED CURRICULUM

H

e’'d had better days, Skender thought. The previous night, after a landing he
preferred not to remember, and a shot of araq that was even worse, he and
Chu had quickly parted. There had, however, been the tiniest of hesitations
at the hostel as she left. He had frozen solid while saying goodnight,
thinking that she might be waiting for him to kiss her. And part of him had
wanted to. The exhilaration of flying together was still thrilling through him,
even in his exhausted state. His heart pounded.

But he had never kissed anyone before and didn’'t know what to do.
What if he had misjudged the moment? What if she wanted nothing more
from him than a chance to get her licence back? What if she thought he
was nothing but a geeky kid?

The moment was gone as soon as it came. She wished him sweet
dreams, inscrutable as ever, and he had kicked himself all the way upstairs
to his room.

Over the araq, Chu had extracted a promise that he would meet her at
the launch tower half an hour before dawn. Urtagh the landlord pounding on
Skender’s door at the appointed hour showed him just how much faith she
had in his promises. But that was fair enough, he thought, as he’'d been
dreaming of the Keep’s winding corridors at the time, and probably would
have slept all day given the chance. He had leapt into his clothes and run to
the tower, pausing only to wash his face and clean his teeth. His hair simply
wouldn’t flatten, no matter how he tried.

She had been waiting on the second platform with the wing extended,
looking exactly as he had last seen her, minus the bags under her eyes.
The last vestiges of sleep fell from him.



‘Do you ever wash that uniform?’
‘Are you ever on time?’

Her crotchetiness made him wonder if he’d imagined her hesitation
the previous night. ‘I presume you have the licence.’

‘Of course.” She waved the tattered-looking envelope. ‘Let’s get it on
you and into the air.’

She had showed him how to apply the charm, letting the black
skin-like sheath slide against chest and throat. It did the rest of the work,
melting onto him like chocolate into hot milk. Again he experienced a
strange blindness as the licence interfered with his normal sight. Then his
eyes had cleared and the wind had returned.

It was strange, he thought. When taking off the licence the previous
evening, it had come as a relief to see the world properly again, and
overnight he had almost forgotten what it was like to see the city and its
atmosphere as intertwined things, one wrapped around the other. As soon
as the charm took root, however, the new sense it provided felt as natural
as breathing. He was a creature of the air again.

They had strapped each other in and moved stiffly to the edge of the
platform. Skender’'s muscles ached from the previous night's exhaustion,
and the thought of more exercise wasn’t a pleasant one, but his mother was
out there somewhere, lost in the Divide, and he had to find her.

They launched in unison out into the crisp dawn light, accompanied by
a yadachi’'s wailing exhortation for rain. The winds of the morning were
turbulent and fresh. His cheeks instantly numbed in the cold, but the
growing strength of the sunlight soon thawed them. Together, with his eyes
and her skill, they negotiated the towers of the city and swooped over the
Wall into the giant canyon.

It was very different during the day. Skender couldn’t decide if the
vastness of the Divide increased or decreased with the ability to see it, and
if he was more scared or less. It was difficult to grasp the size of it. Hanging
over its jumbled middle, either side was blurry and indistinct.

‘Where do you want to start looking?’ Chu asked him, all business.

Skender hadn’t truly appreciated just how big a task he was taking on.



He could discern nothing in the ravaged landscape to indicate where his
mother might have gone.

‘The Aad,’ he said, clutching at the only clue he had. ‘You said there
were tunnels under the other half of the city. Let’s try there first. Maybe we’'ll
see some sign of their passage.’

‘Maybe.’ She tilted the wing and they tacked against a steady stream
of air to approach the Ruin from the north. The sky seemed infinite above
and around them. He was hanging over an enormous bowl! with a V-shaped
crack in it. The arms of the V diverged southwards, ahead of him, into the
hazy distance.

‘What are they?’ he asked, pointing at a white line on the very limits of
visibility.

‘The Hanging Mountains,’ she said. ‘My family came from there,
generations ago. They say people there fly all the time, gliding from tree to
tree on wings made of spider web. Balloon-cities hang tethered from the
branches, swaying in the breeze. Fog forests hide in the mist, only fully
visible at noon.’

‘Sounds amazing.’

‘Perhaps too amazing. None of it could be true. I've always wanted to
see for myself.’

‘Why haven’t you?’

‘Money, time, other stuff.” She was quiet for a moment. ‘The last
couple of years have been complicated.’

He was about to ask why when she banked sharply and took them
down lower. Taking the hint, he directed his eyes forward. The Aad, at a
distance, had none of the clear, sharp lines of Laure. There was no wall, no
concerted effort to keep the Divide at bay. Exposed on three sides, its
dome-roofed buildings and truncated streets lay open to the elements, both
natural and supernatural varieties. The outermost layers were uniformly
rundown, with walls collapsing into rubble in numerous places and great
rents in the sidewalks. At the heart of the Ruin were buildings that still
retained some of their white paint and doors that at least appeared intact. A
single, defiant watchtower, four-sided and broad, stood near the city’s
furthermost point from the Divide. Round black windows dotted its sleek
planes like flies on a stick of salt.



Skender recalled everything written about old cities in the Book of
Towers. There were only a few; most, like the Divide, had come into being
relatively late in the history of the world. The truly ancient cities — the Nine
Stars; the Haunted City; a dead city that moved of its own accord around
the Broken Lands; and two others he had glimpsed during his adventures
with Sal and Shilly — were dangerous, beautiful, Change-rich places.
Strange creatures congregated or were confined there, and to stray into
their territories was to invite disaster.

The Aad looked disreputable and had undoubtedly become home to
creatures from the Divide through the years, but it didn’t possess the same
air those ancient cities did. His gut didn’t recoil at the thought of setting foot
there. It didn’t resemble Laure, either. Laure had the benefit of continuous
habitation and a good, solid wall.

The wind billowed above the ruined buildings, piling complicated
shapes on top of an already jumbled topography. It was still too far away to
make out much detail and his eye soon wandered, studying the cracked
surface of the Divide’s heart beneath him. Tracks of many different shapes
and sizes crisscrossed in all directions. There were no obvious paths or
destinations, just the marks left by unusual feet in dirt and dried mud,
possibly years ago.

A gleam of reflected light caught the corner of his eye, and he turned
to his right to see what had cast it. The sun was piercingly bright, baking the
land under a strengthening yellow glow. Skender couldn’t immediately pin
down the source of the glint, but he did see something else strange.

‘Are they the same people we saw last night?’ he asked Chu, pointing
with his free hand at three distinct clouds trailing a small train of motorised
vehicles heading southwest from the ruined town.

‘I don't know, but if they are they’re heading in the other direction.” She
shrugged. ‘What does it matter? They can’'t be your mother’s expedition.
You said she didn’'t use buggies.’

‘I know, but —' He was about to confess to a nagging sense of
curiosity when a second glint came from the edge of the Divide.
‘Something’s going on down there,’” he said instead. ‘Take us right and up.
There’s a thermal that'll lift us higher, so we can see better.’

‘Make up your mind.” The wing dipped, then rose into the cloud of hot
air billowing up from the wasteland below.



Another glint. It originated in a shallow notch on the uppermost edge
of the canyon wall, a fair distance from where the three vehicles were
located. Again, Skender had trouble gauging the scale of what lay below.
The inside of the notch was invisible. The vehicles looked like beetles. He
couldn’t tell how many people occupied them and what else they carried.

‘When you’re quite finished gawking,’ said Chu, ‘can you tell me how
the sky looks ahead?’

‘It's fine,” he said. ‘Keep on this heading.’

‘Are you certain of that? The air is unpredictable near the edge of the
Divide. You can'’t take it for granted.’

Underscoring her words, the wing lurched a metre downwards.
‘See?’ she said.

‘You did that deliberately.’

‘l did not!’

‘Well, take us right. There’s another thermal. We’ll get some more
altitude and then we’ll be safe.’

‘| shouldn’t have to say this,” she said, ‘but the higher we go, the
harder we’ll hit the ground if we fall. Aren’t you in the least bit afraid of
heights?’

He shook his head. ‘Where | come from, you get over that sort of
thing pretty quickly. Spiders, now, are a different story.’

‘Really? Then | should tell you about the time | was cruising down to
pick up a lovely piece of flotsam on the bottom of the Divide. Just as | was
about to grab it, a huge spider dropped off the leading edge, right up there.’
She pointed to the wing just above their heads. ‘It was as big as my hand, |
swear, and must’'ve been there the whole time. The speed of my descent
dislodged it. | —

‘Enough!” He put a hand across her mouth, unable to repress a violent
shudder. “You didn’t crash and you didn’t go mad with fear. That's all | need
to know. Keep the details to yourself.’



She nipped a finger and he hastily withdrew his hand. ‘I hope you
washed that this morning.’

‘| did, for what it's worth. Laure water isn’t much better than mud.’
‘On a good day,’ she agreed.

The wing reached the top of the thermal, and they were cruising
again. Skender peered from a surprising height at the edge of the Divide as
it crept by below, feeling better now that Chu was more her old self. The
three vehicles, still moving, were now ants, and the source of the glint was
little more than a dot on the cusp of the yellow dry land. As he scanned the
edge of the escarpment, he spotted similar dots strung out in a long line at
the edge of the Divide.

‘This is getting stranger and stranger,’ he said. He explained what he
thought he could see, and she squinted for herself.

‘Either your eyesight is a lot better than mine,’ she said, ‘or your
imagination is working overtime.’

‘Perhaps we should drop lower and take a closer look,” he said.
‘I don’t know.’

‘Why not? The air is perfectly clear.’

‘You're clutching at sand,’ she said.

‘I know, but it's something. | haven’t seen much of anything else
happening around here.’

She shrugged and said, with a hint of asperity, ‘All right. You're the
one with the licence.’” Angling the wing to her left, she began a slow, lazy
spiral downward.

Skender knew that he was taking a risk, but the worst he could
imagine happening was wasting a little time. And it seemed reasonable to
him to connect the strange behaviour below with the disappearance of his
mother in the area. She herself had suggested that the artefact she sought
was valuable and that competing teams might be looking for it.

Although distracted by thoughts of camel chases and rogue
Surveyors, he was ever mindful to check the ways of the wind as they



descended. The occasional bump and jitter didn’t scare him; he was over
his early nervousness, when the slightest deviation from true had sent him
into a panic. The licence hadn’t lied yet, and it told him that the air between
the wing and the ground held no surprises.

The notches along the edge of the Divide became clearer, to the
point where people within them were now visible, lying spread-eagled on
the dirt.

‘They’re in hides,” Chu said, ‘waiting for something, or someone.’

Skender glanced northeast, at the approaching vehicles. ‘They don’t
seem to be looking the right way.’

‘Maybe they’re about to be surprised, then.’

He slitted his eyes, trying to make out what object the glints of light
came from. The people in the hides were wearing shiny decorations around
their necks.

It seemed likely that they were necklaces, although that struck him as
odd. Change-rich collars designed to protect them from prying eyes? If so,
they weren’t working very well — not from above, anyway.

A more down-to-earth possibility occurred to him. The sunlight could
be reflecting off crystal torcs. But that posed a whole new mystery. Why on
earth would a couple of dozen Sky Wardens be hiding on the very edge of
the Strand, as far away from the sea as they were allowed to go?

‘There’s someone else,’ said Chu, pointing inland.

He didn’t take her seriously until he saw the morning shadow
stretched long across the flat land. It was cast by a single person, possibly
a man, walking with steady paces over the sand, holding something in his
arms.

‘Who the Goddess is that?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

‘What’s he doing out here? What's he carrying?’

“This is weird,” said Chu. ‘Il don't like it. | think we should get out of
here.’



Skender shook his head. ‘Just a little longer.” He projected the paths
of the approaching vehicles and the walking man. They intersected not far
from the line of hidden Sky Wardens. ‘| want to see what happens.’

‘Why? It has nothing to do with us, and it could be dangerous.’
‘How? We're perfectly safe up here.’
‘My bones disagree.’

‘Your bones don’t have a licence. | do, and I'm telling you that the
winds are clear. It's smooth sailing all around here.’

‘Maybe that's what | don’t like. How can the air be so calm? We're
over open land and the sun is up. It should be like the inside of a kettle!’

‘Then we got lucky. Chu, | don’t know what’s going on, but | think we
need to find out. It probably has nothing to do with my mother, but that
doesn’'t mean it isn’t important.’

‘All | care about is my own skin.’

‘Fine,’” he snapped, ‘so remember that your skin wants to fly, and
helping me will convince the Magister to help you. Do we still have a deal or
don’'t we?’

She didn’t respond immediately. They continued in slow wide circles
over the walking man and his burden, and over the people in the hides,
descending further with every complete circuit. The figure striding with the
regularity of clockwork across the parched land was as black as anyone
Skender had ever seen. The object in his arms could have been a sack, or
a person. It was impossible to tell.

‘Okay,’ said Chu, taking a deep breath. ‘But if anything goes wrong,
I’'m going to —'

That was as far as she got before the wind emptied out of the wing
and they were suddenly falling.

Skender’s stomach leapt to his throat. He let go of Chu and clutched
at the straps for support. They were spinning, tumbling.

‘What's happening?’



‘I don’t know!” she yelled back. “You said the air was clear!

‘It is!” He tried to orient himself against the swinging horizon. He could
see no chaotic flows gripping the wing, no miniature storms or hurricanes
invisible to the naked eye. The air was as clear as it ever was.

And that, he suddenly realised, was the problem. It wasn’t just the air
around him he couldn’t see. He couldn’t see the air anywhere.

‘The charms!” he cried. ‘Something’s killed the charms!’

She looked around her, at the wing and at him. His tattoos had faded,
and so had the black marks normally adorning the wing. Her knuckles
whitened where they gripped the control straps.

‘We’re falling free!” He heard panic in her voice, barely hidden behind
an iron determination to remain in control. ‘But it's okay! | trained for this.
There are ways to ditch without getting hurt.’

‘With a passenger?”’

She didn’t waste energy answering the question. Wind whipped
around them, blinding him. No longer his ally, it was both tenuous and as
treacherous as a gale. Chu’s arms wrenched at the wing, brought their
graceless descent under a measure of control. He tried to help her, but
feared that he was only making things worse.

They were falling like stones. It struck him abruptly that they could
both die. The higher we go, the harder we’ll hit the ground. In that instant,
every other concern became insignificant: his mother, the identities of the
strangers below, what Chu’s plans were, and what she really thought of
him...

‘Hold on,” she said. Her hands yanked at the wing’s slender control
surfaces. ‘This could be rough.’

The ground ballooned in front of them. Chu threw herself backwards,
trying to bring the nose up. The wing resisted. Skender could see them
smacking hard against the ground if he didn’t do something fast, so he
wrapped both arms around her and wrenched their centre of gravity higher.
The nose jerked and skewed to the right.

‘Not the wing! she cried, kicking outwards. ‘Don’t damage the wing!



The blur of the ground resolved into dirt and stones, rocks and
stumps of trees, and then Chu’s legs were running, trying valiantly to match
their velocity. Skender covered his face with his hands, unable to do
anything more than ride it out, feeling the heat of the sun reflected off the
ground at him and the sudden lurch of impact, and hearing the awful
scraping of leather against dirt, as a landing even worse than the one the
previous night unfolded beneath him.
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‘Sal, wait!’

Shilly was three metres behind him and falling back, unable to match
his pace. His reasons for bursting from the hide and running out into the
open were a complete mystery. He was blowing their cover. Marmion was
going to skin them alive!

That this was her first concern appalled her. She cursed herself as
she tried her best to keep up with him. Behind her in the hide she had left
Tom with the glass globe and the decision whether to use it or not. She had
kept one of the flares, just in case. Not knowing what Sal had seen or
sensed in the heat-dancing landscape around her made it difficult for her to
know what to do.

Sal was running as though all the creatures of the Divide were after
him. But he wasn’t looking behind him. He was looking ahead and up.

That was when she saw it: a shape that could have been an enormous
golden swallow dropping out of the sky. It angled in from above her and to
her right. That it was the same thing she had seen the previous night,
blocking the moon, she had no doubt. It was a flying wing of some sort,
carrying two people below it. But what was it doing here and now, she
asked herself, and why was it plunging at such a steep angle into the
ground? If it hit, as it was bound to at any moment, its passengers were
certain to be killed.

It levelled out at the last moment, turning a fatal drop into something
more controlled. Lurching from left to right, it skidded across the dirt, raising
a cloud of fine, dry dust into which Sal unhesitatingly ran.

‘Sal!l’ she shouted, trying to make her stiff leg move more quickly.
‘Sal, be careful!’



He didn’t seem to hear her. Not caring about discretion any longer,
Shilly pulled the flare from her pocket and did as Tom had instructed her.
The top cracked with the sound of breaking chalk, and she held the base
well away from her face as it ignited. With a bang and a fierce whizzing
sound, the firework shot up into the sky, trailing a line of black smoke
behind it. It exploded high above her in a multicoloured cloud. Seconds
later, another, much fainter bang came in reply from away to her right.

The dust had settled enough for her to see Sal again, and the wide
scar the flying wing had carved into the yellow ground. Sal was bending
over the wing, trying to get at what lay underneath.

‘Don’t touch her!” called a muffled voice. ‘She’s hurt!
‘| can see that!" Sal said, pitching his voice reassuringly but loud
enough to penetrate. ‘We have to get her out of the harness. Hold still. |

see the latches.’

Shilly could hear the concern he was trying to hide. There was blood
on the ground where the flyer had skidded to a halt.

The wing wobbled.

‘Easy!” Sal said more firmly. ‘I've got her. Can you get the wing off
us? | need to look at her.’

Shilly limped to a halt as the wing lifted up and away. She reached out
a hand to help the person underneath. As the wing swung upright and the
face of the person attached to it became visible, she took a step
backwards.

‘Skender?’
The name registered, but Skender didn’t seem to see her at first. He
looked at her and his gaze skidded away. His eyelids fluttered. Then he put

a hand to his head and sank to his knees under the weight of the wing.

She forgot her surprise and moved in. to help him. He was filthy and
his robes were torn. The way he moved suggested that he was in shock.

And no wonder, she thought. After five years, he had just literally
dropped out of the sky upon them.

‘Is she ...?" Skender’s concern was solely for the person stretched



out on the ground between them. A young woman, Shilly saw; about her
age or a little younger. Sal had turned her over and bunched a wad of fabric
from his tunic in both hands and pressed it to her forehead. It was turning
red fast.

‘Head wounds bleed a lot,” Sal said, gritting his teeth. ‘It's hard to tell
what's going on underneath.’

‘Help her.” Skender reached out with one badly grazed hand and
gripped Sal’s shoulder. ‘Like you helped Shilly when she broke her leg.
Heal her?

‘I can't,’ Sal said. Shilly noted that their identities seemed to have sunk
in, even if he hadn’t acknowledged them in any other way.

‘You have to!’

‘I would if | could.” Sal looked up at Skender with desperation in his
eyes. ‘But I'm telling you — | can’'t!’

In the dust and the heat of the moment, with an unknown woman’s
blood pouring through Sal’s fingers onto the ground and an old friend
pleading for the woman’s life, Shilly felt a powerful chill, as of a cold, iron
blade sliding down her spine.

‘He’s not lying,” she said, turning to peer around her. Sal looked
foggy-headed, as though trying to see through a veil. Skender’s eyes were
still not quite focusing. She herself felt no different — but being only
sensitive to the Change, not naturally talented in it, she supposed she
wouldn't.

Out of the weirdness of the heat haze to the southwest, a man walked
towards them, carrying someone in his arms.

She let go of Skender and stood up. Despite the dread she felt, she
would not confront that moment on her knees in the dirt. She would meet it
face to face, and she would not scream like Larson Maiz.

The Homunculus stepped out of the wilderness. It looked like a man,
but as it drew closer that first impression faded. Shilly was unable to bring it
into focus; its outline constantly shifted, making its precise form difficult to
pin down. Its skin was a deep, textureless black and it seemed to have too
many arms. Its pace was even and unhurried.



The body in its arms hung as limp as a sleeping child, although it
belonged to a full-sized man. The Homunculus carried him without strain.
Dark hair with wide grey streaks framed a face she almost didn’t recognise.
Shilly knew it could only be one person.

‘Stop right there,” she said as the Homunculus came within a dozen
paces of them.

Much to her surprise — and no small amount of relief — the creature
came to a halt.

‘Who are you?’ it asked. The words issued fluidly from its mouth but,
like its features, the sound possessed an odd distortion, as though
simultaneously heard from a great distance and near at hand. Its mouth
stretched far too wide. At odd moments it seemed to have four eyes.

‘I'm Shilly,” she said. ‘Who are you?’

The creature’s oversized head blurred. ‘You don’t need to know. Will
you help this man?’

It stepped forward, offering her the body in its arms.

‘What's wrong with him?’ she asked, conscious of Sal watching the
exchange closely from behind her. ‘What did you do to him?’

‘Nothing. He needs water and food or he’ll die.’
‘We can help him, but —'

‘Good. It's been a long journey. He couldn’t keep up, and you're the
first people we’ve encountered. This land is so empty ...’

The Homunculus’s voice was full of sadness as it squatted and put
the body of Highson Sparre on the ground at its feet.

‘We'll take care of him,” Shilly said. “Thank you.’
The Homunculus didn’t respond. It simply stood and looked around,
getting its bearings. Shilly and the others stood between it and Laure. It

turned, clearly intending to walk around them.

‘Wait,” Sal said, speaking at last. ‘This man is my father. Why did he
summon you?’



‘His summoning wasn'’t successful.” The face turned to look at him, its
expression unreadable. The strange eyes swung to focus on Shilly, then
moved on. ‘You — The Homunculus stared at Skender. “Your name is
Galeus. We've met before, but you won’'t remember. We weren'’t part of
this world, then.’

Skender’'s mouth hung open in stunned surprise at the use of his
heart-name. He shook his head.

‘But | remember everything,” he protested weakly.

The Homunculus stood frozen for a moment, staring at them all with
intense concentration. Through the peculiar distortion, Shilly thought she
saw the features of a young man, not much older than them, coalescing out
of the chaos. The details of his face weren’t completely stable; they came
in and out of focus as though she saw them through ill-matched glass
lenses. But there was definitely something trying to get through. Someone.

Shilly couldn’t take her eyes off that strange face.

‘Who are you?’ she asked again, caught in a very strange dream.
For an instant, she thought the Homunculus might answer.

Then a shout from the south put paid to that possibility.

‘Sal! Shilly! Get down!’

Shilly turned and saw Marmion and the other Wardens converging on
the scene. Habryn Kail swung an arm over his head, and something
whizzed towards them with a loud, singing noise.

She dropped her cane and ducked, recognising the bola for what it
was, albeit one much larger than any she had ever used to catch rabbits or
dune hens. The weighted rope spun over her and wrapped itself around the
Homunculus’s chest. It went down with a cry of pain in a furious tangle of
limbs. Its form dissolved. She saw at least two heads and far too many
arms and legs as the creature tried to right itself. But the bola had tied itself
tightly around the Homunculus's torso. It was effectively pinned.

Then the wardens were among them. Skender gaped as the new
arrivals helped Shilly to her feet and stood guard over the writhing creature.



‘What the Goddess do you think you're doing?’ Marmion asked her,
his face white with fury. ‘I told you to stay down!

‘What’s your problem?’ she said, facing his challenge squarely. ‘You
got what you wanted, didn’t you?’

‘I need help here!’ said Sal, where he was still quenching the flow of
blood from the injured woman'’s head. ‘Highson does, too. Argue later!’

‘Eitzen, Rosevear,” Marmion barked at two wardens, ‘help them! He
turned away from Shilly with a look that told her there would most definitely
be a later, and went to study the Homunculus where it struggled on the
ground, shouting its frustration.

‘Misbegotten creature,” Marmion said with a sneer. ‘We’ll soon have
you back in the earth, where you belong.’

The Homunculus replied with a babble of words too fast to
understand.

Through it all, Skender simply stared in shock. He didn’t react until
Tom joined the throng. Shilly watched the young Engineer as he checked
on Highson then came around to Skender. Tom ducked under the wing and
whispered rapidly into his ear.

Skender snapped out of his daze and stared at Tom with a matching
intensity. ‘My mother?’ he said in disbelief.

Tom nodded and stepped away. He put his right hand under his
robes.

Shilly watched him closely.

What's he up to now? she wondered.

The two wardens Marmion had named had taken over from Sal,
checking the injured woman for broken bones then gently rolling her over
so they could inspect her head wound properly.

Two more wardens examined Sal’s father, lying ashen between them.
Highson Sparre’s lips were cracked and swollen. When they poured a

trickle of water between them, he coughed weakly but didn’t wake.

Tom crossed to where a tight knot of Sky Wardens stood over the



flailing Homunculus. Marmion snapped his fingers and one of them handed
him a long, thin staff that tapered to a wicked-looking point. Marmion raised
it, whispering words under his breath.

Shilly realised then that there would be no careful probing into the
Homunculus’s nature, no exploration of why it had come into the world or
what it wanted. Marmion had been sent to dispose of the creature, and he
wasn’t about to waste any time obeying his orders.

‘You can’t do this! she exclaimed, remembering the Homunculus’s
concern for Highson. It hadn’t seemed dangerous in the slightest. It had
seemed simply different, and that was no reason for anything to die.

It was too late. The staff came down, and she was too far away to
stop it striking home.

‘No!" she shouted.

* k k%

Sal was watching over Skender’s friend, liberally covered in her blood,
when Shilly cried out. He summed up the situation instantly. The
Homunculus lay sprawled before its executioner, hopelessly struggling.
There was no way, especially without the Change, to intervene in time.

At the last moment, Tom shoved Marmion to one side. The point of
the staff buried itself in the dirt. Marmion overbalanced and fell. Before any
of the wardens could stop him, Tom bent over the captive creature and cut
the bola with his work knife.

The Homunculus sprang to its feet and pushed Tom away. The
wardens fell back as four arms spread in anger, like a spider about to strike.
With one of its arms, it pulled the staff out of the ground and pointed it at
Marmion, where he lay sprawled on the dirt. Their positions were now
completely reversed.

‘Don’t!" called a weak voice.
The Homunculus’s strange head turned to stare at Highson Sparre,
who had raised one hand in warning from where he lay cradled in the arms

of a Sky Warden.

‘Don’t,” he repeated.



The Homunculus hissed in anger, but said, ‘No. You're right.’” It threw
the staff to one side. ‘There has been enough death.’

Then, without another word, it turned and ran for the edge of the
Divide. Its manifold limbs moved in a blur, propelling it with inhuman speed.

‘Stop it screamed Marmion. ‘Don’t let it get away!’

Kail produced another bola and swung it over his head, picking up
speed with each flex of his wiry muscles until it became a shimmering,
humming disk. Sal didn’t dare interfere for fear of losing a hand.

Kail set it free an instant before the Homunculus reached the
precipice. The bola hurtled through the air with the speed of an arrow, flying
swift and true. The Homunculus didn’t slow as it ran out of space. It simply
ran right off the edge. The bola sailed over its shape-shifting head as it
dropped out of sight.

In that instant, the Change returned. The world, flat and dead in the
Homunculus’s presence, suddenly regained its usual life. The creature’s
wake had vanished, as though leaving the Earth’s surface, however
temporarily, caused the effect to evaporate. Sal could feel Shilly’s anxiety
and alarm where she stood near Kail. He could feel the buzzing of the
pointed staff as Marmion recovered it and stuck it angrily in the dirt.

‘Idiots!” the warden snarled. ‘Now what are we going to do?’

‘We're going to keep tracking it,” Shilly said, her anger a match for his.
‘And this time, when we find it, we're going to keep you well away from it!’

Marmion raised an arm to strike her, but Kail grabbed his hand.

‘Don’t do something you'll regret,’ said the tracker in a low, threatening
voice.

‘My only regret is surrounding myself with fools.” The warden pulled
free. Seething, he rounded on Tom next. ‘Do you intend to explain
yourself?’

‘What you were doing was wrong,” Tom said without a hint of fear or
remorse.

‘That’s not your concern!” Marmion yelled into his face. ‘The Alcaide
sent us to do a job, and you just got in the way of it. Consider yourself



warned. One more stunt like that, and I'll see your torc smashed into
pieces.’

Tom shrugged, his expression one of utter disinterest. Shilly went to
him as a gesture of solidarity in the face of such vehement criticism.
Marmion shook his head in exasperation. His gaze took in the severed bola,
the discarded staff, Highson Sparre — who had fallen unconscious again
— and Skender’s injured friend. He seemed to be disbelieving his own
eyes.

‘Would someone like to tell me what he’s doing?’ he asked, nodding
past Sal.

Sal turned. Skender was walking in the direction the Homunculus had
taken, moving with difficulty under the weight of the wing still strapped to his
back.

‘I'll find out,” Sal said, wiping his bloody hands on his robe and setting
off in pursuit. Marmion turned to someone else and shouted at them.

Skender didn’t look up when Sal came abreast of him just metres
from the edge of the Divide. He was bent almost double and concentrating
on carrying the wing.

‘Going somewhere?”’

‘I have to. Tom told me that if | follow that thing it'll lead me to my
mother.’

‘Your mother?’ Sal was confused, realising only then that he knew
nothing at all about what Skender was doing in this place. ‘What has
happened to your mother?’

‘I don’t have time to explain, Sal. | have to go now. If it gets away from
me, | might never find her.’

‘Is that what Tom said?’
‘Yes!’
Sal came around the wing and stood in front of his old friend, forcing

him to stop. Skender’s face was lined with black markings that hadn’t been
there before.



‘| can’t let you fly like this,” he said. ‘That’s what you’re going to do,
right? Fly over the edge and chase it?’

‘I don’t have much choice.’

‘Sure you do.” Sal looked at the fragile-seeming wing. Its flying
surfaces were intact, and the delicate struts holding the wing-shape hadn’t
buckled or broken. Numerous fine glyphs and charms had appeared on its
surface, indicating that it flew by more than natural means.

‘You could take someone with you,’ he said, following his heart, not
his head.

Skender’s response was immediate. ‘No, Sal. I'm not going to take a
chance with you. Chu and | were grumpy with each other; | talked her into
flying over here; | didn’t want to get her hurt, but she did. It was all my fault.’

‘It's not that simple. You flew into the bubble around the Homunculus.
That’s why you crashed. If you just keep away from it, we should be okay.’

‘But | wasn't flying it. Chu’s a miner from Laure; she was doing the
work. | was just telling her where to go.’

‘So what makes you think you can do it now, with or without me?”’

‘I remember what she did.” Skender looked sick at heart, but he was
weakening. No one wanted to go chasing monsters on their own.

Finally his eyes came up. They were completely black; all colour had
vanished under the effects of the charm possessing him.

‘Just tell me she’s going to be okay. | couldn’t bear it if — if she
wasn't.’

Sal put a hand on Skender’s shoulder. ‘She’s got a nasty gash on her
head and plenty of bruises, but | think she’ll be all right. I'm worried about
you. How are you feeling?’

‘I'm fine. Just shaken. Look, you can’t stop me from trying — and |
won't stop you from coming, if you really want to, but don’t tell me | didn’t
warn you.’

Sal took a deep breath. ‘That’s settled, then,” he said. ‘Show me how
to strap myself in and let’s get going.’



Skender worked hurriedly to ensure that Sal was harnessed securely
to the wing. Sal could hear his friend’s laboured breathing in his ear, and
guashed any visible sign of nervousness. Skender needed his support, not
his doubts.

Sal only hoped that he was doing the right thing. With Highson found,
there was no reason to stay behind — and if he went with Skender now,
there was every chance he could track the Homunculus to Laure more
quickly than Marmion and Kail.

His mind reached out for Shilly. ‘Don’t say anything, Carah,’ he told
her through the Change. ‘I'm going with Skender to help him find his
mother. We’'re flying down into the Divide after the Homunculus.’

Sal knew that Shilly didn’t have any natural source of the Change, so
technically she couldn’t reply, but a moment later her voice burst loud and
clear in his head.

‘What? Are you crazy?’

Sal could tell from the flavour of her thought that she was Taking from
Tom — using their friend’s natural talent to do what she could not do alone.

‘Don’'t worry. Tom dreamed it, apparently.’

‘Well that makes everything all right.’

He forced himself to ignore her anger. There wasn’t time to deal with
that. ‘Look after Highson while I'm gone. And Skender’s friend; her

name’s Chu, | think. Get them to Laure if you can. I'll meet you there
afterwards.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Okay, finished,’” said Skender in his ear. For better or for worse, they
were now strapped together under the wing. ‘This is going to be hard, but
we have to get right to the edge and jump off as far as we can. From there,
just hang on. I'll do the rest.’

‘Okay.” They walked awkwardly forward.

‘I have to go now, Carah,” he sent to Shilly. ‘Sorry to leave you with



Marmion. He’s going to pop.’

‘I can handle him. You worry about yourselves,’ she said more
evenly. ‘Just don’t fall, Sayed. Come back to me in one piece.’

‘Be sure of it.’

Her concern came loud and clear over the link in the seconds it
remained open. He was glad when it closed, because he was able to
concentrate solely on what he was getting himself into. Before him, the vast
gulf of the Divide looked very deep and very rugged. There were far too
many jagged rocks on which he and Skender could be dashed to a bloody

pulp.

But Skender’s hands were covered with marks that weren't tattoos. He
could feel the Change flowing through them. If Skender trusted the charms,
so would he.

‘I'm ready,” he said, gripping the harness with sweaty, bloodstained
hands.

Skender’s knees bent and Sal bent his too. Then they were jumping
outward away from the safety of solid rock. A wall of wind hit them. The
world flipped upside-down. Sal closed his eyes and hoped Tom had
dreamed him surviving too.

* k% % %

First the shadow had taken flesh and come to life. That had been bad
enough. Then more shadows had come out of the darkness and pressed in
around them, yabbering at them, forcing them to connect. It was too much
all at once. Flight was the only solution.

But for a moment the connection had been pure and powerful. Anger
was a white-hot stream pouring through the body they inhabited, washing
away accumulated grief and confusion in a wonderful torrent. The air had
been pure and the taste of iron-rich dust sweeter than any feast. Memories
of life flooded back in. The world had been within their grasp, just for an
instant.

And death. So long had they lived in the shadow of the void that the
deepest shadow of all had seemed to forget them. Their beginnings



stretched so far back as to be almost forgotten; their endings, likewise, had
seemed an infinite distance away.

But even infinity had a way of drawing close, if stared at for too long.
They were standing in it now, and death had almost reclaimed them.

* Kk k%

Their new life had started with the light. It blazed like a sun at midnight,
blinding them. They had woken, quivering and disoriented like a newborn,
inside a body that wasn’'t designed for them, couldn’t possibly contain them,
and yet somehow held them, trapped together like twin yolks in an egg.
They had panicked.

Then the light faded to black and a shadow had confronted them.
Substance had overwhelmed them. Sensation flooded through nerves as
new as dew. They felt air on their conjoined skin, heard sounds that might
have been words, staggered on ground that felt as solid as the bedrock of
eternity. They were in the world again. They were standing. They were alive!

But something was obviously wrong. The shadow hollered and fell
away. Darkness pressed in again, and their panic deepened. The sense of
wrongness grew stronger, took on a clear if distant form. It tugged at them,
giving them purpose even as it sickened them, undermined any joy at being
back.

They weren’t the only things stirring in this strange, scarred world.

Their new body took some effort to coordinate, but it wasn'’t
capricious. It possessed a strange internal logic that woke distant,
disturbing memories.

One leg swung in front of another. Then another, and another.

They walked, and the cold, hard ground moved beneath them.

* k% % %

Darkness walked with them. Not the darkness of the void, but of pre-dawn
gloom waiting in anticipation of a sun that never came. Light seemed to
radiate from their new body, illuminating the ground around their feet and
anything that came within arm’s reach. As they walked, they trailed a glowing
path behind them. They imagined sometimes that they could see all the
way back to where they had started, as if looking along an underground



tunnel lit with phosphorescent mould.

All was not completely dark outside their elongated cocoon. The sun
and moon shone wanly through the murk, and strange shapes brushed by
them, unidentifiable but definitely there. Trees were skeletal cracks in their
vision. Cliff faces and occasional ruined walls came into focus as the
bubble of light touched them. Occasional glimpses of life stirred as
creatures scurried out of their path, diving into undergrowth or under rocks
as they approached. The new world was frightened of them, but why that
might be they didn’t know.

They walked on, never growing tired or hungry or thirsty. Their new
body didn’t need to sleep, and neither did they: they had slept an eternity
already, and might never need to again. Entangled, they found it difficult to
think separately, and remained that way as night and day rolled on around
them. They felt they could walk from one side of the Earth to the other.
Even in its strange state, the world and its sensations were a wealth of
riches compared to the poverty that had preceded it.

Eventually they realised that they were being followed. Down the
corridor of light behind them, a shadow had appeared, distant but definitely
there. It haunted them like the ghost of their past, never quite coming into
focus, never quite within reach.

They knew that there was much they had forgotten, or buried in
memories that had lain stagnant for an age. Pieces were coming back to
them — faces, names, and places that had once been important to them.
With those fragments came a growing sense of dread at the thought of
their destination. The wrongness seeped into them, sucking at their resolve
like a whirlpool.

Their pace ebbed, although they made no conscious decision to slow
down. The shadow behind them held less creeping horror than the
wrongness ahead.

When the shadow came closer, it resolved into a man, a man with
dark skin and greying hair, whose lips were cracked and whose eyes saw
right through them. He was staggering, exhausted. They had to force him to
stop and look at them, although what he saw they couldn’t tell. They had no
mirrors to see their new face, and they had passed no standing water.

The man’s lips moved, but his words made no sense. Why not her?
he whispered urgently, his voice as ghostly as the world around them. Why
not her?



They recognised him. That was the most startling thing. They knew
who the man had been searching for and why his quest had failed. His
desperation was naked before them, writ deep in lines and tear tracks.

He had delivered them into the world, and they supposed they owed
him for that.

* k% % %

Many days had passed since their awakening; a great distance had passed
beneath their implacably plodding feet. No other people crossed their path
until a great gulf yawned before them, and they sensed a changing in the
texture of the world. They were getting closer to their destination. Things
were becoming increasingly strained.

Then — outrageously, unexpectedly — more shadows appeared.
Things fell out of the sky. Fireworks. If their new body had had a heatrt, it
would have been racing.

People they couldn’t possibly recognise, but did, assailed them.
Fractured memories coursed through them: one of three who were caught
in the Way; one of three who escaped; darkness pressing in on every
side; a hum that threatened to stamp their minds flat under the heel of
eternity ...

A hint of loneliness had kept them talking when they knew they should
be moving on. As a result, death had almost caught them. What did death
mean in this strange new world, in their new body? What would it mean for
the world if they were to die before their job was done? Would all their
sacrifices have been for nothing?

There has been enough death. They knew that with a cold certainty
that cut through their fear like a knife. And anger, sweet and pure, had
fuelled the thrust.

They ran. They sensed the lip of a cliff before them as they fled the
shadows, and jumped over it without hesitation. The glowing path winked
out behind them as they plummeted to an invisible ground below. For a
moment, they were back in the void, with no point of reference, tumbling
and turning, limbs a-flailing.

Then the ground hit them, and the light returned. Ahead of them,



unseen but deeply felt, lay their destination. Nothing would stop them from
reaching it. Not the shadows, not death, and not the fear that gnawed at
their insides like time’s teeth at stone. The wrongness awaited them.

Unharmed, but not untouched, they climbed to their feet and resumed
their journey.

* k% *

The Duty

‘What do we mean when we say “destiny”? What
Is this thing called “fate”? A succour for the lazy-
minded. A balm for the weak of will.’
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ith no small sense of misgiving, Shilly watched Skender’s flying wing drop

over the edge of the Divide. Just like that, Sal was gone, and the Goddess
only knew if he would ever come back. So much had happened so quickly
that she despaired of ever coming abreast of it all.

Deciding to head off at least one potential tirade, she explained the
sudden change in events to Marmion.

‘Sal and Skender are going after the Homunculus,” she said, stating
the fait accompli baldly. He would just have to accept it. ‘They’ll call us if
they find anything.’

Marmion stared at her with fury in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything
at first. When he did speak, his voice was carefully controlled.

‘And who is this Skender? Where does he come from and what is he
doing here?’

‘He’s from the Interior,” she began.



‘| could tell that by looking at him. Was his arrival here planned? Were
you expecting him?’

‘No,’ she said with perfect honesty. ‘| haven’'t seen him in years.
Apparently he’s looking for his mother,’ she added, remembering
something Sal had alluded to.

‘Here?’

She shrugged, knowing nothing more about the situation. ‘I guess
when Chu, his friend, wakes up, we can ask her.’

‘| guess we can,” Marmion said with acid sarcasm.
Kail whistled for attention. ‘Company!’

Heads turned. The tracker pointed at a billowing cloud on the
north-eastern horizon. The sound of chimerical engines thrumming in the
distance came dimly to her, now she knew to listen.

Shilly’s pulse beat a little faster, wondering who would be driving so
close to the Divide. A delegation from Laure, perhaps, or further abroad?
There was no way of knowing until they arrived.

The wardens turned their attention outwards, forming a protective
cordon around the injured as the vehicles approached. Marmion held his
pointed staff at the ready. Kail regarded the scene from his lofty
perspective, showing no emotion at all.

As the vehicles drew closer, they resolved into open-frame buses,
smaller than the Wardens’ buses but no less rugged. Their engines roared
and gouted clouds of white smoke. Men and women clung to the frames,
shouting words Shilly couldn’t quite make out. They seemed to be jeering.

The buses fanned out, tracing a noisy circle around the wardens.
There was no mistaking the threat. The new arrivals were sizing the
wardens up, testing them.

Marmion refused to be provoked. He simply waited, a haughty cast to
his round face.

Eventually one of the buses broke away from the others and angled
inward. Spraying dirt behind its wide, corrugated wheels, it slid to a halt not
far from where Shilly stood. Its engine growled noisily. Fumes billowed



from its exhaust.

The driver, a heavyset, bearded man with the broadest shoulders
Shilly had ever seen, stood up behind the wheel, his expression hostile. His
passengers hung from the frame of the bus, silent for the moment but with
an air of readiness. Some scowled; others grinned. Shilly saw the metal of
weapons visible through their robes.

Marmion took two steps away from the rest of the wardens towards
the driver — clearly the leader of the newcomers. The two men sized each
other up from a distance, radiating indignation.

Before either could speak, a loud boom came from the Divide, as of
a giant thunderclap. Heads turned. Lightning flashed down from an empty
sky, the object of the strike invisible over the cliff edge. Black clouds boiled
upwards out of the Divide, blotting out the sun. A cold wind rushed over
them.

Shilly covered her eyes. The wind grew stronger, making her stagger.
Around her, wardens fell to their knees, clutching their robes and covering
their eyes. Lightning flashed again, and the earth itself seemed to rumble.

Alarmed, Shilly peered through her fingers at the newcomers. This
had to be a trap. The wardens would be attacked while they were startled
by the sudden squall. She found, to her surprise, that the people on the
nearest bus were just as startled as she was. Voices raised in alarm,
shouting words that the wind snatched away. The driver regarded the
unnatural atmospherics with a respectful wariness that seemed to be
directed at Marmion, the only one of the wardens left standing.

They thought we did this! Shilly realised.

The driver dropped back into his seat and, with a roar of engines,
powered away. The other two buses broke their endless circling and fell
into its wake. Without a rearward glance, the newcomers accelerated back
the way they had come and vanished in a cloud of dust.

The storm ebbed quickly. The thick, black clouds became grey, then
white, then blew themselves out with one mighty rush of wind. Shilly felt
cool dampness on her cheeks and forehead, and was amazed to find
moisture condensed there. The dry, desert air suddenly tasted sweet.

Static electricity crackled from her fingertips as she took Tom’s arm.
He had let her Take from him before, so she felt comfortable doing it again.



‘Sayed, was that you?’

Sal’s reply was faint and fragmented. ‘— didn’t want to give you a
fright.” He sounded a thousand kilometres away. ‘Sorry — rough —

Although she was concerned for him, she didn’t want to distract him
from his immediate situation, whatever it was. ‘Save your strength,” she
said. ‘I just wanted to make sure?

His thoughts slipped from her mind, but the niggling sense of him
remained. While that tickled at the underside of her mind, she would know
that he was alive, somewhere.

Marmion turned to face the rest of the search party. He looked
unsettled rather than angry. The latest twist in events had temporarily
overwhelmed his predisposition to outrage.

‘That’s our cue to get moving,’ he said. ‘We need to uncover the
buses and get them over here. Our immediate priorities are the injured
people in our care. We'll either have to treat them here or find a way across
to Laure — and it looks like we’re going that way anyway, if we’re to retain
any chance of heading off the Homunculus. Whoever those people were
— he indicated the ruts left by the newcomers’ wheels with a jerk of his
head, ‘— | think we’d be best served by avoiding them in future.’

‘You'll get no argument from me,’ said Shilly.

‘| presume that was Sal,” he said to her, lips twisted as though he had
tasted something particularly noxious. ‘That little display.’

She explained what little she had learned about Sal and Skender.

‘Well, next time you hear from him, tell him to tone it down. We’re not
a carnival.’

Shilly choked back a comment that she didn’t care what Sal did or
what it looked like to others; he could stitch the Divide back together from
end to end, just as long as he was safe.

Tom accepted her thanks for using his talent. She could tell he felt the
drain of it, and resolved to let him recover before trying again. Pale around
the cheeks, he hurried off to collapse the hide and fetch the buggy, while



she checked on Highson and Skender’s friend, fighting exhaustion of her
own.

Sal's father lay limply on his side, protected by a makeshift sunshade.
His skin was peeling from long exposure to the sun and his eyes had
retreated into their sockets. Consciousness seemed to have fled for good
after his brief awakening, but his pulse and respiration were steady.

Skender’s friend had the more obvious injury, but she was already
beginning to stir. Shilly joined the warden caring for her, ready to offer help
if needed. Her leather attire had been torn and scraped through to the skin
in several places, but it had undoubtedly saved her from more serious
injuries. Her face and throat were splattered with dried blood. It was hard to
see what she would look like without the cloth wadded against her right
temple, but Shilly made out thick black hair, almond eyes and a proud nose.
Full lips and warm, light brown skin suggested that her ancestry belonged
to neither the Interior nor the Strand. Shilly remembered from years ago a
taxi driver telling her about a yellow-skinned people who lived in the tops of
giant trees.

Missing mothers, Shilly thought, flying wings, and strange girls from
the East ... what have you got yourself mixed up in this time, Skender
Van Haasteren?

The young woman moaned and tried to brush away the hands at her
head. Her eyelids fluttered. ‘What...? How...?’

‘Take a deep breath,’ said Shilly, leaning close. ‘You're in safe hands.
Your name is Chu, right?’

Her eyes flickered open, revealing irises so brown they were almost

as black as her pupils. ‘Yes,” she said, wincing. ‘Who are you? Where am
|?’

‘My name is Shilly.’

‘What happened to ...?" She sat up, eyes widening in alarm as she
looked around. ‘My wing! Skender!’

‘They’re both okay,” Shilly soothed her, hoping she was telling the
truth. ‘Skender’s gone after his mother. We’re meeting him later.’

‘But | had everything ...” Chu looked at Shilly, crestfallen, then at her
torn clothes. ‘It was all going ...” Without warning, she burst into tears.



Shilly did the only thing she could think of: she took the girl into her
arms. Chu didn’t resist, and Shilly brushed away the warden — a young man
whose name she had forgotten — when he tried to hang on to the dressing
still pressed to Chu’s head. She held it in place as Chu wept into her
shoulder.

Around them, the wardens assembled an impromptu camp,
positioning the two buses and one buggy in a triangle around the two
patients. The sun had crept higher into the sky and burned down with
growing force. Two of the wardens took the raw material of the hides and
reassembled it into a temporary sunshade. Shilly was heartily glad of it
when its shadow fell over them. The dry, ovenlike heat was getting to her.

Finally Chu eased off. She sat back and wiped her nose, unable to
meet Shilly’s eyes as she assumed responsibility for the wadding at her
head.

‘Does it hurt?’ Shilly asked her.

‘Like anything,” she said. ‘I'm sorry. I've no idea who you are, but you
must think I'm a total freak.’

‘I've seen much worse.’ Shilly shrugged. ‘And besides, any friend of
Skender’s is a friend of mine, freak or otherwise.’

‘You know him?’
‘Used to, years ago.’

A flash of something very much like jealousy passed across the
young woman'’s face. ‘How?’

‘He helped Sal and me in the Haunted City,” Shilly reassured her.
‘Sal’s with him now, making sure he’s okay.’

‘The Haunted City?’ Chu winced and held the wadding tighter to her
scalp. Her jealousy intensified, if anything, and Shilly realised that she had
misinterpreted where the emotion was directed, and at who. ‘He really does
get around, doesn’'t he?’

‘Those were exceptional circumstances.’ Shilly wondered how much
Skender had told Chu about the old days. ‘I really don’t know what he’s
been up to since then. Life has been — well, complicated.’



Chu was beginning to take in more of her environment, looking around
in confusion. ‘Seems like it still is. Are these Sky Wardens?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you a Sky Warden?’

‘No way. You're from Laure?’

Chu nodded, and winced. A look of dismay crossed her fine features.
Shilly thought she might cry again. ‘I don’t know how I'm going to get back if
Skender has my wing.’

That problem had occurred to Shilly also. It was all very well for Sal
and Marmion to talk about going to the distant city, but getting there wasn't
going to be easy.

At least Chu didn't seem angry about Skender’s actions. Concerned,
yes; hurt, even; but Shilly was spared having to justify the actions of

someone she hadn’t seen for five years.

‘We’ll take you home,’ she said, ‘if you show us a way across the
Divide.’

Chu looked cautiously hopeful. ‘There’s a road. It's pretty old, though,
and supposed to be unsafe.’

‘Our rides have come a long way. They’re pretty tough.’
‘That wasn’t what | meant.’

‘Oh.” Shilly didn’t know what lived on the bottom of the Divide, and she
was in no particular hurry to find out.

‘We saw other vehicles out here,” she said. ‘Three of them. They’'ve
gone now. Do you know anything about them?’

Chu shook her head. ‘Skender and | saw them from the air. He
thought they were coming from the Aad, but | don’t see how that could be
possible.’

‘The where?’



‘The other half of the city, where the Divide cut it in two. The Aad’s a
Ruin, and a dangerous one. No one goes there.’

‘And if the road to Laure isn’'t used very often, that means they
probably didn’t come from there either.’

‘l guess so.’

Shilly took a moment to collect her thoughts. Things weren’t quite
adding up right.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, waving for the young warden to resume his
ministrations, ‘I have to talk to someone.’

Chu nodded wearily as Shilly went to find Kail.

* k% % %

The tracker had wandered off to peer over the edge of the Divide. During
daylight hours he wore a wide-brimmed hat that kept his face in permanent
shadow. A spreading patch of sweat darkened the back of his cotton shirt.

He looked up as Shilly approached.

‘No sign of them,’ he said, pointing down into the baked rip in the land.
‘Look for yourself.’

Shilly followed the direction of his finger. On the wide, cracked plain
below, she saw nothing that looked like a road leading to Laure, and not the
slightest trace of Sal and Skender.

She could read the latter evidence, or lack of it, two ways: that they
were lying low as they tracked the Homunculus, or that the storm Sal
whipped up had propelled them well out of sight. Either option left room for
hope. She had no reason or inclination to consider other possibilities.

‘| think you’re wrong,’ she said.

‘Really?’

‘Not about this. | think you're wrong about the Homunculus.’

Kail placed one leather-booted foot on a boulder and put both hands
on the raised knee. ‘In what sense?’



‘Let me ask you a question, first.” She dug the tip of her cane firmly
into the dirt. ‘Were you really going to stand by and let Marmion kill the thing
you've travelled a thousand kilometres to catch?’

‘It's not my place to wonder what he wants with it,” Kail drawled. ‘I'm
just the tracker.’

‘But you intervened when he went to hit me. Why did you do that?’
‘Because if | hadn’t, that would've been wrong.’

‘Can you understand why I'm a little confused?’ she asked him.
‘Obviously I'm grateful to you for stopping things from getting out of hand,
but I'd be happier if you could extend that charity to other creatures as well.’

He regarded her for a long moment. ‘If that was the sort of stuff Lodo
taught you, no wonder they kicked him out of the Haunted City.’

‘Was that why you did it,” she persisted, ‘because he’s Lodo’s
nephew? Are you afraid that Marmion might do something he’ll feel bad
about later? Well, I've got news for you. After this, he and | are never going
to be friends, no matter who we have in common. Not if the Divide swallows
the world and we’re the last people left alive.’

Kail smiled crookedly. ‘I can assure you, completely, that when |
acted it was not for Marmion’s benefit. And if | were you, I'd never suggest
to him that it was. | guarantee you it won’t go down well.’

She imagined it wouldn’t. The odds of her mentioning Marmion’s
connection to Lodo were growing remoter by the hour. She would be
happiest to forget the whole thing entirely.

‘I want an assurance from you,’ she said, ‘that the Homunculus won't
come to any unnecessary harm the next time it’s in Marmion’s custody.’

‘Why should I agree to that?’

‘Because we still don’t know why Highson made it. Until he explains
his motives, I'm prepared to give both of them the benefit of the doubt.
Don’t forget that he’d be dead now if the Homunculus hadn’t carried him
here.’

‘He might wish he was dead when he wakes up and Marmion starts



questioning him.”’

‘Either way, the truth will come out. Wait until then before judging.
Okay?’

He nodded wearily. ‘All right. I'll do that. Any other requests?’

‘Yes. | want you to help me convince Marmion to give up on going to
Laure.’

Prior to that moment, Kail had listened to her with a faintly amused air,
as though nothing she said could surprise him. Now he straightened, and
his long features creased into a frown.

‘Why would | want to do that?’

‘Because that’s not where the Homunculus is going. And | think | can
convince you.’

‘Go on then.’ His tone spoke more clearly than his words. It said: This
should be interesting.

‘Have you heard of the Aad?’
He shook his head.

‘It's not on your map. It turns out that there are two half-cities here, not
one. The half on the north,” she said, pointing into the hazy distance, ‘is
Laure. The other is the Aad, a Ruin. Chu, the girl in the flyer, says no one
goes there.’

‘If no one goes there, doesn’t that invalidate your argument?’

‘Hardly. For starters, the Aad lies in the Homunculus’s path too,
making it just as likely a destination as Laure. And I'd hardly call the
Homunculus anyone, would you? There may be something in the Aad that
you or | wouldn’t recognise as important. The Homunculus may be looking
for somewhere to hide.’

‘So it's shy. Do you really think that?’
She shook her head. ‘I think that our new friends, the ones who

buzzed us before, are from the Aad, and that they were coming to meet the
Homunculus. Unfortunately for them, we got in the way. Now it's on the run,



and they’ve gone back to where they came from. | don’t have any doubt that
they'll try again.’

Kail nodded slowly. ‘Interesting,’ he said, ‘but you’re forgetting one
thing. Just because these people have come from the Aad doesn’'t mean
that that's where they’ll end up. It could just be a staging area. Their real
destination could be somewhere further afield. Like Laure.’

That was true. ‘Even so,” she said, ‘if the staging area is there, at the
Aad, and we’re quick, we might catch them.’

‘We’ve got wounded to think of. We'll need to get them to Laure.’

‘But not all of us would have to go. In fact, the fewer of us there are,
the more likely we are to go undetected. Say we took the buggy. Me, Tom,
you, if you wanted —’

Kail laughed at her, full-throated and long. There was no
maliciousness to it, just broad amusement. A flush crept up her throat
nonetheless; her mouth shut into a determined line.

He clapped one large hand on her shoulder, sending a shockwave
down her weak thighbone.

‘Shilly, you're amazing. You've seen what this thing is and what it can
do; you don’t know how many of its friends could be waiting for you in the
Aad; yet still you want to charge on in with barely an ally beside you. Don’t
you think you're being a bit rash?’

‘| think this is an opportunity we’'d be rash to dismiss,’ she said,
shoving his hand aside. ‘With Sal coming one way and us coming the other

‘We might find ourselves holding nothing but air.’

‘So we do nothing?’ Frustration flared into anger. She felt that he was
dismissing her suggestion without properly considering it. ‘We expect Sal
and Skender to do it all on their own while we twiddle our thumbs in Laure?’

‘That’'s not what I’'m suggesting in the slightest. Yes, we go to Laure,
but don’t think | intend to leave it at that. Remember: get there and we’'ll
have the resources of a small city behind us. Doesn’t that sound a little
more appealing, my friend?’



She stared at him, trying to tell if he was fobbing her off with empty
words. His deeply etched features seemed sincere enough.

‘I am duty bound to do the Alcaide’s will, as channelled through his
loyal representative.’ Kail's nostrils flared. ‘But | can promise you this: I'll
also do my level best to ensure that Sal and Skender — and the
Homunculus, if it matters to you so much — aren't left in the lurch out here.
Do you believe me?’

She did, although she didn’t want to admit it. It unnerved her that he
could so easily turn her around when she had been so sure of herself.
There was something about him that made her believe him.

Maybe, she told herself, it's just because what he
says makes sense. If only Marmion had half his brains ...

‘Very well,” she said. ‘I'll take your word on this. But if you let me
down, you'll regret it.’

Without a trace of irony, he said, ‘I'm sure | would.” His gaze left her
and took in the distant smudge that was their destination.

Shilly reconciled herself to the change of plans and did her best to
swallow the worry she felt for Sal. She was still angry at him for leaving so
precipitously. Why couldn’t they have gone to rescue Skender’'s mother
together? What was the big rush? The temptation to turn her frustration
back on herself or those around her was very strong.

We'll be back for you soon, she called to him, although she knew her
mental voice went no further than the inside of her skull. Be safe until then,
my love.

* k k%

The Divide

‘Of all the new creatures contending with
Humanity for dominion of the Earth, the
man’kin are the worst. Fashioned after us, yet
owning none of our civilisation, they deserve only



the hammer and the chisel. Talk to one at your
peril, for lies spill from their lips instead of
breath.’
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ust don't fall.

Simple words; an even simpler instruction; but surprisingly hard to
obey when strapped to a wing that seemed to have a mind of its own. Sal
opened his eyes a crack and instantly squeezed them shut again. The
ground was spinning around him. He didn’t think it was supposed to be
doing that — and he was certain he didn’t want to be so close to it while it
happened.

‘Can | help?’ He yelled the words over the sound of the wind flapping
and snapping past the wing.

‘I don’t know,” Skender yelled in his ear, flinging his weight from side
to side. ‘This is harder than it looked.” Sal heard his old friend’s desperation
as clearly as he heard the wind. Each movement seemed to overcorrect a
previous mistake. It was impossible to find an even keel.

Sal hung on to the straps for all he was worth. The Change thrummed
through the charms on the wing, sending a strong vibration up his spine. He
sought a way to shore up the charms, since he couldn’'t do anything for
Skender at the control end. If it had been a case of brute force alone, he
might not feel so useless.

But that route proved futile. The charms were elegantly fashioned,
intricate things, relying on balance and delicate synergies to keep gravity at
bay. His blunt intervention might unravel them all and send him and Skender
to their deaths. If Shilly had been there, maybe ...

He dared another glimpse. The Divide cliffs were horrifically near.
Skender avoided colliding with an upthrust stone spar by bare centimetres,
and then only to plunge even closer to the ground. They lurched upwards
like a drunken bee, almost tipping over in the process.



Sal had to think of something, fast. He could assist neither Skender
nor the wing itself, but there had to be another way. The Change was in
everything; surely there was something else it could act on to help them out
of this predicament.

Of course. He took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts.

It was hard to ignore the chaotic tumbling — or the fear that they might
be dashed to the ground at any moment — but he did his best. He needed
to focus on the world in a less emotional way. He needed to become part
of it, to insinuate himself into it as he had insinuated himself into the mind of
the seagull over the beach in Fundelry, days ago. He felt the sun’s warmth
beaming down on him, the bluff solidity of the Divide’s southern wall nearby,
the erratic snatching of the wind at his hair ...

The wind.

He imagined being back on the vivid beach, down in the core of
himself where ocean and bedrock met, and took what he needed. It was
more than he had taken for many years, and he bent it to his will in ways he
hadn't attempted since leaving the Haunted City: the Change came with
seductive ease, fuelled by a desperation as strong now as it had been then.
Power crackled through him like a bushfire through scrub.

The world responded instantly. The wind stiffened around them, filling
the wing and lifting it higher.

Skender took advantage of the sudden development. The wing
stabilised and its movements became more confident. Sal dared to open
his eyes and found himself almost level with the top of the Divide, wobbling
over the pitted, scarred ground below. He was far too high to feel
comfortable, but at least they weren’t about to crash headlong into solid
rock. Giving Skender breathing space in which to recover his wits was the
important thing.

Sal’s old friend gasped in his ear. ‘Did you —7?’

He got no further. The air temperature suddenly dropped. The sun
vanished behind a cloud that blossomed out of nowhere directly overhead,
as deep and black as night. Lightning flashed, blinding Sal and deafening
him with its thunder. The wind that had so welcomingly filled the wing now
blew at gale force, threatening to smash them from the sky.

Yadeh-tash, the tiny stone pendant around Sal’s neck, quivered



violently, telling him that a storm was coming.

Too late, thought Sal, cursing the unpredictability of the elements. It's
already here!

Skender sent them sharply downwards, out of the roiling vapour.
Lightning flashed a second time. Freezing droplets of water materialised
out of thin air, instantly soaking them. The boom of thunder pursued them
as they dived for the relative safety of the ground. Sal felt the fury of the
storm at his heels, and remembered then why he only attempted such
things when driven by the direst of need.

The weather became less choppy away from where the black clouds
pressed like billowing sails at the edge of the Divide. Skender didn’t keep
them aloft any longer than they had to be. Once they were level and a
suitable place to land appeared, he dipped them lower by increments until
they were barely skimming the sand. A sharp tug brought the wing up,
catching the air and delivering Sal and Skender to a stumbling, awkward
landfall.

One last rumble, as though from a giant’s belly, saw the unnatural
storm unravel. Yadeh-tash became quiet as the threat of rain passed. By
the time Skender pulled Sal free of the harness, the sun had come out
again.

Sal collapsed gratefully onto the sand and wiped the water from his
eyes. He was glad that their impetuousness hadn’t resulted in injury or
death, but he was bone-weary from the effort. The core of him was drained.

‘Sayed, was that you?”’

The voice came from Shilly, through Tom again. A sheet of imaginary
‘I and ‘H’ shapes rained down behind his eyes as the charm took effect.
The touch of her mind brought home the fact that they were far apart, and
that without her things always seemed to go wrong.

Sal clutched at the last dregs of his wild talent to reply.

‘I didn’t want to give you a fright. Sorry about that. A bit of a rough
landing, but we’re okay now.’

‘Save your strength,’” she replied. ‘I just wanted to check.’



Then she was gone and he was able to relax — in a manner of
speaking. He was stuck on the bottom of the Divide with no easy way out,
no clear destination, no supplies apart from the water bottle slung around
Skender’s neck, and with no clear idea of exactly what he was chasing. But
it wasn’t all bad news. The ground beneath him looked perfectly ordinary;
the dirt was dry and finegrained, a greyish yellow in colour. He sniffed, and
noted that the air smelled oddly of ancient ashes. A constant tingle of the
Change surrounded him, but none of the legendary creatures for which the
Divide was famous were in evidence, and nothing inanimate seemed likely
to devour them in the next moment or two. He figured he could pause to
catch his breath.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Skender. Somehow the wing had collapsed
down to a roughly person-sized bundle. It lay on its side while Skender
leaned over him, looking concerned. The black lines that had covered
Skender’s face and hands had vanished. His eyes had returned to normal.

‘I'll be fine,” Sal said, knowing it to be true. The blood on his tunic
belonged to Chu. ‘Just give me a sec to recover.’

Skender did that, although he was obviously restless to get moving.
Sal watched him as he took his bearings and climbed a nearby mound to
seek the Homunculus. Skender tested moving his shoulder and winced.

In his youth, Skender had been round-faced and crazy-haired. Some
of that baby fat had burned off in his teens, but his features remained broad
and homely and his dark locks rioted with the same lack of discipline as
ever. His skin was even paler than Sal's, marking his Interior origins. He
didn’t seem to be much taller than he had been when Sal last met him.

Skender performed a minor charm to test which direction he was
facing. Sal wondered about the tattoos he had seen on Skender’s skin.
Skender was well trained and educated but lacked the depth of talent Sal
possessed. Where had he found the capacity for such powerful
Change-working as flying the wing? However, these questions could wait.
There were more important mysteries pressing for Sal’s attention.

‘Tell me about your mother,’ he called.

‘She went missing around here somewhere,” came the reply.

‘Surveying, | suppose.’

‘Yes. | don’t know what for. | came to find her, but haven’'t had much



luck yet. | presume you haven’t seen her.’

Sal remembered Abi Van Haasteren from his journeys in the Interior.
A tall, proud woman in ochre robes, she had been with Sal and Shilly before
the Cold Moon Synod in the city of the Nine Stars.

‘If | had seen her,” he said, ‘I wouldn’t be looking for her now.’

‘Right.” Skender descended from the mound and came over to join
him. The sudden wash of moisture in the air had made the dust on his face
and robes streak. He looked like he had been roughhoused by mud
monsters. ‘Thanks for that,” he said. ‘I don’t think | would've got even this far
on my own.’

‘You never know. You were always pretty resourceful.” Sal held out a
hand, and Skender took it with both of his. ‘It's good to see you again.’

They gripped each other for a moment, and Sal wondered where the
two kids they'd been had got to. When had they grown up and started
rescuing their parents, not the other way around? The years between then
and now didn’t seem numerous enough to account for the transformation.

Yet it was still Skender standing before him, and he was in just as
much of a hurry as he had ever been, although for different reasons. He
was bruised and his clothes were ragged. The dazed edginess Sal had
seen in his eyes on the lip of the Divide was quite gone.

Sal allowed himself to be hauled to his feet. ‘Okay,’ he said, brushing
himself off and trying to get his breath back. ‘Where to?’

‘There are tracks heading towards the Aad,” Skender said, pointing
northeast along the Divide. ‘That’s the other half of Laure, where | think
Mum was headed when she disappeared. It's a Ruin of some kind.’

In the distance, he saw that the mighty cliff wall on his right had
subsided down to the level of the valley floor before abruptly turning
southwest. There, where the shattered slope met the plain, Sal saw a field
of tumbled masonry. That, presumably, was the outskirts of the ruined city.

‘Off we go, then,” he said. ‘Easy.’

‘They’re not human tracks.’

Sal followed Skender to the marks and saw instantly that he was right.



The imprints were perfectly triangular and deep. Whatever had made them
was very heavy. Three lines did indeed lead towards the Aad.

‘Well, it's a start. Something went there. We might as well, too.” When
Skender didn’'t seem reassured by his reasoning, Sal added, ‘And we’ll look
for more concrete clues along the way. Don’t worry. If we cross the
Homunculus’s path, we’ll know about it.’

Slightly reassured, Skender nodded and indicated that Sal should
pick up one end of the collapsed wing. Sal didn’t relish the thought of
carrying any more than his own exhausted body weight, but understood that
leaving the wing behind wasn’t an option. Weary and covered in dried mud,
the two of them set out across the surface of the Divide.

* Kk k%

Skender did his best not to let his thoughts range too far ahead, or too far
behind. As he and Sal followed the strange impressions in the blasted soil,
he concentrated solely on the present, on what he needed to do. Find the
Homunculus, Tom had said, and you'll find your mother. If you don'’t,
you'll never see her again. The instruction was perfectly simple, even if the
reasoning behind it eluded him. Doubting it soon saw him debating the
wisdom of leaping off the edge of the cliff in Chu’s wing.

Part of him suspected that he might have done a very rash thing
indeed. All the stories he had heard about the Divide and the things that
lived in it came back to him with unwanted vividness: creatures
impersonating dead trees that impaled travellers on needle-sharp
branches; caves that appeared to hold riches but closed shut like mouths
when entered by the unwary; swarms of small, light-hating vampires that
roamed freely at night but crowded fearfully together during the day, which
meant that taking shelter in the wrong shadow could literally cost
passers-by their lives. Skender remembered the souls supposedly trapped
in the stone cliff faces and was glad that Sal was with him. Although they
didn’t talk much at first, it was good to have company.

A constant, moaning wind swept along the floor of the Divide. It
kicked up dust that made his eyes sting. The ground had a metallic tang
that didn’t smell quite natural. Skender’'s mouth filled with a strange taste
that wouldn’t go away.

‘Over there,’ said Sal as the sun crept higher into the sky and there
was still no sign of the Homunculus’s wake. Skender turned to his left to
see Sal nodding at a feature in the twisted landscape that he had missed



from the air: a dry creek bed, three metres deep, that wriggled along
roughly parallel to the ravine wall nearer the centre of the Divide. They
headed for it and slid carefully to the bottom, where soft sand held the
tracks of numerous feet, some of them human-sized. Skender was instantly
relieved at not having to walk in the open. The vastness of the Divide
impressed itself upon him at ground level. He constantly felt as though he
was being watched.

As they walked, they exchanged stories. Sal explained how he and
Shilly had come to be with a party of Sky Wardens so close to the Interior.
Skender listened with amazement as Sal recounted the creation of the
Homunculus, Highson Sparre’s pursuit of it across the Strand, the first
meeting with Marmion and Kail, and the abortive ambush attempt on the
edge of the Divide.

In return, he described how he had come to Laure and initially sought
his mother in the tunnels beneath the city. It seemed weeks since Chu had
rescued him and put him on the right path.

I'm sorry, Chu, he thought, favouring the aching muscles down his
right side. He hoped she would understand. They both had priorities and his
mother simply came first.

‘So this licence thing,’ said Sal on a fleeting rest break. “The yadachi
made it to help you see the wind. Is that right?’

Skender took the charm from within his torn robes and handed it to
Sal, who turned the black sheet over in his hands, marvelling at it.

‘Does it work on the ground?’

‘It was working when we landed. | took it off so | could see more
clearly.’

Sal nodded, although it was obvious he thought Skender had made a
mistake. ‘This could be just what we need to find the Homunculus.
Remember when you crashed with Chu because you couldn’t see the
wind? You said it looked perfectly clear up there, above the Homunculus.’

Skender nodded, then slapped his forehead. ‘Ach! If | put the licence
back on, | can look for clear spaces ahead. They’ll show me which way the
Homunculus went.’

Sal seemed more amused than irritated by Skender’s oversight. ‘|



knew if we banged our heads together long enough we’d think of
something.’

Skender averted his eyes as he took the licence back from Sal and
placed it on his chest. Sal had changed since they’d last met, he mused,
and it wasn’t just the long hair and the stubble on his chin. He had become
surer of himself, more confident. As a teenager, he had been stricken with
guilt and conflicted at almost every turn. A smouldering, frustrated rage had
seemed to fill him, keen for an outlet.

That rage appeared to have been tamed. Skender wondered how.

‘Tell me about you and Shilly,” he said as the black disorientation
swept over him again. ‘It's good to see you guys together.’

‘We’re good,’” Sal said. ‘Very good.’
‘Still living in that little town, in that old workshop?’

‘Still there. Life has been quiet these last few years. It's made a nice
change.’

Skender could appreciate that. ‘At least you’re not towing a couple of
sprogs along behind you. That'd make things a little inconvenient.’

Sal laughed. ‘Kids aren’t an option for a while yet. We’'re still young.
There’s so much left to do.’

‘Like what?’
A shrug was his only answer.

‘Fair enough. Rescuing your father and my mother is enough to start
with.” Skender stood up on aching legs and looked around. Sal’s breath
bloomed like smoke from his mouth. ‘Let’s go topside and see what | can
see.’

They clambered up the dry riverbank and peered over the edge. The
air currents on the ground looked very different to Skender. Flows coiled
back on themselves in complicated ways as they hit stone; everywhere he
looked he saw turbulence. It was like trying to pick out a clear patch on the
far side of a wheat field without standing up.

He refused to be discouraged. ‘I think there might be something that



way,” he said, pointing in the rough direction they were headed.
‘That's convenient.’
‘Wishful thinking, maybe.’

They dropped down again and kept walking. Sal asked Skender about
his father, and he explained that Skender Van Haasteren the Ninth hadn’t
changed at all since Sal and Shilly had visited the Keep. Tall and severe,
his life consisted entirely of terrorising students — who seemed to idolise
him — and occasionally arguing with bureaucrats from Ulum.

Even as he said the words, he remembered with a pang of
homesickness the last time he had seen his father.

Go now. Forget about your homework. Some things are simply
more important.

He shivered at the realisation that his father was a real person, with
fears and desires the same as anyone.

They stopped an hour later, with the sun directly overhead. It seemed
to be taking them forever to reach the Aad, and he wondered if it was all an
illusion. Perhaps the crash-landing with Chu had been harder than he
realised, and he was lying unconscious in the dirt, only dreaming that he
had met old friends- and was off on a new adventure. Dream or not, he
sipped cautiously from the water bottle and handed it to Sal. His stomach
was beginning to anticipate lunch.

On the far side of the Divide, miners swooped and circled in
ever-expanding circles. Once in a while, one would fly over their position.
Skender considered waving, but decided to keep walking. The flyers were
searching for artefacts — not that Skender had seen anything in the way of
treasure since landing — and weren't likely to help him in his quest.

Thus far, they hadn’t seen anything truly weird, and that struck him as
very weird indeed. His nervousness increased rather than decreased as
time passed and nothing burst out of the ground to steal him away.

‘What's that?’ asked Sal, when next they climbed up for a look.

‘I don’t know.’ It was hard to see through the coiling winds. In the
distance, clouds of brown air were rising from the valley floor. ‘Dust?’



‘That'd be my bet. | wonder what'’s kicking it up.’
‘Doesn’t look like a sandstorm.” And it didn’t.
The air in that direction appeared no different to the air around them.

‘Must be something on the ground then.’ Sal put the mystery aside for
the moment. ‘Any sign of the Homunculus?’

Skender shook his head. He was beginning to regret landing so soon.
If they had stayed aloft a little longer, maybe they could have caught sight
of their quarry and saved themselves a long, possibly fruitless trek. Already
he had become used to an aerial perspective. It was so hard to see
anything from zero elevation.

But he didn’t regret landing safely. That had been a major
achievement. They could have broken their legs or skulls if he had waited
and tried later, only to screw it up.

They picked up the wing and kept walking. There was nothing else to
do.

* k k%

Sal cocked his head, catching the faintest echo of a chimerical engine
snarling behind him. It was hard to locate the source. He assumed it was
Shilly and the wardens descending the southern wall of the Divide
preparatory to crossing it. How they were doing it, precisely, he didn’t know,
but he wished them well.

There was another sound beneath it, one that had been growing
steadily louder since their last rest stop. A faint rumble just under the edge
of his hearing, he had at first thought he was imagining it. Now, however, the
echo of Shilly and the others had allowed it to be separated out from other
sounds, and it could no longer be ignored.

He stopped Skender. ‘Do you hear that?’
His friend cocked one ear and frowned. ‘No. What?’
Skender couldn’t be deaf at such a young age, so Sal assumed that

the licence was stealing from one sense in order to bolster another. ‘I think
we need to take another look.’



They inched over the top of the crumbling bank and gasped at what
they saw.

An army was walking along the bottom of the Divide. That was Sal’s
first impression. The cloud he and Skender had glimpsed an hour earlier,
now even larger and thicker, was being kicked up by hundreds of feet
marching heavily on the dirt. The combined sound of so many footfalls
caused the rumble he heard. He could make out few individuals in the
crowd marching towards him, but he could tell one thing very clearly.

‘They’re man’kin,” he breathed.
‘Are you sure?’ asked Skender.

He nodded, not quite daring to believe it himself. He had never seen
this number of man’kin in one place before. He didn’t know so many existed
in the entire world. But he couldn’t discount the evidence of his own eyes,
and they told him that several hundred stone creatures were approaching
the creek’s winding path along the bottom of the Divide. If he and Skender
didn’t get out of the way, they were going to be in a lot of trouble.

The impression of an army quickly faded. The mass of man’kin
weren’'t walking in ordered columns or in step. They weren’t wearing
uniforms, and weren’t even of uniform size, shape or colour. Some looked
passably human, in the form of monarchs and soldiers, with only the cold
granite of their flesh and raiment to reveal their extraordinary natures.
Others had human bodies with grimacing animal faces or extra limbs, or
were incomplete, being torsos or busts carried by their more mobile
companions. This detail surprised Sal, as the man’kin called Mawson had
once vehemently declared that “Kin never carries ‘kin.” To see them
breaking that rule was an extraordinary thing.

Stone animals — horses, elephants, lions, and camels among them
— travelled as equals alongside grotesque gargoyles and mythical
creatures. Some of the stone shapes were enormous, giant lumbering
forms that seemed fashioned to no plan at all.

Their heavy tread vibrated under Sal’s fingertips where he clung to the
side of the riverbank. Close up, the unruly march would sound like an
avalanche.

‘Where are they going?’ Skender asked.

Sal didn’t know, but it looked to him like they were following the Divide



westwards, away from the Aad. They certainly didn’t appear to be crossing
the Divide, given that they were drawing closer, not heading to Sal’s left,
where distant Laure lay on the far side of the mighty canyon.

‘Maybe this is normal,’ he said. ‘Maybe this happens all the time
around here.’

Skender looked doubtful. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘I don’t know. We can either lie low and hope they don’t see us, or run
and hide somewhere else.” Even as he considered the second option, he
remembered the wing they carried between them. It would be hard to make
any sort of speed unless they left it behind.

Skender’s charmed eyes scanned the landscape from their low-lying
position, looking for an alternative place to shelter. There wasn’t much that
Sal could see: a few weatherworn rocks, some jagged splits in the baked
topsoil, and the withered, twisted trunk of a long-dead tree. Perhaps, he
thought desperately, the man’kin were too heavy to run quickly.

Skender’s gaze caught on a detail to his right, then backtracked.
‘Look!’

‘Where? At what?’

‘Oh, | forgot. You won’t be able to see it.’ His index finger indicated a
patch of empty ground. ‘The Homunculus went that way. | can follow its
wake in the air, just as you said!’

Any excitement Sal felt at having finally caught the trail of the
Homunculus was quashed by the lack of cover in that particular area. If they
stayed put, the trail might fade before the vast crowd of man’kin passed; if
they ran for it, the man’kin would see them and ...

Sal didn’t know what would come after that. The decision came down
to how much he was prepared to risk: losing the trail again or being
attacked by hundreds of creatures made of animated but decidedly solid
stone.

Then a point that should have been obvious occurred to him.
He dropped down from his perch and pulled Skender after him. ‘This

Is what we're going to do,’ he said. ‘We’re going to run for the wake as fast
as we can, and we’re going to do it now, before the man’kin get any closer.’



Skender’s face reflected his own previous uncertainties back at him.
‘But won'’t that get us killed?’

‘Not if we run fast enough,’ he said, ‘and get to the wake before they
do. The man’kin can’t survive without the Change. If they try to cross the
wake, they’ll go back to being nothing but statues.’

Skender nodded. ‘Nice one.’

Together they hauled the wing to a section of the creek bed that
would be easier to scale. They would have to move quickly once spotted to
avoid being squashed, crushed or any of the other gruesome fates Sal
imagined would befall them if the man’kin caught up too soon.

‘Ready?’ he asked as they poised themselves to climb and then run.

Skender nodded, a nervous excitement in his eyes. Sal wondered if
Skender’s throat was as dry as his was.

‘Okay. Let's do it

They scrambled out of the dry creek, dragging the wing after them.
The man’kin assembly looked much larger than it had before; a vast throng
lay behind the foremost ranks that hadn’t been visible from so low to the
ground. Sal began to have second thoughts, even as Skender pointed to
where he had seen the wake, but it was too late to turn back. Blank stone
eyes were swivelling to focus on them. A cry went up. More giant heads
swung around. The rumbling of stone feet became thunderously loud.

Sal ran, following Skender across the pebble-strewn ground, heading
across the face of the man’kin horde towards the canyon wall. He couldn’t
see the wake so he didn’t know how far away salvation lay. All he could do
was try to keep as much distance as possible between himself and the
monsters lumbering in their direction.

He risked a glance over his shoulder. A slender statue more than two
metres tall, with skinny arms, tapering fingers and slitted eyes, led a motley
pack of nightmarish creatures that ran, rolled, leapt and pounced towards
the two fleeing humans. The crunching of stones under their heavy tread
sounded like fire tearing through saltbush, and Sal knew that if they caught
him the result would be just as deadly.

‘Is it much further?’ he yelled at Skender, feeling his breath beginning



to burn in his lungs.
‘Almost there! Run faster!’

‘I'm running as fast as | can!” Sal put his head down and concentrated
on moving his legs. If he didn’t expend energy worrying about what was
behind him, he told himself, then he would have more to spare getting away
from it. The theory was flawed, but as long as it worked Sal could live with it.

He almost pulled it off.

Skender scrambled up a low rise and slipped on a bed of smoothly
polished stones. The wing jutted into Sal’s solar plexus, winding him. As he
shifted it to a new position he felt a cold stone limb clutch at the back of his
neck, and he ducked instinctively.

Ducking and running at the same time was too much for his balance
to cope with. He too slipped on the pebbles and went down. A forest of
heavy legs instantly surrounded him, stamping and kicking, and missing his
soft flesh by bare centimetres. He curled into a ball and put his hands over
his head.

‘Sal” Skender yelled at him from outside the granite forest.
‘Don’t stop!” he shouted back. ‘Keep running!’
‘But I'm here! You can make it"

Sal peered through his fingers at Skender, just visible beyond his
assailants’ legs. He was standing on a seemingly unremarkable patch of
sand just metres away. The marks of the licence had completely faded. As
hoped, the man’kin were leaving Skender completely alone.

‘Quick!” Skender shouted. ‘Come on!’

But Skender couldn’t see what Sal could. The man’kin were fighting
among themselves, presumably for the right to squash him to a pulp. Sand
and fragments of stone covered him as the strange creatures collided
mightily with each other, cracking and splintering with every kick and punch.
The air was thick with the Change.

‘The human enslaves us!’ roared one of them, its voice heard as
much through Sal’s head as through his ears.



‘It freed Mawson,’ said another, deflecting a blow that would have
pulverised his left leg. ‘It does not need to die.’

‘It does not need to live!’
Sal rolled to one side. A broad foot cracked the ground where his
head had just been. The leg of one of his defenders brushed him by

accident, flinging him aside as easily as a rag doll.

‘Why are you doing this?’ he yelled, clutching his shoulder. ‘I have
nothing against you!

‘Humans are our enemies.’

‘They enslave us!

‘Not me!” he protested.

‘What is that around your neck? A stone finger thrust towards him.
The face it belonged to — a hideous gargoyle visage — sneered
contemptuously. ‘You know it is one of us.’

Sal clutched yadeh-tash to him. Yes, he did know that the pendant
had a similar charmed nature to the man’kin; but it wasn’t mobile, and it had
once been Lodo’s. He had never thought of releasing it, as he had Mawson.

‘I'll free it,’ he said, ‘if it wants to be freed.’

‘Its thoughts are small. It knows only rain.’

‘It is one of us!’

‘It is nothing. The Angel says that humans are nothing. They are
not worthy of our anger.”

‘The Angel says run.’
‘The Angel says we must be freer the gargoyle bellowed.
‘The Angel isn’t here. We chart our own intersections.’

As the man’kin argued, Sal spied a gap between their legs. He took a
deep breath, then lunged for Skender’s furiously gesticulating arms.



He made it halfway through the forest of stone legs before the
man’kin reacted. A roar of anger went up from half of them and he was
suddenly crawling under several tonnes of angry rock.

Before he could be flattened, a broad hand reached down, grabbed
the back of his tunic and thrust him forward. He flew through the air with a
wail and landed at Skender’s feet.

‘Quick!” Skender tugged him away from the man’kin scrum. ‘Back
here!’

Sal scrabbled in the dirt, trying to increase the distance between
himself and the menacing shapes. The gargoyle threw off the hands of
those trying to hold it back, and thudded threateningly closer.

‘That’s far enough, buddy,’ said Skender, to both Sal and the
gargoyle. He stopped Sal from going any further backwards, and stood firm
in the face of the angry man’kin.

It halted dead in its tracks as though smacking into an invisible wall.
As Sal had hoped, the man’kin were powerless to cross the wake.

‘What?’ it hissed. ‘What is this ... this lesion?’

‘It's not our doing,’ said Sal, lest the man’kin found more reason to
despise them. ‘I'm tracking the creature that causes it. A Homunculus.’

It was hard to tell, but Sal thought he saw fear pass across the
gargoyle’s hideous face.

‘The one from the Void,” it said. Its voice actually shook. ‘The Angel
was right. The one from the Void is among us?’

‘The Void?’' asked Skender. ‘We've both been there. So what?’

The gargoyle didn’t answer. Its hostility had boiled away like water in a
dry kettle. Turning its back on them, it ran towards the rest of its number,
still flowing by like a wave of dusty lava, and most of the others followed it.

Two remained. One in the shape of a slender woman with a stone
shawl and sad expression stepped closer. Several chips had been
knocked out of its smooth lines during the fight. The loss didn’t seem to
bother it.



‘Do you know Mawson?’ Sal asked it. He was uncertain which one had
mentioned his family’s old man’kin. ‘Is that why you helped me?’

‘Mawson is free no longer,’ it said. ‘Mawson is gone.’

‘Do you mean he’s dead?’ Sal asked, alarmed. ‘How?’

The man’kin didn’t answer. It walked dolefully away, and the remaining
one took its place. Sal, prior to that moment, would have doubted how
seriously he could take a stone pig, but under the circumstances he felt no

urge to laugh.

‘The one from the Void is among us,’ it said, as the gargoyle had.
‘Do you not know what this means?’

‘It's obvious that we don't.’

‘We must run.’

‘From what? One of us?’

The pig didn’t answer. It, too, went to leave.

‘Wait!’ cried Skender, exasperated. ‘Where are you from? Where are
you headed? What's this Angel thing you keep mentioning?’

The pig half-turned. ‘You do not see time the same way we do. We
see one event in its entirety while you follow it from beginning to end. We
see the many ways future and past diverge from the present while you
see only one path. You ask me to explain things you cannot understand.’

Sal remembered Mawson saying as much, years ago. He gave in,
knowing that arguing with man’kin rarely got him anywhere. ‘Thank you,
anyway, for saving us.” He assayed a clumsy bow towards the pig, and
hoped he didn’t look too stupid.

‘We are saving ourselves,’ said the man’kin. ‘“You are needed in this
world. Anyone with eyes can see that.’

The pig trotted heavily after its fellow, leaving Sal and Skender
trapped in the Homunculus’ wake, more puzzled than ever.
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The Road

‘Humans haven’t conquered the Earth.
We merely inhabit it. That others share our
illusion of primacy only reinforces its falsehood.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, EXEGESIS 6:9

S

hilly ate a quick meal while Chu explained the way across the Divide. The
food Marmion’s party had brought with them was simple and healthy:
porridge and conkerberries, soaked in water, accompanied by acacia
seeds. It didn’t make much of a breakfast, but Shilly was grateful for it. Her
whole body ached from lack of rest.

‘There’s a way down the Divide wall a couple of kilometres southwest
of here,” Chu said through a mouthful, wincing as the motion tugged at her
injured scalp. The top half of her leather uniform was torn in several places,
so she had removed it and now wore a white undershirt, trusting to a henna
charm Shilly had drawn on her right shoulder to keep sunburn at bay. Her
wound had been salved and bound; much of her head was covered with a
cream-coloured bandage, like a Surveyor’s turban. ‘I've seen it from the air
but don’t know how passable it is. If we can follow it down the cliff, there’s a
road that leads straight across to Laure. We call it the Fool’'s Run.’

‘For any particular reason?’ asked Marmion.

‘What? Oh, the obvious one.’ Chu was unfazed in the face of the
warden’s confrontational mood. ‘My advice would be to keep your foot to
the floor and your fingers crossed.’

‘What'’s the main threat?’ asked Kail pragmatically.

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. To be honest, I've never met anyone
who tried the Run in either direction.’



‘So it could be all hearsay.’

‘Could be. We could stroll across at our leisure and encounter nothing
more dangerous than a flat tyre.” Her dark, uniquely shaped eyes held a
grim amusement. ‘Are you a dice-playing man, Habryn Kail?’

‘No, I'm not.’
‘Good. This is one bet I'd leave for others to take.’

‘Any word from Sal?’ asked Warden Banner, her round cheeks pink
and eyes tired.

Shilly shook her head.

‘We must act,” declared Marmion, ‘on the assumption that his attempt
will fail. If he succeeds, well and good, but | am not a dicing man either.
We’'ll take this Fool's Run to Laure and wait for the Homunculus there.
Being on the wrong side of the Divide doesn’t frighten me. We're not
completely powerless. | trust, though, that there will be no more surprises in
store for us,” he added, looking pointedly at Shilly.

She bit her lip, tired of arguing with the man. When they were safely
behind the charmed Wall of the distant city, she and Kail could work out
what to do about getting to the Aad in time to help Sal, and Skender, with or
without Marmion’s assistance.

And anyway, she grudgingly acknowledged, a very small chance
existed that she could be completely wrong about the Homunculus. If it was
heading for Laure, as Marmion still believed, and she convinced him to
concentrate on the Aad, thus allowing the Homunculus to slip past them, he
would have good reason to be angry at her. Tackling the problem on two
fronts did make more sense.

‘| think,” said Chu, ‘we’d be stupid not to expect a surprise or two.
That's the one thing you can be sure of, so close to the Divide.’

* k% % %

Once again, Shilly and Tom led the way in the buggy, with Banner and Chu
as their passengers. The young flyer gave directions, pointing over Tom'’s
shoulder at the terrain ahead. Shilly had little to do but watch Tom drive, so
her thoughts inevitably wandered to Sal. She had grilled Tom for more

information about what had happened to Skender’'s mother, but his replies



had been vague. Pigs and rabbits played a part, apparently. She could
make no sense of it.

Highson Sparre lay on a makeshift stretcher in the back of one of the
buses, tended by the same warden who had treated Chu’s head wound. His
name, she had remembered, was Rosevear and, although he looked
young, Shilly had to admit that he knew what he was doing. Shilly hoped
Highson would wake soon, and that she would be there when it happened.

They drove several kilometres along the southwestern leg of the
Divide, away from Laure. The morning grew hotter and the far side of the
canyon vanished into a shimmering curtain. If she squinted, Shilly could
almost make out several black specks suspended against the blue sky.
More flyers, she supposed. When she asked Chu what they were doing,
she learned that the flyers — or ‘miners’, as Chu called them — were
actually scavengers picking at the past, taking what they could and turning a
profit from it.

She marvelled at the revelation, but she didn’t question it. There
seemed to be little else around for the city to exploit: no fields, no rivers
rich with fish, no nearby trade routes. It was either grave-rob or die.

‘There,” said Chu finally, pointing. ‘That’s it.” Ahead, a broad cleft had
been taken out of the lip of the Divide. Tom brought the buggy to a halt.
They jumped out to take a look.

Shilly regarded the weathered carriageway with suspicion. Rocky, and
water-scarred, it snaked laboriously down the side of the canyon wall,
switching back on itself to form a series of long, not-quite-parallel lines that
led tortuously down to the bottom of the Divide. It seemed to be both intact
and wide enough for the buses along its length, but Shilly didn’t have an
Engineer’'s eye. To her, the distance to fall if something went wrong
seemed very, very great. There were no railings.

‘The gradient is worrying in places,’ said Banner, pacing back and
forth in order to view the road from a number of different perspectives.
‘There are protective charms to overcome. They’ve kept the road passable,
but it's going to be tricky.’

‘It's either that or fly down,’ said Chu with a grimace. ‘And | don’t think
any amount of charms will make those wheels of yours airworthy.’

Tom was so caught up in the problem that he missed her joke. ‘No,
but we can make them groundworthy. Lower their centre of gravity; beef up



the suspension; encourage the wheels to improve their traction. There are
ways.’

‘| guess there’ll have to be, but | still think I'll walk behind you. No
offence.’

‘None taken,’ said Banner.

Shilly considered her options. She shared Chu’s anxiety about the
vehicles slipping, but the descent was awfully long for someone with a bad
leg.

‘I'm going to sit in the back with my eyes shut and fingers crossed,’
she said. ‘Don’t expect me to take the wheel at any point.’

‘No worries,’ said Banner. ‘You won’t have to.’

Marmion’s buses rolled up behind them and the discussion was
repeated, with the same conclusion. Several of the wardens volunteered to
walk with Chu — ostensibly to lighten the loads but perhaps out of shared
nervousness.

‘Just don't pull too far ahead,’ said one of them. ‘We don’t want to be
left behind.’

‘That,” said Kail, his all-seeing gaze following the many switchbacks all
the way to the bottom, ‘is unlikely to be a problem.’

Banner took the wheel for the first leg, inching the buggy onto the incline
with exaggerated caution. Shilly did exactly as she said she would, at first,
lying on the back seat and keeping her eyes firmly closed. But she soon
found that entirely too nerveracking. Each jerk and jolt sent her heart
pounding, and it seemed to take forever to reach the first bend.

She ended up opening her eyes and fixing her gaze firmly on the far
side. Laure itself wasn't visible, apart from the summit of a single tall tower,
but she could see smoke rising in streams from behind its protective wall.
The plumes flattened out as they hit fast-moving air at a higher altitude and
were swept away to the east.

As her eye wandered in that direction, she caught sight of a cloud
within the Divide. It hugged the southern wall near the Aad but its source



was hidden to her eyes. She watched it, wondering if it had something to do
with Sal, and noticed that it seemed to be drawing nearer. Whatever caused
it was inching along the Divide.

Not ‘inching’, she corrected herself. At that distance, the base of the
cloud was probably a hundred metres across; it would be moving as fast as
a person could walk. She resolved to keep an eye on it during the descent.

Her world soon became one of tense tedium. The buggies never
moved much faster than a sluggish stroll, and the group of wardens
bringing up the rear first caught up with then overtook the buggy.

Shilly listened to their conversation with a feeling of jealousy but had
no real urge to join in. She was content to listen to Chu describe life in
Laure as she passed while Shilly rested her legs.

It didn’t sound like much, if Chu’s opinion was accurate. She
described a town that had been isolated for too long; everyone knew
everyone else; someone such as her, whose family had moved there three
generations earlier, was still regarded as an outsider. Nothing changed; the
rain rarely came; life was always on a knife-edge; the young of each
generation invariably hoped to get away but always ended up becoming as
inward-looking as the parents they had rebelled against. To Shilly it
sounded no different to Fundelry, only on a larger scale.

Not once did Chu mention the yadachi or the blood rituals that Banner
had mentioned the previous night. Perhaps, Shilly thought, she was trying
not to scare her new companions away. That would make sense, given that
she had no other way of getting home. When she raised her arm to point at
something down in the Divide, Shilly thought she glimpsed a line of old,
small cuts up the girl’s arm, but she didn’t have the stomach to ask about
them.

Somehow, after an hour of slow but steady descent, she managed to
nod off. The gentle rocking of the buggy as it traversed the difficult road
overcame her anxiety and lulled her into a shallow, dreamless sleep, with
Sal’s pack behind her head as a pillow.

When she stirred, the buggy was still and everyone had gathered at
the nearest bend to look northeast at the same cloud of dust she had
spotted earlier.

Shilly wiped grit from her eyes and took up her stick. The cloud was
much closer. She could make out vague shapes at its base, but she



couldn’t tell what they were. Some of them looked like people.

‘Man’kin,” said Kail, lowering a brass telescope from his eye. ‘A
thousand or more, travelling as one.’

Even Chu seemed surprised by this declaration.
‘This isn't a common occurrence, | take it,” said Marmion.

‘No,’ she said. ‘They often travel in pairs, and we occasionally see
groups of a dozen or so, but never this many at once.’

‘Maybe they’re lost,” said Shilly.

‘Wherever they’re going,’ said Kail, ‘they’re heading right for the
Fool's Run.’

‘Of course they are.” Marmion ran a hand through his thinning hair and
turned to look downward. ‘No walking from here on. We’ll have to step up
the pace.’

Shilly followed the direction of his gaze. They had stopped roughly
halfway down the canyon wall. The Fool's Run was faintly visible below — a
thread stretching across the floor of the Divide, deviating only to avoid the
largest of obstacles. One stretch passed across the remains of a giant
beast, slicing without pause right through a ribcage large enough to enclose
a small town.

The gathering dispersed. Tom took the wheel of the buggy and
gunned the motor. Chu slid into the rear seat with Shilly and couldn’t hide
her nervousness as they recommenced their descent.

This time, sleep wasn’t an option. Tom rode the brake, accelerator
and steering wheel with furious intensity, incessantly adjusting their course
along the weathered road. The constant change in momentum was as
unsettling as their increased pace. Shilly tried her best not to look over the
edge at the still substantial drop to the bottom of the Divide, but she found it
impossible to avoid completely. There was something hypnotic about the
drop and the way it decreased, metre by slow metre. She felt strangely as
though they were tunnelling deep into the Earth. The rocky cliff oppressed
her as much as the drop on the other side. She was being crushed
between them, like a bug between two fingers.

‘Goddess,’ she groaned at one point, ‘how much longer?’



‘We're getting there,’ said Banner — giving her information she could
see with her own eyes but couldn’t truly accept.

Shilly sank back into her seat and quashed the thought that she would
never reach the bottom, that they would go slower and slower the closer it
came, leaving her stuck on the cliff face forever.

They surmounted one significant obstacle — a landslide that had
blocked the last two legs of the road and needed to be cleared before any
of the vehicles could pass — and then they were down. Not a moment too
soon, Shilly thought. The man’kin were thundering closer with every second.
It was clear that the wardens had been seen. Several of the
ferocious-looking creatures had broken free from the leading edge of the
horde and were running headlong towards them.

As soon as the second bus — the one carrying Highson Sparre —
safely descended, Marmion urged them onto the Fool’'s Run.

‘Go!" he shouted, waving. ‘Go!’

Tom put his foot down hard on the accelerator. The wheels threw up
stones in their wake. Shilly held on as the buggy leapt forward like a goat
freed from its post. The road — mercifully level and straight — swept by
beneath them.

Tom whooped with excitement, but Shilly didn’t share the sentiment.
Three of the leading man’kin changed course to intercept them further
along the road. One had the shape of a bare-breasted woman running on all
fours, with the hindquarters of a lion and a naked child riding her back. The
second possessed scales and a broad bearded mouth filled with sharp
teeth; two curving, spiked horns grew out of its head. The third was only
vaguely humanoid, its limbs jointless, flexing and whipping like snakes as it
ran, its bullet-shaped head menacingly featureless.

The man’kin put on a surprising turn of speed. Shilly clutched the
buggy’s metal frame. It was going to be close. The shouts of the man’kin
rose above the whine of the engine. This surprised her, as they looked so
feral as to be incapable of language. It was hard to make out the words they
called until the fastest was close enough to strike.

‘More humans!” screeched the bestial woman. ‘Why won't they leave
us alone?’



It lunged at them. Tom jerked the buggy out of range. The man’kin
shrieked and fell back as they accelerated along the road. The other two
had already diverted their attentions to the bus behind them. It dodged a
clumsy attempt by the horned man’kin to spike its metal side. Peering over
the back of the buggy, Shilly saw wardens on the back of the bus
scrambling to get out of range of the snarling beast. Kail wrenched the bus
from side to side, slamming into the whip-creature and sending it flying.
Then he too was past the main threat.

The second bus wasn’t so lucky. The bestial woman had planted itself
in the centre of the road, head dipped low to ram. In a desperate attempt to
avoid the collision, the driver turned the wheel too far and lost control. The
bus skidded off the road in a cloud of dirt and threatened to tip. ‘Don’t stop!’
yelled Shilly, although the driver couldn’t possibly hear her. If the bus came
to a halt it would bog for sure in the powdery soil.

She could make out Marmion yelling instructions from the front
passenger seat. Behind him, the wardens had linked hands and seemed to
be shouting. As the bus stabilised, wheels spinning, slowly dragging itself
back to the road, the horned man’kin tossed its head and charged.

Two things happened in quick succession. First, the wardens in the
back of the bus raised their hands as one and brought them down again,
hard. Shilly felt a ripple flow through the Change, although she couldn’t see
what had happened. Only as the horned creature’s feet scrabbled for
purchase on the suddenly slippery sand did she realise: the wardens had
frozen the traces of moisture lying under the ground’s topmost layers,
rendering the creature unable to find its footing.

It tried nonetheless. Its legs kicked and its spine twisted. Instead of
spearing the bus with its deadly horns, it merely broadsided it, sending it
wobbling again.

Then the slender whip-like man’kin placed itself between the bus and
the other man’kin. It flailed at the horned creature, and drove it off howling in
pain and anger. Its blows drew bright sparks from the wide stone back.

The wheels of the second bus found purchase on the road at last and
fishtailed out of reach of the bestial woman. The man’kin child on its rump
shook its fist as the wardens sped away. Shilly could see its mouth opening
and closing but couldn’t hear the words. Its face was a mask of fury.

As the man’kin horde receded into the distance, Shilly felt more
puzzled than relieved. Why had one of the man’kin defended the second



bus against its fellows-? What had the bestial woman meant by more
humans?

‘Sal!’ she said. ‘It was talking about Sal!l We have to go back!

‘No! Keep driving,’ said Chu, her eyes still fixed on the man’kin astride
the road, her face pale with fear. ‘Keep driving?’

Banner reached back to grip the young woman'’s shoulder. ‘It's okay,’
she said. ‘We’re not going to stop for a good while yet.” When Shilly went to
protest, she added, ‘We can’t go back. You know that. The road will be thick
with man’kin by now. To turn would kill us all.’

Shilly forced herself to see the sense in Banner’s words. No word had
come from Sal, but the certainty that he was alive burned in her. She clung
to that knowledge like a life preserver.

Chu remained tense, but she too nodded and pretended to relax.
Shilly could see her hands shaking where they rested in her lap. Only then
did she realise something.

‘That's the first time you’'ve seen a man’kin up close, isn’t it?’

Chu nodded. ‘They’re not allowed in the city. They’re dangerous.’

‘Not all of them are,’ said Shilly, thinking of Mawson. ‘They’re like
people. Some are good, some bad. Did you see the one that helped us out
back there?’

‘It was horrible,” she said with a shudder.

‘Looks can be deceiving.’

‘As long as there’s a wall between me and them, I'm happy to be
deceived.’

Shilly dropped the subject, knowing it would take more than words to
convince Chu. The young flyer turned her attention forward, closing herself
off to further conversation.

Banner still twisted to the rear, and Shilly realised that she was looking
at something behind the buggy. At the same time, Tom eased off on the
accelerator. Shilly turned to look too, fearing that a new man’kin threat had
appeared. The truth was much less exotic. The first bus had fallen behind,



allowing the second to overtake. It was difficult to see what was going on
through the dust the buggies kicked up, but she could make out Marmion
waving impatiently for them to continue. Maybe, she thought, they had
wanted Highson safe in the middle of the convoy rather than at the end. Or
perhaps she was just being charitable, and Marmion was worried about no
other skin than his own.

Banner nodded and Tom increased their speed. They continued on
across the bottom of the Divide, leaving Sal and Skender far behind.
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The Ruin

‘Put behind you all thoughts of the outside world,
for such are distractions and dangerous. The rules
you knew are irrelevant. Those who enter a Ruin
should do so only in the clear and certain
knowledge that they may never return.’

THE SURVEYOR'S CODE
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kender stood facing the blank stone wall and resisted the urge to kick it. He
and Sal had tracked the Change-dead spoor of the Homunculus across
several kilometres to its terminus just short of the Aad. Instead of following
a straight line — as Sal explained that it had from almost as far away as the
Haunted City — it wound its way around and between obstacles, sticking
close to the wall of the Divide where possible. Towards the end, for no
apparent reason, it had kinked to the right and headed for the cliff. There,
abruptly, it ended.

‘I can't see a door,” Skender said, tracing his hands over the rough
sandstone. Layers of ancient sediment hung before him, preserved for
eternity — or would have been but for the great rending that had separated
the cliff face from its match on the far side of the Divide.

‘And we can't find a hidden door by using the Change because the



Homunculus has sucked it dry.” Sal paced back and forth at the edge of the
wake, testing for any sign of an opening: a sliding stone, a trapdoor,
anything. ‘But there must be one!’

Skender succumbed to frustration and kicked the stone. That gave
him a sore toe to match his headache, but it seemed appropriate. Their
search had come to a dead end.

He turned away from the cliff and looked around. The sun was fading
into the west, casting a shadow across the floor of the Divide. Soon, that
shadow would hit their location and they would lose any chance of finding
an entrance.

Look on the bright side, he told himself. The tide of man’kin had
finally run out. A few last stragglers had eyed the humans hatefully as he
and Sal had continued on their way, careful never to leave the safety of the
wake. A couple had tried to engage them in conversation, but they rarely
said anything of relevance. One declared that the mysterious Angel had
told it about them, but nothing else had been forthcoming. Who the Angel
was, how the Angel could possibly know about Sal and Skender and why
that detail was important, remained a mystery. After a while, Skender had
stopped responding to calls for attention from the stony mass of man’kin.

As he stood gazing out across the Divide floor, he saw another cloud
on the far side of the mighty canyon, along the eastern leg. At the rate it
was moving, it would encounter the Wall protecting Laure before nightfall.
Skender hoped the city’s defences were ready for an onslaught.

‘There has to be a way in,” he muttered, turning back to the problem at
hand. ‘We're just not seeing it.’

‘We could wait until the wake fades and try then.’

‘How long would that take?’

‘A few hours, perhaps.’

‘The Homunculus could be anywhere by then. And if the wake has
faded, how are we going to follow it?’ Skender pointed at the second cloud
on the far side of the Divide. ‘Anyway, I'm not sure | like the idea of being
defenceless with so many of these things roaming around. | think we

should just think harder.’

Sal sighed and sank to a crouching position with his back against the



stone. ‘I'm very nearly all thought out, I'm afraid.’

Skender could see that his friend was exhausted. Sal had explained
that few people in the wardens’ search party had slept the night before; the
summoning of the storm had drained him further. There were heavy bags
under Sal’s eyes; his attention occasionally drifted.

Skender lifted the water bottle from around his neck and offered it to
Sal. The container was more than half empty, but it was the only reward they
had for pressing on. No plants grew on the bottom of the Divide, so they
couldn’t even chew leaves or twigs for moisture.

Ignoring his own thirst, he considered what they knew. The
Homunculus had an agenda of its own, one which involved the Aad.
Towards the end of its journey, it had obviously made a beeline for the
Ruin. The wall couldn’t be the dead end it appeared to be, otherwise what
was the point of coming here? The Homunculus couldn’'t have doubled
back on itself, since it would have encountered Sal and Skender along the
way. So it had come to the wall for a reason. They just had to find that
reason ...

His gaze drifted upward to where the sunlight cast the top of the cliff
in brilliant gold, and he wondered if he should step out of the wake and
study the complex weave of air through the charm of the licence. He
immediately knew he didn’t need to.

He laughed, but the news wasn’t all good. ‘I found it he told Sal,
pointing up. ‘See?’

Right at the top of the cliff was a spur of rock from which projected a
metal hook.

‘A rope would have been tied to it.” Sal climbed to his feet and put his
hands on his hips. His head tilted back to study the new development. ‘Or a
rope ladder. Either way, the Homunculus climbed up there and reeled the
ladder in behind it.’

‘And here we are,” said Skender, ‘stuck on the ground in its wake.’

Sal nodded. He moved back several metres, trying to see what lay at
the top. ‘There doesn’t seem to be anything else up there.’

‘| think that's the idea. We wouldn’t have noticed anything if the
Homunculus hadn’t led us here. It's the perfect place for a hideout, or the



entrance to one.’ He looked to his left, at the pile of rubble that was the
Aad’s doorstep, half a kilometre away. ‘I can see only one way open to us
at the moment, if we’re going to go up there.’

Sal sighed again. ‘I think you're right, my friend. We can always
double back when we're at the top.’

Skender put a hand on Sal’'s shoulder to stop him as he went to pick
up the wing and head off on their new tangent. ‘There’s something else we
should think about. The ladder can’t have been hanging around forever,
waiting for the Homunculus to come along. The miners would have seen it.
Who put it there, and why?’

Sal sighed weatrily. ‘Yes, that did occur to me. There’s no way we can
know right now, unless you've had any other blinding revelations ...?’

Skender shook his head. ‘Alas.’

‘Then we’ll just have to keep our eyes peeled.” Sal handed him back
the water bottle. ‘Let’s get going before | fall asleep on my feet.’

Skender agreed wholeheartedly. They had no idea what they were
heading into, but the Divide definitely wasn’'t safe, and he had no desire to
experience it after nightfall.

The wing slotted into well-worn grooves in his fingers. He hoped Chu
would appreciate the effort they were making to look after it. That hadn’t
been the deal at all, he thought, as they raced the encroaching shadow for
the entrance to the Aad.
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Sal sighed with relief as they left the Homunculus’ wake. The very moment
they did so, the normal background potential returned and the familiar
tingling of the Change hit him. He felt in tune with the world again and
revitalised for it. The wing wasn't as heavy; his feet no longer dragged. He
could think again.

There was likely more to come: significant Ruins were steeped in the
Change. He automatically assumed that the Ruin Skender called the Aad
would be like any other. But as they reached the tumble of masonry at the
base of the city, there was no surge in the Change. It was, if anything,
ebbing away. He stopped to see if the Homunculus was nearby, but he
couldn’t see or sense it anywhere, and Skender’s wind-seeing charm, which



had returned upon leaving the wake, discerned no distinctive spoor of the
creature. This was something else.

As they climbed the rubble towards the ruined city proper, Skender’s
black markings faded, and Sal’s connection to the world faded with it.

‘I's a Change-sink,’ he said, feeling the weight of exhaustion settle
over him again like a heavy blanket. ‘A natural blank spot.’

Skender was nodding, touching the deadened stone of a tumbled
column as though it might rear up and bite him. ‘No wonder no one comes
here. The air feels smothered.’

‘Do you want to keep going?’
Skender didn’t hesitate. ‘Of course. Don’t you?’

Sal nodded, although he would have done anything rather than keep
walking. Fatigue had taken root in his bones again. He had forgotten how it
felt to be awake.

They climbed higher, to what might have once been street level. It
was hard to tell exactly how the original city had stood because the ground
had tilted under it and most of the buildings had collapsed as a result.
Mounds of rubble lay between Sal and Skender and a relatively intact
portion of the city. It was clear, though, that what Sal thought of as a city was
really a slice chopped out of a larger metropolis. The Aad lay open to the
Divide on three sides and had decayed heavily around those borders. Only
the very heart of it retained any structural integrity at all.

Skender had described tunnels gaping open to the Divide near Laure.
During their ascent, they had seen nothing of the sort. Sal suggested that
they had been covered over by landslides and were now only accessible
from within the ruins. Skender didn’t have a better solution, but he did look
disappointed. It would have been much easier for him, Sal supposed, if
they’d found his mother on their own. They could have dispensed with
tracking the Homunculus.

The Change-sink in the Aad wasn't as deep as the Homunculus’s
wake, but it nonetheless cut them off from everything outside the city.

‘Where do you think the heart of it is?” Skender asked.

‘The tower, perhaps.’



‘That would make sense, | guess. It's the only recognisable
landmark.’

‘Does that make a difference?’

Skender shrugged. ‘Beats me. The study of Change-sinks is a
forgotten art, even by me.’

Sal didn’t ask further questions. He was more interested in whether
his father had woken and given an account of his reasons for summoning
the Homunculus. He almost stopped and turned back, feeling a sudden and
very strong concern for Shilly.

He wanted to talk to her, to let her know he was all right.

One glance back at the Divide, which was filling with darkness as
dusk’s shadow swept across it, put paid to that idea. There was no going
back, not through nightfall and man’kin and whatever else might be out
there. He had to keep moving forward.

The last rays of sunlight rushed over the Aad, casting the tower in a
blaze of golden fire. Sal stared at it, hypnotised by the strange beauty of the
moment. The dead city surrounded them, its air filled with dust and decay.
No animals disturbed the stillness; no plants invaded the tumbled masonry.
He could have been standing at the end of history, surveying all that
remained of humanity’s works.

The thought was maudlin. Much of the world already looked like this.
Wardens and Mages alike built homes among the ruins, constantly
reminded that theirs was an echo of a bygone age, one that had been
capable of works unequalled since. What had happened to those lost
builders was for the most part unknown. The Cataclysm had wiped them out
and left the Change in their wake. Their world was difficult to imagine.

The last light of sunset abandoned the ruins and continued its march
up the side of the Divide. The city plunged into gloom.

‘What do we do now?’ whispered Skender. ‘It's going to be pitch
black before long.’

‘We should have brought some matches and a candle.’

‘And food.’



‘Let’s not be greedy,’ he said, refusing to regret their impulsiveness.
He took in their surroundings while a dusky light lingered. ‘We should find
somewhere to take shelter.” His body ached; the thought of rest was
overpowering. ‘Maybe we can explore when our eyes have adjusted.’

They hurried through the ruined city. Most of the buildings had fallen in
completely or were teetering on the verge of doing so. Their best hope lay
south and uphill, at the furthest point from the Divide, where the ground
beneath the Aad angled up to vertical. Gradually, the remaining walls
became higher, their interiors less wasted. Finally, they managed to find a
low building with all four walls standing and a relatively intact ceiling. There
was no way of telling what it had once been, since no shapes of furniture or
tools seemed evident. It had no doubt been stripped of anything useful
long ago. Sal paced out the full extent of the small space and declared that
it would do.

‘Do you want to wait here while | look around?’

The darkness was absolute. Sal could barely make out Skender’s
silhouette against the open doorway.

The suggestion was irresistible. ‘Maybe just for a little bit,” Sal said,
sinking down into a corner next to where they had placed the wing. His feet
and head throbbed; his throat was utterly parched. ‘You'll let me know if you
find anything, won't you?’

‘Of course. This place is far too creepy for heroics.’

Sal smiled and closed his eyes.

‘Don’t go anywhere until | get back.’

Skender waited for an answer, but none came. Sal’s breathing
became slower and more regular. He was already asleep.

‘Right,” Skender said to himself. ‘No point in sticking around, then.’

Leaving the bottle of water by his friend’s side, he steeled himself to
explore the eerie and potentially Homunculus-infested Ruin. Outside, he
took a moment to note every detail of the location of their hiding place;
good as his memory was, he knew it would be difficult finding his way back



in the dark. The cliff obscured a fair proportion of the night sky, including
the moon. It was hard to see even the ground beneath his feet.

He set out slowly and cautiously, picking his way through the rubble
with exaggerated care. It wouldn’t do to trip and twist his ankle. He had no
clear destination in mind, and gravitated to the central watchtower by
default. As the largest extant structure, it was the obvious place for
someone to hide, although being the obvious place rendered it the least
likely to contain anything hidden. Still, Skender reasoned, he had to start
somewhere. Who knew what he would stumble over along the way?

It seemed to take him forever to navigate the cramped, littered
streets, even though they gradually became less buckled. The buildings
around him stood taller and firmer. He tried to keep the sound of his
footfalls to a minimum, but they echoed back at him with crystalline, startling
clarity. He froze at the slightest noise, listening for footsteps other than his
own. All he heard was the pounding of his heart and the faint whispering of
wind across jagged stone.

As the tower grew taller over him, he imagined dark faces staring at
him from its round windows, and the ghosts of the Haunted City came,
unwelcome, to his mind. Those bodiless spirits were confined forever to
their ancient towers, able to escape only with the assistance of people on
the outside — people like Shilly, and Sal’'s mother, who invariably paid a
terrible price for their effort.

He shuddered, remembering the Homunculus at its most horrific, its
four arms extended to attack Marmion and its face a writhing mass of eyes,
mouths and noses. The image had been easy to keep at bay during
daylight hours, but the darkness encouraged it. Every time he turned, he
expected to see that hideous visage about to leap on him.

A disease; bad luck; inhabited by creatures of the Divide...

Finally he stood at the base of the tower. Ten storeys high and broad
enough to park several buggies, it seemed much larger than the natural cliff
behind it. A single rectangular entranceway, twice his height and width,
gaped open to the night air. If there had ever been doors, they were long
gone. Skender tracked delicate carvings along the lintel — vines, perhaps,
or snakes — but couldn’t see well enough to make them out.

He still possessed a very faint sense of the Change. The heart of the
sink couldn’t be the tower, for otherwise no potential would remain at all.
With a feeling of invading a tomb, he walked nervously into the shadow of



the tower’s interior and looked around.

No lights burned within, and it took his eyes a long time to adjust.
There was no sign of occupation by human or animal or anything else. A
rotting spiral staircase led up to the next floor and down to a basement.
Skender was unwilling to explore in either direction, for the moment. There
were other places to look before he would be forced to such extremes of
courage. There could be anything in the depths beneath the tower — a
mausoleum, perhaps, lined with bodies he couldn’t see, only touch — and
the upper floors could be structurally unsound.

He ventured as far as he dared into the suffocating blackness, then
hurried out into the cool night air and took several deep breaths.

From far across the black gulf of the Divide, the navigation light at the
top of Observation Tower winked at him over Laure’s protective Wall. The
previous night, when he had soared over the city lights for the first time,
seemed weeks ago. He longed to be in his bed in the hostel with the sheet
over his head. His belly ached for a decent meal.

Stone clicked against stone in the darkness, away to his right. He held
his breath and retreated into the doorway. It could have been perfectly
innocent, but he intended to take no chances. The night was thickening
around him. Anything could be stirring.

He saw nothing and the sound wasn’t repeated. But his stomach
rumbled again, drawing his attention to the fact that the night smelled
different. The faintest hint of smoke tainted the crisp night air.

Where there was smoke, Skender told himself, there had to be
something to burn. And he had seen barely a stick in his exploration of the
Divide. Whatever was burning must have been brought into the Aad, and
the thing that had brought it was probably nearby.

He followed his nose away from the tower. The source of the smell
proved difficult to trace. Sometimes he felt he was getting closer only to
lose the smell entirely down a side street. Other times, when it faded
almost to vanishing and he was on the point of giving up, it came heavily on
the breeze from another alley or archway.

His nose led him to the western edge of the city, on the far side from
where he and Sal had arrived. The smell was definitely stronger, although
its source remained hidden. It wasn’'t wood smoke, he thought, or tobacco;
coal, perhaps, or another solid fuel. His gut tied itself in knots at a faint tang



of frying that joined with the smoke in the air. Meat and toast! If the growling
of his stomach didn’t alert every Homunculus and man’kin for a dozen
kilometres, he would be amazed.

Then, distantly, came the sound of voices. He slowed to a creeping
pace as he approached the ruins of a building jutting from the base of the
cliff. The door and windows were open to the night air, so he could tell that
no one was inside, but his nose and ears insisted that both the fire and
people lay within. Barely daring to breathe, he inched through the main door
and tiptoed along the entranceway. Debris crunched under his feet, and he
shushed it nervously. The voices grew louder as he explored deeper into
the house where it bit into the cliff face. There, next to a room that must
once have been a kitchen but was now stale and empty, he found an
enormous ballroom. Or so it seemed to him, with little more than a glimmer
of starlight and faint echoes to measure its extent by. Parts of the ceiling
had fallen in; rubble lay everywhere. In the shadows on the far wall, he
made out four wide fireplaces, each as large as his bedroom in the Keep.

Three of them had collapsed. The fourth was the source of the
smoke. The fire wasn’t, however, burning on the cold grate. Both the voices
and the smoke were coming from above him. Skender stood in the
fireplace and looked up. Far over his head, the chimney kinked suddenly to
the left. Yellow light flickered.

The lyrics to a bawdy song about a tavern girl called One-Legged
Meg echoed incongruously down the chimney. The singer didn’t sound like
the Homunculus. Faint jeers accompanied the tune. Someone barked a
command and the song ceased mid-chorus.

There were people in the Aad. Skender knew he should go back to
Sal, but one last thing held him back. At the top, opposite the hole through
which the light issued, he made out a hook similar to the one at the top of
the cliff. That explained how people came and went through the fireplace —
but, once again, any attempt by him to go up there was stymied. If he and
Sal could find or make a rope of some kind, he thought, they might be able
to throw a loop over the hook and haul themselves up.

He turned to go, and heard a noise echo through the empty ballroom.
It sounded like a footstep.

Time to get out of here, he told himself, creeping from the fireplace
with steps so soft he felt he was floating on air.

‘You make noise enough to shift the bones of the dead!” boomed a



voice out of the darkness.
His fright was so great he actually squeaked.

The voice laughed. ‘That’s it, my lad. Hold perfectly still. You've seen
enough of the city for one night, | think.’

Skender smelled someone large and male coming out of the
darkness, arms spread wide to capture him. His paralysis broke. He ducked
and ran for the door, feet scrabbling on dirt. His would-be captor laughed
again but made no move to follow. Only as Skender reached the door did
he realise why.

A foot kicked out of the darkness and tripped him before he sensed a
second person waiting for him. He fell heavily and skidded across the floor,
into a wall. Stars exploded behind his eyes. He tried weakly to right himself
and to run but was too slow and stunned. Strong hands went over his mouth
and under his left armpit. With a grunt of effort, his captor lifted him up and
carried him away.
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The Letter

‘In cultures where blood is valued, the dead are
frequently drained of fluids before interment.
The liquid remains are preserved in perpetuity by
any means available: in ornate vials, sacred
ponds, vase-like reliquaries or even private lakes;
or, where water is not readily available, the
remains may be carefully dried and placed in
urns, for even dust retains a measure of potency.’

THE BOOK OF TOWERS, EXEGESIS 28:9

-

lash your headlamps,’ said Chu, leaning over Banner’s shoulder as they
approached the city Wall. ‘That way they’ll know we’re not ghosts.’

The vast expanse of stone threw the sound of snarling engines back
at them as the convoy approached. Surrounded on three sides by steep
cliffs and the Wall ahead, she was already feeling closed in. The renewed
threat of the man’kin — a second wave coming in from the east — lent the
situation an urgency that was alarmingly real. If the Laureans didn’t let them
through in time, they would be caught between sentient rocks and a very
hard place.

The warden followed Chu’s suggestion. The lower lines of giant
charms reinforcing the Wall’'s mighty stone blocks stood out sharply when
the light returned. Giant circles overlapped squares and triangles with bold,
thick strokes in a variety of colours, combining to form a single, sprawling
pattern. She could see where other, now faded, signs had once done the
same job but been painted over down the years. Their intricacies appealed
to her.

Far above her, at the summit of the enormous stone edifice, a light
flashed back.



‘Well, that’s a start,” Chu said. She didn’t sound especially relieved.
They had tried attracting the attention of flyers far above, but Shilly couldn’t
tell how successful they had been. The closer Chu got to the city, the more
nervous she became. ‘Keep going, right up to the base of the Wall, and
let's see what they do.’

‘Is there a chance they won't let us in at all?’ asked Banner.

‘A small one,” Chu admitted. ‘It's not as if people come this way very
often. At all, actually; the usual entrance is on the far side of the city. | don’t
know what they’ll make of us.’

‘Great,’ said the warden. “You could’ve told us this before we left.’
‘It didn’t seem relevant. Given time, I'm sure we can convince them.’

Shilly glanced behind her, unable to make out the man’kin on their tail
through the headlights of the buses. Time was something they definitely
didn’t have much of.

The buggy bounced over a series of deep ruts in the baked-hard
earth then skidded to a halt in front of the Wall. A cloud of dust enveloped
them as Banner swept the beams of the headlights across the impeccable
stonework. Mighty grey slabs formed a vertical, mortarless barrier that
curved for a hundred metres on either side. It seemed to bulge inward, but
Chu assured her that it looked the same on the far side. The Wall was
thickest, therefore, where it met the sides of the Divide, and thinner —
relatively speaking — in the middle. She wondered if it was hollow. The top
was too far away to make out in the darkness.

‘Over there,’ said Tom, pointing, the first to notice the gate. Banner
accelerated for it, jerking Shilly back into her seat. The gate was an
unprepossessing metal hatch three metres square with hinges that looked
strong enough to withstand the end of the world. A circle with an X through it
stood out in faded red paint.

Red, thought Shilly: the colour of ancient deserts and Stone Mages.
The colour of blood.

A shiver of apprehension went through her at the thought of the Blood
Tithe.

Chu jumped out of the buggy as soon as it came to a halt. Tom and
Banner weren't far behind. Shilly limped stiffly after them, squinting in the



brightness of the headlights focused on the forbidding portal.
Chu banged on it. ‘Open up! she cried. ‘Let us in?
There was no immediate reply from within.
‘Hello? | know you're listening. We haven't got all night!’

The two buses chugged to a halt behind them, adding yet more light
and dust to the scene.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Marmion, jogging up to them. ‘Why isn’t the
gate open?’

‘Give them a moment,’ said Chu, shifting from foot to foot. ‘Someone
must be on duty. They might have forgotten how to —

‘STATE YOUR NAME,” boomed a voice from the hatch. Tom, who
had been examining the hinges closely, jumped backwards into Shilly. She
barely kept her balance.

‘My name is Chu Milang,” said Chu with a pained expression. The
voice from the other side of the hatch was loud enough to physically hurt.

‘WHO? SAY THAT AGAIN.’

‘Stop shouting! I'm Chu Milang and I’'m a miner. Check with the
Magister if you don’t believe me.’

‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUT THERE?’ asked the voice at a slightly
reduced volume. It seemed to be coming from the hatch itself.

“Trying to get in. What do you think I'm doing? Open the door and let
us through!’

‘I DON'T HAVE THE AUTHORITY TO DO THAT.
‘Who does?’

‘MY SUPERVISOR’S ON HER WAY DOWN. YOU NEED TO TALK
TO HER'

‘Listen to me,’ growled Marmion, elbowing his way through the crush.
‘I'm not going to stand here arguing over who has the authority to do what



and who doesn’t. My name is Sky Warden Eisak Marmion and | am on the
business of the Alcaide. If you don’t open this door right now, there will be
consequences. Do you understand?’

‘1 UNDERSTAND, SIR, BUT THERE WILL BE CONSEQUENCES IF
| DO OPEN IT’

‘You're not likely to be flattened by several hundred tonnes of stone.
Open this door immediately or you'll have our deaths on your conscience!’

Nothing happened for a moment. Shilly assumed that the gatekeeper
had gone for advice. She could clearly picture him: a young, inexperienced
functionary given a forgotten responsibility in order to keep him out of the
way. He might have had his feet up on a desk somewhere, dreaming of
promotion; he might even have been literally dreaming when their call
came through. The promotion he desired probably hinged on what he did
next, just as their lives did.

‘| think | can open it,” whispered Tom to Marmion.

‘Give him a moment,’ said the warden in a loud voice. ‘I'm sure he’ll
see sense.’

Ancient metal bolts clunked deep within the Wall. A faint layer of rust
shook from the hatch. With a deep groaning sound, it swung open towards
them. Shilly hopped out of the way as it picked up speed and slammed into
the stone beside her. The crashing sound it made echoed for a full ten
seconds.

‘Right,’” said Marmion, his mood taking on a self-satisfied edge, ‘let’s
get out of harm’s way.’

The small crowd scattered. Rather than walk back to the buggy, Shilly
stayed where she was, with Marmion. The open hatchway revealed a tunnel
leading through the base of the mighty Wall. It was easily wide enough to
accept the three vehicles, and they roared through without fanfare.

Marmion waved Shilly ahead of him once the last bus was past, and
then he followed.

The Divide looked very dark without headlights to illuminate it. Shilly,
looking back the way they had come, could barely make out the man’kin and
the cloud they were kicking up. But she could hear their cries of frustration
and anger.



‘Okay, you can close the hatch now,” Marmion called to the
gatekeeper.

‘WHAT DID YOU SAY? IT'S HARD TO HEAR YOU FROM THE —
‘Just close it!" he yelled.

The heavy metal door creaked and swung solidly home. The boom
seemed even louder in the close confines of the tunnel than it had outside.

‘WAIT THERE, said the gatekeeper through the ringing in Shilly’s
ears. ‘DON'T GO ANY FURTHER.’

The smell of burnt alcohol was thick in Shilly’s nostrils. Marmion
overtook her without a glance as she limped along the corridor. It led to a
large antechamber lit by a faded orange glowstone anchored in the high
ceiling. That more than anything reminded Shilly that she was no longer in
the Strand. She had crossed the Divide and entered the Interior for the
second time in her life.

Highson Sparre lay still and unresponsive in the back of the second
bus. She wondered what he would think when he woke up and found
himself on the other side of the world.

‘Chu!” The young flyer’'s head snapped up at the whip of command in
Marmion’s voice. He pointed at the far side of the room. ‘This road must
lead somewhere. Take us. We're in your hands.’

Chu looked as though she would rather have anything in her hands
than Marmion and his demands. ‘Aren’t we supposed to wait here?’

A barrage of heavy blows rained on the hatch behind them. Marmion
glanced at the tunnel, then turned back to Chu. ‘Do you know if that door
can withstand the combined weight of a hundred man’kin or more?’

She shook her head.

‘Well, neither do I,’ he said. ‘I'm not waiting here to find out.’

‘Hang on,’ said Shilly, looking around at the gathered wardens.
‘Where’s Kail?’

‘He stayed behind,” said Marmion.



‘What?’ An image of Kail being squashed by the tide of man’kin
flashed horribly through her mind.

‘He got off when we stopped on the Fool’'s Run, after the first attack. |
ordered him to track Sal and Skender while we went on ahead.’

‘He didn’t mention that to me.’
A suspicious look crossed Marmion’s face. ‘Should he have?’

She turned away, face burning. Kail hadn’t betrayed her, she told
herself; he simply had to obey Marmion’s orders.

‘No,’ she said, already wondering what chance she had of convincing
Marmion to go to the Aad without Kail to back her up.

‘Good. Now, no more talking.’ His voice echoed dully in the large
chamber as he addressed the group as a whole. ‘Let’s be on our way. Chu,
over to you.’

He inclined his head to the young flyer and hurried back to his bus.

Shilly watched Chu closely as she directed them along a series of broad
stone passageways that sloped upward at a steep angle. If the flyer were to
make a bolt for it, it would be soon.

Four wardens dismounted to swing aside a heavy metal door and
slam it shut behind the buses when they had passed. The air became
stuffier and more full of fumes the further they went. Shilly imagined
themselves burrowing out of the ground like worms. She had no idea what
to expect of the surface. All she had seen of Laure from a distance was
one tower-top peeking over the vast stone Wall. Would its citizens be white
like Skender and most other people in the Interior? Or would they have the
same skin and eyes as Chu? Anything was possible so close to the Divide.

Another door, heavier than the others, required six wardens to push
open. Banner almost ran over a skinny youth standing behind it, waving his
arms.

‘Stop!’ he yelled. “You must stop!’



Banner obeyed. Shilly recognised the voice of the gatekeeper, even
though it was much reedier than it had been when amplified by the metal of
the hatch.

‘You can’t just drive away like this!" he protested, coming to stand over
the buggy. His skin was a blotchy white and his blond hair stood in disarray.
He wore a scruffy uniform of gold on black — with no robes, torcs or tattoos
visible — and looked about eighteen. His darting gaze took in the buggy
and its passengers, and settled on Marmion as he approached from the
rear.

‘Why not?’ Marmion asked.

‘The Tithe ... my supervisor ...’

Marmion waved away the stammered protestations. ‘Chu. Who was
that you mentioned before? A magistrate of some kind?’

‘The Magister,” she said.

‘Take us to him.’

‘She doesn’t take kindly to people just turning up on her doorstep.’
‘I'm sure this good fellow will give us an introduction.’

The guard backed away, his hands waving in front of him and his eyes
wide. ‘Oh, no. You wouldn’t dare.’

‘I'm afraid we have no choice. We're on a mission from the Alcaide
and nothing must stand in our way.’

The guard’s larynx bobbed. ‘I, er —

‘Come on. Misery loves company.’” Chu scrunched over to make room
next to her in the back seat. ‘We need you to show us the way out of here,
anyway. I’'m only going to get us lost.’

Moving slowly, as though unwilling to believe he was actually going
along with it, the guard climbed aboard and sat down. His long-fingered
hands gripped the metal frame tightly.

‘Which way?’ Banner asked, glancing over her shoulder at him as
Marmion jogged back to his bus.



‘Go —' His voice broke. He swallowed and tried again. ‘Go straight
on. Turn right at the junction.’

‘Thank you,’ said Chu. ‘Do you have a name?’
‘Gwil. Gwil Flintham.’
‘Thank you, Gwil. I'm sure the Magister will understand.’

He couldn’t possibly have gone any paler, Shilly thought, but he did.

* k% % %

Any hope that they might emerge into fresh air was soon quashed. The city
stewed in a thousand odours, each stronger than the last. Many were
completely unfamiliar, but some she recognised, buried deep in the mix:
coffee, rich and warm at the back of her nostrils; camel and goat shit, and
wet animal hair; incense and tobacco smoke; meat sizzling on a grill,
making her mouth water; rot, and human everywhere.

The streets possessed no clear regularity, branching and
re-branching without warning, and tending to tip from side to side as though
the ground beneath had buckled and been paved without being graded flat.
Every free space was used in one way or another, built upon or over to
bewildering effect. Buildings teetered at odd angles, clumsier and shorter
than the buildings of the Haunted City and made from plaster and brick, not
glass. They had a lived-in, almost temporary air; she wouldn’t have been
surprised to come down the same street a week later and find half of them
gone. Banners stretched across the streets between them, declaring street
names, advertising products, warning of hazards. The brightly coloured
fabric didn’t move in the still, thick air. Their florid, hand-painted characters
added to the garish nature of the streets, with their tiled walls and gilded
window frames. Beads and bells hung from every doorframe. Chalk graffiti
added embellishments to anything found lacking. The local alphabet was
more angular and fragmented than the curling, spiralling script of the
Strand, but Shilly didn’t question the fact that she understood the signs as
easily as the speech around her.

And the people! Shilly tried not to stare, but it was hard; the streets
were crowded under warm, glowing lamps bright enough to dispel the stars
above. Laure’s citizens displayed a mix of all colours and shapes adorned
in all manner of fashion. Some draped themselves in brightly dyed robes.
Others adopted styles similar to Chu’s, with women wearing-pants and



tight-fitting tops. Some men and women wore translucent veils across their
faces; many sported tattoos and piercings of great diversity. Their voices
blended in a rich mélange of accents, too complex and dissonant to
disentangle as merchants argued with buyers, commuters squabbled over
who had right of way, and uniformed guards did their best to keep order.
Not since the underground metropolis of Ulum had Shilly seen such chaos.

Apart from pedestrians, there were bicyclists, carts pulled by animals
and people alike, and the occasional engine-driven craft. The latter were
noisy and battered, most likely traders from out of town, much the same as
them. At least, she thought, they drove on the right side of the road, when
the roads were wide enough for two-way traffic.

Gwil Flintham, their unwilling guide, called out directions to Banner as
she negotiated the crush. No one paid them any mind, except to honk or
yell when they got in the way. Only occasionally did Shilly catch a bystander
staring quizzically at the blue robes and dark skins of her companions.

When they saw her looking, they quickly turned away.

‘Do you live near here?’ she asked Chu, whose attention seemed to
be elsewhere.

‘Eh? | wish.” The flyer returned to reality with a jolt.

‘Is it far? We could drop you there, if you need a change of clothes or
anything.’

‘Thanks, but I'll be fine.’
‘Are you sure? We can pick you up later.’
‘Really, it's okay.’

‘Suit yourself.” Chu’s voice had an edge that warned Shilly not to push
any further. ‘What about Skender? Where’s he staying?’

‘I'll show you after we've seen the Magister. Old Urtagh’ll probably
throw out the regulars to make room for you lot, if you need it. Nothing
brings in the business like a bit of novelty.’

‘We won't be here for long,’” said Shilly, ‘I hope.’

‘You might not last the night if your friend Marmion gets the Magister



offside.’
‘He’s not my friend. Far from it.’
‘That seems to be the effect he has on people.’

‘Take the next right,’ said Gwil into Banner’s ear. ‘There’