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'‘Unnatural vices are fathered by our heroism.’
- T.S. Eliot



CHAPTER 1

Assoon as| arrived in Lowespass | bought a newspaper and read it in the shadow of the
fortresswall —

Castle Callsfor Reinforcements —



Rachiswater Offensive Continues

The Castle has demanded eight thousand fresh troops to be raised from the Plaindandsto join
the Awian Fyrd on the Lowespass front. Awian soldiersled by King Dunlin Rachiswater have forced the
I nsects westwards, exposing the remains of Lowespass town, which waslost in the Insect advance last
yedr.

In ajoint press conference held on Friday with Comet representing the Castle, King Rachiswater
announced that five kilometres of ground had been recovered. He pointed out that thiswasthe first time
the Wall had been pushed back in twenty years. His Mg esty appealed for ‘our brothers of the
Plaindands to send reinforcements so the advance could continue. Comet reported that the Emperor
was "pleased’ with the success of the Awian operation.

L owespass town now presents a drameatic sight, shocking to those who have not seen the works
of Insects before. To the scorched walls and timbers — the town was burnt before evacuation - Insects
have added their complex of grey paper constructions with pointed roofs resembling houses. The ground
isriddled with their tunnels.

Awian lossesin the last two weeks were heaviest in the infantry, with one thousand fataitiesand
asmany injured. Five hundred of the cavary werekilled, while the archers, al under Lightning's
command, suffered twelve injured. None of the immortals has been harmed, and they continueto
encourage the troops. Veterans of the campaign have been promised settlementsin newly recovered
lands

Comet said that despite such determined efforts the tenor of an Insect swarm appearing remains
sgnificant. He reported that the buildings stretch for kilometres behind the Wall. He said, 'Flying over itis
like-

| knew my own words, however badly reported, so | flicked to pagefive, where therewas a
cartoon with asurprising likeness of Lightning. The cartoon grasped desperately at abeautiful girl who
was carrying aguitar. Her figure dissolved like aghost into little woodcut hearts. The caption undernegth
read: Swallow? In your dreams.

Giggling, | folded the newspaper and shoved it into the back of my belt. | strode away from the
fortresswall towards the cliff, hearing the river torrent below. Two strides, and | started running. | forced
at the ground, accelerating, faster and faster to the edge of the cliff. Three, two, one. | spread my wings
and kicked over the edge asthe ground fell away. | turned in along cam arc down towards the camp.

By day the Lowespass outpost filled the river valley with sound and splendour. Tents covered the
ground completely, coloured like scales on a butterfly's wing. Troops patrolled the Insect Wall, covered
wagons drawn by exhausted horsesrolled in along the rutted road. They unloaded at the fortress, took
the wounded away. From the air, carts were the size of matchboxes, parked in aline. Shouts carried
from the soldiers at training; those at rest sat in groups on the grass, or in the canvas city, under avnings,
around fires. Pennants, which marked Fyrd divisons, twisted like vivid tongues on the blunted mountain
breeze. They were blue with white eaglesfor the country of Awia, ascallop shell for Summerday manor,
aclenched figt for Hacilith city, stars, ploughs and shipsfor the Plaindands manors. The Castleésflag was
st in the centre of the camp, ared and gold sun-in-splendour. Our symbol of permanence now shineson



land reclaimed from the Insects, and soldiers passing beneeth it glance up, smiling.

| flew in a midnight, practicaly blind, trying to remember how deep the valey was. | hurtled
down it, balancing on long wings. Theriver looked like astrand of silver mirror behind the dashed black
hillsde, and not too far distant | could seethe Wall.

Too fast. I'm going too fast.
Good.

Dividing the valley, L owespass Fortress on its rocky crag soared above me as | dropped. The
dark ground was spotted with red, the campfires of the Fyrd. Closer till, | could see palefaces
surrounding them, but no more. | felt unnerved that L owespass was populated with slent soldiers. |
dowed, flared my wings and landed neatly on a patch of ground not two metres from a cluster of deeping

bags, which yelped.

| made my way on the damp ground between bivouacs and tent pegs to the Castle's pavilion.
Lamplight shonein athin beam from the dit entrance. | sood for awhile hearing the chatter coming from
within, before remembering that those who listen outside tents rarely hear any good about themselves.

'Wecome back, Comet,' said Dunlin.

'Y ou can call me Jant,' | said. Asmy eyes got used to the light | saw three men sitting around a
thin table, playing cards. The pavilion was so large that the edges were in shadow; the central pole was
wound with red and yellow ribbons. | bowed to King Dunlin Rachiswater, and to his brother Stanidl, and
| said hi to Lightning, the Castles Archer.

Lightning nodded curtly at me. He was sorting his cards. "What's the news?
'Diw won two-nil againgt Hacilith.'

He gaped. 'Can't you ever be serious?

Dunlin leant forward. 'Have you been successful?

'Of course. Your Mgesty, there are five thousand soldiers on their way from the coast. They'll
take aweek to ride here. In addition to that, | went to the Castle and spoke with the Emperor, and he
greatly favours what we've achieved and backs all the plans you asked meto report —

'Wait, wait. Didn't we say eight, not five?

'l can pull another three thousand from Awiaif you give metime.' | was dightly ashamed that |
hed spent the last few days at the Castle visiting my wife rather than working. King Dunlin Rachisweter is
the only man | know who has enough staminato remain at the front for weeks on end without feding the
need for anight with awoman.

He shook his head. 'It has to be the Plaindands. Not Awia. Whao'll feed us?

'My lord, there are few soldiers|eft at the coast, and most of them are too young. Thereésno
outcry asyet, but | think it'swrong to take so many.'



'If my country of Awiagivesadl it can, then the Plaindands can too.’

| sad, 'If | may venture acriticism, it's your campaign to push the Insects out of land where
they'rewd | established which is costing so many lives!'

'So you'd rather remain in astalemate for another two thousand years?

| Sghed. The Castle aimsto protect Zascali from the Insects. There's never a shortage of Insects.
If you use up the fighting force of one generation, for how long can we guarantee that protection?

'Immortals are so frustrating sometimes,” he remarked to his brother. "We can beat the Insects.
With eight thousand, we can control their movements. We can support each other!'

| told him, 'I've seen alot of action, and | think a hot-headed approach iswrong.'

Rachiswater prepared to contest this but Lightning said, 'Y our Mgesty, don't argue with Comet.'
‘Sorry, Jant.'

'No, no. It'smy fault. I'veflown along way. I'm abit tired."

They fetched achair for meto st down at the table, and poured some red winefrom acrysta
decanter. The chink wasn't good on an empty stomach, and | began to fedl very light-headed asthe
others continued with their card game.

"You look tired,' Lightning said, tone dripping with suspicion. The Micawater manor insigniaon
his shoulder caught the lamplight, asimilar diamond design on the quiver full of red-flighted arrows
dangling from the back of his chair. The arrows were hanging with alittle state-of-the-art composite bow:
gold-banded horn and polished strips of wood, curved back like pincers. This meant he must have been
showing off becausein battle he usudly uses alongbow. Hewasalittle taler than Dunlin, much broader
than Staniel, and more muscular than me.

There was a resemblance between Dunlin and Stanidl, but in it Dunlin had taken al the darkness
and strength, whereas his younger brother was like ayellow reed.

Dunlin growled, 'l want usto keep our minds on the campaign. Especialy tomorrow, becauseit
isgoing to be chalenging. Archer, your command isvitd.' Lightning didn't say anything.

'‘And Messenger? Jant ... 7

'At your service,' said |. Dunlin filled his glass, raised it, drank atoast to the Emperor. | clinked
my glassto his, set it down after the briefest sip. | didn't want him to see my unsteady hand.

Dunlin's expression became thoughtful, 'Out of the immortas gpart from your good selves,
Tornado, Mist and Atawill join us. Rayne will stay in Lowespass Fortress. There hasn't been such a
powerful showing of the Circlefor ... how long?

‘Just ahundred years,' | said.

Stanid's pae eyes were sarry with inward enthusiasm. His skinny hand stroked hislittle blond
goatee. No doubt he planned to write about it later: Staniel Rachiswater fighting fearlesdy againgt the
Insectswith the aid of theimmortals.



In the Awian language immortals are called Eszai. Stanidl's poetry portrayed us Eszai asdivine,
and his sturdy brother as aheroic fighter, and so hisimage shone with alittle of our reflected light, but |
had never seen him pick up asword. His respong bility had been to make sure any wounded and
food-poisoned returned to the fortress, and that Fyrd on their way back to their manors did not linger
and become highwaymen. He had delegated those tasks to me at the outset and now remained in the
camp, scribbling in his notebook with afountain pen.

I have agraight flush in hearts,' said Lightning. 'Gentlemen? Oh dear. Pity. So—| acquirethe
Rachiswater amphitheatre, and Stanid's library.' He dedlt, the red-backed cards pliant in hisbig hands. 'l
stake Micawater Bridge, which asyou know is one of the seven wonders of the world, so pleasetrest it
kindly. Jant, are you playing?

"Y ou daft bloody Awians,' | muttered unhappily.
It'sjust abit of fun. I'll 1et you have your manor back in the morning.'

| declined; | don't see any point in card games. My reactions are faster than the Awians; if |
wanted towin | could cheat by deight of hand. If | played without chegting, then Dunlin would beat me
because he is a better, poker-faced strategist, and Lightning would beat him because Lightning has
played cardsfor fifteen hundred years and can see through any strategy without trying. My thoughts
strayed hard to something else. | was beginning to fed shaky, and in case my associates had noticed, |
blamed it on fatigue. | stood up, pushing the chair back into damp grass. 'Give me leaveto leave?

'Seeyou at firg light,' said the King.

'Sweet dreams,’ remarked Lightning.

| found the gentle breeze revitdisng. It was the extreme fegther's end of the mountains, and, with
alittleimagination, | could smell the high summits— glaciers and pine behind the reek of campfire cooking
and unwashed soldiers. It was only fancy, but knowing that the breeze in Lowespass gusts down from
the mountains made mefed nogtagic. | remembered bitterly that nostagiais another symptom of
withdrawal.

| don't have or need my own tent, so | hurried to Lightning Saker's pavilion where abundle of
chamois-skin blankets just inside the entrance marked my bed. He hadn't touched my maps and clothes,
which were dtill piled as| had left them, though now damp with dew.

| managed to light a candle, gathered together my works and took a shot. | soon went to deep,
curled up, racked with hdlucinations. Until golden dawn kicked me awake with big boots.

| yawned and stretched, decongealing. | lay cradled in the blankets, comfortably warm and very
relaxed, looking out down Lowespass vdley towards the Wall. The vale wasfilled with blue-grey
wood-smoke from athousand campfires, hanging in horizonta stripes and softening the sunlight. Groups
of soldierswere gathering, heading towards the main source of the smoke, where breakfast was being
dished out. Food at the front was surprisingly good - it had to be because very few of the generd Fyrd
wanted to be there and it was better for Castle to tempt them than force them. | watched soldiers striking
low green tents, which billowed down and were lashed to carrying poles. | drifted for awhile, observing
the scene, pleasantly unfocused; and then | thought about how good it would be to take another fix. My
needle was lying on an unfolded map. | reached out and as my hand closed round it a boot descended on
my wrig.



'No, you don't,’ said Lightning. He shoved a couple of folds of crimson scarf over one shoul der,
bent down and retrieved spoon, syringe, twist of paper. 'I'll ook after these!'

'Oh, no. Honestly. Come on, Saker! Not again.’
‘Dunliniscaling for us. | need you to talk to Tornado. Up you get.'

| should have found Lightning's demeanour inspiring. He wore armour - brass scale loricamade
to look like covert feathers - over his chest and down strong arms to the elbow. He had leather trousers
laced up the des, and aWrought sword at his hip. His scarf, embellished with the Castle insignia, stuck
to hiswings - which were longer than the modern average - and ruffled the feathers. Other people would
have been impressed with such beautiful armour; | smply wondered how much the Wrought craftsmen
were making from it, and whether | would see any of the profit.

Fedling rather diminished and dirty, | followed the embroidered sun on his mantle out of the
pavilion and through the camp. Faces|ooked up from turfing ashy fires or pulling backpack cordstight,
buckling cuirasses or blowing on hot coffee. The soldiers we met stood up, so that wewent in alittle
wave of tartled men standing, then settling down after we passed.

There was a difference between the soldiers of the Generd Fyrd and the Select Fyrd. Thelatter
were proud of their warrior status, in competition with each other for the attention of governors and
immortas, they kept their swords razor keen. They jumped quickly to their feet as we walked by.

Mogt of the archerswere Select Fyrd, asit takes so long to train them; they were waiting by
Lightning's pavilion and he nodded &t a couple dmost familiarly. His goldfish-armour shimmered.

We reached the area of the Genera Fyrd, soldierswho weren't trained, or new recruitswho
were much less well-equipped. The main armouries were in Wrought, my wife's manor. On Castle's
command they provided every man with shield, broadsword and pike, but the drafted farmersin the
Genera Fyrd could not afford more than this very basic equipment. They were dressed in worsted and
muddied denim, hardly aglint of stedl gpart from ill-fitting baitlefield spoils. These men and women
shambled to their feet, still holding trays of food. Their camp was carelesdy kept, their patched tents
stood unevenly. Some tents were smply frames from which mosquito netting hung, weighted a the
bottom.

It was one of Tornado's dutiesto direct the Genera Fyrd. Tornado was sitting cross-legged on
the grass, stripped to the waist, diding the edge of a battleaxe across a huge whetstone with asound like
sawing. A paunch hung over his cracked belt. At two and a half metrestall he was the biggest and
strongest of the Castle's Eszai, unbeaten for one thousand years. He had brown hair shaven very closeto
the scalp. It looked weird together with the rug of hair growing on his chest and alittle on his shoulders.
The hair didn't cover pale scars, thick as my finger and long as a span, which criss-crossed his chest and
stomach. Sabs of muscle shifted on his sunburnt shoulders as he manipulated the axe. An ancient
sunburst tattoo on his forearm undul ated as the muscles moved.

Unlike most of the Eszai, Tornado had never owned anything —no lands, and no more wealth
than beer money. His reputation hung on risking death in the very thick of the action. If he hadn't faced
death so eagerly, so often, he wouldn't be so practised at dedling with it. Tawny and | are Smilar in that
our linksto life are more tenuous than people expect.

Tawny'swel-chosen girlfriend, Vireo Summerday, was aso gigantic. She was scratching her leg
by poking a stick through the joints of her plate armour. | couldn't fathom Vireo, she was neither terrified



of nor attracted to me. Shewouldn't call aspade aspadeif she could cal it afucking bastard. Lightning
bowed to her; shewinked a me.

‘Good morning,’ said Lightning.

Yo, said Tawny. 'All right, Jant?

"... Congdering.’

'I've been ready bloody ages and nothing has happened,’ said Tawny. "When do we get to fight?
"Y ou will be commanding the Hacilith men and those from Eske.’

‘Thetownies,' | said.

'Nothing changed there then.’

Lightning said, 'When the Insects attack, fal back. There will be shidld wallsto channd them if
necessary. We will drive them into the sixth corrd. Y ou should attempt to advance through the Wall.
Dunlin believesit possible that we can breach their defences and redeem more land.'

'Whoa! Hang on. Y ou what? Want me to go behind the Wall? No way, little one. I'll be on my
own because townies are chickenshit, like you know. They'll run so fast they'll fly, by god! Behind the
Wall, like, not bloodly likely.'

'It's Dunlin'smain am at the moment,' said Lightning.

'If you thought with yer balsrather than yer heart you'd not |et a soft bloody Zascai get in the
way of how Eszal have dways done stuff.’

'Have we not recently decided to support the King of Awia?

| interrupted, 'But last time athousand peopledied.’ If | had been on the field and not
unconscious during the skirmigh, the Castle might have fared better. Lightning seemed about to make that
point, so | decided to keep quiet. Tawny complained for awhile but accepted; he doesn't have enough
willpower to argue with Lightning.

'Look, Tawny,' | said. The Emperor backs Dunlin, so we've got to do it. We can't guesswhy the
Emperor makes such plans. They might comein useful acentury from now.’

He respected me; he knew that my experiences have given me camness, aknowledge that sets
me apart from day-to-day concerns. He sensed this, and he admired such steadfastness.

'Whatever you say, Jant.' Tawny poked the bright edge of his axe with agrimy thumbnail. 'But
culling Insects should be awaiting game. I'm buggered if | want to stir them up.' He used the axe to
steady himself as he stood. | stepped back alittle, overawed by his size. He stretched and muscle on
muscle tautened under fat.

'Becareful —' Lightning began.
'Get logt, lover-boy,' said Tawny. 'I'm doing my job whichis, like, cutting up Insects. | know I'll

survive, behind the Wall or under-ground or anywhere. Dunlin'strying to save civilian lives. It's good that
he caresfor them, but he'strying too hard." He buckled the axe to his chain belt, plucked at Vireo who



had been eavesdropping in the background. In Plaindands he said, 'L et's go, love. Everything round here
withwingsiscrazy.'

'What wasthat? Lightning asked. | gave aloose trand ation; he watched them go. 'Aren't lovers
content in their own little worlds? he said.

Inthe pavilion, | was|eft alone while Lightning went to address the archers ranks and the nest
phalanxes of Sdect Awian infantry. They had blue plumes on their helmets, heraldic crestions of carved
bone and cuir-bouilli and faience, findy wrought iridium chain mail over their wings. | took the chanceto
go through al hisbelongings searching for my drugs. | found a couple of |etters that would have been
interesting if | hadn't been so feverish. No cat. | cdled Lightning dl the names under the sun. Left a
devastated mess behind. Sat down on the grass. Started shaking with an advance on withdrawal the
effect of panic.

Widl. Plan B. | found my compass, pressed a button and the silver casing clicked open likea
shell. There was atwist of paper inside, ripped from the edge of amap. It's vitd to have more than one
gtash. With along thumbnail | cut aline of cat on the compass glass, rolled up afive-pound note and
snorted it, north—south.

h, yes.

| let the worries dissolve, one by one, and drop from my mind. Not even immortas are built to
take so many misgivings. Wiping my nose on the back of ahand, | considered the forthcoming fight. |
was wearing bangles, faded jeans and a cut-off T-shirt which read 'Hacilith Marathon 1974

| gazed at the heap of my silver scale armour, a byrnie adorned with smaragd and onyx, ahelmet
decorated with knot-work, with ahigh white plume. It matches black-on-silver vambraces. A belt and a
sword-hanger, acircular shield; my sword's grip has two snakes wrapped around it. | have pauldronsfor
my wings, inscribed 'For god and the Empire. | have latten greaves. | have ablack cloak, thin taffeta
with an niello silver fastening. | have pinked black leasther gauntlets, embossed with Castl€'s Sun and my
sgn, theWhed.

Sod that. | strip my T-shirt off, shove my ice axe in the back of my belt, and consider myself
reedy to fight anything.

‘Jant? It was Dunlin, and he was looking amazed. | swept alow bow. 'Y our Mgjesty.’

Dunlin said, ‘Comet, Tornado isaready hacking a the Wall. Y ou must bein the air as soon as
possible.' | wasirritated until | realised that the true purpose of Dunlin's endlessrallying and righteous
enthusiasm was to make him fed better. "What did the Emperor redlly say? he asked me. Hewas
shrewder than | gave him credit for.

‘San conceded the sagecity of everything you've done,' | said.

'Did he have amessage for me? Dunlin's hand rested on an ornate sword hilt. 'Am | valuable to
the Emperor? Am | noticed by him?

Thereisn't timeto go into details!'

"Then after the battle, Rhydanne. | know you remember court word-perfect and | have to know.’



"Your wish.' | shrugged. | wanted the bright air, not to be cornered in atent by the Awian King. |
didn't want thisman | admired to make reference to my Rhydanne ancestry.

Dunlin regarded me carefully; clevernesswould hidein the wrinklesround hiseyes. Hiseyes
were grey but not flecked — like silver coins— and he could outstare me, which few can do. He said,
"Y ou must remember to relate my Lord Emperor's opinion of our victory last week, in which Tawny and
| werein the melee.’ There was a sheen of swest on his red-brown neck.

His straightforwardness pushed me into telling the truth for once. "Y ou want to join the Castle
Circle, don't you? | said.

'‘Good guess, Comet. More than you can ever know.'
'Y our Highness. Theres nothing | can do.’

Heturned, diding hisblade in its scabbard, and with his broad back to me said, 'In alesser timel
might have achieved aplace, but not now. Over theyears| have seen thirty of you fight and, to givean
example, | can't wrestle aswell as Tornado, | can't handle alongbow like Lightning and | can't move as
fast asyou.’

‘There hasn't been anew entrant to the Castle for ninety years.'
'Doesn't matter. Lightning says three might come along at once.’

'We vaue your servicein providing alink between the Castle and the common people,' | recited,
following him out of the tent.

'Oh yes. Allow us mortals our dream.” All mortals dream, it seems, of joining the Castle Circle.
Always pushing for immortaity. Always seeking to stop the spin of the whed of fortune, asit ripsthrough
their hands, leaving splinters. How splendid it would be to be eterna, and safe. But at the sametimeitis
daunting to join such afelowship. The dispostions of the other Eszai are unknown. Make the wrong
move, and the pack draws together against you. A new Eszai wouldn't know that the most forbidding are
the least dangerous.

The best | could manage was, 'Immortaity hasits disadvantages.” The Awian smiled like he didnt
believe me. | told him I'd trade every minute of my long lifeto own, briefly, hislands and riches. There's
no point in being eternd if you're eterndly in debt.

‘Immorta or not, you can fly," he said, longingly.
'Well, sometimes pleasure pays.
‘Come on, Jant," he said, far more cheerfully. 'Let me seeyou fly!*

*

The Sun standard's long shadow fell on tent-cleared ground. | heard the battering rams crash
againg the Wall. Their solid whedls squedled and jarred on the rubble, making the ground shake. Two
battering rams, working in tandem. The jangled shouts of Tawny's Fyrd got louder after each crash. The
tightening sensation in every muscle asmy drug kicked in twisted and heightened that dreedy terrible
sound.



'I'm going to take acloser look,' | said. | beganto jog, in adight curve, into what little wind there
was. Spikes on my boot soles held in the damp grass. | loped, leant forward, started to run. To sprint. |
charged downhill, and when | thought 1'd reached top speed, | found alittle more. A little more, alittle
more, till it wastoo fast to bregthe.

Speed isa tate of bliss.

| forced down half-spread wings. Feathers dapped the ground, but on the next besat | jumped
and their downward movement pushed me up. | felt ametre of lift but the effort was agony.

| jump, and | keep going up.

My body took over, my mind dull with pain. Every best tore at the musclesin my waist. | quickly
madeit up to aclear height. | looked down and saw tiny people. | started to climb more shalowly,
settled into agradua pace that rowed me upwards, completed the curve into awide circleso | was
above Dunlin. | rgjoiced in gretching the full length of my wings. | loved to fed the air-flow as| pulled
them down. At the end of astroke, my fingers, long feathers, touched each other three metres beneath
my stomach. | savoured the resistance, which bent the wrists as | threw them back up through the air
again. Theair felt heavier than Tawny'sweights. My wings arelikelong arms, and flat silver rings on the
elongated fingers clacked together as| closed my hand for the upstroke. My weight hung from the small
of my back. | kept my real arms crossed over my chest, sometimes spreading them to help with balance.

With great effort | fought my way up to aheight where the Fyrd had lost dl individudity and were
just areas of herddic colour. The Generd soldiers ranks were dotted with movement as anxious faces
turned up to see me.

Still the battering rams dragged back and surged forward, impacting against the Wall. Surly
thermals formed above the Wall; | tried one long enough to get a close look. Five metrestal, the Wall
stretched away east and west, a bright white ribbon againgt the forest canopy; it ran further than | could
see from cloud base on aclear day. Close up, the surface was uneven, and it was not built exactly ina
sraight line—irregularities showed where previous battles had scarred it and where the Insects had
encountered difficult ground. Although mostly creamy white, the Wall varied in texture because it was
built from anything the Insects could carry or drag.

So it's best not to look too closely. The swesting soldiers on the battering ram had a close view,
asthe Wadll fdll gpart in fist-sized chunks, like chalk. Hardened Insect spit held it together. It was smooth
like ceramic, and sometimes with froth set hard as stone. Inside were chewed tree branches, furniture
from ruined villages, armour from old battles. There were aso the shells of dead Insects, pieces of tents
and weaponry, and children who disappeared many years ago. Here and there arotting arm or ahorse's
backbone protruded out, faces could be seen within it, unevenly preserved when the milky saliva set
hard. Tawny's Fyrd had moved aside therolls of barbed wire and were hacking at the Wall with
hammers. He saw me and waved. | tipped my wingsto him.

'Can you see behind the Wall? he bellowed as the battering ram came to another shuddering
halt.

'Oh, yes,' | said.

'How many Insects? he yelled. Thousands of glossy brown bodies were gathering on the other
sdeof the Wall. Each the Size of aman, they clustered at its base, fedlers touching. More and more
gathered, running out of tunnel mouths, from underground.



"Thousands! They are-' And then they broke through.

Tawny's men drew together. 'Guard!' he roared. A shield wal went up. As Insects began to pour
through the breach in their Wall, they met, ricocheted off, crawled up the coloured shields. Tawny's men
were shoulder to shoulder and their arms were strong, but the gap between them and the Wall filled
quickly with Insects. They rushed over each other, their sword's-length jaws scraping at the painted
shields. | flapped upwardsfor a better view.

The men on one ram were safe. They raised their square shields and retreated until the shield wall
absorbed them.

The second team's ram was stuck on some rubble; they wasted a second heaving at it and the
I nsects went through them like living razors. | saw mandibles close on aforearm and sever it, the blood
ceased as another Insect tore histhroat open.

| sawv two soldiers make a stand, back to back, but when the tide of creatures went over them
they smply disappeared.

Tawny from the shield wall hacked off an Insect's antennae; confused, it turned to bite at other
Insects.

An Insect nibbling at afalen man got its jaws caught in the gap between breastplate and
backplate. Another soldier severed them with an axe, dicing his dead friend's body. He cut the Insect's
back legs off with another clean blow. He was agood fighter, but he couldn't stand againgt the torrent
that now flowed between him and the shield wall. He went down chopping and screeching, Insect
antennae flickering in hisface and claws diding over hisarmour. Insects bit into his anklesto the bone.
They hauled him, gtill kicking, to the Wall, where Insects crouched, repairing the breach. They built
around the stranded battering ram, which was being covered in fast-hardening froth.

The men fdlt the pressure on their shields, mouthparts and antennae forced into gaps between
them, and they shouted to each other. The Insects made no noise. Asit came up to me, the sound of
Insect bodies crawling over Insect bodies was a clicking, scratching, rasping. | watched, and flew so
dowly | gtdled. Panicking, | climbed on atherma so the shrinking battlefield rotated below.

Themenfdl back in the centre of their line. Asthey withdrew, a dent appeared in the shield wall;
it grew bigger, curving inwards. Insects surged into the gap. Graduadly, Tawny'sdivison split in haf, the
men walked back and back, cramming together. The manoeuvre created a conduit down which Insects
poured, men with shields controlling them on either sde. | marvelled at the Fyrd's bravery. On the ground
men were pressed together, crouching behind their shields, sweating, shouting. Each soldier felt the
grength of the man on hisright, the man on hisleft, and the wall held. An Insect antenna caught briefly
between one shield and the next. The soldier watched it in terror, hisarm in the shield bracket up in front
of hisface. All his childhood fears were true. The Insect ripped its antennafree and rushed on.

Some Plaindanders with ropes gathered around an overturned Insect; it was thrashing on its
back, its soft abdomen showing, compound eyes drab from grass stains. They roped its middle pair of
legs together and turned it right side up. The Insect tried to rush at them, but two men were braced with
the end of the rope and it Smply pulled itsalf over. It tried this acouple of times before giving up. Its
mandibles gnashed and frothed. Confused that it had no freedom of movement, it twisted round and
discovered the leash. It closed itsjaws around the rope and the soldiers then wound another rope around
itsjaws, trussed up its back legs and dragged it off thefield.



| heard the hollow sound of shell creatures rattling down the wooden tunnel, glancing off the
shields. More Insects ran from behind the Wall and the flood went on. Insects, like water, flow downhill.
They were directed to the mouth of along corrd.

The enclosure, built by Dunlin's men over the previous months, was made from sharpened
wooden posts, set deeply into the ground. It was haf akilometre long, and archers on higher ground
sped Insects dong down the narrowing valley. | [eft Tawny's Fyrd and flew over Lightning's, gaining
height to be above the arrows. Awian archers were an azure splash on the parched yelow ground. They
had quivers on their right hips, bare heads and scarcely any armour. They drew only to their cheeks,
because the distance to the corra was short, and they shot a arate of ten flightsaminute. Their
mechanical repetition impressed me, and | circled above hearing Lightning's voice distorted by distance:
‘Notch. Stretch. Loose!'

'‘Notch. Stretch. Loose!'
Closer — 'Notch! Stretch! Loose!'

Swarms of arrows flew up, reached their greatest height just beneath me, descended on the
corrd like hall.

Lightning shaded his eyeswith agloved hand and looked around the sky for me. | flew behind
the archers ranks.

'Messenger!' he ydled. '‘Comet? Are you there?
'Yes!' | yelled back.

'Get out of the sun so | can seeyou!”

‘Sorry.!

'Iseverything satisfactory?

‘They've nearly al gone past,' | said, circling.
'‘Areyou sure?'

‘There are very few casudlties.’

Lightning looked pleased. He turned back to the two lines of archers. 'Attention! Now to
resume! There are arrows left. Notch! Stretch! Loose!'

When they reached the end of the corral, some of the Insects were so full of arrowsthey looked
like leggy hedgehogs. Most were missing limbs or were wounded, dripping yelow liquid. A few had
holesin their carapaces where arrows had passed straight through, sometimes catching and hanging in
their transparent vestigia wings. Arrows do not kill Insects unless the creature's head is hit directly, with
enough force to bresk the shell. Rather than points, the arrows that Lightning's team shot had broad
heads, like blades; they tried to sever limbs and shatter shells. All dong the valley enclosure | saw trails of
yelow fluid, pieces of glossy cargpace. Insects skittered on the ground, somewith just oneleg left, some
with no legs, thoraxes with just the stems of |egs attached, bulbous joints with holes where legs should be.

The end of the corral was a palisaded pen, and Insectsran round and round inside, filling it. Still



they ran sllently while the men howled with effort. Around the fence, the Awian infantry was waiting.
Dunlin and his guard were on horseback some distance at the rear. His grey wings trembled.

Some more of the generds—Mist and Ata— were even further back with adivision of the Idand
Fyrd. They were under ordersto ride following the soldiers and round up those who ran away in terror,
and push them back into the fray. Mist peered at the corrugated wall of the rough corral rising in front of
him; stared back towards the gleaming inhuman Wall behind. | saw Migt's stripy charcoa hair and Ata's
polished armour under alimp smat-blue cloak that hung over her saddl€'s cantle and her horse's buitt.

The Awian foot soldiersraised their sarissai to the top of the palisade. These spears were full
seven metres long with crossbars behind the point. They used sarissal to thrust at the Insects that were
running around ingde the corrd. Javelins thrown by another Fyrd division reached the centre of the
corral. Insects hit by javeinsdied pinned to the ground.

Too many Insects were dying at one place. The mound of carcasses built up until —so fast |
couldn't call out —it grew high enough for Insects climbing it to fal over the top of the paisade and
escape. Fivewerefree. Ten. Fifty. A hundred. Thefirst skewered and writhed on the sarissai, then
I nsects went under the spears, and between them. The Awian spearmen turned and fled. They raninto
the men behind, who & so turned to run, but Insects cut a path through them, biting, clawing, throwing
them aside. Spearmen at the edges who were smart enough to draw broadswords and maces lasted a
little longer but two Insects together are more than amatch for aman.

'Shit,' | said. 'hno. Shit!' | flew through atherma and had to flutter furioudy.

Dunlin from his vantage point saw what was teking place. | streamed down over hiscavary as
soldierslowered their lances, and a hundred spurs set to a hundred flanks at once.

| screamed, Rachiswater — Dunlin! Can you hear me? Do what | tell you!" The wind whipped
back my wordsand | got no answer fromhim at al.

Werardly ride horses againgt Insects. They normally fear them and will smply shy away. I've
seen past battles where horses bolted over lines of infantry. But one of the advantages of having immortal
leadersisthat weliveto learn from our mistakes. Hayl ESke had spent centuries breeding and training the
Awian degtriersthat Dunlin's men now used.

The Insects were covered in human blood aswell astheir own.

They moved fadt, close to the ground, their six legs jointed above low bodies. Clawsraked on
the ground, lifted; the same ground flattened by Dunlin's lancers a second | ater.

| flew fast enough to overtake the Insects and saw that they were fleeing to the Wall. | whedled
back and tried to tell Dunlin. His helmet visor was down, the blue and argent mantle was tucked into the
back of hisbelt but it billowed. | could see the blue sheen on his chain mail. Hisguard followed ina
wave, on their saddles were fastened long feathers cut from leather, wide ribbons, metd lace.

They went round the side of the corral opposite the archers, and | saw Lightning and those at his
sde draw their bows and take out the leading Insects. Lightning's arrow went well home, the Insect died
ingtantly and rolled, then the rest trampled it. The archers would have drawn again but Lightning stayed
their hands as Dunlin thundered past.

The lancers crossed the clearing where the battering rams had been, littered with bodies, chewed
edges of wounds drying like brown mouths. They went past Tawny's Fyrd, who, axesin hand, were



standing to seal the mouth of the corral. Tawny's barrier had by now broken up into amorphous groups
of men, tan and wine coloured. As Dunlin'slancers passed them shidds were raised ingtinctively. Tawny
stood open-mouthed. | circled him; my wings were fucking killing me and thiswas dl going wrong.

'Follow him!" | shouted at Tawny, but that was impossible. Tawny's broadaxe over his shoulder
caught the sunlight. He started walking after them, and his soldiers gathered in acrowd around him. They
looked so immovablefrom theair.

Dunlin charged on, over the dead grass.
And then he went through the Wall.

He went through the Wall where Tawny had breathed it, and onto the Insect plain. All the
soldiersfollowed, heads bent over horses necks, braidsin horsetails streaming out behind. They knew it
was forbidden to crossthe Wall but curiosity spurred them. They'd follow Dunlin.

| know why heisdoing this. It's bravery, not bravado. He redlly is determined to beat the Insects
and he does want to show the Castle how much can be done. He may have reasons for disobeying my
orders, but that's no less reprehensible. | decided al | could do was watch, witness the actions of the
King, to relate to the Emperor later. | was shaking with tension.

The riders passed a paper archway half-sunk in the ground. It was the mouth of atunnd, likea
grey hood, standing without support and leading into a smooth passage. A few minutes later, they
reached five identica archwaysin aline between gnawed tree sumps. The Insect group ran down the
first of these without breaking pace, and disappeared. Dunlin reined hishorsein so rapidly shelost her
footing and ssumbled to a halt in the tunnel mouth, her eyes showing white with fear. The soldiers stopped
inamass around him, listening to him curse. 'Welve damn well lost them after dl that.' He stripped off his
gauntlets, dapped them on the saddle pommdl. 'l don't believe it. Dammit. Shit! Let's get these horses out
of the tunnd; they hate the Insect gtink.'

One of the soldiers called, "Y our Highness! Can we ride back to the other side of the Wall?

'If you want, Merganser, you can.’ Dunlin stared a him and uncertain laughter stirred amongst the
soldiers. They were glancing around, taking in anew landscape where hdf akilometre avay, an endless
sea of paper roofs began. There were hundreds of thousands of identical Insect buildings. They were
pointed pagodas and low hdls, like angular fungi. No windows, no doors, just grey paper cells. | flew
between them, seeing their laminated surface, rippled and unbroken. | swooped below the height of the
Wall, and called again, 'Dunlin, can you hear me? It's—'

'Yes. | can hear you.'
'‘Come back to the camp. That's an order!"

Heignored me. Nobody had seen the tunnels so close before unless Insects were dragging them
there. Dunlin seemed to be rapt. 'I'm going down,’ he said. 'Anyone to follow me?

'No! Rachiswater!" | searched about for asafe place to land and stop him.

'Don't you want to know what's down there? Dunlin asked hismen. 'Let'sgo!' He drew on his
gauntlets, plated with tiny metal squares, and lowered hisvisor. More than half the men followed his lead
and he gave them time to arrange themsealves, muster their courage. Merganser backed off, turned
around deliberately and began to canter back towards the Wall, which looked just the same on the Insect



dde.

Dunlin urged hishorse forward until he wasin the overhang's uneven shadow. A soldier, svordin
hand, came to guard him. They looked down into a steep, circular passageway, cut into the brown earth,
dark asnight.

A cry came from behind them, sound of metal on shell. Swarms of Insects were running from the
other tunnels. The Insects moved fast. There were hundreds, the ground was covered. Barbed claws
gripped Dunlin'sthigh, pulling him from the saddle. With adash he severed them; they hung on, dripping,
and then there were eight more as another two Insects grabbed hold.

No — please god, no! When | got control of myself again | called to Dunlin. With hisguard he
wasfighting for hislife, cutting Insects down left and right, a backhand with along sword, sticking a
dtiletto knife through the shell heads that came up to the saddle. His heavy horse stepped sidewaysto
crush the Insects gnawing at her hooves. Landing would not be wise. | leant back on the air and,
wheding, left him.

Merganser had amost made it back to the Wall. His black mare swayed on the scorched grass. |
unhooked my spurs from my belt and, legs dangling, glided round and landed in front of him. It knocked
the breath out of me, but | ran on and he reined in hishorse. | could see the cregture's eyes beneath her
scallop-edged armour. She may have been bred to deal with Insects, but she wasn't keen on Rhydanne
and | thought she would rear.

'Merganser,' | panted. 'Get off your horse and give meit. Now. Quickly!" Merganser gaped at
me and threescore emotions appeared on hisface — fear was the first and reverencethelast. It was easy
to recognise me—who dse can fly?— but he found it hard to believe that an Eszal would ever crosshis

path.

He wriggled from the armoured faring and jumped down. Wordlesdy he passed methereinsand
stood aside as | scrambled into the high-backed saddle.

Hewas adim young man, brown hair knotted at his neck, and hewastall so the stirrupswere
st at theright height. | waved my feet about until | found them. | plucked the lance from his grasp and
held it over my shoulder.

'What should | do, Comet? he begged.

'Advise you run like buggery.' | jerked the maresreins|eft, gave her ahefty kick intheribs. The
smdl of Insect blood was strong in the air but she obeyed.

Dunlin pulled his horse round, dashing at brown carapaces and compound eyes. His soldiers
were vanishing. They werein atight group, facing outwards, but they were too few. Insects bit at his
horse'slegs. She stumbled over them and fell. Jaws half ametre long, jagged and razor sharp, stripped
the skin from her ribsimmediatdy, the gutsfaling out. Dunlin rolled from the saddle, on top of amashed
Insect. Although only the head and thorax was|ft, it clung to him with two remaining arms, wet with

ydlow paste.

Thetimeit took to reach him was agony for me. 1 had been flying solong | till wanted to yaw
|eft, pitch right; and here | was on horseback, stuck with just two dimensions; agallop isfar too dow.
Standing in the stirrups | let the horse run over Insects at the edge of the fray. They clung to her Straps
and | poked them with the lance. I'm no lancer, so | used the chromed wegpon as a spear, jabbing at
Insect thoraxes, rupturing abdomens, tearing their wings. | soon dropped it and drew my ice axe, which



has along haft and a strong serrated point. | hewed a path, swinging the axe and grunting with effort. The
movement was familiar; it waslike cutting ice sepsin aglacier climb. Insect after Insect fell, headlessand

coiling.

Dunlin recognised me and moved nearer but there were too many Insectsin the way. The Fyrd
ganed strength from seeing me struggle towards them and they fought harder till.

'Get out!" | screamed, waving at the Wall. 'Move!l' Their way was blocked by the horde.

| could see Dunlin pressed between bulbous brown bodies. A mandiblewasin hisleg, dicing to
the bone. | saw him put hisweight on that leg and the chitin tore out. Heraised hisvisor, blinded by
brightness, and stabbed ferocioudy at an Insect clutching hiswing.

His sword skittered over its hard thorax plates. The Insect grasped it, losing aclaw, put two
other claws over theflat of the blade, and twitched it from his grasp. It snapped at hisface. Antennae
brushed the back of his neck. Insects behind and in front of him brought him down, knedling, spidery
arms pulling. Little cuts sank in, sawing, wherever the Insects could find agap. Mandibles snipped. Not a
man or horse was |eft standing; the Insects chewed live flesh.

Dunlin turned on hisfront, visor down, and covered the back of his neck with plated arms. The
I nsects stripped hiswings and then [eft him. Some ran towards the Wall, and | hoped Tawny had readied
his Fyrd. Some picked over the carcasses, their heads inside horses barrel-ribs.

By the King, asingle Insect crouched on complex leg-joints. A blow had cracked its carapace
across, pushed the shell into adent from which cream-yellow liquid oozed, running down between black
spines. Its snapped antennae hung down like bent wires— till, it sensed me. It openeditsjawsand | saw
mouthparts whirling likefingersingde. | kicked it, and it struck at my foot. Its jaws gashed my boot open
from toe to shin. The crack acrossits thorax opened wider, and beneath | saw a pale wrinkled
membrane, damp with the liquid that was crusting at the edges of the wound. | smashed the ice axe down
into its back with so much force that it disappeared to hdfway up itshilt. Then | shook it free, my hand
dripping. 'Next!" | shouted. "Who's next?

Dunlin. TheKing. Heraicdly | thought of leaning from the saddle and lifting him onto the detrier's
neck. In reality | am not that strong. | grabbed his belt and dragged his body on the ground while the
horse shied sdeways. | beat my wings but | still couldn't heave him up. Eventudly | had to dismount and
tie him to the saddlebow with his own sword belt. It seemed to take along time, | glanced at the tunnel
mouths every second. | became covered in feather fragments and his blood, which was soaking through
and turning the chain mail into one big clot. The after-effects of cat and adrenaline grew oppressive. |
thought of what it meansto die, which raised fedlings | didn't understand. 'Y ou're anoble charger,' |
sniffled at the mare. 'Black isthe proper colour, don't you think? 1 think histomb should be black marble.
Come on, now let me return you.' The death-scent didn't disturb her, but she was aware of the stickiness
asriversof blood drained down her sides. | talked her into atrot, but the movement jarred Dunlin's
corpse. The corpse stirred and murmured. He was dive!

'Rachiswater? My lord? No answer. | ripped his cloak, bundled it under his head as a cushion.
What should | do? Lowespass - the fortress! | wrapped the reinsin my hand, pressed afiled spur to the
mare'sflank. Sheran like a Rhydanne.

CHAPTER 2

Fifty kilometres around L owespassthe land is as battle-scarred as Tawny's flesh. Lightning can



remember when it was green undulating hills, seamed with darker hedges and patches of woodland; the
only graze apae grey promontory on which Lowespass fortress would later be built. Now thefortressis
over athousand years old, and its earthworksfill the valley. The moat is made from aredirected river, the
outer wallstake in the whole crag. The stables and arms depots are entire villages.

Thisisrampart warfare— Lowespassis sculpted, the ground churned up. There are Six corrals,
some with multiple entrances and holding pens; paisaded tracks, ditches, mounds, ashlar walls, some
with iron spikes. All act to dow the Insect advance, and soldiers are constantly rebuilding them, changing
them, aslittle by little, they are overthrown.

Lightning isfamiliar with every centimetre of ground. He remembers the construction of even the
oldest embankments — five-metre-high ramparts now like lines of molehills, and trenchesthat are now
shallow and grassy. The earth has been dug up and the valey remodelled, not once but again and again,
s0 | think that in Lightning's memory the land itself ssemsto move— to throw up artificid banksand
creaseinto hillforts, white scars soon sprouting green — to sink artificia pitfalls and flood-land of itsown
accord.

Fyrd train in the tortured landscape which one generation prepares for the battles of the next.
They cull Insects and clear the Paperlands. We call Insect pulp 'paper’, but it doesn't have dl the
properties of paper; itisrigid, inflexible, and the Insect spit that holds the chewed paste together hasa
fire-retardant effect. Our wooden buildings are burnt when abandoned to stop the Insects chewing them,
but Insects use anything they can find; fabric and bone aswell. The Fyrd wield axes and set patches of
pitch-fire to clear Paperlands, but it doesn't burn easily.

Lowespassterrainislike aboard game — three-dimensiond, in marble and green velvet. This
land we've lost to the Insects, and won again, and lost — so many times. Dunlin knew that it was originaly
farmland, astranquil and productive asthe golden fields of Awia. But | could never make Dunlin
appreciate how long ago that was. He was incapable of sensing the vastness of time that had passed
since then, dthough hetrod every day aong roads that ran through the living rooms of deserted villages
and over ramparts raised from the bones of the Fifthland Fyrd. Dunlin was adamant that the land could
be occupied peacefully again, if only it was reclaimed. We strive for that, of course, but perhapsif we
won, the Fyrd's screams and the clash of battle would stay in the Eszai's memories and Lowespass
would seem unfamiliar without adversaries,

The Zascal soldiers concept of the Lowespass front is even more limited than Dunlin's. Thisisa
valey where terrible things happen. Every fable and every childhood threat hangs on the Insects jaws
and theway they moveingpires every nightmare.

| see the Lowespass landscape in yet another way. There's bloodshed, sure, but I'm also
grabbed by insane joy of freedom when | fly there. The valley dtersdramaticaly for me, but by the hour.
Clouds chase over it, cumulus spinsinto wave-clouds beyond the Wall, but at the moment the western
sky isclear and warm. Every morning the sun rises out of amass of peaks behind peaks stepped like
shark's teeth but sharper.

In the Darkling mountains Oriole River starts as atorrent and widens asit flows east through
Lowespass, to Midel spass then the-coast. At the place where we use the river to undermine the Wall,
the Orioleis so fast-flowing that the waterweed looks asif it has been combed. Crayfish live there and,
likelittle Insects, they have fed on dead soldiers flesh. Then it flowsinto an earthwork, and at the foot of
Fortress Crag theriver is channdled twenty metres deep. The Darkling foothills are tamer in Lowespass,
the valley islined with supply roads. Mass graves are covered by woodland but burnt bone fragments
rise to the plough. Farmsteads built on latrines of the eighteenth century Fyrd are very fertile.



Ramparts and hollows, which make dl the differencein abattle, are hard to seefrom the air
because they are often evenly grassed over. | flew low and my shadow flicked over them, changing Size.
| wished | were not the only one who could see Lowespass from the air. | have tried to design machines
that glide so that other people could fly, but I have not had much success. | guessthat if god wanted usto
design gliders, it wouldn't have given uswings.

*

The door burst open and Stanidl paced into my room, Lightning behind him spreading his hands
apologeticaly. Stanidl was taken aback by me sitting cross-legged on my bedding, which was on the
stone floor, not the bed. The aroma of sandalwood incense and the fact that | was hafway through
writing an Imperid report also unnerved him.

He kept his head bowed, gaze fixed on one stone dab. His chest was amost tubular, very
narrow, and he covered it with one hand on his breastbone in an act of supplication that was nearly a
bow. Hefdtered, 'Please. Dunlin—how ishe?

'Well...
'l haveto know how heisl Raynewon' give me any answers!’

'Y ou've seen.’ He hasn't changed. He's il in the hospital. Rayneis il tending him, and hels il
uNCoNscious.

'Hell wake up, won't he?

'I've been that wounded and survived.'

'But for amortal ?

Lightning raised hisvoice. 'l don't think Jant wants to be disturbed at the moment.'
'Apologies, Comet. But . . . Supposedly the Eszal assist us at times of tragedy.'
'What do you want meto do?

‘Dunlin'sgoing to die, isn't he?

'l don't know. Yes!

Stanid's clothes were clean and pressed, as befitted his Satus at al times except after abattle,
when he was expected to be asfilthy asthe rest of us. Hislong, corn-gold hair was still damp; he had
been gitting in the river upstream of the overheated soldiers who crowded the river bank to bank. | had
forded the river in achaos of spray, blood, mane and hooves, and behind me awhispering started that
the King was dead.

| was grimy and had afew broken feathers, Lightning's mantle was stained with dust from hisride
back, but dready Staniel had managed to find black textured silk, the colour of mourning. Buzzard
feathersweretangled in hishair, from athin silver crown set with Iapislazuli. Hisblue eyeswere
bloodshot from rubbing them; he looked more tearful than ateenager. Lightning laid ahand on his
shoulder, said, 'We don't have to discuss this until the morning, Y our Mgesty.'



'Stop calling methat! Honestly, Archer.” Staniel twisted the Silk tassels of hislong deeves, leaving
swesat stains. 'To follow meis disagreeable enough, but then you say, "Y our Mgesty", "my lord",
congtantly! How can you cdl me "lord"?

Lightning didn't say anything, but | could sensetheintensity of hisdisapproval directed a the
Prince.

| repeated, 'What do you want me to do?
‘Savehim.

'Rayneisdoing al she can; she doesn't need my help.' Or respect it. 'What in Darkling do you
expect meto do?

'l don't know . . . | just don't know."' He rubbed his face with both hands, because to wake
would be the best escape from grief.

The Archer tried again with atone of complaint: There's coffeein the Solar. Genya haslaid out
some bread and mest. The men have eaten, | don't see why we should fast.'

Stanid gtarted at the name of Genya, like achild who has been told thereisadragon in the
drawing room. He was used to me, but had never encountered afemale Rhydanne. | had sent couriersto
her and had persuaded her to provide food for the exhausted, wounded Fyrd.

'Genya... ' he said, with mixed fascination and repulsion.

Anger flared — | was so weary. | have seen the same emotions on the faces of people meeting
me. Often fear and aversion has made city people turn on me with insults at best, then arrows. | fought
back in my own way, but | have thicker skin than Genya, and she was very violent. 'Careful!’ | told
Stanid. 'If you trouble her shewill scratch your eyesout.’

'We haveto keep avigil for my brother.’

'WEell be more use as commandersif we eat and bloody deep! My lord.'
'l can't edt.'

It will help you fed better.’

'Maybe | don't want to fedl better.’

Lightning took adeep bresth. 'l cannot believe the dynasty of Rachiswater has at itsend
produced someone as spineless as yourself! Thisisaterrible situation, of course | admit that, but are you
going to stand up and confront it? Y ou're grown from Avernwater, the lineege that held the throne and
the walls strong for five hundred years snce my line ended. The Rachiswater branch grew so powerful
and prolific that it became another tree. | find it hard to accept that one of the leaves on the twigs of the
branches of that tree can be so different from therest. | am not having kin, no matter how distant,
shunning the respongbility placed on him by means of birth and tutelage a atime when the whole of
Awianeeds him. | don't see anything | recognise as Rachiswater in you! Y our grandfather Sarcelle would
never have cowered in the pavilion the way you have since you cameto the front.'

Staniel glanced a mefor help. He stood his ground, and | took pity on him because | do not



agree with Lightning's notion that men should be compared to each other. Staniel was no warrior —a
coward, infact —but | had noticed his grandiloguence. With time | might turn him into a prosperous
diplomat.

| said, '‘Cadm down, Lightning.'

'No. For example, Stanidl has disturbed your rest to ask about His Mgesty without bothering to
thank you for bringing Dunlin back in thefirst place. Heis so thoroughly —

'Enough!" | saw that Staniel had begun to tremble with confusion. If his nerves had been frayed
before they were ripped to shreds now. | wanted to give him a chance to speak, but stopping Lightning
mid-rant isas difficult as hating abolted dedtrier. | reached out to Staniel, and he gained composure as
he shook my hand, dthough with ancther little shudder as my long fingers enclosed his hand completdly.

'Yes. Certainly. Yes... Comet, he announced. 'Awia commends you grestly for rescuing my
brother; it was an act of great courage a no littlerisk. | have inscribed my profound gratitudein amissive
to the Emperor, which unfortunately Lightning won't yet let me despatch; perhaps you could convey it
yourself. Thank you also for averting the casudlties of those Fyrd who would otherwise have been
dispatched to retrieve my brother's body.'

If words on paper could be transformed to atoken of gratitude in cash I'd be more delighted.
'Where were you? enquired Lightning.

‘Um. Press conference!’

"What?'

'‘And | aso gpologise on behdf of Dunlin, that he transgressed your unambiguous orders and
rodeinto the Paperlands.’ Staniel stood nervoudy, his blond wingslimp at his back, fading to white a the
round ends of the feethers. He had thin gold bands on them, like the rings on his tapering fingers.

| shouldn't listen to Staniel's gpologies, and | know the Emperor won't. Dunlin had no excuse; his
plight is an example of what happens when Zascai no matter how blue-blooded disobey Eszal on the
battlefield. On the other hand, | didn't want to complicate the Situation. There was plenty of timeto argue
in the following months, rather than at the King's deathbed.

'l accept your apologies,' | said. 'But more of thislater.'
'Will you cometo the Solar? he asked, and there was atiny noise out in the corridor.

Stanid froze, mouthed, "What's that? | sensed the feeling of intengity caused by another
presence.

Someone was listening very quietly, with a concentration that thickened the air. | caught the
faintest odour of bracken and acohol. | legpt across the room, flung the door wide. Weran out into the
corridor but there was nobody there.

'Genya,' | said.

Stanid repeated, 'Genya Dara.'



Thefirst time our paths crossin ten years. It'sdl right, | told myself. Nobody knows.

A crescent moon became brighter as the surrounding sky dimmed. Soldiers muted conversation
drifted through the corridors and courts of square grey Lowespass. The akontistai-javelin men; lancers
and archers, sarissal and cavary dike werewaiting for the latest news of Dunlin's progressto be
announced.

If I hadn't been so busy, it would have been my duty to walk among the soldiers and talk to them
in order to gauge their opinions. Tawny and Staniel were now st to thistask, Tawny with the Plaindands
Fyrd, and Staniel in the Outer Ward. The Outer Ward was awalled grassy enclosure studded with
limestone outcrops. The Awian infantry had raised their tents where the soil was deeper, by thethick
curtain wall. Most were adeep, but some sat in groups talking in subdued voices about their companions
who had been left out in the field.

Primroses grew down by theriver, and after Siake Crossroads Battle ninety years ago, their
yellow flowers had bloomed with pink petals. The soldiers picked these in remembrance of the Fyrd who
had gone before, because | once wroteit was our blood that stained the flowers, back in nineteen
twenty-five. It was strange to see a strong man, weathered and bristly from an outdoor life, with a
primrose bloom threaded through the links of hischain malil.

| walked around the keep, trying to dispd avague feding that something was missing. It wasa
sensation, not a conscious thought, but it was very familiar and | knew it was worsening. | would become
more and more jumpy, until eventudly | would have no other choice but to lock myself in my sparse
room and take some more cat. Everywhere | went people asked me how Dunlin was, whether he was
gtill dive, and how long the Fyrd may be expected to stay in the cold fortress.

| passed awindow left open, and | knew Genya had been here. | could smell her. Pacing dong
an augtere colonnade, which turned sharp corners every hundred metres asit followed the curtain wall, |
had the prickly fedling that someone was watching. | called her name and the feding subsided. Silently,
she had gone.

| didn't blame her for wanting to watch from adistance, and | was pleased that she should want
to observe me at dl. Possibly she was playing agame with her own emotions aswell asmine. Shewas
teasing her fear, cregping as close as she could to the edge of the abyss. She was aso placing a strong
trial on my desire. | kept walking, as she sped through concealed corridors. | imagined her climbing over
the ridges of broken-tiled roofs, past cisterns, pantries, cluttered kitchens; running through halls where
men looked up in surprise. Theimage made megrowl: | am an Eszai. This sort of lechery won't do.
But | knew that if | wanted to, | could catch her.

| came to the church, which was part of the main complex ingde theimposing walls. As| walked
past the glass-pandled door, AtaDe emerged from the gloom inside. | immediately stopped thinking
about Genya; Atas hair was abeautiful distraction. There was hardly any light in the square church
porch, but her hair ill shone.

'Héello cat-eyes,’ she said, looking through me. | had thought her face to be shaded, but as she
strode nearer | saw that the shadow wasredlly abruise. It covered the bridge of her nose and one eye,
swollen from lower lid to cheekbone. The bruise was dark, and pinpoint red showed vivid where the skin



had been broken.
'Did you get that in the battle? | asked.

Her bloodlesslipstwisted. 'h, aye. But it was nothing to do with the Insects. Mist hit me. | wish |
didnt need him!"

'Why did he hit you? | asked warily. | knew better than to get involved in afight between
husband and wife. Anyone caught in the crossfire between Ataand the Sailor fares worse than either of
them. Long practice had made their sparring into an art form, and | didn't know the rules.

Ataspat. '‘Because Dunlin and his guard rode straight past us. | say, "Let'sfollow," because it
looks to me like he needs back-up, and you're telling Tawny the same thing. Mist says, "No, stay here.”
He'sfrankly fucking awkward. He's been dlivetoo long. So | say, "Y ou stupid bastard, I'll do it then,”
and I'm just about to call the Idanders when heflings out afist and smacks mein theface.

IOW.'
'l tried to stab the dim git but he parried and then | redlised the Fyrd were watching. | thought

you would intercept Dunlin; you were quicker than a cursein a courtroom.’

'l couldn't stop acharge." Wingless humans, like Ata, and the Awian, who are winged but
flightless, will never understand that while | can view the battlefield from theair, | can't contral it.

'Aye,' she breathed. 'Wdll, | hope you're proud of yourself.' | stayed mute until she added,
'Dunlin requested eight thousand troops. If you'd mustered them from the Plaindands rather than the
coast like he told you they'd have been here by now. We were short of at least athousand men this
morning, and | doubt the sanity of hisplan if we had twice asmany.’

| waswary of Ata; her mind set us apart. I'm smart, but not so far-sighted. My best strategy isto
stay out of her vicinity. She hasamind like asted trap — people are either in or out. Those caught in the
middle when it springs shut are generdly cut in half.

'If you had followed Dunlin, you would have lost the Idand Fyrd,' | said.

'Wdll, | know that there were too few lancers, and Lightning may infer the same. L et us hope the
Emperor doesn't guess.'

'l hope you don't inform him.'

She smirked and said, 'What are you doing here, anyway? | waved my handsin the air vaguely.
'Organising things!

Sheindicated the church door. 'If you're looking for a place to shoot up, thisisnot it.'

I'mclean,’ | lied automatically. When found out, | suffer intense remorse and indignation—a

weird fegling of wanting to crawl and gpologise aswell asrebd and confront. The danger of being found
guilty became a pleasure for me along time ago, and now | can't quit.

'Aye, right. You're not even walking in agtraight line." She folded her arms, which detracted from
the impression of motherly authority it wasintended to give becauseit also gave her animpressive
cleavage. | told her she looked wonderful, but she diminished the compliment with a shrug. She put no



effort into her gppearance but her hair was still mesmerising. She had pure white hair, dmost trand ucent
againg her tanned skin. Her hair hung straight down her back and over it she woreamaine vell, twisted
into awresth.

'How'sthe King? she asked.

'l don't know.'

'For an officia response, that is completely crap, Jant Shira. | thought you had more imagination.’

'He'sdying.'

‘Aye. Mmm. And without children, the royd fool. How will King Staniel repdl the Insects? Desth
by sonnet?

| giggled, wrapping my arms around my waist, agesture which Ata scrutinised until | boiled with
humiliation. | hopped from foot to foot, feding dightly strung ot.

Atajoined the Castle Circle by marrying the Sailor, becoming immortal four hundred years
before me. Those who didike Mist have said that he proposed to her because he was anxious she would
Chdlenge him for hisplacein the Circle. By marrying Ata he sated her craving for eternd life, but the
wedding aso guaranteed that she would be nearby to quarrel with him for the rest of hisexistence. And
like the other Eszai who have joined the Circle through marriage, Atais dependent on her spouse’'s
continued Circle membership for her immortdlity.

Atas shirt was digphanous, pae blue gauze with alayer of saffron yelow beneath it. What | took
to beaskirt wasreally wide trousers, from her dack leasther belt hung arapier with abasket hilt sofineit
was sted filigree. She had been frozen at age thirty-five for six hundred years.

'Watch out, Jant. The last thing the Emperor needsis atrandator who's taken so many
mind-expanding drugsthat he can't fit it back in.'

‘Leavemedone.

Atashrugged, and did so, saying, 'Y our Rhydanne mistress has seen you. She wants to know
what you're doing.'

'Y ou've spoken to Genya? | said, too hastily. She nodded, and walked away.

Rayne had aroom on the far side of Lowespass keep, which she ordered to be built within the
keep when it was congtructed. Shetried to keep the room supplied with medicines, gauze and water.
When sheworked at the front, she stayed in the fortress and the wounded were brought to her.

| thought about Dunlin, and | felt, rather than thought, about cat. It seemed that the best thing to
do was pay Rayne avist, for the sake of the kingdom of Awiaand my own state of hedlth.

In the Inner Ward | moved syncopated through deeping snarls of people. | avoided them, fedling
uneasy and empty indde. The hard muscles moved under my skin, my bet pulled acrossto the very last
notch, the stringy flat arms of my wings hugging and rustling againgt my back.



Boots hand-made in Morenzia clicked on the worn cobbles, the beadsin my hair bounced off my
backside. Jackdaws sped between the towers, sparksin negative. Good for them, | thought. This
reminded me—what am | walking for? It only took a couple of secondsto struggle airborne and join
them, and then | quietly let mysdlf into Rayne's room.

Dunlinwaslying on aplain bed against the grey wall of the first room, which had no windows and
no decoration. Fireight glowed through anearby doorway, the bustle of servants preparing food and
medicines, and soldiers moaning, screaming. | closed the door and noisalesdy watched over the King.

The sgnature of painin Dunlin's face changed hiswhole gppearance. Lines between his
eyebrows and afurrowed forehead made him look fearsome; his body was braced against the pain. His
short hair was matted with dried blood, and Rayne had cut it even shorter on one side, to sew up agash
along his neck from earlobe to collarbone. Hislipswere dry, with blood at the sides of hismouth. The
rings had been stripped from his hands, which lay like dead |leaves on the cover, and he wore the padded
white shirt that lancers have for protection under their armour. Nobility waswritten in hisface there with
the pain.

The other thing | noticed was the scent, not of blood but of time. No matter how old people are
when degth is approaching, thereisthe smdll of age. It clingsto clothes and lingersin rooms, an earthy
tang which made me whimper. The King's eyes flickered open, drugged and bloodshot.

'Don't move,' | advised, in Awian. 'We thought we lost you, and I'm not sure exactly what
Rayne'sdone!

Is...?

'Don't try to speek ether,’ | added softly. 'l can't tell if you can understand me, but you should
know that Stanidl's beside himself. He's so highly strung he could pass for a Rhydanne. | tried to cam him
down. Lightning just intimideteshim.’

Dunlin croaked for abit and then coughed. His square face was dead ashen under aleathery tan.
'l hope the Insects take yearsto recover,' | said vagudly. 'I'd liketo think it was all worthit.'

He coughed until he could spesk, managed, Thisis... agony.’

'Yeah, | said. 'It'll stop soon. You're lucky.'

| leaned closer to hear him ashe said, '| wanted to be immortd,' and asmile played across his
face without touching hislipsat dl. Therewasaslence. What could | say?1 felt acreeping guilt that he
will dieand | could not. But theworld isn't fair; it was only in the Emperor's power to make aman
immortal. | contemplated whether to tell him about the Shift. | couldn't stand the risk he might still be
capable of ridicule or dishelief.

Thispan ... Dunlin whispered.

| thought about the trouble | would bein if anyone found out. But who would know? His crusted
eyeswere fading; he was outwardly oblivious. Blood seeping through the sheet sedled it to the cutsin his
sturdy throat, which armour had left unprotected. Hiswings were fragments of bone with some muscle
dtill dinging. They shocked me.



‘Therésthe Shift ..." | ventured.

‘Mm .. ?

'It'sanother land. Another world, | mean. If you die here, you can stay there.'
'Mm. Redlly? There was the smile again, more sardonic than regd. 'How?

| clicked open my compass, took out the folded paper. 'With this,' | said. Dunlin sighed. He
didn't have enough energy |eft to try to understand. He didn't care.

It'simmortality, of asort.’
"Then do what you can.'

Lightning might boast of agolden age under Tedle Micawater, but | couldn't recdl any time when
Awiawas aswdll treated and trusted, as under thisKing. | bit my nail to the quick, stood mournfully
feding likethe last of thewine at afunera. | spoketo Dunlinfor afew more minutes, and he dictated his
will, which I copied word for word onto the shest.

On alow table by the bedside was a pewter cup, apitcher of water and a plate with a sponge.
Dunlin'sring wasthere, blue agate set into aslver bevel, engraved with the seal of Rachiswater.

| sniffed at the cup; it was half full of liquid that smelt of cinnamon. | tipped in the powder from
the paper wrap, stirred it with afinger, and replaced the cup.

That was compassion, | think. | justified my action by recaling the ending of The Complete
Herbal, which | owned when | lived in Hacilith: ‘It isour duty to correct illness, to aleviate suffering and
ease pain; anoble duty.' Rayne wrote that book hundreds of years before | was born.

| don't know whether it is correct to ease pain by hastening degth, but at the time it seemed right.
Hewas certainto die, and | wanted it to be with more dignity. | couldn't bear to see the King, who had
aways been my friend, so dtered by agony that he seemed a different person. | told myself that had he
been Eszai, he would have survived.

If we could have taken him to Rayne's hospital in the Castle, then | could have done more for
him, but recently in Lowespass there was a shortage of everything, and the dregs of medicines were god
knows how old. | hope | never have to make the choice again, but if so, | would do the same, and |
remember leaving him with alight conscience and asmile of goodbye.

Compassion? Regicide? The question isalwaysin my mind and will only beresolved if | am
found out. If that happened, | would haveto resign my placein the Cagtle. I'll fal over that hurdlewhen |
cometoit.

Only two bedsin the next room; on one | recognised an Awian lady who was paper-pae and
only stirred when | kissed her hand. The other body was a shalow mess of mandible cuts criss-crossed
with bandages. On thefloor, lying full length or leaning againgt the wall, were roughly fifty soldiers. Two
tried to stand, but | waved them down again askindly as| could. | went through to Rayne's private



room, dipped past her and she sighed. 'Dunlin'sadeep,’ | informed her cheerfully.

‘At las. It's good t'see you, snake-eyes.' | hugged her, the soft covering of fat on an old body.
She had along, stained brown satin dress, and a bloodstained apron. Her wrinkled face just reached the
level of my chest.

| glanced at the shelves cluttered with little bottles and vids, sticky cordias and spirits, powders
and pillboxes. The light was too dim for meto read the browning ink on their ancient labelsand as|
peered over her shoulder Rayne realised what | was doing and pushed me away. ‘No!'

'Please. | redlly need some cat.’ My voice dipped into a hateful whine.

'How is Staniel ? Shetried to change the subject.

'Put me together afix and I'll tell you.'

'Already? Damn i', Jant. | thought you had enough to |as you the res of the century.’
'What will you trade? | asked.

Rayne gave me her you're-not-human-are-you? look. | didike being stared at. With feding |
sad, The Circleisredly going to need me tomorrow and I'll be no use by thenif | don't have some
soon." A familiar tension was settling around my eyes; my joints and back ached. Soon | would be able
to add shivers and nausea, a which point | would probably panic and fly to Hacilith in aninjudicious
attempt to score some more. 'Can | help you at al? What can | make for the Hospital?

'More birch bark ointmen'?
'Done!

'Aqua absynthii?

'Done!

'Papaver?

s

'Moly?

'Ah —done!

'An' you can crossmy pam wi' slver, aswell.' Rayne flashed her scrimshaw grin. | kissed her
cheek, dashed across and picked a clear glass bottle from the shelf. Thelabel said: Scolopendium,
10%. That's Centipede Leaf Fern, which in Hacilith iscalled cat. | don't recommend that anyonetry it.
Behind me, Rayne made smal talk but | wastoo preoccupied to reply. She watched mewith
professiona concern. 'Do y'think i‘could be agood way t'die? she asked dreamily.

' don't know! | never havel'

'Do y'know theré'sa spli' second of peace when t'heart stops and before t'brain congeals? Thas
when you no'ice how noisy your body awayswas. Y'see alas greying picture frozen through your eyes,
and dowly lose comprehension of wha i'is. Evenfas dying hasgot t' seem dow.’



| Sghed. 'Rayne, thisis becoming an obsession.’
‘Jant, don' you talk t'me about obsession.’
'I'm an addict, not an obsessive. Please don't talk to me about death.’

| searched through little velvet-lined drawers for a clean glass syringe. | pushed the needle
through the sedl of the phia and pulled clear liquid back into the barrel. My res stance broke down and
the symptoms overwhemed me. The musclesin my armstwitched, and shivers ran down my back,
ruffling my feathers. | settled my wings and folded them in afluid movement. My hands remained rock
Steady; | watched them making these precise actions, my mind elsewhere.

Rayne's assistants bustled back and forth outside the door to her room. | paused to caculate
how much. Some. More. Thisisnot an exact science.

If I doublewhat | usudly take, it should be enough.

| untied ablack silk scarf from around my neck. It wasfairly ragged, but | twisted it into a
tourniquet and looped it round my arm. A vein swelled up underneath. Then | licked my arm and
watched distantly as the point dented the skin and brokeit. | loosened the makeshift tourniquet and
pushed the plunger home. A bead of blood and cat welled up. The shot hit hard. | decided it would bea
good ideato lie on thefloor.

| smiled, | was happy with the floor. The worn carpet was warm and bits of me were merging
into it. Rayne just looked worried. | tried to reassure her but | couldn't manage the shape of the words.
Some. More. Way, way too much.

Now | am not my problem. | smiled faintly and fainted, smiling.

| wasjolted into the Shift harder than ever before. | was so badly disorientated that | had to
stand with my hands over my eyes, thinking: oh god. h god, oh god, Jant, you areredly going to regret
this

Asl| lowered my hands the brightness of Epsilon came through. | was standing in the market
place. Sweset air was ravaged by the shouts of stallholders.

There were stdlswith sacks of spices, jangling curtains of lazulite jewellery, brass and glass
ornaments on striped rugs, pyramids of cloth rolls, incense; stdls with meats and vegetables, and some
things which could have been megt or vegetables, half-rotten fruits, cageswith live animasin, which
flapped and pecked.

There was the sound of hooves as quandries rocketed past along narrow cobbled streets, pulled
by teams of four whorses. Humans and some naked Equinnes sat at around table outside a cafe, supping
wine. Jeopards — leopards with square spots— purred on the City Hall steps or sat hunched beneath
galswaiting for tit-bits. Jeopards ran deek and fast, but only in straight lines, asthey couldn't see curves,
which meant that Epsilon citizens had to spend afair amount of time rescuing them from the fountain.

Two men crouched againgt a stained white marble wall, behind a blanket spread with bronzes,
strass and tombac chains, rings, al cheap stuff. One of them was smoking, and | could smell hisapple
tobacco, which above al made me bdievein theredity of the Shift. | was here, and ill dive.



Living dirigibles floated and jostled low in the sky. A fibre-toothed tiger prowled embarrassed
through the crowd, receiving gleeful pats and strokes down the length of its striped back. A couple of
children looked scared, then pointed and laughed as they realised its teeth were made of string.

| waited for along time, while people and Constant Shoppers milled about in the market place.
Tine strolled up and down, wire baskets on their polished tortoise backs. | watched the archaic and spicy
bazaar, where men thumbed dog-eared fortune cards and the edges of second-hand sabres. The market
sprawled beneath a gleaming building, acomplex of meteoric chromium, concrete, leafy restaurants, and
eevaors carrying shrieking kids.

| wait, | wait, | wait; and just as| wasthinking my plan must havefailed, | saw him. | sprinted
across the square and took hisarm. Dunlin was standing, spear-straight, with his hands over hisface,
where| had appeared at the edge of the market. At my touch, he jumped in panic. | had made mysalf
more powerfully built, tanned, with adark pin-stripe suit and some bronze spinesin auburn hair. It took a
little rearrangement of these improvements before he recognised me. '‘Comet?

'King Rachiswater.'
'What happened?

'You died. | think you'd better St down.' | led him acrossto the little fountain and propped him
onitslow wall. He was gaping at the noisy market like afishin thin air. 'Welcometo the Shift,' | said.

He stopped gaping at the market and began to gape a me. 'Remember Lowespass? |
prompted.

Heflexed hisarms, redlising that al the pain had ceased. 'l didn't believe there was an afterlife,
he murmured.

Thereisn't.' | smiled. It'sahuman story used to calm frightened children. Thisisthe Shift.' |
gestured at the market. "'The Quantum Plaza, in the City of Epsilon.’ Dunlin, aparanoid gazein hiseyes,
looked at me with an expression that said | had explained precisdly nothing. | was afraid what his
reaction might be, so | dropped my hand to the hilt of my dagger. Therésadrug caled cat. It'sa
painkiller. If you take too much, it lets you come here. But I'm afraid that for mortals, it'sa one-way trip.'

'l see.... | think. Shirai I'll never see Rachisagain?

| bowed my head. There will dways be atime when mortas have to die and those left behind
them suffer asense of |oss, dthough they lose only one person from their lives. Dunlin had forfeited
everything, and | felt the inconsolable depth of hisloss; it even muted the tumult of the market.

'You'll get used toiit,’ | said. 'Some things are the same. Good company. Food. Women. Insects.
| know you'll have questions'’

"That's the understatement of the century.’

'Don't dwell onit. I'll introduce you to someone who can answer.' | indicated some golden biotic
buildings on the possibly north side of the Plaza and we began to walk towards them through the crowd
and between the gtdls. Although il stifling and desert-bright, the shadows were lengthening to late
evening, which seemed strange because when | arrived it was only midday. | couldn't tell the time from
these dud suns; | had awatch but it melted.



'Y ou look different,’ Dunlin said.
'Yes, well. If you were haf Rhydanne, wouldn't you want to change your appearance?
'Do you mean we can look like whatever we want?

'No, no. | can because I'm not redlly here. I'm ill in Lowespass and I'm afraid I'll haveto return
there shortly. You ... can't go back.'

"There's nothing to go back to.'
‘My lord.'

Dunlin led me aside into the shade of a paper lantern stal. God, he was strong. 'Did | just hear
you say there are Insects here too? he demanded.

"There are Insects dmost everywhere.’

Dunlin ground histeeth, infuriated. 'Who eseis here? When do you come here? Why didn't we
know?

| shrugged. 'The Fourlands has locked itself in adarkened room," | said, with melancholy so
profound it could have been rehearsed.

He shook me. 'I'm stranded here, you total bastard! Y ou callousimmorta bastard!'
'Let go! | don't have much time left!’

It was evident that Dunlin was stronger than me even here. Physically more powerful, and he was
taking to the Shift like agoat to Scree. | had assumed practice would make me more proficient, until |
saw thewild light glittering in hiseyes. | had never seen anything gpproaching Dunlin's vitdity, especidly
for adead man. | began to be alittle afraid of him.

At that time, Fdicitiawasworking in Keziah's bar. After landing the King of Awiain the Shift, |
thought it was hardly kind to leave him with Fdlicitia, but Felicitia had the advantage of coming from the
sameworld. I mean, if Dunlin hasn't alife of hisown yet, at least he can tag along with someone dses. |
couldn't resist introducing them so | asked Dunlin to follow me, through the shopping mal and beyond the
Tine's quarter, to the low thatched building of abar called the Bullock's Bollocks. Dunlin cheered up
when he saw the pub, sinceit looked superficidly like a Fourlandsinn, and insdel installed him on one
of the wooden benches around a scarred table.

| found Felicitiapropping up the bar. ‘Jant!" he exclaimed, raced across and embraced me. The
bar fell over. 'Have adrink, on the house, on the rocks! What would you like?

'Get off!" Bad memories made my pulserace. 'If you do that again I'll rip you wing from wing!'
‘A kiss, at leadt, for old times sake!'
"There never were any old times!'

'h, not just any old times, those precious hours we spent together in Hacilith, my negligent boy.'



Hetried to pinch my bum but | wastoo fast for him.

Dunlin was staring with an expression of bleak despair, his powerful arms crossed over his chest.
Before | could compose mysdlf Felicitiawas pulling pints of beer for us. He was making the most of his
lifein the Shift, had sequinned stockings, layered hair, and moved like well-shagged smoke.

'Would you like pizza? he said.

'No.' | try to est aslittle as possible in the Shift, at least since the Tine took over the burger
chans

'Automato sauice and monsterella cheese? Angstchovies? | shook my head and he sighed
dramaticaly. "Y ou're so thin these days.’

'Y ou should seewhat | look likein the Fourlands now.'

'Would that | could, my lasciviouslad! And who isthis? he exclaimed, pretending to notice
Dunlinfor thefirg time. 'Dunlin Rachisweater. The King of Awia'

Fdlicitiasmirked, redised | was serious. 'Can't be. Tanager'stheruling family, he said in astage
whisper.

'Inyour time, but not now.'

'h, Jant, my forgetful friend, you never keep me up to date.’ He dropped a nesat curtsey to Dunlin,
who put one hand over his eyes. 'How did a Rachiswater get here?

'‘Sameway wedid. My lord, thisis Felicitia Aver-Faconet, from Hacilith. | ... ah ... That's
Hacilith two hundred years ago.' Dunlin said nothing, although he must have been avare of Felicitias gaze
on hisbiceps.

‘Jant, is this someone you're setting on me to stop me having agood time? I'm dead and | intend
to keep partying.’

'l hoped you'd act asatour guide,' | admitted.

'Whatever you ask, my beneficent boy." Fdlicitiawas wearing awhite miniskirt and shiny boots
which added ten centimetresto histiny figure. He had achemise of stretchy lacy materid, which clung to
his little muscled chest. 'Y ou can come with me wherever,' he added to Dunlin.

"The Aver-Faconets are an Awian family, Dunlin stated.

Fdicitiagrinned. 'So | am," he said. He spread little brown wings, stretching the blouse thin asit
rode up over them. The feathers were highlighted with slver and cinnabar red.

Dunlin was shocked. 'l wish to return home.'

‘Can't be done.’ Felicitiaminced over and looked him up and down — athough more up than
down as Felicitiawas so short. 'Jant and | go back along way,' he said. "'Two hundred years! Well, and
I've been holding acandlefor him dl that time. Two hundred yearsand | never even got my fingers
burnt.'

| said, 'Thisishardly important at the moment.'



'He's so shy. But yes! We should drink! We should celebrate! Keziah —beer for his Kingness.
Whisky for the Rhydanne. Pour yourself atomato juice.’

'Don't mind if | do," said the Lizard.
'Happy Demise-day, Y our Highness:"
‘Jant. | should skinyou dive!’

The King found himsdf immersed in raucous camaraderie, while dusk gathered and snow began
to build up againgt the bullseye-paned windows.

| was hdfway through explaining the Shift to Dunlin, when the heet-blistered door shuddered
open, the bar fdll quiet, and my voice rang out loud in the sudden slence. A Tinelumbered in and waked
to the bar, creaking the floorboards. Keziah handed him alitre-jug of red juice which he downed in one,
received arefill, and seated himsdlf on the table we were using, squashing the ashtray and levering the far
end of thetable highinto the air.

The Tine had transparent plateslike flexible glass sewn into hisarms and legs, surrounded by
thick seams of scar tissue, and at every movement his muscles pink mass stretched and smeared against
them. Blue tattooed dots, the Size of pennies, ran in lines over hisface; hissilver-white hair siresked a
wispy blue and purple, starched into long spines; and at least twenty thin silver rings pierced the edge of
one ear.

He was easily the biggest creature in the bar, and his arms and legs were knotted
muscle-columns, hisonly clothing athin blue silk rag wound round hiswaist. His back was covered by
the round, highly polished plates of hisova shdll, like atortoise shell. A crack acrossit had been badly
riveted together, and the bronze studs were turning green with verdigris. Wires crusted with dried lymph,
and bound into a bundle with yellow and red tape, ran from under it and disappeared into his spine at the
amadl of hisback.

His eyes were pae blue, no differentiation between pupil, irisand sclera. They were fixed on us,
aswith adeep, ursne voice he grunted, ‘More tourists.'

‘Let'sgo,' | said.

'I'm not atourist,” Dunlin answered, his blood heated by the interruption. | pulled at hisdeeve.
Firgt thing to learn in the Shift, Tine are dangerous.

'What the fuck're you then? He squinted down, eyes like azure pebbles. Awiawill mean as much
to aTine asthe Cult of the Perforated Lung doesto us.

"The Sovereign of Awia'
'Yeah. A tourist. Get lost before | spill your guts.'

No onein the bar had made a sound since the Tine gppeared. Silence degpened as every
creature surreptitioudy listened in on our show. The Tine snarled, showing myriad, laniary teeth.

‘Dunlin,’ | put in quickly, raising a hand as the Tine reached out. 'Know when to back down or



you won't last two minutes. Tine,' | addressed him. ‘I'm an immortd. Deathless. And I'm protecting him.
Sojust fucking try it, beast.’

The creature lumbered down onto talons and knees. Hisbulk pushed the table aside ashe
gravely licked my boot toe with atattooed tongue. 'Lord. Am Pierce. Am Tine. Drink basilic vein blood,
eat spleen, have your testiclesfor breakfast, tourist. Not that y'have any, hur hur.

'How did you do that? said the Sovereign of Awia

'Immortals dont fit into their creed. So | usudly get worshipped — or attacked. Beliefsare
stronger here than in the Fourlands, but don't ask what the Tine believe in; you don't want to know. What
areyou doing here? | asked the brute.

'Got thrown out of the Aureate," he rasped. 'The Cult of the Clotted Artery's a heretical sect. No
good daying here; can't make enough for acut of mest.’

'I'm sorry to hear that,’ Dunlin said camly.
'Do you know you smell of stresky bacon? said Pierce.

Now that trouble had passed, Felicitiaregppeared and started dedling out drinks. | think Dunlin
gtarted to relax, athough that may have been a bit much to ask. How could | help him further, now he
was stranded here with aLizard, a Tine and agay Awian? | decided to give him my paace, which | had
built over many, many Shifts, along and painful project.

Theleast | candoisgiveyou Siverkey,' | said. | unpinned my chart from the wall behind the bar
and laid it over thetable. My outlineflickered. | began to fed the pull. With careful timing | said, 'Y ou
can have thisaswadll. It took me decades, it'samap of Epsilon. It'sthe only map of Epsilon.’ My outline
began to flicker rapidly and started to dissolve. 'Dunlin!" | shouted. '‘Goodbye!" We rushed to shake
hands, but mine were like smoke and Dunlin reached straight through them.

| looked up with ahaf-smile and faded out halfway through abow. Dunlin'slast connection with
the Fourlands, severed.

CHAPTER 3

| figured that if | could move my littlefinger | would eventudly be able to move my arm, then my
whole body and thus be able to stand up. | sent frantic mental messages down my outstretched arm, but
the hand — curled up, skeletal and bluish — refused to move. The syringe was till hanging in the crook
of my arm, rooted in my bloodstream. | felt asif it had poured another soul into me, an unredl one,
leaching out my quick colours, leaving me chemicdl.

The thought of this angered me so much that | twitched my fucking little finger, then the rest of my
hand, my aching arm, and sat up in an unplanned movement that made the room whirl.

Raynewas dlill sitting in her rocking chair, watching with timel ess patience. She called on god
avidly on my behdf. | told her to shut up. She said, "Jant, tha's not ahabi', thas asuicide attemp'.’

‘Actudly | have much to livefor.'

She said, "Jant, wha you used was practicly clear.’



‘Do you think impureis safer?

'Perhaps eterni'y's a poor escape from immortali'y.'

'l used to call overdose "eternity”,' | agreed. '‘But these daysit's smply oblivion.'
‘Dunlindied.

Her sombre tone whipped my brittle mood up into fury. 'l know, Rayne! | dready bloody know!'
| creaked to my fest, the effort making laden blood crash my mind. God'swings. 'l haveajob to do.’

'Yes. Go ddiver the will. They're meeting int'Solar. Can y'makei'?
'If | diewill you bury me?
'‘Comet? she sounded concerned.

‘Listen, Doctor, he died happy. When he rode behind the Wall he
did what he wanted to do. Hewasin control of hisown life. Let me
know when you find even oneimmorta who can honestly say that."
Rayne spread her brown smile. Thaswhy we don' die,' she said.

When | waked back through the hospital | saw that the King's bed was stripped. Now empty,
the pewter cup was still on the side table. There are ways of testing for Scolopendium. | dropped the cup
out of thewindow, into theriver.

'So we are agreed?

Migt'svoice, 'I back him.'

Ata '‘Aye!

| ingnuated mysdlf into the Solar Room as Stanid said, 'No. | strongly disagree. With al due
respect, Archer —

'Oh, here heig!' Six pairs of eyes met mine, Staniel looked away again.

| said, 'I'm sorry I'm late,' redlising that | must look assick as| flt. ‘At last. Now we haveto go
through dl this again. Where in god's Empire have you been?

| answered the rhetorical question: 'I've beeniill. It wasahard day.' | collgpsed into a
ladder-backed chair at the foot of the table, my wingstight againg it. This furniture had certainly not been
crafted in Awia | looked down the long dining table— transformed into aforum of war.

Mist and Atasat on my left, with Staniel opposite. Past them on the right were Tawny and Vireo.
Candles had been lit to dispd the darkness; it was aout one in the morning. A firein large stone hearth
was reduced to red embers, which with the flickering candle flames cast an ever-changing pattern of
shadows over their faces. Coats hung on chair backs; in the last hour Mist had filled alittle ashtray to
capacity with cigarette butts. | could see another packet in the bag under the table, with aknife, hisblue



cloak rolled up and a copy of What Whore magazine.

There was acarafe of water, which no one had touched, and Genya, presumably, had ordered
thereto beawnhisky jug aswell. The night was hot and | could smell the spirit diffusing from the
stoppered jar. | helped myself to water, with avery careful sip. It lessened the nauseaand | started to
fed alittle hedthier. | was strongly tempted to just put my head down and go to deep, but | caught
Lightning'slook. | said, 'Pray continue.’

Lightning had taken control of the meeting, walking around the outside of the table and
occasionally getting sullen responses. He said, 'Comet, we will send you back to the Castle, to relate
these eventsto the Emperor.’

'Of course.'

'I'll stay to disband the Plaindands Fyrd, and then I'll follow on to the Castle, so | should meet
you there next week.'

'I have business at the coast,' put in Ata. The bruise around her eye was yellowing, making her
look even morefrightening than usud.

‘The Sailor and hiswife will leave for Peregrine. But so we do not leave L owespass undefended,
| recommend that Tornado and Vireo, and Staniel remain here with the Awian Fyrd.'

| said, "That soundsfinetome. | can—

'No. | do object.’ Staniel spoke up. He had been sitting with eyes closed, thin fistsclenched ina
mass of golden hair, drowning in saf-pity. He said, 'My brother ... ' His voice was so uneven that he
stopped, but couldn't quite pull himsdlf together again.

Vireo said, 'Well send a cortege tomorrow.'
Staniel said, 'l ... |1 ...
'Yes?

'l would like the Emperor's Messenger to announce the news. Every shop will be shuttered;
every flag will be lowered. | would rather not sojourn here; | will depart for Rachiswater tomorrow to
arrange the coronation.’

Lightning cut in: 'Patience, my lord. Awiais safe’ He gave asmilethat only | saw as
condescending. Awiamight well be asafe country to Lightning, who ownsalittle lessthan onethird of it.
'Y ou shouldn't leave Lowespass under Insect threat. The more commanders here, the better. Follow in
your brother's footsteps!’

'‘Comet once said | was ho warrior,” Staniel pointed out. "Would you learn?

'Need | learn when Tawny and Vireo guard Lowespass? I'll take charge from the Palace which
my family built, and then conceivably | will live longer than Dunlin.’

Staniel was suspicious of Lightning's matives. Uncertain of what movesthe other lords might
make, he wanted to secure hiskingdom. It seemed to me that such misgiving was part of Staniel's
weakness — an overlord who fears those who answer to him will not be asound ruler. | dso knew that



Lightning would rather not have him as King, but the Emperor has madeit clear that Eszai should
influence the affairs of mortalsonly lightly, if a dl. Our purposeisto hep them rather than rule or
overawethem. It isadifficult balance for Lightning to maintain; his plansfor hismanor develop over
centuries. He is dways more comfortable when Awia has awise overlord — one wise enough to know
when to leave well done.

My higtory isasfar removed from the power play of Awiaasthe dumsarefrom the Pdace; itis
my responsibility to remind them of the Castl€'s authority. | addressed Stanid: "Y our Highness, if you
wish to leave that isyour decison as King, and we must agreetoit.’

'Ishe, though? said Lightning softly. 'Castle will take chargeif it isn't clear who rules!’
‘Butitisclear.'
'We don't know Dunlin'swill.'

'We do." | took the folded piece of bed linen from my back pocket and shook it out. "While you
lot were Sitting here and bickering, | was doing something useful. Shall | reed it?

Dunlin, leave the manor of Rachiswater and the Kingdom of Awiato my brother and heir Stanid.
Thefortuneisentirefor him, for no other and to be split with no other. Signed by my hand this night
August 15 2015. Witnessed by Comet Jant Shiraand signed by him below.™

| took the ring with its eagle close emblem, and passed it to Staniel, who sat with shoulders
bowed. "Y ou spoke to him? he asked. 'Yes!'

'What else did he say?

| shrugged. 'He barely had breath for that, let lone any more." The will was passed around the
table and when it reached Staniel, he examined it carefully. He sat up straight, said, 'Nothing will stop me
leaving as soon as daybreak, with an escort of five hundred. Jant, do you agree?

'‘Asyouwish.'
'And Lightning, have you got anything to say?
'Only that your authority will need practice beforeit ceases to sound like arrogance.’

Hurriedly | said, 'Lady Vireo, stay here. Tawny, stay with her. Defend Fortress Crag. Keep the
Calamus Road clear so we can supply you with food and wegpons from Awia.'

Vireo was overjoyed; she had just gained afortress. Thank you! That'sto my taste! Jant? Look!
That's her.'

Genya grasped thetop lintel, swung hersdlf through the window and ran afew paces, jumped
onto the table and crouched like a spider in the centre. Her arms and legs extended from a swathe of
pale green materia which encircled her body, and she silently proceeded to unwrap hersdlf, passing the
materia between her legs and over her shoulder, until it gathered on the table and she was | eft, avery thin
figure, a pedled white spider. | thought the green fabric was a curtain but she took an edge in each hand
and opened it out. It was the L owespass flag. She had taken the flag down. Genya stalked acrossthe
table and left it in amassive bundle in front of Stanidl. 'For the Featherback King!'



"Thank you,' said Stanidl.
| said, 'Genya. Welcome ...

Mist kicked my ankle. | shook mysalf and wiped a couple of drops of drool off the tabletop with
my shirt deeve. | put out a hand to her, she strode over and buried her face in my pam, breathed deeply
through her nose and mouith, taking my scent. She pushed her face against my pam, the way a cat does
whenitisurging you to strokeit.

'Genya. Genya. Mmm.' | tried to kiss her but she jJumped back. | shuffled in the seat, aware of an
increasing pressure against the crotch of my leather jeans— thankfully hidden by thetable. ‘Can you
run? | murmured.

‘Rrrrrrr.” A purr or agrowl?
'Excuse me, you two.'

Genya stood up, traversed the table towards the Archer with asingle stride, the Insect antennae
in her hair waving. Sheflourished long bare arms at him; he looked rather uneasy.

'l want to know what isgoing on,’ she proclaimed. 'l spit on Insects from the battlements. Insects
bite a thewalls. What you do issit in dark hdlsand tak. What did Dunlin fight for?

‘Listen, Rhydanne—' snarled Lightning, and she was behind him in aflicker of movement, thin
hands with nailslike daggers caressing his neck.

'What say? she asked.
'I'm not talking to you until you behave civilly.'
'Y ou talk, Featherback, or | rip you throat!'

My ladly.

Genyadid back onto the table and sat legs crossed, awide grin splitting her face. She held her
head on one side, aponytail of frothy black hair cascaded down to her waist. She wore skimpy shorts;
al her clothes were minimal because Rhydanne can't fedl cold. Sheliked to make apoint of showing this.
Her pde, limber legswere wreathed in invisible designs, zigzag flashes and scrollwork. They were
ikozemi tattoos, cut using white lead and still poisonous. They only become visblewhenthe skinis
flushed, for example by hot water, pleasure, or drunkenness— Genyaonly ever hasthelast of these.

Lightning sighed, attempting to mitigate her presence. 'We were discussng —' he began.
‘Hepme'

'How? | asked, nervoudy. How much would she tell? 1 wondered if | would be able to stop her
if sheintended to reved any secrets. | knew | couldn't hurt her.

Genya crawled across the table on hands and knees, and regarded me quizzicdly. 'l want to go
home,' she said. 'If | run the Insects chase me. So | am trapped here. Jant says he will help me, but how
long have | been here? Jay is gone, so why stay? | want to know whereisdl the snow? Thisplaceis o
bad. Itishot. Theair isthick. Itisfull of Insects, and now it isfull of Featherbacks.



Staniel removed one hand from abloodshot eye, sad, 'Excuse me...?
Genyaignored him. Thisisnot like Darkling," she concluded flightily.

| caught her gaze and said warningly, 'Sister —

'l am not your sister! If | wasyour sister | would marry you!
"Thisisn't Scree. Please be quiet.’

'Y ou are a pathetic, Shira. Insects gnaw us out from where we sit and you would not notice. In
Scree thiswould not happen.'

‘That's because there aren't any Insectsin Scree,' | muttered, but she caught the comment.
'No," she agreed lightly. 'There are just mistakes."

| hissed. It hurtsto be reminded that I'm illegitimate, a Shira. Genya's surname was Dara, born
within marriage, and in the mountain culture that meant that she could fed superior to me. My hopeless
lust turned to anger. A Rhydanne born in wedlock wouldn't associate long with amistake like me. My
childhood of abuse flashed to mind —

'Fucking Daradut! Slow-runner! Bitch! Sgiunach!
‘Goatherd!"

Lightning forced me back into my chair. | pointed a shaking hand a Genya. 'Get thislone wolf
bitch out of here or I'll kill her! Tawny, throw her out the window!'

'Dont,' sad Lightning, and the conflicting commands rendered Tornado too bewildered to move.
| gave Genyaalonging look, which wasn't requited.

She strutted on the table, stretching her lean legs, patting Stanid reassuringly on the head.

Staniel gave her thekind of look achild would give a hunting hawk. 'l comprehend,’ he said
softly, ‘that you have had no ' exemplification of our abilitiesin recent hostilities and dso preciouslittle
towards you in the practice of chivary. It occursto methat, my lady, since your husband left you as
Governor in Lowespass, we have been presumptuousin prevailing upon you. My jurisdiction extends
only to Featherback-land, but | propose, with the good will of the Eszai, to serve you aswe may.'

| had to trandate thisfor Genya, who clapped thin handsin ddight. 'l want to go home.'
'Wdll, aRhydanne would run away,' remarked Vireo.

'None of that now!" Atarebuked her.

"Jay shouldn't have gone out riding dong the Wall by hissdlf,' Vireo taunted.

"Fishwife! He killed more Insects than you could count.’

'Hush and hear what Jant says,' said Migt. 'Horse's mouth.'

All eyeswere again on me, asif they sensed there was something between Genyaand | which it



was my duty to end, and end peacefully. | thought for awhile, knowing that to Genya, L owespasswas a
foreign and frightening place. Vireo and Tawny would certainly not take her into consderation. From
living in comfort with her kindly husband, she was done and confused. From ruling the manor and its
solid fortress, she suddenly had nothing at al. 1t waslike being conquered.

Genyadiscovered the flask of whisky on the table. She plucked out the cork, threw her head
back and glugged noisily.

'Sster? | said. Her green eyes blazed. 'Come down to the stables tomorrow. I'll find a horse for
you. Leavethefort to Vireo; I'll let you go home." | saw her pause, eyes narrowed. 'No tricks, | promise.
I'm sorry.'

Atapracticaly davered with the desire to know why | was so contrite.

Genyanodded. She unfastened the top button of athin shirt and pulled out the L owespass sedl,
on adirty string. She bit through the string neatly, and dropped thefat gold ring in Vireo's outstretched
hand.

Vireo clutched it, her face glowing with pleasure. After awhile Tawny gave her abear squeeze

hug.
'Good horse? asked Genya, peering up through fine fronds of black hair.
'Yes. And now | need to rest, my sister. Welve been awake al night.’
'What!" Staniel spluttered. Y ou were adeep for hours.'

'l wasawake al night. Just somewhere else.’ | pushed my chair back, and was nearly — nearly!
— quick enough to catch Genya's hand.

She jumped from tabletop to windowsill, making Mist swear. She fastened her fistsin theivy
growing outside, swung hersaf over the edge and swarmed effortlessly down thewall likeasguirrdl. At
the foot she halted, wreathed in foliage. The courtyard was still so she ducked free, sprinted across and
disappeared under aportcullis a the far end.

Shetrailed amoon shadow rapidly over thetiles of the Inner Ward;

muscled, bone-thin and athletic. That's not just the thin of women who aren't fat; there's
something essentia in her, an anima's congtant hunger. Genyais sex on astick to me, just the gtick to

everybody else.

The stables of L owespass Fortress were two long, low buildings. The walkway between them
was cobbled and dimy, with agutter running down the centre into which my boots kept diding. By the
time | reached the stable entrance, asquare black mouth in the dark hours before dawn, | was covered
inmud and horse shit, and | wouldn't be surprised if it was human shit aswell, sncethelatrinesin the
fortress are ahundred years out of date and have never worked properly.

The walls were whitewashed stone, roofed with date. Behind the barn stood L owespass Outer
Ward, itsthick wall topped by a covered passageway. | have spent hours up there, walking along logs
painted with pitch and sand to prevent them becoming dippery, looking out over the scenery.



| leant againgt the doorpost and waited for Genyas arriva.

Each room of the fortress held ahandful of men, and many were injured, but the only sound
came from behind me, where tethered beasts huffed and coughed. Some sensed my presence and
whinnied uneadily, ssamping on the strewn floor. A straw fluttered down from the hayracks attached to
the stable beams; it brushed my nose. | flicked it away and found that afew more straws had landed in
my hair. | removed them swiftly, asmy hair isone of my best features.

Soon | will be at the Castle, and | couldn't wait for al the comfortslike hot water, clean clothes,
customised drugs, my wife. A straw twirled down from the stable. The sky was cut by along horizontal
streak of purple. | watched it turn from dark blue, through violet to wine-red, and it healed as the sun
rose, to apencil line, leaving the sky a pae blue and the walls of the stable clear white.

| waited for Genya. | wanted Genya desperately and | was tormented by the thought | might
never see her again. She could lose hersdlf in the mountains, and even if | waited in Screein asnowstorm
she might not come back to the Filigree Spider. Eveniif | tracked her, above the snowline and inthe
conies—and | am agood tracker — I might never catch her.

What makes me great also isolates me. Had | been pure Rhydanne, and single, Genyawould
have married me. Then with the Emperor's consent she would be made part of theimmortal Castle
Circle. But no, my father was Awian, so with their wings, e ongated to athin Rhydanne build, | can fly,
and Genyalooks upon me as afreak. In Rhydanne culture early marriages are arranged and the
husbands help to raise their children, while the narrow-wai sted women recover from the traumaand
regain their hunting speed. A newborn Rhydanne is put on the floor —he will be able to stand up. By the
end of the day he will walk, and by the end of the week he will be running around uncontrollably.

| fuck my mind up for alittle longer with an old, familiar agony: how the Awian trader, rapist, my
father, could have managed to catch a Rhydanne girl.

Time doesnot hed al ills. Some actions can only be seen clearly and understood wholly when
viewed through the glass of time. Sick, muddled memories don't fade away but weigh ever more heavily
on us astime progresses. They are actions which nobody witnessed, and which | desperately need to
confess, but to do so would ruin me. Actswhich regppear in nightmares, and that's my punishmen.

A gtable hand, yawning, disturbed me from my memories. He wore a bright red suede wai stcoat
dit at the back for hiswings. He scuttled by, looked startled when he recognised me, but managed a
greeting: 'Good morning, Messenger.'

'It looks like agood morning for flying,' | said. Helooked to the metre-long primary festhers at
my back. My wings were crossed under my coat, athough the bumps at my waist showed the sinewy
limbs. The servant had never seen anything likeit. He nodded cautioudy towards the doorway. "Want
your racehorse ready?

‘No. | want the black mare | rode in yesterday. The charger with the chevrond s on its chafron.’
‘That's Merganser's horse. From Rachis. Called Charabia.'
'Bring her out and make sure she has excellent tack.’

'Y our wish, Comet.'



'l don't care about ornament, but she has to go some distance, so make it sturdy. And let me
aonenow.' Let medoneto sulk. Still | waited for Genya, scanning the rooftops where she often
climbed, wishing for aglacier in the Outer Ward and icicles on the parapets. | waited, | waited, and
flinched when arustle came from just above me. | waited —agiggle— | looked up, and behind the bars of
the hayrack were apair of eyes, verticd pupils, gold asthey reflected the sun. Genyawaslying full-length
in the hayrack. She plucked another straw from her bed and dropped it down on me, giggled, pushing
long fingers through the dats. Quickly | grasped abeam and pulled mysalf up, hoping to lie there with her,
but when | climbed in and floundered in the straw she jumped lightly down and paced, tiptoe swift
between the stals, speaking to the chargers.

'‘Are you good? No, | don't think so. Bad horse, good horse? What about you? Her body
comprised of coat hangers, hanging from thin straight shoulderslike her face hung from cheekbones.
Paper-white and angular, an origami face, pencil-lead shadowed with lack of deep.

'My lady! My lady!" | fluttered down. | threw mysdif at her feet, seized her long, long legsand
buried my face in the lace-ups of her boots. Shetried to kick mein the nose. | pulled at her leggings but
she remained upright with vicious poise.

'I'm sorry about what happened,’ | begged. 'Please forgive me. | want to help you.'

She nipped my shoulder violently, thelong nails cutting in. | imagined her running and bit my
tongue. 'Speak Scree!" she demanded. 'l speak Awian ... not very good.' That would make amess of my
plea, asin Scree there were no words for 'sorry’ or 'forgive. Never trust alanguage that has no future
tense and twenty words for ‘drunk’.

'Y ou're safe with me now. What we did was wrong —the Awian would call it wrong anyway. |
regret it, and | want to repay you, Genya. Come out to the yard; | help you go back to the mountains.'

'All the horses are spoilt beasts, they bite!”
'I've found one that doesn't seem to mind being ridden by a Rhydanne!’
'‘Ah —fuck that aswdll, did you?

Don't makethishard for me. It'sdifficult being near you without you making me angry. The
cursoria girl was close enough for meto grab, or | could draw my knife and force her tothewall. | was
greatly tempted to take her. Damn it, who'd know or care?'l've seen you catch mice. Don't tempt meto
play with you the same way.'

Shetossed her hair and stalked out of the stables, ducking under the hayracks.

Stanid's men were gathering in the courtyard and al around wasthe clink of tack, men fitting
saddle strapsinto buckles, rolling up deegping bags, rolling fags and chewing on dripping bacon
sandwiches.

| saw one sword being examined, but most had | eft their cleaned weaponsin their packs. They
weretying little drums, painted gold, amethyst and fudl-blue, to their saddles, plumes and Insect antennae
intheir hair. The lancers had rolled their colourful caparisonsinto long bundles and were using them as
cushions. Lances had been transformed into pennants, ivory and light blue, embroidered with eagles, with
white quills, towers, an gppliqué dog with pearl eyes and ahooded fa con with florid feethers.

A lameman leant on hislance; hisfriends heaved him into the saddle, hishair ill streaked with



the blue dye that the most flamboyant wear to fight. A few men chuckled covertly with pleasure a
returning to Awia, but most were quiet, bearing Stanid's ordersin mind. The black martlet volant was my
wife'sflag, and | recognised the thickset man who bore it as the warden of Wrought manor, but | couldn't
speak to him with Genyatreading like apumaat my side.

Genya poked her foot into a stirrup and was astride the horse before it knew what was
happening. It kicked, it bucked, and walked round in alittle circle, trying to throw her over itshead. She
clung on to two handfuls of black mane, her forearms like twists of rope, her eyes dancing. The Awian
soldiers stopped their preparations and watched, eyes wide and drop-jawed.

I mimicked them. ‘Do you want to catch dl the fliesin Lowespass? Mind your own sodding
business!' Genya brought Charabia under control by the simple means of Ietting it become so knackered
it gave up trying to throw her.

'Promise not to eat the horse, Genya ... Well, at least make sure you get back to Darkling first.
Heres my compass.'

| showed her the Silver device and tried to explain but she just said, 'Pretty!" and shook it to keep
the painted disc revolving. | removed it from her talons.

'Keep the sunset at your back,' | said. "Those hills become the mountains so if you keep going
up, you find the trade road which takes you to Scree pueblo.’

Genyagrinned maniacdly. | took the knife from my boot and passed it to her. If | can't give her
my compass she might better understand aknife. Y ou could need this, for Insects or thieves. Remember,
Insects are too hard to bite. Stab their heads.'

'Y es, Shira'

| wanted to ask for akiss but kissing isn't in Genyas repertoire. Instead | took her hand, her pale
skin cold to the touch, seeing the even white half-moons on her pointed nails. | will dwaysbe ableto
remember the chill ghost of her skin like marble, and the contrast between it and my wifeéswarm feathers
aways makes mefed queasy. | thought, they're too different and yet | want them both, becausel am a
bit of both and as good as neither. 'All you need is adecent patch of snow to liein and be asright as
Rayne,' | told her.

The gates opened, and Genya urged her unwilling horse forward and through them at a canter.
She never looked back, but | knew she was smiling.

Some things are not and can never be yours, no matter how deeply or for how long you know
them. | knew | should alow Genyato leave because my lust for her was destructive— athough I've
never really understood what's wrong with wanting destructive things.

| paid the stable hand generoudy and went to my room, thinking. In order to be at peace you
haveto let go of thething you cherish; you can't move oniif you cling to it and even immortals have to
develop. Lugt for the Rhydanne girl had been holding me back, even asfar asthetimewhen | lived like
her. | knew it was much better to let her go. Soam | at peace? Am | fuck. | cooked up aheavy dose of
cat and injected it, enough to Shift.

CHAPTER 4



In the Shift, Keziah was hiding in the Aureate with a hacksaw. We were standing in the shadow
of athick, reflective wall, which stretched up asfar as| could see. | was handsome if raw-boned, in
black and white, which the wall threw back as different shades of yellow. Keziah never wore clothes. He
was aman-sized lizard who walked on strong back legs, stunted forearms hanging down in front. His
long snout was full of pointed teeth. The scaly plates of his skin were mottled moss-green and grey. | was
desperately trying signs and whispers, to make K eziah come back to his pub.

| had started in Epsilon, looking for Dunlin Rachiswater where Ieft himin the Bullock's Bollocks
bar. He was no longer there, and | heard from the puntersthat Felicitiahad left aswell. No one could tell
me where they had gone, or why. | then tried my paace at Siverkey, but it was uninhabited and untidy,
asusud. Searching for Keziah, in order to ask him, had brought meto the Auregte.

Keziah was of the opinion that fly-by-night bar saff like Fdicitiawere worthless drifters. Hewas
better off without them, and Awiansin general regardless of how roya. 'They split at daybreak, dude;
who knows where they are? Join me and well both berich.

Thisisthe Tines quarter. If they catch usthey'll kill ug!’

'It'smade of solid gold,' Keziah hissed. He turned to see me since his eyeswere at the side of his
head.

'l know that!'

'So if we cut apiece out we'd —

'Cut it! Areyou mad?

'Sshl Wed never haveto work again.'
"The pub -

‘Screw the pub; dude, look at this. . ." He gestured for me to crouch down and pointed at two
jagged saw-marksthat ran into the base of the gold wall, carving out atriangular ingot. The cut surfaces
were bright, the wedge connected to thewall by haf a centimetre thickness at its apex. ‘Nearly rich,’
whispered Keziah.

'Greedy bastard.’ | watched as the hacksaw bit into the wall. He grasped the handle with his hind
leg and sawed rapidly. The dice of gold loosened and fell. Keziah caught it in aforeclaw and wrapped it
inapiece of cloth, 'Let'sgo,’ he said. We crept to the edge of the wall, and peered round. A group of big
Tinewere standing there camly watching us.

Tattoos spotted their pale blue skin, scarred and tanned to indigo. Each Tine had aflat black
shell on hisback, pocked with designs and sprouting loops of gold wire. The most immense one had
stubby horns grafted on hisforehead. Gnarly claws curled into fists. A dozen pairs of pupil-lesseyes
blinked. A forest of needle-teeth gppeared asthey al dowly smiled.

Faster reactionsthan Keziah, | turned and ran. | looked back from the gold cobbled road to see
him drop to afighting stance. Heroared. 'Comeon!' | yelled.

‘Run," he snarled, showing histerrible teeth. 'Y ou coward!

The Tine clustered round him, the smalest taller than him, muscles crawling under their blue skin.



Keziah kicked the nearest one. His claw opened its ssomach. Pink guts spilled out over its belt. Another
Tinefinished it off and began chewing on its backside.

Keziah lashed out with histail. He struck the canniba acrossthe back of the neck, killing it
ingtantly. It dumped over itsmedl. Thelizard evaded another carnivore, bit at it, driving it back. He
kicked again, histalon snking into abelly, where it was caught. Two Tine dashed forward and seized his
leg. Heteetered and fell over.

| saw the Tine Ssmply pick Keziah up, clawed hands all over him, and twist him apart. Those at
his head twisted left. Hislegstwisted right. There was a series of sounds like strings snapping, then |
heard the wet crack as his spine fractured. Tine clamped their teeth in his scaly tail; another began to pick
long fangs from his gums. He screamed and thrashed. Blue fingers pushed into his eye sockets, trying to
fish one out. Histongue was ripped and Tine fought among themsavesfor it. They plucked hisfingers
with gristly sounds and chewed them like twigs.

A Tinetook alength of intestine, and squeezed out the contents. Murky dime pattered onto the
cobbles. He put one end of the gut to hislipsand blew it full of air. He twisted it afew times, held it up.
A baloon dog. Tinefell over each other laughing.

Helpless, | kept running; the monsters saw my movement and followed. The gold path shook
with their footfals. They smelt of rotting meet. They couldn't gain ground. They couldn't catch a
Rhydanne as shit scared as | was. But they wouldn't give up the chase.

| pounded, dipped and jumped down the gold road. The road narrowed, came to an abrupt
bend. Thiswasthe knee. Holy buildings with stepped gable ends crowded close on every side. Red
gold, white gold. Stench of burnt fleshinthe air. Smell of lizard blood and excrement. | set off down the
shin of ther city.

Shin, caf, the Ankle Plaza. A rounded edifice stood in the centre, full of Tine. They had blue
loincloths and thongs round their legs. Their custom was to drop molten gold onto their legs and fest,
which set in their skin. It seemed asif they had grown from the golden road, gradualy changing to blue. |
skidded to ahdt infront of them. The Tine chasing me piled in behind. They reached out with
transplanted fingers. They made astinking wal of muscle.

| put ahand to my sword hilt and found that it had gone. | tried to spread my wings but was
rooted to the spot. The Tine tensed to rush me.

A skein of voiceson my left - 'Shiral’ | looked to where awoman was standing - ablonde
woman, wrapped in acloak. There had been no girl there a second ago.

The Tinedidn't like her one bit. Forgetting me, they closed in on her and | screamed because |
thought they would rip her gpart. She threw back the cloak; undernesth she was completely naked, and
very lovely. The Tine sniggered and licked their chops. Asthe cloth hit the cobbles her body followed it,
disntegrating, flowing down and spreading like the twisted trunk of atree, then likeitsroots, running out
inthick strands over the floor. The broken facade of her face waslast to go. And then silence.

Some Tine went down on one knee. Some backed off. | just kept screaming. Her body became
athick cable of flesh, made from smaller threads. It snaked across the plaza and over to agold drain
covering, where she reassembled into a beautiful girl, and beckoned to me. She raised the grating,
athough Tawny himsdf couldn't have budged it, and dipped through.

The Tine began to recover, and looked around for me. | pelted across and followed her down



thedrain, grazing my wings as| eased through. | retched at the stink.

Wewerein darkness. Blue arms wedged through the hole and waved about, but they couldn't
grab us. A scimitar was poked down. The Tine began to howl. The girl took my arm and we walked a
little way aong the edge of a deep gold trough, running with blood and dirty water, afew fragments of
splintered bone carried aong, organs and knots of hair and Insect shells; some other pieces| wasglad |
couldn't recognise.

‘Thisisthemain drain,’ said the girl sweetly. 'l advise you not to take aswim.’

'What? Who? Who are you? | panted.

‘Thisisjust abad dream, Jant,' she said.

'How do you know my fucking name? | tried to shake free of her grasp; it wasimpossible.

'Y ou have to go back to the Castle and forget dl this,' she said. She spoke Awian perfectly. She
had avery melow voice, very high pitched, and asif |ots of voices were speaking together. A couple of
gaps appeared in her cheek; with ashifting of flesh they closed again and | suddenly saw that she wasn't
solid at dl. | peered closer and recoiled with disgust. She was made up of thousands of long, thin worms.
Knotted together and constantly moving, they gave the impression of skin. She smiled, or rather, the
wormsthat were her lips parted briefly, and | saw the wormsthat were her teeth.

'It's a shame to see such a seasoned traveller so lot,' she said.

'Who areyou? | repeated, terrified. | was stuck between this creature and the blood-filled candl.
Her faint smile regppeared, asif she had no need of aname, and | was being stupid. She must have come
from avery distant place, to be so dien. 'If you think I'm strange,’ she said, 'you should see therest of the
court." She put her hand through her chest and scratched the back of her head.

‘Court? What court? The only court isthe Castle!’

‘The Roya Court is concerned. | think the Tine are not very happy with you,' she said,
undergtating in astudiedly feminine way. Her calm voice stroked me. If shewasinvisblel'd beinlove.
'Never come back to the Aureate. Never talk to the Saurian.’

'Keziah'sdead,' | told her. Another faint smile.

| recovered what few shreds of courtesy | could. Thank you .. . Thank you for saving my life.
Maybein the future | may have the honour of performing the same service for you, my lady. Inthe
meantime, isthere anything | can do to repay you, sngular or plurd?

'Y ou must go home and stay there.’
‘Apart from that!'

'How about akiss? she said, sticking out atongue which unwound into a cluster of worms, and
waved at me. The end of the tassel suddenly bloomed red, as dl the worms opened their tiny mouths,
and stuck their tongues out. | backed away.

The girl laughed and dissolved, writhing down as before and separating out into individua
creatures, which squirmed between the cobbles and, clump by clump, plopped into the drain, where they



swam away upstream. The last of them merged together to form afloating disembodied arm, which
cheerfully waved farewell. | returned the gesture, wondering if she could see me.

| then sat down by the gory cand, and waited to be pulled back. | would have a hangover on my
flight to the Castle. When perfectly sober, anticipating ahangover isabitch. | hated the thought of my
usdless body lying on the chamber floor, back in cold Lowespass, where the Insects swarmed.

CHAPTERS

If the Castle had been built in the shape of asundid, it couldn't have been more accurate. Three
o'clock in the afternoon exactly, on alate summer day, ashaft of sunlight piercesthe datsin the shutter of
the Northwest Tower and dides across my desk. It'sdonethisreliably for hundreds of years; thistimeit
woke me.

| woke with the sunin my eyes, Stting at my desk, my head resting on astack of smudged
papers, post-battle correspondence. That probably meant the wet ink had imprinted in negative across
my face. | would have to spend another night writing it out again with the aid of amirror. | Sighed,
stretched and yawned.

'Y ou're burning yoursdf up,’ said awarm voice behind me. A cinnamon voice. A scent of vanilla.
Tern.

Without looking round | said, 'l didn't know you had come back.'
'l took the coach from Wrought last night. Arrived midnight. Y ou weredready . . . adeep.
'And did you have agood time in Wrought, oh piquant one?

Tern was laying on the chocolate-brown velvet chaise longue, ahoney-coloured silk parasol over
one shoulder and a paperback novel open on her breast. 'We have to get that fixed, she said, indicating
the broken shutter with afinger spiced with ringsand nail varnish. Then you can deep dl day.’

Thismay sound strange but her voiceisthe main reason | love her. She breathes rounded words
like the heady steam from mulled wine or cocoa, word fumes glazed with brandy and syrupy accents. |
love languages, and my greatest wish isto be sugar-preserved in Tern's dow voice forever. | gazed at her
fondly, warmed by the rogue beam of sunlight. She had along-deeved, faded cream dress, mostly lace.
Chic, dight and ddlicate, shelooked likeicing on the chocolate divan. Thisisthelady | chose to make
immortal, the girl who, to me, isthe best in the world. The sweetest in the world, ever. She started
spinning the caramel parasol, proud of my attention, just like achild. Her hair was dark, her skin the
colour of demerara sugar, soft and warm. Her face was defined by subtle makeup, lips the shade of red
that is nearly brown, like sherry; champagne, coffee and liquorice, her eyes. 'My love,' | said, 'you look
good enough to est.’

She glanced deliberately ceiling-wards. 'Y ou're ill high,' she accused.
I'm not. I've given up.'

'Nonsense,' said Tern succinctly. 'My dear, you have more holesin your armsthan therearein
the roof of Wrought.'

| searched for away to escape the conversation. Persstence wasn't one of my wife's strengths. |
knew from experiencethat if | bluffed for awhile her attention would wander to something se. 'I'll be



fine
'l worry about you, Jant. Y our habit hasn't been this bad since twenty-oh-ix.'
Y es, that wasthe last time | saw Genya. 'It's the memory of the battle, and Rachiswater's death
that'smadeit so bad,' | lied, feding the pleasant warmth of Tern's sympathy - | know it does me no
good, but | loveto bask in her attention or concern. | contemplated which hiding places| could use

should Tern decide to throw out my hoard of cat. It wasrare for her to be so bothered about the fact |
indulge occasiondly. | thought | owed mysdlf alittle pleasure after al | had been through.

'Can | help you come off it?
'Ah - I'm not ready to quit just yet.'

Tern sighed, she had heard that one before. Prudently | offered, 'I'll cut down. | really mean to.
Redly.' Tern heard the strain in my voice and relented. The last overdose when | Shifted had truly
frightened me, and | wastaking less cat because | didn't want to risk accidentally tripping to Epsilon. The
Worm-Girl'swarning still haunted me - never come back to the Aureate. | didn't want to think about it
any longer. Dwelling on the problem made me want more cat, and | was feding shaky enough asit was.

'Please do, darling. Y ou're skin and bone -' She would have continued but | threw myself on the
divan, on top of her, and started trying to fit kisses down the front of her dress. She yelped, giggled.
‘Leave me aone! Mmm ... Ow!" | bit her shoulder.

‘Cometo bed.’

'Mmm. OK. No - theres anote for you.'

| stared at her. More work? 'From whom?

Tern gestured towards a square of yellow card on the mantelpiece. The Archer,' she said.

| tried to stand but Tern wrapped her legs around my waist, arather neet trick. | poked her belly
with the parasol until shefreed me. 'Lightning can wait,' she said sulkily.

'Wdll, if hewantsme| should go,’ | replied. Shetutted. | read Lightning's fastidious copperplate:
'‘Come and see me as soon as you can. Your reinforcements arrived last night: Governor Swallow
Awndyn with her retinue, bound for Lowespass. Owing to Staniel's misfortune she decided to
divert to the Castle, for which | am grateful.' | flipped the card over. 'Although | fully intend to
wring your neck for calling Swallow to the Front. LSV

Ternregarded me quizzicaly. 'Y ou'rein trouble." She had an expression of looking a me over
the tops of her spectacles, although she never wears glasses.

‘Do care? | beganto lick her legs hungrily, my mouth full of dress hem. Tern stroked my
feathers rhythmicaly, driving me mad with lust. 'Will you do thet thing with your legs again?

‘Likethis? Why?

'‘Becausethen | can do this." Tern gasped. Even her yelpswere like helpings of cream gateaux.



Tern tugged a my wing, which extended until sherolled off the bed. | pulled the strong muscles
back with a snap.

‘Come on, come on. Y ou haveto go!'
'Only mortas hurry. Give me another kiss!'
'He'swaiting for you!'

'Yes, love. No, wait ...

'Ready?

'Wait aminute. I'm missing something here. What did Lightning mean, " Stanid'smisfortune’?
What the fuck is he talking about? What day isit anyway?

'Friday.'
'Can't be. It was Friday when | last went to court . . . Oh, shit. Not an entire week.'

Tern sighed. She had definite opinions about drug binges that lasted awhole week. She rooted
around on the untidy floor for afolded newspaper and passed it to me;

The Wrought Standard is pleased to amend previous reports by bringing you the newsthat His
Majesty King Staniel has reached Rachiswater Paace adive and well after yesterday's disaster. He has
not been harmed and hasjust issued a statement praising his bodyguard (printed in full, page two) who
remained with him dutifully during the fast ride back athough seven-eighths of the column behind them
waskilled. A survivor said, 'We came upon the vanguard of our own host cut to pieces and returned with
haste, s0 asto ensure the safety of HisMgesty.

The death toll reached five hundred when Insects beset Staniel's column of soldiers peacegbly
bringing the body of the previous King home. Insects outnumbering our troops two to one attacked at
night while the soldiers were unarmoured on the march and unprepared for such an ondaught. Their
bodies have not been found and the casket containing Dunlin's remains has not been recovered, as
Staniel has pronounced it istoo dangerous to venture back into the area. He is, however, mindful of the
opprobrium that this accident and loss has brought upon hisfamily.

Many familiesin Rachiswater and Wrought are in mourning. The whole kingdom sharesther
grief, which will long endure.

Staniel has not dismissed the survivors, and has dso summoned the rest of the Awian Fyrd to
protect him in Rachiswater, an unpopular decision asit leaves Caamus Road and the northwest of the
country unguarded.

Jant Shira09.09.15

Shit. No wonder Lightning wantsto see me. 'It'simpressive,' | said. 'l wrote for the Sandard
without knowing about the fight.' Tern gave me an antique look. 'Y ou owe me one!’



| looked in a couple of other broadsheets that were lying on the floor among gory Insect
dissection textbooks and my chemistry notes. The Moren Times just listed what courtierswore to the
coronation, and had good tits on page three, but the Moderate Intelligencer had thisto say:

Never before has aKing raised ahost solely to protect himsalf. We may ask why he has
separated from the other manorshipsin Awia, and how will the smaler manors defend themsdaves againgt
the Insects? It isthe Cagtl€'srole to shield Awia but how isit to accomplish thiswithout troops? Why has
the Castle not made an officia statement? |sthe Emperor supporting Staniel; who seems prepared to
forsake L owespass and Tanager? With some notable exceptions, the smaler manors are coming round
to the view that Stanidl should be deposed and replaced. We look again to the Circle of unusudly silent
immortalsfor advice on thisissue, while Insects roaming south of the Wall destroy what's left of our cattle
and thresten our children.

Kestrel Altergate 10.09.15
'vegottogo,' | saidto Tern. | had to find out what Staniel wastrying to achieve.
Tern nodded. 'One day well have more than a day together,' she said ruefully.

'I'm sorry.' | snorted some more cat, thinking of it asamedicine to stal the onset of my sickness,
athough it would leave meredtless. It'sastupid delusion, | know, becausewhat | cal medicineisrealy
the cause of my sickness.

The stifling world outside was hotter than | had thought possible. The sunwasasilver coin
burning through awhite overeast sky, trapping heat beneath the clouds and suffocating the Castle. |
stripped off extra clothes as| waked, and by thetime | reached Lightning'srooms| was carrying my
crowskin coat, along-deeved T-shirt, and was verging on indecency.

| have had two hundred years to become familiar with thiswing of the Castle, but its grandeur
would make anybody fed uncomfortable. | fed | shouldn't be here, but the building also seems gracious -
asif the people who do belong here will smile and dlow mealittletime. In acorridor deep insde the
Paaceinterior of the Castle, black and whitetiles were laid to appear three-dimensiona. The sides of the
Neo-Ted ean corridor were open white arches, and | go through one, across an immaculate lawn, into a
white building with long, many-paned sash windows.

The brickwork on the lower storey was emphasised, with plain walls above. The windows were
st S0 closdly together that the wall was mostly glass, with dark blue velvet drapes. From inside one can
see every centimetre of the forma gardens, the square lawns and conical cypress.

Music wandered out onto the lawns. | followed it like a stream to its source, thinking that it was a
very pretty harpsichord duet, but when | got to Lightning'srooms| discovered that it was just Swallow,
who had. found away of playing both parts of the duet at once.

Lightning was Sitting in achair as near to her as etiquette dlowed, with adistant smile on hisface,
pleased because Swallow was now not only in the same room as him, but she was thrilled with hislatest
present, agilt and blue cloisonné harpsichord, with scroll legs, keys of gold and Iapislazuli.

Thefurniture matched, but with afew modern New Art pieces of enamd and silver. Lightning has
always been a collector, and refused to stop athough he bemoaned the fact that no artist in the last few
hundred years has had any taste. The room's furniture was arecord of exclusive trends, from the turn of



the first millennium. It was mostly baroque and tortoiseshell but a polished shield with ablue mascle on
argent hung on the far wall, with arrows splayed behind. On either Sde there were ancient oil-painted
portraits. Below, a variegated marble fireplace took up most of the wall, winged statues supporting an
inlaid mantel piece. An elegant glass wine decanter stood on atable with a pedesta of polished Carniss
granite. Smoked salmon was arranged on asilver tray. Other seafood had legs and shells and |ooked too
much like Insectsfor comfort. | skirted round it and touched Swallow's green devore shoulder to wake
her from her reverie. Thelast chord hung in the air for along, sweet time before dying.

'Hello, Jant,’ she said. 'Great makeup.'

| could grow to love some people. 'Governor Awndyn, it's good to see you and | wish the
Stuation was different. Do ether of you know what the fuck is happening in Rachis?

'No," said Swallow cheerfully. Shefolded her sheet music, pulled apencil from behind her ear
and began to write more music on the back. In adrunken conversation | once heard Lightning admit it
was a shame Swallow keeps her hair short; it was a coppery red like sparks, like strands of silk. She
also had thick eyebrows, and freckles al over her face and even down her arms.

Swallow preferred to spend her days practising the piano rather than going riding, and as aresult
was plump but unfortunately without having big breasts which many well-built women are blessed with.
She sat cross-legged on the harpsichord stool, wearing ajacket made of different-coloured squares of
velvet. She dso wore adark green beret, which sat at a dapper angle on her ginger hair —such ajaunty
angle, infact, that | found myself braced to catch it, starting forward nervoudy every time she moved.
She wore other stuff aswell but it was the motley coat | redlly noticed, because it was so outrageous.

Lightning stretched his muscular arms and sighed. Take aseat,’ he advised. | sank into an
armchair which al but smothered me. "'The Emperor asked for you thismorning. | don't know how you
dare stretch his patience. | recelved aletter from Harrier, my steward, who attended the crowning
ceremony. Staniel was so anxiousto get into the throne that he couldn't walit for any Eszai to be present,
damn him —it'sthefirst coronation I've missed in fifteen hundred years!

'‘Anyway, naturadly Harrier was frightened for Micawater. If Rachisis surrounded by troopsto
protect it againgt Insects, what about my house which isonly fifty kilometres away? Harrier wanted to
know whether aninvasionislikely. | have reassured him. | have sent everyone | can find to the front, and
further armsto the fortress!'

'Y ou don't want to follow the trend and protect Micawater? Swallow asked.
'Of course not! If we can't hold the front then the whole thing will fall gpart.”
'Stanidl wants Rachiswater to be asafe haven,' she added.

It will besafedl right. It will beastarving idand in asea of Insects. How long will even the best
troops hold out with Staniel in command? Lightning sighed. 'Swalow, | wish | could keep my Fyrd for
myself but you know we have to work together to save northern Awiafrom being overrun.'

'l came with two thousand men as reinforcements, | don't see why you can't let me go to the
front.

'No. Not until you become Eszai.

| took aglassthat had evidently been laid out for me, and poured some refreshing white wine.



"The Insects will stay behind their Wall, Saker. There can't be so many.’

'Y es, and they'll push the Wall out and build new Walls and more Wals until wewill havelogt dl
Awia. | remember how quickly they used to expand, at the beginning.'

Better change the subject before Lightning startstelling us again about the old heroic days of the
founding of the Circle. 'It looks like Stanidl's close escape has unsettled him.

Lightning picked up aletter with a Top Secret sedl. 'From the tone of this, heisterrified.

'He spends summerslying in ahaystack writing poetry, while Dunlin practised jousting,' said
Swalow, citing the popular opinion of Stanid's military prowess without looking up from her sheaves of
paper opera.

It may have had something to do with thewine, but | was feding optimigtic. '‘Don't worry. He
can't keep soldiers at Rachisfor long, they've got homes and lovers and a harvest to bring in next month.’

Lightning sounded grim: 'Well, let us hope they would rather cut wheat and bake us bread than sit
onther arsesin Rachis Park for five poundsaday.'

'He's paying them?

It s;ems 50, if | don't misread this|etter. And astime goes on, and if the crops start dying for
lack of attention helll have to start paying them more and more. Thetreasury will run dry. If Dunlin was
gill dive he would die athousand timesto know how his brother is misusing their fortune.”

'Let me go and speak to him.'

'Y es, and we also want to know how Tornado isfaring in Lowespass, at least one of usis out
there. | should go back ... But San thinks what I'm doing here is more useful for the moment.”

| could not say much in front of Swallow, but | itched to know, "What are you doing here?
'Simply writing letters and talking to people!’
Swallow put her manuscript down. 'If you're going to court, can | come?

Our predicament had nothing to do with Awndyn and | told her so, but Lightning said, ‘It would
help Swallow's petition if she could see the Emperor again. Y ou compered her concert in the Hall, now |
would be grateful if you could accompany her into the courtroom.’

| suspected that thiswhole visit wasjust aplot so that Swallow could see the Emperor San again.
'Why don't you take her? | moaned.

'l would hardly be viewed asimpartial.’

Swallow had said that if she was accepted into the Circle, she would consider marrying the
Archer and not before. It was a clever move, because Lightning now arranges as many audiences with
the Emperor as possible. | know that once San's mind is made up on anissueit rarely changes, infact his
opinion definestheissue and in pressing her case Swalow isdenying him. San owes his Eszai nothing
because he pays usin lifetime, acurrency so valuableit leaves no favours outstanding.

Lightning asked me to take Swallow because it meant that he would not lose faceif her



application should bergected. | don't fear loss of reputation as much as he does because my reputation
has been snged with scandd for avery long time. If | helped Swalow towards successthen Lightning
might look kindly on me. He might agree to another loan,. or at least waive the interest on the two
hundred thousand pounds | borrowed in nineteen-thirty.

Lightning first looked after me when | joined the Circle, fresh from Hacilith, knowing nothing
about Insects or swordplay, wary but eager to please. He gave me lessons on horse riding and etiquette,
aswell asletting merunriot in Micawater until | learned the Awian language thoroughly. During thet time
| became his closest friend and, like Tern, he keeps me on the straight and narrow. | could return the
favour by taking Swallow under my wing. | beckoned to her. ‘Come on then. Saker, what are your
plans?

'I'm going up to the galery to watch.’
'l bet you are.’

Swallow said, 'Perhaps | should sing in court. | would be able to melt even the Emperor's heart.
Hewould agree to making meimmortal so he could hear perfect concertosfor ever.'

Shedidn't say it boastfully, she said it asfact, and | thought she was probably right but for dl |
knew the Emperor hated music, or couldn't tell the Eclipse Sonatafrom afootball chant.

'It's harder for me, because thereis no Circle Musician for me to Challenge and so displace.
Don't the opinions of the other Eszai hold any weight? she asked.

'Hisisthe casting vote," said Lightning sadly. He had seen Swallow change over the last year:
with each disgppointment her desireto join the Circle grew, till now there was a determination hard as
diamond and brittle as old glassin her, which could exhaust her maiden's spirit, leaving her resentful and

dill aging.

'Shal we go? Lightning finished his heart-stoppingly expensive winein one gulp. Paewith
anxiety, Swallow nodded. Lightning once told me that growing wan was as sure an indication of love as
blushing was an indication of modesty. Asfar as| could see Swallow was afrightened girl backed into
complicated situations by the rabid dog of her own ambition. | wanted to free her. | could tell she was
worried because she wasn't looking directly at me; she was too busy looking inwards, at imagined court
scenes. Aware of Lightning's jealous gaze, | hugged her chastely and told her to have courage.

Lightning had told Swallow many times that the struggle to become Eszai could be over
immediatdly, if only shewould consent to marry him. A year later she il refused. | needed to find out
exactly why she wouldn't marry the Archer, so | could convince her that shewaswrong. | can't fed as
profoundly asthe Archer, thank god, but | did want Swallow to join us. Even with thelittle | know about
music | could tell she was the most talented composer the Fourlands had ever produced, and she was an
excdlent drinking companion, who could play the guitar so well.

| walked automatically avoiding the uneven floorboards, but Swallow had not been thisway
before, and she found hersdlf trotting along in an unbecoming fashion in order to keep up. The Archer
strode beside her, arrows crackling together in aquiver a his hip.

| wanted to put the cantatrice at her ease. 'Spent all your lifein Awndyn? | asked cheattily.



'Apart from last year in Hacilith.'
'Y our mother must have been from Diw.'
'Y es. How did you—?h. Y ou can pick up my accent. That's amazing!'

| shrugged to show it was no more impressive than her ability to remember every notein every
symphony. She wrote two before she wastwelve.

Theflight feathers of her wings were barred. They were adark, rust red and had red-brown lines
across them, which was very rare. Her wings looked sumptuous, and the rest of her body |ooked so soft
and tender that | wanted to touch her. | quelled the urge and lengthened my stride to put the temptation
behind me.

A colonnaded narthex runs around the outside of the courtroom, which isthe very centre of the
Pdace, itsdf the centre of the Castle, which isthe centre of the world. | led Swallow down through
carved arches and spirdled columns, to astaircase where Lightning left us, ran up the stairs and vanished
through adoor leading to the arcade. Stone Insect heads were carved in deep relief on thewalls; their
obsidian compound eyes polished to hungry black mirrors. Swallow shuddered when she saw them. The
stone antennae of these heads were knotted together intricately so that the triangular headshung ina
column like bunches of onions. | once heard that the carvings substituted real trophies brought back by
thefirst Eszal. | expect they were replaced because of the smell, or because courtiers got sick of maggots
wriggling out and dropping on them.

. Busts and escutcheons were set into the walls, which Swalow examined to seeif she could
recognise any emblems. Y ouwon't,' | said. 'This part of the Castle hasn't changed sinceitsfounding, and
the manorships are different now.."

'Yes. IsMicawater here?
'No. Thiswas built two thousand years ago.’

Swallow fell slent; she glanced furtively at the faded heradic paintings on the ceiling — dark gules
like old blood, raw umber and green earth. | have researched their delitescent meanings for ahundred
yearsand | am il redlly nonethe wiser.

| fretted about the entrance to the courtroom, a huge door of oak so old it is petrified, set with
black iron studs. It took al oné'sweight to moveit, and al my weight is not much.

A guard stood by the door, smply and immaculately dressed but dark around the jowls. He held
afindy honed spear and had a broadsword buckled at his hip. He saw me and stood to attention, then
relaxed when | waved at him.

'‘Comet.’
'Hdllo, Lanner. | haven't seen you for ages!’
‘Lanner was my father,’ said the guard.

,Oh!'



'l am thelittlelad you used to give sweetsto and say, "Hell make afine soldier oneday.”
| nodded, fazed. Mistakes of this kind were happening with increasing frequency.
'My lady?

‘Thisis Swdlow, Lightning'slove. She wantsto beimmorta. She wants another title to replace
her unfortunate name.’

Helooked Swallow up and down before addressing her. 'Y ou must give up your weagpons here!'
Swallow glanced at me. 'l don't have any weapons,’ she said plaintively.

'Not even aknife?

‘No!'

The guard grinned a me over the top of Swallow's head. 'Y ou have to leave your jewd lery too,
hesad.

| explained: "Zascal aren't allowed to wear gold in the Circle court.’ Swallow nodded, thinking it
was another rule designed to make people fed smal and unimportant.

| said, 'Everybody fedsinsgnificant in front of the Emperor, even Eszai. It isawaysunwiseto
hide behind gold trinkets rather than your own solid achievements!’

'And your watch.'

'Why?

?

'Because time doesn't exist in the Emperor's presence,’ the guard announced.

‘Becauseit's bad mannersto look at your watch in court,' | said.

Swallow dug out her pocket watch and handed it over. The sentry waked backwards with his

back againgt the door, to open it. Swallow started forward but | put a hand on her shoulder. A word of
advice, sster. Don't look up.'

Thefirg thing Swallow did when she stepped inside was |ook up. She stopped, wide-eyed,
entranced, spellbound, and her mouth open. | gave her afirm push and she tore hersaf away, her
shoulders rounded in defence.

‘Breathein and go,’ | muttered.
'Shira. It's massive.' Her voice was solid awe.
| glanced up, and further up, and the ceiling sucked my gaze into the heights of its arches until |

was completdy disorientated, feding asif | wasfaling upwards. The ceiling was gold and mosaic; huge
bosses with churning ships and gyring eagles hung from the pinnacles. There were figuresten times



life-sze with their cloaks swirling around them like pleated clouds. Oil lamps lighted the celling, and
candlesin gold canddabrailluminated the aide, on torchereslike graceful statues. But once swallowed by
the size of the vaulted ceiling, it was difficult to tear my gaze away. | am used to distance but my eyes
ached to focus acrossthe vast hall. | looked at the narrow arcade, so dizzyingly distant | had to fight the
urge not to spread my wings for safety, and | saw Lightning there, leaning over. | could fed the strength
of hisapprehenson; hiswill that she must do well shone down like abeam.

Swallow swore cautioudy. 'By god. Oh, god. How many times could Awndyn fit into this hall?
‘At least you didn't come from a Scree shelling, Sster.’

'Did god build this?

'Inaway. | think it asked the Emperor to.'

She began to walk, and as she walked down the scarlet carpet between the thin brassrailings|
saw her gather gracefulnessinto hersalf. Her shoulders went back, her head proudly upright; from
somewhere she found an impassive expression and her hands, which had been tapping pizzicato, became
dtill, at her sides. She paced without pause al the way down the Throne Room, past the screen, which
Zascal are not alowed beyond.

We waked past beautiful Eszal in sunning clothes, who were Sitting in pews aong thewals.
They whispered to each other as Swallow passed.

We waked past ebony eagles at the ends of the benches; they had opal escent eyes.

Her shadow jumped, grew, jumped and shrank as we walked past the torcheres. | wished | had
had chanceto look in amirror before coming in here.

We walked to the steps of the dais where the Emperor sits beneath a sunburst of silk and
burnished gold.

Swallow was sens ble enough not to look at the Emperor. She knelt, on one knee, and then on
both knees, and then her hands touched the floor aswell. Her head was bowed. | stood behind her, a
hand on her broad shoulder and proclaimed, ‘My lord Emperor, | bring Governor Swallow Awndyn
from the coast, amortal who has a message for your attention.'

'Have | heard thisclaim before?

‘Thistime last year she was sent away from the court. But since then she's done much, travelled
throughout Awia, built an operahouse at Awndyn and sung at the Moren Grand.' | recounted alist of
Eszai and mortas dike who supported Swallow, averba petition that stopped abruptly when | realised
the Emperor wasn't in the dightest impressed.

'‘Awndyn,’ said San, and at his voice she tensed. "What is the purpose of my Circle?

"The mogt talented person of each occupation is made immorta o that the Fourlands can have a
repository of wisdom and expertise, which it needs since god hasleft usand we are at war.'

'Castlesam isto protect the Fourlands from the Insects, isit not?

She nodded and the Emperor continued: 'So how can amusician help us? Y our melody turns



Insectsto stone, isthat it?
| said, 'She canrally the Fyrd and | have heard her play marches—'

The Emperor laughed, gratingly. '‘Messenger, enough. Next you will have me bdlieving that brave
gpeeches can rouse therank and file. | think Swallow's presence might even act as adistraction to Eszai
who should be fighting. Governor Awndyn, if wewere at peace your art might find a place here, but like
al artsit isthe pastime of mortas, | fear ... If | wasto make you immorta, on what groundswould
another Musician be able to Challenge you? It would be impossible to judge the best.!

Her soft body pressed against my leg. She shook with restlessness; she had nothing to lose and
wished to make the best of theincident in which she was trapped. But | was angry — how could we
decideif one activity is more worthwhile than another? I've seen Lightning's tricks with arrows and my
flying often verges on acrobatics. For astart, it'simpossible to separate the cregtive arts and the arts of
war; they influence each other continualy. Creativity isthe humanity weretrying to save. If Eszal arewar
machines we're no better than Insects.

'Evenin war, there's space to compose,’ Swallow said softly, but the Emperor chose not to hear
her.

'l don't wish to endow people with immortality on the strength of their hobbies," he mused.
'My lord, sheisthe best of dl time.’

The Emperor smiled like awolf in achildren's story. '‘Governor Awndyn, | think you have made
yoursdf immorta dready. Y our music will not dieeeslly.’

'My lord Emperor, | could do much more— | could create forever! If | die the Fourlands would
losemy gift.’

'Would your crestivity survive becoming immortal? People cregte in order to leave something of
themselvesin the world when they die. Immortas do not have that pressure.

'My lord, only with animmortd lifetime can | expressal themusic | haveinsdeme!’

'Everyone in the Empire can witness the martid skills of my Circle, but not everyone can
gppreciate music, and they would criticise your membership.’

Swalow's courage failed her; it wasimpossible for her to argue with the Emperor and shefell
slent out of fear that she had said too much aheady. | thought the virtuoso had a different kind of
srength, distinct from mine but equd; those who understood her musicd feats would be convinced of her
gamina. Many Eszai are jaded and love innovation; some of us, like mysdf, invent to make our lives
easer and to prove we are the best speciadistsin our various professions. The more confident immortals
embrace novety and would welcome Swallow's continua creation.

San said, 'Do you think music requires an eterna guardian, as Lightning controlsthe skill of
archery? Would it be better if music was|eft to change and develop as future people wish? | think that
your dedication to join the Castle haslittle to do with music. Y ou confront me with avery selfish
determination. Comet asked how he could serve me, but instead you seem to demand eternity.’

'My lord, I'm sorry if | seem hagty. It'sthe nature of mortasto believe that their timeisrunning
out and degth isimminent.’



The Emperor's agate eyes softened and he sighed. 'Ah yes, he said. '| remember . Messenger,
do you think Awndyn's music would be better loved if she were one day to die?

| thought of the shields outside the Throne Room, which used to be so important they were fixed
in the centre of the Castle, but now nobody knows which divisions of land they represent. | said, ‘It isn't
the same music if Swalow isn't there to defend and interpret it. When she dies, her work diestoo.’

| braced mysdlf, straightened and met his gaze. The Emperor was vulpine, thin-faced,
white-haired, hisarmsin anivory and gold cloak out over sone armrests. One candle-strength of humour
lit hisimmeasurable eyes.

'How old is she now?

‘Nineteen, my lord.'

'How old have you been for two hundred years, Comet?
‘Twenty-three. But I've grown wiser!'

'Have you?1 think it would be a shame to deny the Fourlands the music she would makeif she
were to grow more mature. When she gains more experience her music will be so improved that the rest
of theworld will learn from it. Wewill consider.’ San finished, 'l will see you again. Thisevening | will
hear you play.

Swallow stood and walked backwards afew steps, then turned and left the Hall. In the il
space | heard aclatter from the gallery as Lightning raced out to meet her. A couple of Eszai close onthe
ba cony chuckled.

San limited the numbers of peoplein the Circle. There arefifty immortals, not including the
Emperor, or husbands and wives, and there are rarely positions free. It looked like Swallow would have
towait alongtime.

'And what shall we do with you? San asked. It was my turn to drop to one knee, watching the
red carpet. 'Take yourself over to Rachiswater and speak with the King. | want to know what he wants,
how he plans and how hefeds. Thelast ismost important.’

'Yes, my lord.'

"Y ou may remind him that the Circleisgtill at hisdisposal.' Therewasaweird inflectionin the
word 'still' which prompted meto ask, "Would it be better if there was anew King?

'‘Comet, you know better than that. The Castle does not have its own Fyrd. We have no
authority over the King of Awia, nor the Governor of Hacilith, nor any of the Governorsor Lord
Governors of the manors. We help when they decide to ask us, and we provide advice when they desire
it. Otherwise, how will welast for the millenniabefore god returns?

'Yes, my lord.

'If we are seen to be forceful, we would be questioned. It falsto the governors of Awiato
decide between them if Staniel should be replaced. Lightning isthe only one of them who has made his
opinion clear to me. Heis concerned that the manorswill start fighting between themselves. That would
be adisaster.’



'Yesit would.'

‘Make sure you bring any newsto mefirst. Not to Lightning; he can be alittle overconfident
sometimes. And it has been a contretemps for the Castle to be so dow in understanding the situation.
Which isyour obligation, Comet. I've heard nothing from you, except that which your wife has sent with
your nameonit.'

'‘Ah, yes. | —'

'| gather that you needed arest. I'm interested in knowing how often and for how long you need
torest ... The Emperor left agap in which | was presumably expected to say something, but evenif |
had anything to say, | wastoo scared to speak. ‘If this happens again we will remove your title.'

Feigning flippancy | managed, 'l don't have atitle.'
'l mean peoplewill stop cdling you Comet.’

| dropped aloose hand to my sword hilt and looked up, grazed with worry. The Emperor
continued, "Y ou are only immorta for awhile, Comet. | suggest you try to remember why you are lucky
enough to have aplace here, and imagine what would happen if | caled for Chalengers againgt you.'

‘My lord. I'm sorry.’

'Remember when you spesk to Rachiswater that you address him on our behdf. The Castle's
representative. He's afraid of you. Yes. Of course heis. | know you find that amusing but please don't
exploit it. Frightened Kings are dangerous.’

CHAPTER 6

The cool smoothness of Rachiswater was caming after the bright autumn morning. Thewhole
Palace was designed to be airy; it was open plan, invaded by its own gardens. Arches and sweeping
white walls had el egant, linear decoration, flowing like script.

The Palace was composed of curves, in agarden that featured only circles and spiras. From the
arr it looked like along cluster of giant bleached bonesin lush downland; even the hills had been scul pted.
It was avery modern building, and the hall outside which | waited was completdly circular. Every surface
was white, the far wall was distant; it was likelooking into avast drum. A balcony hooped the hdl, five
metres up from floor leve, its plain plasterwork picked out in cream. There were no stepsinside; one
entersfrom agrand outside Saircase.

It was fascinating to fly to Rachiswater from the Castle. | had become lulled by random patterns
of the forest canopy. But as| approached the Palace the woodland changed, becoming alittle more
preened, more cared for. Hunting lodges took the place of villages. The naturd forest became neater and
nester until it stopped abruptly in aclean-cut border and | was over the geometrica gardens. The Palace
rosein front of me, five-storey wings open in astone embrace. A sudden current played havoc with my
steering. | kept head on into it, twisted, stooped. | flew down the curved avenue of trees, so low asto go
through the top of the fountain. Straight up and over the roof. Dropped down into a courtyard.

How can | describe flying? Y ou try to describe what it islike to walk.



| jumped up onto a second-floor sill and peered ingde, clinging to the masonry tendrils around
the window. Some soldiers saw me soaring in; my shadow on the pitch stopped their game of football
and sent them running about like guilty children. | had afew minutes before the news reached Staniel and
| wanted to watch him.

Staniel sat done, on the spindly silver throne, which was polished to brilliance. His corn-gold hair
wastied back with ataffeta bow; awhite shirt with buttons aong the tight deeves showed the gauntness
of hisarms. His keen pale face was bowed over atall card table. | watched him move the cards about
rapidly: ared five under ablack six, ared ace of swords under a black deuce, ablack ten under ared
soldier. Thered soldier went under ablack Governor, under ared King.

He's playing patience.

Ten minuteslater: god, thisisboring.

A black five and ared six under ablack seven.

| seem to spend aridiculous amount of time standing on windowslls.

| bet whoever built thiswindow never thought that Comet would useit to spy on the King of
Awia. At thispoint, aren't | supposed to learn some vita and intriguing piece of information?

Swallow oncetold me that patience alows usto achieve our goas. Unlike her | don't believe that
‘tdent will out'. The only thing you achieve with patience isadamn long wait.

Exasperated, | hopped through the window and glided down across the panopticon, landing
neetly in front of the King. | bowed low, flicking my long hair back and folding my wings. 'My lord, |
congratulate you and bring the Emperor's best wishes!'

Staniel jumped, dapped a hand over his heart. ‘Don't you ever come in by the bloody door?

"The Emperor sent me to ask whether the new King of Awia has any requests for the Circle or
plans to be made known.'

'| have everything under control," he said airily.
'Y es, gpart from occasiona lapses of etiquette.’

Staniel huffed, leant back in the fragile-looking throne and clicked hisfingers. A servant appeared
amogt immediately with aglass of white wine for me on asaver. This country hasits good points. Tell
me about your adventure,' | suggested.

'l barely escaped with my lifel So now there are Insectsin my province. We encountered a
thousand or more; it was acloudless night and | cannot bein error. They ran dong parallel with us, close
to theground like big ants ... Ugh. | hailed my escort; we had no other thought but to flee. They are
everywhere! Comet —

I\Jar]t,l

‘Jant, where do they come from?



| shrugged, hands wrapped around the cold crystal. ‘Do you know that once Insects appeared in
the dumsin Hacilith? Dead Insects have been found on idandsfar out in the sea. Nobody knows, Y our
Highness'

'Perhaps underground.' He shuddered at the thought of caverns festering with Insects below us,
waliting to breek forth.

'I'm sure Insects are one of the threats that god expected the Fourlands would have to face.
That'swhy it asked the Emperor to beits steward for the lands until it returns. So you should let us ded
with them, which I'm afraid we can't do until you grant ustroops. Then we will cleanse Rachis of Insects
and push them back behind the Wall.'

'If the Castle had been fulfilling its function we wouldn't be in this Stuation to begin with!'
'l beg to differ.

‘Jant, hear me out. Y ou couldn't save my brother, could you? Castle didn't protect him then, in
that battle. | . .. Oh, damn. No matter how ... how strong he was, Eszai-strong, it didn't avail him against
those... little butchers. So what chance have 1?

'I'm sorry | couldn't save Dunlin.'

'He disobeyed your orders, didn't he?

That'sright.’

'So | must apologise on his behdf aswell asmourn him.'

'In the hest of battle, any man might do the same,' | baited. 'Not I, Jant. | aim to benefit from
experience. Having clashed with Insects after dark, | know enough never to go beyond Rachis Town

agan.

Staniel would be shocked to see the network of scars| carry. | waved the glass around and the
frowning servant refilled it. Staniel continued: ‘L et the other manors raise more troops. Let Lightning use
Micawater, which | have noticed is often spared. Get Hacilith to work for once. | am staying here
because if the worst comes to the worgt, then the capital will be safe.’

'Isthat the answer | must take back to San?

‘Unequivocally. | will dismissmy guard when | am satisfied Rachisweter issafe. Let you
immortals prove your worth to me. There is a gpace in the mausoleum where my brother should lieand |
will never forgive the Castlefor that. At least you tried, Comet, but where were the others? Mist and
Tornado have boasted of daying that many Insects between them.’

‘They weretoo far away.'
"Then | blame Lightning'sinefficient planning.

I sthere anything else you would like the Emperor to know? He thought for awhile. 'l am as
secureinthisPdaceasVireoisin Lowespass.'

'Yes, | am impressed with your defence.’



"The soldiers are one thing, but we aso have sufficient supplies.”
'And funds?

'Not s0 good, but managesble. I'm the last of my family. The end of the dynasty has come upon
us. My family saved and hoarded in case of such animpasse. | am determined to use their accumulated
wedlth to the best advantage so their endeavoursarenotinvain. . . What are you smirking at?

'Rachiswater was the smallest manorship when | wasborn,’ | said.

The Awian thought my comment less than useful. 'Try to under-stand us mortals," he sneered.
"Time has distorted your viewpoint so much it'susdess! For you, Jant, every day isthe beginning of a
golden age; chanceto be playboy of the entire world. To Lightning, the world is broken; the best times
ended in devenfifty. Even Mist lookslike hel's been left behind in the last millennium. What isthe point of
Eszal helping Zascal when they have seen so many of usdie that we might aswell be antsl How do you
really think of us? Asants? For god's sake, Jant, I'm just trying to stay aive!’

'l promiseyou will.'

'Hal I'd be asacrifice like my brother in the blink of an eye. While you're assured of eternity!
Have you noticed that the Castle walls are even thicker than those of Lowespass Fortress?

'Y ou have athousand times more soldiers than there are Eszal,' | said, reassuringly.

| realised | would get no sense out of him while he was so worked up. | only risked making it
worse, and | certainly didn't want to raise his resentment against the Circle. It would be best to leave for
awhile and tll the Emperor what | had learned. Staniel’'s arrogance was like an addict's, which stems
from fear and from the fact oneisforced into amore and more extreme position without being able to
admit it. | know well the deceit of trying to clothe pain and confusion in mystery and romanticism.

‘Let San know | mean no threet to the Circle.
‘Not directly,’ | muttered. 'Do | have your permission to return with news a any time?
'Of course!

| bowed again and took my leave with aword of farewell. Staniel summoned his glowering
servant to accompany me across the circular mosaic and through white passagewaysto the main gate.

| asked the servant what she thought of the new regime. She kept her head bowed and didn't
reply. Shewas beautiful, dim and brisk. | plucked at her deeve and when she glanced up | tapped the
scarification on my upper arm to show her the whed that Felicitia had carved there.

'See this? It'stheinggniaof aHacilith street gang. | was nothing once, just ahomeless stray.
Now I'man Eszai | never get the chanceto chat to people, and | really missit, you don't know how
much. Please don't be shy to speak to me, just tell me the truth.’

'We're beat,' she said. 'Weredlly can't feed dl these men. | heard His Mgesty say he will pay
them what he can. Lord Eszai — 1 don't think | should betdling you this.!'



Itsdl right.’

'Every hour Stanid demands the town wall be built faster and faster. | don't know why. Some
say the Emperor isangry with us, well haveto fight the Circle and that will be the end of us!’

"That won't happen,’ | said uncertainly.

'And some say an Insect swarm is massing worse than the year two thousand and four, that will
overrun Lakeland Awiaand devour usall.'

| returned viaHacilith, where | collected aletter from the Governor addressed to San. | stopped
off at every Plaindands manor on the way back — Shivel, Eske and Fescue—in order to reassure them
and gather correspondence for the Emperor.

Themissvefrom Hadilith said:

My lord Emperor,

We are gravely concerned about the actions of the Sovereign of Awiawho haswithheld hismen
from the Circle's command and is no longer raising troops nor sending them to the front. With deep
regret we must inform you that the city of Hacilith and Moren will dso no longer raise troops. The far
country of Awiaisunwilling to guard itslands, so we do not believe that Fyrd raised in Moren should be
sent to protect it. If the Insect threat is asimminent as King Rachiswater believes then Hacilith, your Holy
City, requiresdl itsdivisonsto defend itswalls and the other human towns within the borders of
Morenzia

Wewill reverse our decision when the Sovereign of Awiareeases his Fyrd, either to be wholly
disbanded or placed under the wise dominion of the Circle. Wetrust he will not be long in making such a
decision, and weimplore you to send your Messenger to direct hisjudgement. We humbly and fervently
await your answer.

K. Aver-Faconet, Lord Governor of Hacilith and Moren.

Themissvefrom Eske sad:

My lord Emperor,

Communication over the Plainsisrapid; it's quickly cometo my earsthat Awiaand Hacilith are
amassing their own hosts. | find it hard to accept it's because Stanidl and Aver-Falconet fear the Insects,
when the Castle has always been able to control them. Eske shares one border with Rachiswater, and is
only three days ride from Hacilith so | fed that it'simportant for our security to keep Eske Fyrd
available. Lowespass, the Plaindands, and Morenziaare all human countries and are on excellent terms,
but we fear the sameis not the case between the Plaindands and Awia. Y ou will remember past
instances when Awia expanded itsrem forcibly, into the Darkling Mountains, and we would not wish
the same to happen to the Plaindands. | beg you impress your authority on Rachiswater and the city for
the sake of our safety and cooperation.



C. Eske, Lady Governor

From Fescue

My lord Emperor,

Y our thrice-great Messenger has just explained the Situation and has urged meto raise more
Fyrd. It grieves me to say there are no more. The meritorious campaign of Dunlin Rachiswater has
depleted our manor and | risk an uprising if | continue to ruin homes and tear men and young women
from their families embrace. Y our loyd subject, | await further counsd from the distinguished Circle
court, but circumstance forces my hand to add that if Comet does not bring your response within
forty-eight hours | will join Eskein reserving my Fyrd for thismanor alone,

L. L. F., Governor

When | returned to my Castle room, | scraped off the wax and resesled the letterswith care. |
used different types of wax and fake sedls of the manorswhich | had crafted over the last hundred yeears,
and which | keep in alocked cabinet. Then | took the letters down to court and presented them to the
Emperor; with my report.

An hour later, | found mysdlf leaning againgt the wall outside the Throne Room, gasping for
breath and shivering head to foat, like a burning puppet hanging from hot wires. My legs and wings
trembled from extreme exhaustion, and when | rubbed my inflamed eyes| smeared the eydiner
everywhere. Dropping atitude too quickly had given me a nosebleed. Blood. Mascara. Fucking
wonderful.

Home, | thought. Sleep, | thought, but | smply stood there trying to work out which way was up
s0 | could attempt to walk.

When | need afix | get flashes of past. Darkling, Hacilith, Wrought. Bleeding on the battlefield,
running from the gangsin the city. | fear | will shake myself apart. May leave sweat sain onthewadll likea
shadow. Need rest. Need chocolate. Want a solid gold hypodermic and Tern to massage my wingswith
wamooil.

Shearwater Mist swaggered down from the gallery. "'The Emperor certainly took it out on you,'
he observed.

'Uh  Yeah. Only stopped because he could see | was ... knackered.'

'If 1 flew seven hundred kilometres I'd be knackered too. Rest. Wicked. We're only bloody
human. Flesh. Bone. Rhydanne, in your case.’

"Yeah.' | did down thewal until | was Sitting with my knees bent up in front. Mist's lined face
loomed over me, above arough cloak wound like a chrysalis around hisbarrel chest. 'No offence,’ |



durred, 'but I'm going to be sick.’
'So tired?
'‘Need cat ...

The Sailor plucked me upright and allowed meto lean on him. The most bizarre sight in the
Castle—like arotund crow trying to support a heron — I was so much taller than him | ended up draped
over hisbroad shoulders. Hetrod on my pinions, | ssumbled on the flagstones and eventually we made it
to the Hall where he poured rum down me —and into my mouth — and averted his gaze while | shot up
some Scolopendium.

'God. h, god-and-the-long-wait. Ow. Fuck. Why is the Empire fucking falling apart?
‘Areyou dl right now?

'h. Yes! | giggled abruptly, redised | was being hysterica and stopped.

"The Emperor shouldn't put you through that.’

'Hey, wereimmortal. We have aduty to work hard.'

'Hard, yes. To death, no. Candle. Both ends!’

'If San wants ascapegoat it will be me! I'm the most dispensable, Migt. Hell blameit al on me
and throw me out of the Circle!’

"That's drug talk. I've heard such from the sailorsin Hacilith Dock. Clear conscience?
‘Not redly.'

‘Nor have any. Comesfrom living so long.' He sat hunched over histankard, awell-rolled
cigarette in one three-fingered hand.

'Dont tdl anyone you saw mein that state, please,’ | urged. My problem must not become
widdy known. Mist shook hisleonine head, with an ‘it'sdl right’ smile.

‘There€'s been so much happening here lately to distract us that nobody'd notice you. Drop.
Ocean. Swallow Awndyn'slouder, for instance.’

'Huh?

Mist drew on his cigarette. 'She threw the biggest tantrum of all time. She was even louder than
Ata'l realised that | had broken my golden rule: preoccupied with my own news | had not asked for the
most recent happenings here.

'She destroyed Lightning's harpsi-thingy, you know. Gift horse. Mouth. That thing was worth a
ship and ahdf. Why?Well, waif, you missed ared treat. Swallow had the harpsi-thingy set up right here
inthe Hall and she sang her heart out for two hours solid. Pounded the keystill | thought they would
break.’

'What did shesing?



'Opera, mainly. Some blues. Without accompaniment. The reprise from "Lynnet's Song". Over
my head, it was. The Emperor was here. All here; your wife looked gorgeous.' He rolled a cigarette
deftly and passed it to me. | declined because smoking is abad habit.

'Hal Pot. Kettle. The Emperor listened to Swallow an' he seemed to enjoy it . . . It'sonly the
second time |'ve seen San out of the Courtroom ... He spoke to her afterward. He said her performance
was excellent, but he said she couldn't join us. Cat. Pigeons. She was exhausted — she didn't look asfoxy
asusud. It was after that she went completely crazy. A woman and a ship ever want mending. We could
have done with you there to help calm her down. | think she fanciesyou. Birds. Feather. So now she
says she's going to the front -

'What!"

"Sright. Shewon't listen to Lightning. He's pissed off as you might imagine but he brought it on
himsdf. Heart. Sleeve. Hesafool for love, dways has been. The Circleis no stronger than its weakest
link.

‘Lightning isnot afool!"
'Y ou never had afather, did you? Mist asked.
'NoO ... What's that got to do with it?

'Grow up, waif. Y ou hang around Lightning like one of hishounds. Y ou'd lick hishand if helet
you.

Nonsense. 'l want to know about Swallow; when is she leaving?

'h, I guesstomorrow - or rather, later today cosit's haf midnight. Strike. Iron's hot, shetellsme,
but | think she just wantsto be out of the Castle to escape embarrassment. I've noticed dl Lightning's
loves ook the same. It's because —'

'Shelll take her Fyrd?

'Sure. They're getting in theway here. I'm off to Peregrine because Ata has something to discuss
with me about our daughter. Absence. Fonder.'

| gave him alook that | expect was mostly green because my pupils were contracted to fine lines.
| floated on the drug. 'It's like when Staniel |eft Lowespass!

'Y es. Frying pan. Fire. But the foxy redhead istoo smart to get in trouble, like the rich Sissy did.
Chalk. Cheese. No offence but | want the sissy to be King cos he won't dare interrupt my tradein
Peregrine. It'san ill wind. Bloody Dunlin kept taxing tobacco.' | thought Mist waswrong; Staniel was
stupid enough to meddlein anything.

The Emperor and | were the only ones who knew how desperate the Situation was. Reading
other peoples|etters brings with it aterrible responsibility.

'Did the Emperor order Swallow not to go?

'On the contrary, he said it was her choice.’



‘Damnit!’ | tested my weight on my shaking legs. Result: not good. | had to go to Swallow and
stop her riding out. She wouldn't last aminute at the front.

'Where are you going? asked Mist.
'Have to see her.’
'Don't be daft, waif. Haste. Speed. You'rein no fit state to—'

'Don't care. Haveto go.' | wobbled to my feet and Mist turned his attention to beer. 'I'mtelling
you, Jant, rest firgt. Y ou've been run ragged.’

'Cat kegps me going.'
‘Nofit sate ...

| made it acrossthe Hall and amost to the door before | passed out. | woke up in bed two days
leter.

CHAPTER 7

It waan't difficult to intercept Swallow's Band athough | had to landfal a couple of timesto be
sck. They followed the Eske Road north, towards Awia, and the twin columns of horsemen, infantry and
baggage train were saven kilometreslong. While Swalow and Lightning, riding proudly in the vanguard,
passed the half-timbered Eske manor, thetail of her Fyrd were still entering the manorship. Thosein the
middle helped each other traverse theriver. When Swallow passed the Quadrivium Cemetery, the middle
of the column was bunching together in order to get along look at the manor, and those at the end were
gl crossing theriver. When Swallow crossed the border into Awiathe middle of her column crept past
the Cemetery and those at the end straggled to glimpse Eske. Sherode past Silk Mill and Donaise, Foin,
Saughterbridge, and the Place de la Premiere Attaque. They passed through Rachiswater, and held up
al thetraffic in thetown. Lightning craned his neck to catch sight of the Micawater estate wall.

Lightning rode straight-backed on his white horse, red-caparisoned, by Swallow, his armour
gleaming like the sun. Often he hung back, reluctant as a dog that's sensed danger. But he had given up
arguing with her along time ago and was now following her for her own protection because he knew she
wouldn't see reason. | thought that if he had strength enough to stop following Swallow and et her go
aone, after ten kilometres she might have suffered salf-doubt, and turned back to join him. But each kept
the other going, and they radiated a dangerous courage that rose like warm air. Swallow's hair was
copper; she held aguitar on her lap. Her dolphin standard leapt and twined. The Fyrd moved with a
rustle along the road deep in infinite colours of autumn leaves, sepiabrown, russat, rust and gold.

And dl thetime| hung above them, ashigh asakite.

Therewas nothing | could redlly do to influence their strange dilemma-— Lightning's unrequited
lovefor the musician. Although | had been a confidant to both, | was not intimate enough to break the
sedl of such aprivate problem.

Unintentiondly attention-seeking, | have taken too much cat on occasion, but | couldn't raise
Lightning's wrath when he was obsessed with Swallow. Swalow hasn't noticed me even though | have
cheekbonesto die for. Adamantine Awndyn has eyes for no man.



| can't divert you with observations and epigrams on the nature of love, because | know o little
about it. | decided my disnterest in love was lucky. I've had lots of relationships, Sarting with Serinin
"The Whed', and ending with Tern, but none have been asintense as Lightning's agony. | have noticed
that lovers can be nogtagic for places where they lingered, even grey tram platforms on freezing nights,
which makes methink that loveisnot just blind but blindingly stupid. | do love Tern, but | love within
reason and within the bounds of comfort. Lightning's old-fashioned way of loving shakestheroots of his
very being.

Lightning first saw her in the opera house in Hacilith. She caused asensation, astanding ovation,
and he heard the news while he was practising archery in the Long Fidd at Micawater. Immediately, he
took his coach to see what al the fuss was about a'new talent'. The Moren Grand was sold out, but he
owned abox so close to the stage he could ook directly down on her. When she walked forward into
the spotlight and began an aria he was overcome and, leaning out, dropped his programme, which
fluttered down dowly, dowly and noisily in the complete silence onto the stage at her feet. He spent the
rest of the performance in the dark recesses of the box, head in hands, overwhel med because her voice
was s0 perfect. He decided to send her red roses, and the floral carnage was such that roses have been
rarein Awiasince.

Lightning paid meto carry thefirg letter to her, and | found Swallow backstage in Stripy tights
and agreen velvet shawl. A vist from the Emperor's Messenger frightened her; then when sheread the
letter shefainted and | had to bring her round with sal volatile.

| flew their correspondence dl year. Lightning pressed aletter into my right hand, dropped fifty
poundsinto my left hand. | stepped over the ledge and off | went. Swallow dropped anotein my right
hand, pressed five poundsin my left hand, and off | went. Lightning Spping coffee on the archery fiddin
Mica, Swallow tapping two-four time on the podium in Awndyn. Lightning in along brocade codt,
Swallow in atuxedo and tails. Between them, | made akilling on the travel expenses.

Micawater Palace Mews
Saturday 20 June
The Year of Our War 2014
Dearest Swallow,

Inyour last brief letter you were kind enough to thank mefor the gift | sent. It was nothing, a
meretrifle. | beg you not to worry about the value of such things when you yourself are so preciousto
me. Y ou say the difference between Awndyn and Micawater istoo great, but | assure you that material
wedlth matterslittle. Gold and banknotes are only val uable because we - every one of us— accedes
every day inalowing it. We acquiesce in theillusion, but money is smply shaped pieces of metal and
paper that we can wisely useto serve us. A small amount can be used aswisely asafortunewhenitis
the useto which it is put that matters. In terms of your musical prowessyou arefar richer than |.

Know that | will wait for you and that | can be relied upon. It is good that you want to become
immortal on your own worth. As| have said before and you urge meto say again | believe
wholeheartedly in your ability, your musicislive haunting to me and | spegk to the Emperor on your
behdf at every available opportunity. | can wait, even, asyou say, until you grow old. Eszai who areold
forever are more grateful for immortality than the young impudent ones, but they missther youth and
wish they were eterndly young.



| can never receive agraight answer from you, you twist and turn like aswallow in flight, but
athough it painsmeto wait, | will. Do you know, heartwood is used on the insde of longbows because it
isolder, and moreresilient. Asit is hard, it springs back to shape quickly and so can throw an arrow
farther. Micawater isthe heartwood of Awia, areslient family with flawless honour. But good bows need
sapwood bound to heartwood, to make them more pliable and so shoot true.

| am tormented by wondering how | can prove mysdf worthy of you. Tell mewhat you will.
L ove baances the weights unequaly, dways forcing aman to love awoman whom no amount of
sedulous courtship can win, Since she does not entertain reciproca feglings, not having been fired by
lovesarrows. Marriageis eterna, and it ismortalswho fail it. Only immortals can be truly married, and
animmorta can only betruly complete when married.

Don't worry about my Messenger. Thefirst Rhydanne | ever met disturbed me, too. Shetold my
brother how hewasto die. For along time | thought it was a power they dl had, but it wassmply a
coincidence. My brother Shryke was an accomplished hunter; he went riding every day and returned
with deer and boar. He enjoyed the amphitheatre where we had bullfighting, and we brought in Insects
and whole packs of famished wolves.

A fair would converge every summer on the meadow by theriver. My brothers always
clamoured to go visit, but Mother ways withheld her permission. On this occasion, there were archery
tournaments as part of the fair. Mother was both proud of my skill, and keen to remind Awiathat our
family was worthy of the throne. So | went under the protection of Shryke, my second eldest brother. |
remember toffee apples, fire-eaters, iced wine, jugglers and horses racing on agrasstrack.

The Rhydanne was tdling fortunes, using cards like the ones Jant has. She was Sitting on the
damp grass among al the patched, bright tents and banners. She had along black skirt, spread out on
the grass, and the cards were placed on it. | was uncertain, because she looked so strange, but Shryke
was very interested — he lingered near her until people had drifted away, and | wanted to leave, too. He
gave her acoin, and shelooked at it fiercely, in theflat pam of her long hand. He took it back from her,
went and bought a bar of chocolate with it, and presented her with that. She smiled. | expected her teeth
to be sharp, like acat's, but they were quite normal. Then she cut the cards and arranged them, while
Shryke stood and watched. She said he would die within the year. She said that an animal would cause
his degth.

| watched the Rhydanne girl. She knew she wastelling the truth. Shryke laughed and dismissed it,
boasting that everybody had to die sometime. All the way back he told me that fortune cards didn't
work, it was nothing but a game, and anyway only mountain, people believed those things. The next day
he went to fight leopards in the amphitheatre. Nothing could discourage him from hunting, fishing and
faconry; in fact he grew more ambitious, careless, trying to prove that cards are foolish. Celebrations
resulting from the archery tournament eclipsed my fears, and soon | forgot al about it.

MicaRiver cutsthrough anarrow gorgein the forest near Donaise. Shryke was fond of walking
down there with hisfavourite dog on alead, and often | went too. It was agreat chalenge to jump the
gorge, it could be done in summer when theriver waslow. He left one morning and | wasin my room,
when my cousin camein, tears streaming down her face. | tried to console Martyn but | could not, and
she bade me cometo court. There we found Shryke's body laid out on a catafalque, and Mother sitting
on the Throne Room floor, wailing, and beating her fisgsin thear with grief.

The gamekeeper found him in Peregrine, which istwenty kilometres downstream. Hislimbswere
broken, and his skin vivid with bruises from being in the whirlpools. Nothing can survive the rapids there,
they even carve holesin rock. Mother said that brigands had killed him but when the faithful dog came



back wearing itslead | knew that Shryke had smply tried to jump the gorge. Thelittle dog refused, and
so pulled himin.

| never spoke to another Rhydanne after that, until Jant arrived. He has done much since which
convinces methat they can't seethefuture.

My love, while | writeit has grown dark and the stars are reflected in the lake. Stars, like people,
do not change but very rarely | have seen a bright star bloom among them — like you, Swallow. Writeto
me, don't deny me aletter; it is deceitful to deny what has been pledged. Y our reluctanceto loveis good
because you will be more willing to keep secret what | confide. There have been many women in the past
seeking to prey upon Micawater's wealth and the promise of immortality, but | have shunned them
because their loveis not genuine. Y our reluctance marks you asworthy. If | could only succeed in
winning your hand, and if just alittle of the ardour you show for music could be set aside for love, then |
would &t last be content.

Yours,

Saker

On recaiving this, Swallow wrote to me:

Memo
From: Swallow, the Beach, 02.08.14
To: Comet, Filigree Spider, Scree

Jant — Help me! Help me! The Archer asked meto marry him!! You said | could treat you like
abrother so please help — should | say yes? Can | say no without insulting him?? Heisn't someonel
should insult! I want to beimmortal on my own worth, and this sounds more like ademand than a
proposa! | know what my father would have wanted meto say, but | never took any notice of him when
he was dive, so why now? Send your reply to Awndyn. And, Jant, | know you have the biggest mouth in
the Fourlands but please don't gossip about this. Or else.

Lightning offered her the most fantastic opportunity in the world. Infifteen hundred years, she
was the one. Proud and principled, she wasturning it down. Maybe she didn't understand how
untouchable an Archer Lightning was— hisimmortality seemed the most secure of usdl. She must know
more about what she had done to him. And as Lightning's bride, Swallow would have plenty of timeto
convince the Emperor to make her the Circles Musician, immorta in her ownright. | sent ahasty reply:

TheFiligree Spider inn

Turbary Track



Scree
27 September 2014
Dear Governor Awndyn,

In answer to your question: say yes. Micawater has held out thislong before asking because he
doesn't redise how long ayear can seem. Tern has made me think of things | would never have
otherwise consdered; 0 | suggest that if you do consider yoursdlf to be an adventurer in thislife, the
very best thing you can do is accept hisbelated proposd. In fact, if you want my advice, I'd liketo invite
you to Wrought so we can discussit face to face and over aglass of whisky.

The Archer isahunter and afighter, heis not asuccessful lover albeit he has spent centuries
practisng. He usudly keeps his business private but in the last few days | have seen him shattered with
apprehension, which cannot be assuaged even by vintage port. | thought he had forsaken romance, that
time had made him indurate. | wondered on whom you had set your sightsingtead .. . But now | writeto
say please accept Lightning's offer; if you do not you may end him completely. Evenin my worst
moments | doubt | have looked so unwell.

If you make your way north on the Coast Road after Cobalt and Peregrine you will reach
Wrought manor; wait there. | will come down to meet you. Then we can speak face to face and out of
the Archer'sway.

| can think of many anecdotes which would sway your gppreciation of him one way or the other.
If you had seen him with Savory in Morenzia, you would not doubt his tenderness. Unfortunately Savory
did not survive. He was blood brother with her, take alook at the scar across his palm. He used to say
that he was married to her. | used to say that she wasthefifth race, that there were Awians, Insects,
humans, Rhydanne, and Lady Savory. He wasin an adolescent storm of passion; | waslike achess
player, touching pieces he did not wish to move,

On the other hand, and not to put it lightly, Lightning can be an arrogant and nasty piece of work.
He has refused to lend me money when | have been most in need of it, and in dedlings of real estate can
be absolutely mercenary. Y our relationship with him must be al or nothing, clear-cut black and white. |
am aware S0 far that it has been 'nothing' rather than 'al’, but now | beg you to reconsider. Surely you
should be pleased that he can be bad.

For example, | till haven't forgiven him for what he and Tawny did to me on my stag night.
Weretaking late December 1892. | held it aweek before Tern and | got hitched —it should be the night
before but | didn't think that would be particularly wise. Lightning lent methefolly a Micawater to sage
it and, since | wasfamousfor giving parties, everybody wasthere. Everybody mae, that is, from four
lands, and we had been drinking for two days solid by the time this happened .. .

I'd had syllabub for supper, actudly | was covered in it, and abottle of whisky. Well, let ussay |
was alittleintoxicated. Lightning had been planning for this, and said with that scornful smirk weal know
sowell, ‘Do you till think you're the fastest thing in the Fourlands?

| stutteringly asseverated that indeed | was. He prompted that | didn't sound convinced. It's
essentia to be convincing because otherwise the next day brings aflood of Challengesfrom idiots
thinking they can outpace me. | climbed onto atable and announced it to dl and sundry. Sarcelle
Rachiswater smacked his hand on the table glesfully and said, ‘Right! Grab him!"

The next thing | know I'm in Tawny's vast grasp, with my face pressed againgt the table and my



wings belted up behind my back. They stripped me, wound a deerskin around my waist, and with astrap
under my chin, placed apair of antlers on my head. They were heavy, twelve-tined, gilded. In exploring
them with my hands | dropped the deerskin, to much wild hilarity from those not unconscious or
preoccupied with the cdl-girls.

Lightning stood, gauntleted hands on hips, and said, 'Now you are the king of the forest.'

The best | could manage was. 'Look guys, thisisn't amusing.’ Sarcellewhimsicaly dipped a
butter knife into my hand. Tawny picked me up over one shoulder and carried me outside, inaribad
procession, into the frosted gardens. The tower clock was striking one, a hunter's moon jaundiced the
snow. | stood there, they stepped back and regarded me silently. | said, 'What am | supposed to do
now? Piss against trees and eat berries?

Then from round the stables, came abarking and a baying, the sound of frost being crushed
under a hundred scabby paws. They had released the dogs. And you know what Micawater hounds are
like: pure-bred and well-trained, evil littlekillers. Lightning gave me an experimenta push, and said, 'l
think you'd better run.’

How | ran! | ran deep into the forest, in the semi-darkness, with the pack behind me. | ran till my
feet |eft blood in the prints. | ran wide-eyed and bruised with cold. The antlers kept catching on low
branches and jerking my head back — | lost va uable seconds crouching down and struggling with the
srap. | went over fences and stiles rapid as prey, heart matching my gtrides, sdt tastein my mouth, every
decision the same: run. At the back of my mind, although reduced to instinct, becoming stag, | knew |
could doit. I believed with achance | could outrun twenty dogs. Then | just ran.

Until at length | reached the summit of arise and looked down on ashdlow valey strung with
hammock fields. | redlised thiswas Bitterdale; at the far end were the lights of Wrought. Stopping for
breath, | heard the snuffling of hounds closing in. They began to howl in excitement. | backed up againgt a
treewhich | had no strength to climb. On the edge of Tern's manorship, at the brink of safety, my spirit
gave out. | wastoo exhausted to care any more. | would make astand.

The dogs were pouring through agap in the hedge, blurred by the darkness. Thefirst ran
towards me, gathering itsdlf to spring. | wondered whether it was possible to shove the butter knife down
itsthroat before | would be teeth and fingernails with the others.

| hissed in abreath. | knew the beast's exultation; I've run down so many deer mysdlf. It closed
in, canines, spit and dirty fur.

The dog leapt, and an arrow caught it in mid-air, damming it down into the snow, whereit curled,
whimpering, skewered through the shoulder.

The muscled bulk of awhite horse galloped between us, and Lightning's hands, one on my wing
the other on my backside, lifted mefluidly over the cantle. In the same easy gesture he siwung the quiver
onto his shoulder, wheeled round and rode through the pack, which scattered. The hunt master, ona
scarred charger and with awhip, was following. He made atight bundle of the dogs and we returned in
dlence. | don't remember the details of that, except for abumping, jarring, the world being upside down.
| was still drunk; my loose hands brushed the top of every hedge we jumped.

| remember Lightning prising the knife from my grasp, placing afirm hand on my neck for my
heartbeat which was cam and cold. He murmured 'Rhydanne ... with an awe-struck tone.

Lightning fed uswith mulled wine and venison until | recovered. They figured that | had run forty



kilometres, across Donaise to the outskirts of Wrought, just out of Lightning's manorship. Forty
kilometres may not seem impressive when you know | have done a hundred in aday, and three hundred
when flying, but under the circumstances... .

Swallow, when | lagt saw Lightning he was splitting arrows at two hundred paces on the archery
field, with lifeless repetition. He's hooked on you: obsessed. Don't say, 'But he doesn't even know me';
he has been aive so long he knows the type of person you are. He can predict al your decisonsfrom his
own experience. Perhaps every second century hell find astrong-willed woman who isworthy enough,
otherwise they are a disgppointment to him, and those with fewer morals shock him entirely.

So, sster, when the Governor Lord Micawater goes down on bended knee, you say yes. |
shouldn't haveto tell you this; itisn't asif you're Rhydanne. Y ou want to be immorta, don't you? By dl
the blood of Lowespass, what doesiit take to get through to you?

Never think that you are young and have plenty of time; you cannot know how soon the end will
be. | will gradudly let you into secrets that will make your acceptance into the Circle much eesier. There
are things which the Emperor does not want Zascai to know, and assumesthat Eszai arelesslikely to tell.

Thefirgt house in the pueblo has been whitewashed. It iswhite only from ground level to head
height, because the owner couldn't be bothered to equip himsdlf with aladder. God, | lovethisvillage.

Now | should go. Judging from the way clouds are forming and eagles whedling over Mhadaidh
thereissomelift to be had there. | am tempted to join them, but | will meet you on the ground, in
Wrought in aweek'stime. Don't forget to bring your guitar.

Failte bhachna.
Y ourswith the will of god and the protection of the Circle. Comet
Jant Shira

Messenger and Interpreter for the Sovereign Emperor San

Twenty letterslater we are here, in the Rachiswater manorship on the edge of L owespass.
Westher: bracing, even for me. Swalow's Fyrd marched until nightfall and then she gave the command to
make camp. They had reached the southernmost trenches, and the soldiers set about clearing them out, a
very nasty task. While the daylight lasted, they dug around the camp making a square ditch and rampart.
Some soldiers were posted along the trenches to keep watch. From the air | could see their round stedl
helmetsin aline asthey patrolled the edge.

Broken Insect limbs jutted into the air like machinery; there was ajumble of dirt-coloured
skeletons unearthed by the trench-diggers, waiting to be thrown in amass grave. The trench earth was
fetid; deet pooled in the clay, becoming freezing mud. It stank of sulphur.

| had thefeding | was just keegping pace with the day, only managing the bare essentid s until the
tiredness wears off and | could tackle theredl questionsat last. | flew over the encampment, bleary-eyed,
incapable of thought, observing the atered landscape that unfolded below. Rachiswater was wreckage. |
saw aruined barn where the Fyrd had trapped Insects and burnt them. | saw Insects themselves, tiny in
the distance, running across the pale green fields. The perspective was strange — at a distance they
looked as small asreal insects, but they tried to cross a barbed wire fence which | knew to be two



metres high, so they must be aslarge as deer. My first coherent thought of the day —this can't be true.
Wewere at the front with fewer soldiers than ever before, and there were more Insects than ever before,

| focused dl attention on the spot where | had to land, and swung in over earthwork and barbed
wire, over canvas roofsto the Castl€'s pavilion. Lightning and Swallow were standing outside, trading
opinions. She had aguitar dung over her shoulder, inlaid with mother-of-pearl plagues. | bounded to a
halt in front of them.

‘Good evening, Jant. Niceflying.'

| struggled to get my bresth. 'Ah ... Swallow! Turn round and go back. What do you think you're
doing? Saker, you should know better! How many Fyrd do you have?

'Six thousand.'

'How many sodding Insects do you think there are?
'Isit the Emperor's command?

'No. Mine!'

Lightning said, 'Swallow, | told you. Listen to Jant.’
'You go if youwish, Eszai. | stay.’

'For agtart thisisn't the best time of year,' Lightning said. 'So you're scared of alittle snow, as
wel?

'It's hard to keep abowstring dry in this bloody wesather.'

| shook my wingsto didodge shards of ice, and attempted a conciliatory tone. 'Let's go back to
the Palace. The soldiers can camp in the park, and | can talk to Staniel and hopefully convince him to
help us. Then we can march into Lowespass and reach the fortress. It'sfoolhardy to try it with just Six
thousand.’

‘Thereisn't enough time. I've dready sent messengers to Eske and the Plaindands manors asking
for assstance,' Swallow informed me.

'Y ou have. Good. The Plaindands manors have al refused to send Fyrd to Awia, asthey don't
agree with Stanid'stactics. That's Eske and Hacilith Moren; Swvalow, you're on your own.'

Paely, she asked, 'And Tanager?

'Y ou know what happened to Tanager? She took her Fyrd to find the casket of Dunlin'sremains
which his brother dropped so unceremonioudy. She didn't get further than the L owespass trenches
before the Insects ripped into them and they turned back. Half her men werekilled there. Eleanor'sa
brave lady, but she'slicking her woundsin Tanager now and gathering new Fyrd.'

The Archer let out an exasperated breath. "Were an Empire. The Empireisn't fragile! It'sthe
most fundamenta collaboration! Why are they not working together any more?

| Sghed. If thiswas outsde Lightning's experience what hope did we have? 'Swalow, let'sleave .



'No. Let us make an effective contribution.'

I cantell you're getting older.' Swallow was starting to use those call ous efficient words which
alow oneto ded with the world without thinking about it. She knows how to say 'I'm sorry' when
hearing news of adeath. In that context, what the fuck does'l'm sorry' mean? She knows how to say
'hard luck’, ‘good day’, 'I'm fin€, 'see you next year' —how daring it isfor amortd to anticipate that! The
shell isgrowing, and it hides her. In afew years shewon't be thinking or feding deeply at dl, and | am
afraid that then her music will cease.

Lightning said, 'l anwilling to try to gain the next line of trenches. That istwenty-seven
kilometres of land we can ensure isfree from dispersed, straggling Insects. It'sasmall strip of land but it
will provethat Castleis il attempting to protect the Empire, regardless of what help is sent. Thenwe
can move, and wait to seeif our statement merits any response.’

‘That's great, Saker. | knew you were with me.'
"Would that | could dways be with you.'

'And | haveto prove mysdif to the Emperor. He said that Eszai are good warriors, well, itishis
recurrent theme a crescendo. If it will help my cause, I'll show him | can fight.'

| looked at her insouciant body carefully — her wide, freckled face, tip-tilted nose and delicate
lips, though she had bitten nails, and muscular legs. 'If your claim to be Eszai isthat you are the best
musician in theworld -

'‘And | am.'
'What good does it do you to fight?
Swallow shrugged. 'Ask the Emperor. It'sbeyond me.’

| turned away from her and peered into the stripy gloom of the pavilion, palms up, saying, ‘No
offence, but you are not awarrior. Y our father kept you from thefield. How arrogant it isl Y ou think you
can command where Leonorafailed, and Rachiswater. Leonorais a skilled swordsman, you are abuxom
piang.

‘Jant, watch your mouth.'

‘Saker. Give me my ordersfor I'm away. I'm not watching your cold, hungry troopsturn to
pillaging their own country, and fed liketitbitsto the Insects for the vainglorious lust of some ginger

hussy.'
‘Jant!’
'He'sjudt frightened,’ she said.

'If the Insectskill you, San will have afat problem taken off hishands. Isthe myth of your short
lifefame enough? I'll put up astatue—maiden armed with guitar againgt the hordes! Inscription: More
ambition than sense.’ | whipped my sword from its scabbard which was tied upside down between my
wings, and prodded the grass between her feet with the point. '‘Come, and leave the hard work to the
Eszai. One day youll thank mefor saving your life!



Swallow put out a hand to the Archer, who understood the gesture. He unbuckled the sword belt
from round hiswaist and handed the Wrought sword to her, hilt first. She grasped the hilt and pulled the
blade from itsjewelled sheath. A few soldiers nearby looked up, interested. ‘Guard,’ she said.

'Don't be bloody stupid.’

Shewasfuriousthat | didn't consder her worth fighting. As| turned away she lunged, the blade
catching theingde of my leg, dicing through the lesther. Bitch! | batted it down; it did up my sword to the
hilt. I parried her next blow easily, and then we were at it in earnest. | was faster than her. | had longer
reach. | thrust, the heavier blade turned it. She swung up to my throat, | jumped back. | hacked at her
legs three times and she checked each stroke, wincing. Shefeinted | eft, left again, and then | lost Sight of
her sword completely.

Whereis she? Right? Right. h, down there. | dropped the blade low, like a scythe.

| was off-baanced, reaching out for nothing. My armsflailed wildly and then | landed on my side
in the mud. The breath was knocked out of me as Swallow stamped her flat foot heavily onto my
kidneys. Her sword pressed into my back. 'Isit here? she asked. Lightning's voice: ‘'No. Lower.'

'Here?
'Ow!" The point cut through my leather jacket.

‘Jant? | can push this point though your backbone here. It separates two vertebrae. It doesn't
hurt very much but you won't be able to run anywhere ever again.’

IE%!I
'Do you fancy that?
'‘No! No! Please!'

'Let him go,’ said Lightning. Swallow ruffled my scapular festhers, withdrew her sword and | got
up with aacrity. She handed it back to Lightning who said, 'Not bad. With practice you'l learn not to
look at the blade at all. It's an extension of you. Watch your opponent's reaction.'

'He's been giving me lessons," Swallow explained, while | pulled bits of mud out of my hair.
| glared at Lightning. "Why didn't you teach me that trick?

'l had afedling that one day alady would need it to get the better of you.'

‘Swallow, I'm sorry.'

'Glad to hear it. Areyou with us now?

If 1 must.

That night afirewaslit in the middle of the compound and the soldiers roasted deer and warmed
bread brought in from the villages around Rachiswater. Swallow asked for the venison fat and ate it
doppily with her dagger. | appreciated her gppetite, wondered if she was as voraciousin bed.



Flying made me hungry, but | was sulking at having underestimated Swallow. Many women are
excdlent fighters and could beat me; | respect their ability. But Zascal soldiers saw Swalow win; | knew
that the story would spread fast and far.

| 1eft while Harrier was handing round cups of wine, and | concedled my supply of cat. | couldn't
ress teking alittle. Handling it helped merelax, and the ritua focused my mind. Powder lined in thefolds
of paper, mesmeric candle flame, hiss of liquid, satisfying resistance of solution in the syringe. | was taught
about herbsin Hacilith when | was young, and my knowledge can be relied upon when everything elseis
S0 vexatious. | am good at it, and it makes mefed safe, but I'd like to be able to stop.

My fedling of inadequacy grew as| dwelt on the Castleé'simmense depth of time. | thought about
al theimmortd Messengers before me; thetitle lives on dthough the individua might not. Archer,
Swords-man, Messenger; thetitle isimportant but the person is dispensable. I'm immortal, and the other
immortals before me have died, so | shouldn't fed inferior to them, but by my actions| fed I'm letting
those worthy people down. | fed I'm letting down the first Comet who joined the Circle at itsfounding,
and a |least twenty othersthat came after him in progression; the last Comet being a cheerful blonde
Morenzian woman | beat in adistance race in eighteen-eighteen. There's only ever been one Archer, and
he remembersal my predecessors. Indulgently | speculated about who they al were, and how they might
have died displaced by better runners, or injured by the Insects beyond repair.

| had just taken the needle out of my wrist and was dabbing at a spot of blood when Swallow
fought her way in through the canvas entrance. | checked that everything was hidden, hoping that she
wouldn't notice my drooping eydids and whitelips.

‘Jant, I'm sorry about earlier.’
'Why?Youddwdl.
'l showed you up. It was cruel. Everyone could see you weretired.'

Being offered sympathy by a Zascai was worse than being beaten! Y ou'll never make an Eszai if
you worry about such things,' | said softly.

'If immortals aren't fair, the world will cease to love them,' she answered.

| flapped my hands at her. No one on arush can bear to Sit and suffer truisms. 'Know what the
Circleis, sgter? Just away of taking powerful people out of society and herding them all together in the
Emperor's care where they can't do any harm ... Of throwing the world's best at the Insects so the world
never changes. . . Swallow, be clever. Stay and rule Awndyn where San can't clip your wings and
command dl your potentia. Were going to need you free and carefree in twenty years time.'

'l have no freedom now that I'd losein the Circle.'

'Mmm." | lay back on the bearskin and looked up at her. "Y ou're trying so hard to entrap yoursdlf
forever. Mortds arefree of the respongbility of ... this..." | waved floppily at Lightning's stacked
sheaves of arrows, bowstaves and armour. 'In many ways | was happier when career-lessand cluelessin
Darkling.

'l don't want to beforty.'

'‘Wel, | have no answer to that.'



She passed the mother-of-pearl guitar to me. | caressed the beautiful instrument; the pegs were
ivory, the strap blue and gold, and Awndyn'sinsggniawas painted on the back. She smiled when she saw
how lovingly | held it, not knowing that the clarity of cat made it breathe under my hands. 'Please |ook
after it for me,' she said.

'Why?

'l won't play another note until I'vekilled Insectsin battle’

'h, Swallow. Why are you doing this?

‘The Empireisforcing me. I'll do whatever it takesto be Eszai.'
‘Marry Lightning.

'Y ou know he'd wear me down. I'm not ariver, or abutterfly, or astar, or anything else he says
in hisletters. I'm not as pure and perfect as any of them, but still more varied than any of them together.’

'Yesyou are.’ | tapped my nails on the scratchplate, lay with the guitar on my stomach and
played ariff.

Swallow yelped. 'It's never made a sound like that before!"
I'm sorry.'

'No, go on.' She urged meto play the rest of the melody. Although she was surprised that | knew
the headstock from the bridge she didn't look down on me. She aimed to learn from everyone. | felt the
frets and then played, eyes closed for awhile before embarrassment stopped me. Shewas grinning.

| made money that way in Hacilith." | said.

'In the concert hall?

'Hardly. Busking. One of the Whed's members taught me. He was called Babitt.'
'‘Come out and play for me by thefireside.’

‘No! Leave medone!’

Using Scolopendium isavery solitary activity and | wouldn't want to appear in public for at least
an hour afterwards. But Swalow is persuasive. She smply attributed my condition to exhaustion and said
| needed fresh air. She dragged me out to stand by the fire, where soldiers were drinking, cutting roast
mest, talking boisteroudly, laughing more often as Swallow raised their spiritswith asong. | played redls
and wild czardas while she danced, gleaming and beaming, in front of thefire, and Lightning looked on.

Two hundred years ago in Hacilith the air was dreadful. | remember that | was coughing so badly
| dropped my guitar and doubled up, trying to spit. Babitt the dwarf perched up on the black iron railings.

'Put it thisway, Shira," he said eventudly. 'l wouldn't give up your night job." | remember the
stench of the seagull oil which he used to set hishair.



| spluttered, 'l can play it! But it would be niceif | could breathe.’

'Ficitiasays you've made more money dedling and so you should stick to that. He says he can't
feed us. He says there's no money Ieft in our gang.' Babitt scratched at a hairy backside, which his
patchwork trousers scarcely covered. | picked up the guitar, began to retuneit.

Babitt was pudgy, hairy, short and smug, | wastall and usualy bemused; I'm sure we |ooked well
together. We hated each other but Fdicitias word was law. Once | remember he ripped off a pet shop
and Babitt called me up one night and said, 'L ook, | have two thousand goldfish, what can you do?

| said, 'Didn't you get the money?
Patiently he answered, 'Felicitiagot the money. | got the goldfish.'

So, anyway, | explained to him that I'd given up deding, because Peterglass had a contract out
for me, and | was sick of having my clienteletrail around after me everywhere like the undead. Babitt
gave up scratching his arse and started scratching his moustache.

'Felicitiawill be angry with you.'

'He could be pretentious a me, isthat it?

| crouched down and began gathering our coins before Babitt could get his hairy hands on them.
'Y ou might not know this, but even Fdlicitiagoes under if | stop dedling,' | added.

Babitt grinned, which was not a pretty sight. 'Shira, | know it. Y ou'll never stop pushing cat in
Hacilith. Y ou're hooked on the power, which is wor se than being undead.’

"That'sdl you know. The whole world will kissmy spurs.’ | dammed my handsin deep pockets
and douched off towards Cinder Street. Babitt followed, his eyes a the same leve as the guitar across
my back. A smell of beer paused us on the steps of the Kentledge pub. We looked at each other,
tempted, and eventudly gavein. | held the door back while Babitt rolled insde, and dug in my pocket for
the handful of grubby coinswed collected that morning, offered them down in alanguid hand for Babitt
to trandate.

'What are thelittle round ones with holes?
‘Buttons,' he said.

CHAPTER 8
Hacilith 1818, How Fdlicitia Died

Thunder in the morning seemed misplaced, storms should only happen at night. Fivein the
morning, bruise-brown clouds drifted in from the sea.and collected over Hacilith, obscuring the dawn. |
had been awake al night watching the person who was watching my house.

| don't think she's seen me, but | knew she had a crosshow because she had been practising on
all the cats of the neighbourhood. I was out of the shop by the back door, and reached the street corner
inthe cover of aflaking brick wall. Crouching in litter and broken glass| glanced back to where the girl
was waiting. She turned round and looked straight at me. | ran -



- Along a pavement spotted with chewing gum, over anarrow iron bridge, past the Shackle
Sheds. Thegirl loosed her first arrow and it went far wide. | ducked. It hummed past me and lodged in
the dats of ahigh green fence. | scrabbled over and paused for breath on the other side. The fence was
covered in graffiti. The best graffiti was mine.

| ran on through dirty puddies and pigeon shit. She lost me at ablock corner. | skidded and
swore. She heard and put on speed. Hacilith'sthick air caught in my throat, early sunlight reflected on the
filthy river. Y ou can't outrun a Rhydanne, | thought, as her second arrow missed my hedl by millimetres.
Who the fuck are you, anyway? The Bowyers bitch.

| cut across arubbish tip. The passageways through the refuse were clear to me but the girl's
experience was of the other side of the river and she was wary. Half akilometre out of her territory and
shemight aswell have beenin Scree.

| reached awarehouse by the dockside. Here, rings and iron mushrooms were Set into concrete,
which narrow boats used to moor and unload. The dock was silted up, derdict; it smelt of sat and
decay. The warehouse was the size of three town houses, built of wooden planks now rotten and
supported by sandbags. | hammered the fastest-ever secret knock on asmaller door set within the huge
diding gate a the top of adipway, asthe girl emerged, greasein her golden hair.

| dipped insde the warehouse, dammed the door, leant againgt it, panting. The head of a
crosshow bolt splintered wood by my shoulder. | flung open the door and found her five metres away.
She hesitated in fumbling anew bolt into the breech. | unfastened the buttons on my shirt and held it
open, giving her an excellent view of an excellent naked chest, then dammed the door again and barred it
top and bottom.

Thin laughter trickled from the darkness behind me. My arrival had brought something back to
life. A weak voice wheezed, 'Y ou're late, goat-shagger.'

In Darkling, things were straightforward. Lifein the mountainswas smple— | went to bed early,
and | was dways hungry. Every day was the same; only some days we had more storms, and lessfood.
But Hacilith city draws complication round itsdlf likeacloak. | have alittle of the city like pollution in me
now. The city supports people who would never have survived in Darkling, for example Felicitia

'l had to wait till dawn.' | sighed, picking my way into the blesk space of the warehouse.
Torrentia rain thrashed on the corrugated roof.

"Thought you could seein the dark?
‘No.'

Fdicitia Aver-Faconet lay on amouldering sofa by the side of alow table, the only furniture, in
the middle of the pressed earth floor. He was reading by the light of candle stubs, fixed by their own wax
to the tabletop.

Aver-Falconet ruled our gang. We were awed by histak of expensive parties and fashionable
society, boastful and offhand. But then, he was the grandson of Hayl Eske who lived at the Castle, and to
usthe Eszal in hisancestry put him on apar with god. Aver-Falconet had hurt me before, so | hated him.
The Whed he carved into my shoulder haslagted like abrand al my life.



Fdicitiadevoured my flesh with his eyes. The whites of hiseyeswere ydlowish, and the pupils
too high on them, asif they wanted to rise and hide under hiseyelids.

'Have you got the drugs? he asked, anxioudly.

" eah!

'‘Come here and make love to me, oh macilent boy.’

‘No!"

‘That Whed on your arm means you belong to me."

Fdicitiawriggled to change position, but couldn't sit up. He had lingered in the gin-shop with me,
in the casino with Layce the cardsharp, and eventualy malingered in our dockyard base, shooting up

every few hours and reading melodramas. | pinched them when he had finished dog-earing the pages,
because | had avague ideathat such knowledge might help meif | ever got to the Cadlle.

'Y ou're lucky, my bagnio boy," he croaked. | continued to appraise him, hisonly clothes astained
leather skirt wrapped around well shaved legs, and an ankle chain with acharm in the shape of awhed!. |
knew it would be pure gold. | tingled with avarice.

'Oh, and why'sthat?
"That girl isaEszai-good archer, my ophidian-eyed boy.'

"You know | canfly,’ | replied, not without pride. ‘And I'm a Eszai-good runner. Laycetold me
s0.' The concept that my ability to run, or fly, or fight could be as good asthe Eszai was recurring in my
mind with infuriating rgpidity. | wanted to join them.

Fdicitiahummed affirmatively. 'l suppose you haveto run fast to catch the goats,” he mused.

'I haveto run fast to get this madness over and done with before my master wakes up. Areyou
better now? | asked, with amildly professond air. Felicitiawas awisp of flesh, askeleton in makeup. |
could see eye sockets, cheekbones, skin coloured blue by innumerable puncture-marks. His skin was
pale, his mouth dashed with lipstick and a peroxide streak in dark brown hair. The fire in a makeshift
hearth was down to smouldering ash scabs. It was becoming cold, but Fdlicitiawasn't shivering. Hewas
past shivering; his skin was as cold as the dock water.

'Now? What's "now"?

'Don't sart that again. Either you're better, or you're not. And if you're not, then | don't want to
know.'

'Nothing matters but cat, my sweet miscegenation. Not even your indescribable beauty.'
"You're going to die, you know,' | said softly.

"That doesn't matter, my swest itinerant,’ Aver-Falconet assured me. 'I'll live in the Shift. I've
been therefor days ...

So you keep telling me. 'It's been months.' | said.



I'minlove with the Shift," he said smply. Informing me of aluscious secret, his cracked voice
dropped to awhisper: "Y ou can be anything there. Even femde.’

| was disgusted. "What the fuck do you want to be awoman for?
'For fucking,' said Felicitia, and sighed.

| was unnerved by his power, to break rules| did not know existed. Not regular rules, that were
authorised by the Castle or by the Governor; | broke those every day. Felicitia played havoc with the
rules of nature.

"Theré'samarket place with jugulars and ferret-eaters and buskers playing pangolins...'
| giggled. That'sascay kind of anima.’
'No, you're thinking of a peccadillo, my boy.’

Having no fixed point he thought free-form, and came up with plansthat shocked us. 'Layce
lovesyou,' | said, biting my lip. 'Huh. Y ou can have her, my avid lad.’

If only I could. She was under my power only because Felicitia was dependent on me. | stayed
with him because | knew he wanted more than sensation — he legitimately needed escape; it wasthe way
he was formed. | understood because | was amountain creature stranded in the city, | despaired of fitting
in. He was woman in the body of aman, and had taken to Scolopendium as a prescription for frustration.
| knew he shouldn't have gone into East Bank with agrain-a-day habit. | would never get him back to the
shop.

'I've brought your drugs, but | need the money first.
'Hooked on it, aren't you? Felicitiarasped.

"What?'

'Hard cash.’

Oh, yes. Definitely. He offered me akey and | swiftly removed his week's pocket money from a
little strongbox under the table. I counted the notes three or four times, while Fdlicitia pursed his painted
lipslike a bar-room bitch. That's ahundred quid,” he snapped. "What do you spend it on, sexless?

Isitlessof acrimeif | spend it on books? | was learning to read Awian, with the notion that it
was a Castle language. | was weekly adding to Dotterdl's library back at the shop. Felicitiatutted; he
thought that spending money on books was the biggest crime of dl.

| touched awhite square of paper in the left pocket of my fringed leather trousers. 'What if | take
the money and run? | asked, half-jokingly.

Fdicitiasmoothed his skirt. 'My angelic archer outsde iswaiting for you. At aword from me,
shell finish you off.

| didn't understand. 'It's Peterglass of The Bowyers..." | said. | had assumed Peterglass was
sending the assassins because hewas adeder and | was poaching his clientele.

'Y es, but none of them actudly hit you,' Felicitiamused. | took an angry step and he gave mea



pleading look. He would have loved meto touch him, so | didn't. 'l have been paying Peterglasss archers
to ensure they are poor shots. Peterglass doesn't suspect their treachery; he still wants you dead.’

| couldn't believethis. 'Why protect me?
‘Because you make the best cat, my amatory boy. Obvioudly.'

Thisisn't what | wanted to be! Felicitiaand | weren't keeping each other dive; we were keeping
each other hall-dead. | had become his persond dealer. | wanted to serve Dotterel, run marathons and
read books. | wanted Layce, money, freedom, and thought | could gain them by mountain-boy
meekness. Cold fury condensed in my mind; there was afaster way.

| bowed and thanked him. | am agreat believer in getting my arse-licking over and done with.
Then | put my hand into the other pocket, where there was afolded packet identicd to the first, which |
used when | wanted to rid myself of debtors and fredloaders. | passed it to Aver-Falconet with al due
ceremony.

'Cook it for me, would you? he asked.

"That isn't in the contract!" | didn't want to touch the stuff more than was absolutely necessary.
'It'senough for aweek,' | added sweetly.

'Enough for aweek. Oneweek! There's enough for amonth in me now.'

| loved the chemist's shop, and every morning, when opening the shutters, would gape up & the
green and gold lettering above the windows— Dotterel Homais. | hoped one day it would be my name up
there—ambitions dl confused with those of joining the Cagtle Circle, which | thought were unredidtic.
Perhaps | would keegp my master's name up as an honour: Dotterdl and Shira

Thin shelves of glass bottlesin the window werefilled with coloured water. They gave ariotous
display with each rare beam of sunlight. The dispensary smelt of spirits of wine and dusty paper. Some
labels on the sprays of plants hanging from the celling to dry werein my writing. For thefirst timel had a

feding of belonging.

Aswdl asmy love of niche, | was awed by the novelty of authority. | respected my mader. |
regarded him as a genius and (because he could speak Scree) asa saviour. The terms of my
gpprenticeship, which would be completein ayear, were framed in ebony and behind glass, hung in the
gdlery of my memory. AsFdicitia, now lying on hisside in order to reach the table, dissolved an
aarming quantity of the poison | had sold him, | ran through thoserules. Fdlicitiagave meawry glance;
he didn't understand that words written on paper were sacrosanct.

Word for word my indenture was, to learn the art and mystery of my master's craft for the term
of seven years. To neither buy nor sell without the said magter'slicence. Taverns, innsor dehouses| shdl
not haunt. At cards, dice, or any other unlawful game | shdl not play, nor from the service of my said
madter day or night absent mysdf but in dl things as an honest and faithful apprentice shall and will
demean mysdlf towards my said master and al hisduring the said term.

That'ssix of seven yearsof living adoublelife, Lord Aver-Faconet. Y ou don't need meto tell
you thetension. I'veinfringed each and every one of those rules even though the contract was written on
paper. | knew that if Dotterdl had the dightest suspicion of what | was doing | would be homeless again,



and a Rhydanne wouldn't survive aweek in aworkhouse,

'I hopethisisgood stuff,' Felicitiasaid, hisvoice juicy with anticipation. | inclined my head for
shame, which hetook to be honour. 'The last one Shifted me for aday and ahalf, he chuckled. He
pushed aneedle, ill hot from the candle flame, in through his Whed tattoo. | flinched, and looked away.

He knew something was wrong, and started cursing. Pain turned the curses to screams. Rigid, his
back arched, the tendonsin his neck standing out, blind eyes bulging.

That'sthe effect of Scolopendium mixed with strychnine. | watched in horror. | could have given
him afaster death, but I'd planned a dow reaction to give metime to escape. But | was transfixed, and
dared at his clawed convulsions, listened to gasps of agony. Eventually he did off the divan. | gazed at
the blank wall and waited till his varnished fingernails had stopped scraping at thefloor. | glanced a him
and looked away disgusted. His face was black.

'Fdicitia? | murmured. 'My love? If it were at dl possible for him to return from desth to hear
that, he would have. | therefore reckoned | was safe. Drenched in Rhydanne superdtition, | thought his
animated corpse would grab my ankle.

| tried in vain to close his vacant eyes, and my fingers got sticky with mascara.

Closing adead boy's eyesis supposed to be easy. It was impossible to close his mouth. |
stripped off hisjewellery. The objects on thetable | threw on the fire, getting alittle comfort from the
brief heat. The novel and the anklet | pocketed.

Jant, you killed one of your own gang. But he waan't redlly living anyway. Neither are you.
Y ou're Peterglasss prey now. Shit. | have to get out of here.

Wind shaking the walls reminded me of the world outside. Let's go; there's nothing besides
remains here. Leaving Fdicitia's minute and twisted corpse | ran to the door. and risked aglance outside.
The crossbow-girl had gone. Another training then kicked in—adl that Layce had taught me. The sparse
furnishingswent on thefire. A tin of paraffin stood by the door; | doused it on thewalls, walking round
the vast empty building, splashing enough to overcome therain. Then | stood back and threw what
remained onto the pile of furniture. Starved yellow flames sprang up and crackled; within secondsthe
wholebuilding wasdight.

Through a gathering cloud of black smoke | choked my way out, shut the door and touched the
Whed indgniadaubed acrossit. | ran back a safe distance and with juvenile jubilation watched our base
riseinflames. My lifein Hacilith was ending, the samefeding | experienced when leaving my valey. |
was on aknife-edge a hundred times sharper than the icebound dliffs. These are children, by god, and
highly dangerous. But how could | explain to my master? Take everything and leave without explaining?
Forget him —how in Darkling could | explain it to the gang?

Watching the smoke | decided it would be easy to climb on that therma and fly back to Galt,
rather than risk running al the way through East Bank again. | stripped off my shirt and stretched my long
wings strung with muscle. The fourth and fifth fingers were joined together, the thumb rigid and
un-opposable, the bones swept back into aerodynamic curves, shaped by the stresses of airflow
throughout their growth. Right, let'sride Fdlicitias funerd pyre home.

'Y ou do and you're dead, darling,' said avoice behind me. | started and looked round. The
angelic archer was Sitting on amooring, levelling her little bow at my face. 'How distressing,’ she
commented. | had to agree, folded my wingsto show | wasn't going anywhere, but also to keep them out



of harm'sway.

'Fdicitia? she asked. She had ashrill voice, which with her pipe-cleaner legs and broomstick
amswasthat of achild prodigy inthe music hal. Shewas haf my height.

I'm unarmed.’

"Parently you don't have to be armed to leave atrail of fucking
destruction. Y ou're coming with me." She spoke loudly, over thefire's
roar and hissing molten lead dripping from the warehouse roof.
Y dlow flame reflected on stagnant green water al aong the docks.
‘MY lady, | sad, visonsof glory and fortune dissolving before my eyesinto avison firstly of Dotterel
shouting for meto bring his breskfast' and secondly of me being nailed to awaterwhed' unable to brew
coffeelet done cat. 'Would you let me go for ahundred pounds which | have right here? | tapped one

pocket hopefully; she giggled.

'No' but I'll have the money aswell." She walked towards me keeping the crossbow bolt pointed
sometimes a my eyes then at my chest' and efficiently relieved me of Aver-Faconet's cash. "'What did
you do to him? she asked.

'Drugs’ | sad glumly.

She was unable to keep the excitement from her voice. There's another hundred waiting for me
a Peterglasssbase when | bring you in. Kindly accompany me.' | ignored her terse gesture with the
bow. It was delicate enough to be held in one hand and although the point was sharp it didn't look
powerful. 'No!" | shouted' fedling the intense heat feed my fury asit was scorching my wings. 'l am going
back to Galt. So sod off' flatlander!'

"These are poisoned” she informed me.

'My magter knows the antidote to every poison!'
‘There'sagrown-up involved? she shouted' shocked.
Hewill beif you don't let me go!'

An adult?

'My master could end dl our gamesfor good." Winning an award for bravery | took the hand not
engaged in stroking the crossbow's hair trigger and patted it soothingly. ‘I can amost hear him cdling” |
added.

'Y ou're my prisoner!" she shrieked. Rain was bouncing off the shoulders of her leather jacket.
Sudden tears of confusion turned her soft-fruit face bright red; strands of wet hair stuck to her round
cheeks. The arrow point wavered as her hands shook and | watched it carefully. Thisgirl knew The
Bowyers | knew The Whedl. If we could work together' Hacilith would be ours.

| shrugged' saying' 'By theway' | bet thisisworth amillionin blackmail.'
'What?

"The Governor's son' Lord Aver-Falconet — vanished somewherein the East Bank dums.



Murders, drugs sex. Thelistislong! | think the gossip column would pay wel' but hisfather would pay
better.’

'I'mwarning you' cat-eyes... Um. . '

'‘Come with me and welll makeamillion.' | ventured asmile. ‘Well leave Hacilith. Trave the
world. Seethe Castle€' even. That's better than The Bowyers gang' isn't it?

‘Blackmail ... 7 The blonde girl removed the bolt from her crossbow and stuck it in her wide
leather belt. She sniffed and tentatively offered me her hand. 'I'm Serin. Apart from being awily assassn'
| dance at the Campion Vaudeville. You are still my prisoner.

| took thiswith apinch of sat. 'I'm Jant" | said. 'And | canfly.'

Suspicion flickered in her eyes. 'If you trick me I'll hunt you down through al Hacilith. I'd enjoy it
— She jumped' startled as a section of the warehouse collapsed behind us. She threw one arm up to
shield her eyesasatida wave of glassy heat rolled over us. 'Meet me at The Kentledge at six tonight”
sheydled. 'It hasto be six because curtain-up isnine.’

‘At six o'clock’ my lady" | said. She executed a perfect curtsey' with asupple chorus girl's grace
and then watched with amazement little short of adoration as | tested the rising air and took off for home.

That'sall I'm going to say about my past for the moment' because | keep receiving unhappy
|etters from the Hacilith Tourist Board.

CHAPTER 9

Lightning waslistening to a hasty report from atired soldier who had plunged over the frosty
fidldsto reach us. | was knedling to buckle Swallow's hauberk because her fingers were too cold to
manage. Thetime before battle is known as the 'drinking hour" and the men were washing down their
breakfast with mouthfuls of rum. There would be no more venison —the deer had been disturbed by our
presence’ and we were reduced to eating half-cooked salt beef and bread. | saw a cask of wine being
hacked open; the frozen wine was broken with an axe' and carried away in baskets and helmets. Planks
were lad as pathways through the mud.

The scout's face was reflected in the bracer on Lightning'sarm. | addressed him: 'Y ou were with
Tanager's Fyrd?

'Y es Messenger. |'ve been asfar as Lowespass and the villages are empty. He had a heavy
eastern Awian accent and a splendid beard. 'Have you seen the fortress?

He paused. 'The Insects are building awal round it.'
'Can't Tawny stop them?

Lightning related the beginning of the report. 'Vireo and Tawny haven't enough troopsto face so
many Insects. | think they might run before thewall closes and come south to meet us. If not they'll be
trapped’ San help them.’

| knew they had some food supplies and ahaf amillion arrows in the armoury’ so if we could



reach them we would be able to replenish our own stocks.

The scout bowed hishead. Thevaley isfull of Insects. They were roused by some men from
Rachiswho chipped the Wall trying to pull their friend out.’

'It's forbidden to touch the Wall" | remarked. The scout shrugged asif to say that Castlesrule
meant little in Rachiswater now. He said' 'Insects are moving south. They're on their way. They're
coming.

'How many? | asked' fiddling with Swallow's buckles.
‘Many' many Insects.’

‘Can't you be abit more specific than that? "Hundreds of thousands.' | looked up in disbelief.

Three trumpet calls were sounded; at the first every soldier had to pack hisgear. Most of the
tents were left tanding since they were giff with ice. At the second' the Fyrd wereto join with their
manors which did not take long as there were only the manors of Awndyn and Micawater. At thethird
trumpet cdl the troops took their designated positions with the banners and the host began to march.

The Fyrd were organised to advance open order' the lines of men being spread out and keeping
agood space between them. The scout and anumber of archers stayed behind to guard the camp'
wagons and trenches. Those who remained behind were mainly soldiers who had seen the Insects
recently and | did not want to mix them in with the fresh' pirited troops.

Swallow's horse left hoof printsin the thin sprinkling of snow on the ground; she rode biting
chapped bits of skin from her lips and blowing on her frozen fingers. The morning sky was amixture of
pallid colours like the mother-of-pearl guitar. Passing meta-grey clouds dropped wet deet on us. At the
cloud edges alemon-ydlow light came through occasiondly in bright patches— then we sighed and
stretched and tried to dry off in the sparse sunlight' but the sky was gradudly filling with the colour of
ded.

10 am.: Swalow rode away from an argument with Lightning and mysdlf. She vowed to lead her
men into battle and was determined to ride at the head of the rectangle of troops. | explained that if the
men had to form a shield square she would Ssmply not be strong enough to survive in the tight crowd. She
hated the thought of being aweak link physicaly' but as she was not built like Vireo' she had to accept it.

Lightning told methat the war had killed Swalow's father' and she believed that he couldn't
possibly have died for an unjust cause. So Swallow rode resolute' behind the first divison of infantry’
with the cavary following. The marching lines snaked and contorted as they broke theice on the frozen
fidds

10.30: Lightning took me aside and asked me to watch over Swallow. Misgiving was written
clearly on hisface. 'Stay with her" he said. ‘Please.’

| clapped his shoulder. 'Y eah’ don't worry.'



‘Jant, I'm serious. It's agony for me being on the flank; | can't see her haf thetime!

| wasirritated. Lightning didn't believein me. 'l swear I'll guard her as closely asyou would
yoursdlf! From the Insects and the men, should they rebel against wet feet and Insect bites!’

'I'm afraid for her," he admitted. It wasn't exactly what | wanted to hear. 'When fighting begins
you must try to move her out of theway.'

| thought how Swallow had bested mein the dudl; her big shoulders seemed more muscular by
the. minute. 'If fighting happens I'm going to get behind her and plead for protection.’

'l am serious.’ Strained, Lightning sounded asif he was holding abreaking heart together. |
swore strongly | would protect her — surely he knew | was capable? He nodded, placated, and went
back to hisdivison.

10.45: Lightning changed the structure of his entire division so he could ride dightly closer to
Swalow.

11.00: The men grew more cheery as the marching warmed them. They had permission to spesk
S0 bursts of conversation — about swords, axes, and how best to maim Insects — drifted back to us.
Some shared tobacco and sips from their hip flasks. They were alowed to change position in an open
order march, snce men waking in close formation in harsh conditions suffer low morae. We marched
into driving flurries of snow, our fronts white asit stuck to us. The soldiers waxed cloaks flapped; they
wore felt scarves wrapped around their faces and carried their shields edge on to thewind. They leant
into the wind and walked, starbursts of flakes driving into their eyes, legs aching from marching against
theintermittent gae.

Midday: Marching isrepetitive and |, who have studied movement for so long, found theride
soothing, not boring but hypnotic, so that | was calmed, my fear-knotted musclesrelaxed and | actually
began to enjoy it. Each kilometre we rode was recaptured land, which formed a secure strip behind us. It
was not too far now to the L owespass trenches.

Swallow and | sped up at thefoot of each field, forcing our horsesto jump the hedge, which the
men climbed over or dashed through, before reforming their lines. Swallow kept glancing at her pocket
watch. Shelooked around with asighing expression, bowed her head and bit her lip. | thought shewas
missing her guitar, but when | offered it to her she refused: 'Jant, you know what | said. Not until we
reach the trenches. Not until | drive the Insects back behind the Wall.

Eleven thousand feet, two thousand hooves smashed through the ice. Cracked it to shards.
Splattered grassy water. Squelched in freezing mud, as we rode on.

2.00: After midday we entered amore hilly landscape, crags and limestone pavements at the tops
of the hills. Were nearly there, | told Swallow. At one point Lightning took the lead and Harrier'sdivision
moved behind us because the ravine was too narrow for the archersto ride on the flanks.



Severa timeswe saw single Insects running adong the road or smal groupsin the scrubby
woodland. None escaped; our men rounded them up and dew them al. Theland we left behind was free
from man-egters.

| watched my shadow lengthen as the day progressed and till we marched north.

3.00: The Archer came over and said, 'We're losing the light aready. We should camp here.’

Swallow disagreed ingtinctively: '| would like to reach the end of the ravine. Jant saysit opens
into Lowespass. We can see the fortress from there. It would give the men agood fedling of
achievement.' 'Jant says, Jant says.' Seker flicked hisreins angrily. 'The Rhydanne may be happy to
blunder around in the dark but I'm not.’

It'strue thereés only two hourstill nightfal,' | said to Swallow. 'Could we reach Lowespassin
haf an hour?

'Y es, but that doesn't |eave us much time!"

'We should at least try. How can we camp in thistiny ravine anyway? How could we
manoeuvre?

'You'reright,' Lightning conceded. It would be easy to make ashield wall acrossthe gorge,
which would prevent the Insects passing, but then we would not be able to use our numbersto defest
them. Lightning knew the archers needed space, and we thought of the massacre that would happen at
night if we were caught without room to move. 'We should try to secure the end of the valley. Swallow's
quite correct,’ he said. After that nothing | could say would convince him that his siwveetheart might in any
way bewrong.

3.30: We came out of the valey under the last throes of afantastic sunset, and there before uslay
al Lowespass. Seeing the Fortress Crag, the men gave atriumphant yell. Then just as suddenly, they fell
glent.

'‘What is that? Swalow trembled.
"I don't know,' | said. 'lIt wasn't here before.'
'Saker?

Lightning was shouting at the men to remain cam. A swathe of infantry sat down in aspiky mass,
staring at the view. 'My god, | don't know. I've never seen anything likeit.’

Next to the fortress, and taller than it, there was abridge. Half a.bridge. It looked unfinished but
it dwarfed the crag, arching up into the clear ky. Thelast rays of sunlight shone between its struts.

'How doesit stay up? breathed Swallow.

'l don't know." Lightning whirled. 'Make camp here! Harrier - | want trenches on each side of
the ravine and pavilions up right here.’ The men moved obediently, muttering.



It'sInsects,’ | said.
"Wl it bloody well isn't human hand,’ said Harrier.
‘Move!' Lightning yelled & him.

The ground under the colossal bridge was covered in grey-white Insect buildings. Low, pointed
roofs of their cellslooked like frozen waves. From the foot of the bridge to the pale horizon was grey
paper, with long sections of Insect walls emerging from the mass; walls the Insects had passed that were
now redundant, and walls a the edge of their sprawling complex, which they were gtill congtructing. |
looked to where the friendly smoke plumes of Whittorn should be, and saw nothing but Insect buildings.
The village had gone. The burnt framework of Pasquin's Tower stuck up from acluster of walls.
Lowespass Fortressitsdf wasringed withwalls.

'‘Summerday? | said aloud.
'Who?

'l hope the Insects haven't made it asfar asthe coast,’ | explained. 'There's thousands of people
in Summerday town."

'How does the bridge stay up? Swallow repeated.
'It can't be abridge. It's not leading anywhere!'

It was grey-white like the cells, with thin, twisted struts. They must have been much stronger than
they looked. They supported awakway which curved up for perhaps akilometre. At aheight of two
hundred metres the bridge ended abruptly. At that end there were no legsto hold the walkway up. 'It's
beautiful,' she said.

Lightning was shaking his head. 'Insects are coming down it." | squinted into the twilight. He had
great eyesight; | couldn't seetoo well inthe jester dusk. | could just make out the familiar low bodies
scurrying down the walkway, which wastruly vast. Insects were running down the bridge, into their city,
but no Insects were moving the other way, towards the apex. My eyes hurt as| tried to spot the point at
which they appeared out of the air.

"Y ou could fit four coaches next to each other up there,' he said. 'Shall | go closer? | spread my
wings and my horse reared.

'In the dark? No, Jant, stay here and welll investigate tomorrow.'

3.50: We had just set camp when the Insects attacked.

3.55: Insects, one and two, cast about them like the lead hounds of the hunt. Then there were
suddenly thousands, pouring down the valey, from mined houses, tunnel openings, the paper cells.

Swallow swore. "'They go on, and on, into the distance."

'So dowe!'



3.57: | screamed at Swallow, 'Put that fucking watch away!" Lightning was quick: '‘Out! Fan out,
Sdect! Full draw! Donaise, centrd; Bitterdae, wings!'

Notimeto lose, | ordered theinfantry, 'Go forward!" Shield-bearers ran out, dropped to their
knees. Their great shields crashed into position, asixty-metre interlinking line.

The archers darted past, moving forward. Two hundred archersran off into the darkness on
ether sdeto form the wings. Thefirgt line shot straight out over the shield-bearers heads. Two lines
behind sent volleys up into the air. Arrows hissed, rained down hard on the Insects backs three hundred
metres away.

Stench of Insect blood began to fill the air, coppery, like old coins. Dim shapes grew dearer as
they ran up againg the hail of arrows. The stlampede moved like asingle cresture; mandibles dripping
septic spit, claws rasping on rock. Their legs razor-tipped, rake-edged, saw-toothed; the shape of every
weapon there, adapted for daughtering. Their antennae were flattened to their heads. They can smell us.
Taste ud But | only saw ant heads emerging from the festering night. Paler grey, taking form and colour
asthey got nearer.

Lightning's voice on the left: 'Slower, Donaise division. Sx per minuteisal | want.' He appeared
next to me. 'I'm saving arrows,” he gasped, 'Half an hour at that rate and well have none left.’

I nsects battered at the shield wall. Theringing of blows, metal on shell, meta on metal, sounded
likeafoundry. 'l don't likethis' said Lightning. The men haven't esten. They've been waking al day.'

| ordered afireto be built at the back. The men passed firebrands from hand to hand until weak
points of wavering light lit the mayhem. We held againgt the Insects, and still more Insects came. We
passed water bottles to the shield wall so that the human fortification could drink. They were crouched
with al their strength againgt the shields. The archers were barefoot for grip in the mud. Lightning sent
those on the outside to join the brawl and kept the Donai se division shooting. None of us could see
wheretheir arrows were going. He sent an order for our horsesto be brought close behind us. Our
breath hung inthe air; it wasfreezing cold.

'l can't see Harrier'shorsemen,’ said Swalow. 'l just bloody hope he's ill there!
'He'strusworthy,' said Lightning.
'Y es, but where the fuck ishe?

Therewaslittleto see. | raised my lantern to glimpse the chain mail and legther-strap backs of
the foot soldiersdirectly in front. They stood shoul der-to-shoulder five men deep before merging into
darkness. | couldn't see the ends of the line either. | heard grunts, shrieks and steady chopping from the
shieldwall. A scout told meit was crushed and bresking.

'‘Comet? Another anxious pale face.
'Y es, Scaup. What's it like down there?

He pointed. That sideis breached and Harrier isadvancing.' 'l didn't hear anything,' | said to
Lightning.



'‘Comet,” Scaup blinked, ‘there's but a handful left.’

I'm the Messenger so | should be down there, among them, to pass on Lightning's orders, but |
had promised to protect Swallow.

The shiddwal fdl in on both Sdesbefore | saw it fal infront of me. Lightning and Harrier had
already pressed ahead. Insects went over thewall in awave, crashed into the Fyrd behind. Men raised
their swords and shields. Some raised their hands ingtinctively and the Insects diced their fingers off.

I nsects continued pouring in. How many were out there? They mangled the shield men, their weight
crushing, jaws lacerating those trapped benegth.

| nodded and Scaup shouted, ‘At them,’ on my left. ‘At them!" echoed on my right. A woman's
voice: Swalow. Bloodthirsty bitch! Just like Vireo. Why do battles have this ruthless effect on women?

We drove the horses forward al of ten metres before coming up againgt the crush. Insects
clambered towards us over corpses; their shells were wet with melted snow. Guiding my horse with my
knees, | tangled with the first Insects. Swallow hewed them with her sword. She smiled. She hacked
down at an Insect on her right side, severing its antennae, and then up in aflat arc that cut a compound
gyeintwo. Twenty Insectslater her arm was aching and she wasn't smiling so much. | fended off twenty
more, before it became clear they would never stop. Scaup's horse ssumbled; Insects dashed itsbelly
and dragged it down.

Lightning's armoured white trampled the warm carcass. 'We must go,' he said grimly.

"Then we'd leave the foot soldiers behind!" Swallow protested. Her gauntlet was stained with
blood from a gash over the wrist but she appeared not to care. That made Lightning's decison: 'Were
leaving, right now. Y ou firsg — get to Rachis!’

‘No.'
‘Jant isgoing. Harrier isgoing. Swallow — put that shield at your back and follow them.’

‘Thisismy stand —!" She seemed determined to die with the men. Her shout ended in agasp
because | grabbed the reins from her hand, whipped her horse with the end of them, and we lunged away
together.

We skittered down the hill into the ravine, scattering stones. We rode blind, the Awndyn cavary
following us. | glanced back to see how many there were; perhaps seven, eight hundred. Had welost a
hundred horse?

Behind them chased the chitin tide of Insects. Lightning wasfollowing; | saw him pulling sheaves
of arrows from his saddlebag and stuffing them into the quiver.

Cries and thuds reverberated in the ravine as the abandoned infantry fought to the desth. The
voices thinned quickly, though the noise they made grew in desperation, and then abruptly there was
dlence

Scaup had gone. Harrier was missing. | couldn't see any hoof prints on the path. My legswere
shaking. | leant over the horse's neck till her mane brushed my cheek. She was spitting foam, running with
swest. |ce had lacerated the skin on her forelegs. Swallow's bay was in worse condition, foam mixed
with blood. But Swallow kept asmile on her face that fired my heart. | understood why Lightning loved
her.



Wefled in the direction we had come. | looked back, calling the men to follow me. We left many
I nsects behind — our soldiers corpses distracted them.

‘Sower, Jant, Swallow pleaded.

‘Not yet. Soon.'

'Y ou're going to kill thishorse’

| wanted to ride to Awia. We could regroup then; hopefully we would be near Rachis.

At 6 am. we passed the border. An hour later we dackened our pace. Swallow's bay was mad
with pain. With Lightning between us and thetrailing Insects, and the smooth cobbles of Rachiswater
road under our hooves. | thought the crisis had passed.

'Weleft theinfantry,” Swallow said. Her face was amask of guilt. ‘Don't think about it. We're not
safe oursdvesyet.

"They werein agony. They dl died. It'smy fault.'

| remembered Lightning saying that dl Zascai die, it'sjust aquestion of when. | could not comfort
her. | was watching a dark shape just left of the road resolve into amass of Insects. They ran dongside
us, and attacked immediately.

Swallow copied my line of sight, and screamed, "Where the fuck arethey dl coming from? So
doseto town!'

‘Thisway! The Pdacefor shelter!"

Swallow urged her dying horse. | led them at agallop off the road and acrosslevelled grass. We
sped dong a plantation path and into the gardens of white Rachiswater Palace. We splashed through the
edge of thelake.

Mad confusion as we rode. We had no formation. | had no way of making my orders known
save ydling. But everybody was shouting. The horses were protesting, the wounded soldiers screaming.
The women soldiers howled. Men cdled to their companions. The air was a cacophony. Swallow
gathered atight group of riders— her rich voice carried well, she commanded attention through sheer
volume. But it was terrible— Insects ran among theriders, biting at horses legs. Men seemed to rush
from dl directionsto thelight, towardsthe Pdace walls.

Hickering torchlight shone by thefoot of thewall. Y ellow torches glowed on the top, reflecting in
the lake. The stench of smoke was so strong that | thought the Palace was burning. Then | saw
reinforcements marching out, awelcoming party for us. They held long pikes and stood aong the foot of
thewalls. Men crowded into the torchlight, eager to get through the gate, and for thefirst time| dearly
saw their rictus faces. The gate was shuit.

‘Swallow,' | shouted. 'Stay dose!'

'What's happening? she begged.



| didn't know but | dreaded it. The men held their long spears at rest. The others carried a
quickly collected array of torches, candle lanterns and oil lamps. Shadows from the pikes striped the wet
grass. A word from the gatehouse — | didn't hear through the tumult — and the pikemen stepped
forward. Asone, they levelled their staves. Uproar from the Awndyn cavary, suddenly on thewrong end
of the pikes.

| pulled my horse in and she stopped less than a metre from the closest pike.

'No," screamed Swallow. 'No! Thisisall wrong!" She shook her sword and shouted at a
pikeman, Y ou there! What are your orders? What hasthe King said?

He stayed impassive.
"Why won't you let usin? She bit back asob of frustration. The soldier made not a sound.

| approached the cylindrical gatehouse. 'Don't worry,' | said. It was astrange misunderstanding,
but | could sort it out. | caled, ‘Comet cdls on you in the name of San Emperor, for the will of god and
the protection of the Circle. That was my phrase of command which Messengers present and for
immemoria decades before me have used and it has never failed to work before. 'Open these gates!’
Nothing happened. | tried again. Nothing happened. 'Staniel? | cdled. 'Rachiswater? Cometo the
parapet and speak to me!'

'Y ou bastard,’ said Swallow, but | couldn't tell whether she meant Staniel or me. Where the light
was poor, two horses had run onto the spears. That heralded the arriva of Lightning's men. Lightning's
archers were hopelesdy mixed in with more Insects. More and more Insects arrived. They covered the
ground. The Insects got to work biting horses, pulling down men. The horses forced away from the
Insects, between the pikes. Unhorsed men found themsalves on the ground where they were trampled or
gashed. A crowd of unhorsed men grew; they pushed back from the pikes, squeezing the cavary closer
to the Insects.

Lightning saw Swallow's leaf-green livery and forced through the crush to our side. 'l had dire
trouble following you," he said. 'Harrier got bitten.’

'IsHarrier here? | asked.
'He's somewherein that mess. Why all the halberds?

'l don't know." | watched in horror as an unhorsed man cap-a-pie in white armour grappled
agang Inscts.

'Well soon put astop to this," said Lightning and raised hisvoice. 'In the name of San Emperor,
for god's—

'l tried that,' | said.

'Open up! Open up now! Do you know who | am? Lightning Micawater! Comet is here!
Governor Awndyn ishere! In the name of the Emperor let usin!’

'Maybe they think we're attacking them," | suggested.

'l bloody am now." Lightning fitted an arrow to bowstring. ‘I'm going to shoot them one by one.’



'What good will that do?

'It'll give us some space.

'No! They till won't open the gate!’

'Have they forgotten who we are?'

'It's because we're mixed with Insects,' Swallow said.

| glanced at her dirty face. "You'reright.' Stanidl's fear of Insects was so great he wouldn't risk
alowing even oneinto the Palace courtyard. If that meant men would struggle and die outside hisvery
wallsthen so beit.

Every second we stayed it became more difficult to |eave because we were hemmed in by our
own dead and the dead Insects. My horse was treading among the fallen men. Our cavary pushed into
those on the ground, knocking them over and trampling them. The shaggy hooves as big as dinner plates
came down on heads and smashed through shields.

Two of our captainswere ill dive. | waved at them and yelled, 'Go to the edges! That way!
No! That way! Get Donaise to follow you and head toward the town. Go dowly!" | told them to be dow
because they would need time to regroup and any fast movement might lead to panic.

There was dttrition at the edges of the mass, aswell asloud screams from the wounded at the
centre. Men at the edges were running away. Men were so terrified they would chance fleeing into the
infested park. They threw off their halmets the better to see, flung down swords and they ran like
madmen. Oneran at full tilt, legs pumping, fisted hands ripping off armour as he went. When oneran, the
men on either sde gave up and ran aswell. Then the ones next to them ran, and within seconds awhole
section of the crowd had bolted. They had blank, honest faces without any shame or fear of reprisal.

'Shit." | realised that those who risked the darkness were certainly doomed. There was no way of
stopping them. We would have to pick up the bodies later. But what chance for ‘later' if we don't save
ourselves?

The captains did their best to move men down the bulwark, easing the crush. Harrier had
shouted hisdivision into some sort of order and they seemed to perceive the correct direction for the
town. | looked down on this mass of struggling people. Those on foot were at head level with the horses
backs and they were suffocating. The Castle's badge drew them to me, but | could do nothing to protect
them. | felt theincredible pressure of bodies on bodies. Men positioned their shieldsto stop their ribs
being crushed.

| moved my horse outwards, but that just pushed the horses behind me more tightly against the
Insects. Swallow used her spur against aman's cheek, then kicked his neck as he reded back. She
sobbed uncontrollably. Harrier pointed to Rachis town, raised both hands questioningly, clenching the
reins. | wanted the unhorsed men to escape in front of us before the horsesfollowed, but | had to get
Swallow out of there.

| felt S0 powerlessthat callous indifference took hold, and | wasthinking: he must be dead, god,
she can't survive, as peoplefel, wounded, around me.



The Insects were ripping through immobile horses and men. | heard them crackling. | heard the
sound of flesh tearing and the horses screams, louder as Insects chewed their way closer.

My face got spattered with blood when an Insect bit into a horse's heart. Swallow screamed as
she was sprayed with blood head to foot. 1t looked black in the torchlight. She stared in my direction
with blind panic, trying to pull her leg up onto her mare's back away from agrasping claw. Then shewas
gone. Aghast, | saw her foot caught in the stirrup. It flailed in the air. 1t vanished completely asthe Insects
pulled her down. The horse sumbled over her.

| heard Lightning bellow through the tumult, yelling something to Harrier. My horsg'sforeleg gave
way as an Insect bit through the tendons. Shefell forward and collgpsed, spilling me from the saddle. | hit
theground in aburst of pain. | clutched my shoulder, thinking it broken. | saw the underside of athorax
asan Insect jJumped and just had time to shield my face. It wrapped four legs round the shield and
wouldn't et go. | struggled with its crushing weight and then had to cast the shield aside. | scrabbled for
my ice axe in the mud and dispatched the next five Insects with flair.

But behind me, left and right, were Insects, scissoring mandibles, raking spines. It was
impossible. Every time raised my arm one would grab it. They were pulling a my back plate and belt.

| fought my way between close mounds of dead looking for Swallow. The hooves of riderless
horses pounded down around me. Swallow. Where's Swallow? Where the fuck is she?

| saw her and called, lost concentration for a second and was knocked flat by an Insect the size
of apony. Its antennae swept my face. | shielded my face with one arm and its mandibles scraiched my
armour. Insde the serrated jaws another set of mouthparts churned in thick dime. | brought the axe
down heavily. It crunched into the thing's top shoulder and embedded in the shell — | couldn't freeit.

The Insect'sintegument was dotted with spiracle holes. | reached down and shoved my fingersin
one, tearing the membrane. The Insect kept biting. | was pinned down. | choked. | struggled to hold its
face away from mine. Itsjointed antennae were swept back out of my reach. Black palps hanging below
its jaws dopped across my mouth and neck, tasting my skin. Its hard thorax pressed against my chest, its
bulbous axdomen held high.

My face reflected over and over in compound eyes and in three ocelli like buttons on its
forehead. Itstriangular face pushed into mine, suture lines between the brown plates.

Stiff fringes on sharp forelegs, tarsus feet clawved my neck. A centimetre closer, its mandibles
opened to cut my throat. | looked straight into the cogwhed maxillae. My arms shook, screaming pain.
Thisishow it ends, | thought. | braced myself for agony. | let go.

The Insect collgpsed onto me, its heavy head smacked into the mud. | yelled, no longer trapped,
and dithered from underneath. The Insect lay sill. Wasit dead? | kicked it, and saw an arrow shaft
projecting from the back of its head. The sted point emerged from between its eyes.

Lightning was a hundred metres away, nocking another arrow to string. | cheered him and he
frowned. Two deep breaths, then he held his breath. The bodkin point came up from earth to target with
precison. Heloosed the string and an Insect fell some distance behind me.

It thrilled me to watch the greatest archer ever. As| watched, my confidence returned. | was
Esza, | was powerful, | would fight.

Lightning's horse stood till while he aimed and loosed again, sniping the Insects down in onetight



area. Where aragged shape lay — ared and green shape. Then | realised he was stopping Insects from
eating Swalow. | drew my dagger and ran to her. | diced between sclerites, stabbed through the pedicel
waist of an Insect on top of her, kicked it aside and picked her up. Her mail was wet with a shocking
amount of blood. Swalow'sface wasvery, very pae.

'Damn you, Jant!" Lightning arrived. 'Don't do that again!'

"Thisisthe mother of al routs—' | stopped because Harrier appeared. He was on adifferent
horse and had a ripped shirt wrapped around his bleeding leg.

Swallow began to wall, her eyestightly shut and her teeth stained red. 'Harrier? Lightning asked.
His servant took the hint. 'Pass her up to me!’

| lifted her carefully onto the saddiein front of him, she lolled back againgt his chest and nearly
did off but I showed him how to hold her.

Lightning put arrows neatly through two more approaching Insects. 'I's she badly hurt? he asked.
'Will she live? Can she stand along ride?

'Y es. Perhaps. To where?
'My house!'
'We can't ride dl the way to Micawater!'

Swallow kicked feebly. | saw adeep wound in her hip, itswals glistening. 'Follow meto the
town.'

'Micawater is better ..." Lightning stared.
'l don't want to ride into any more Insects,’ said Harrier, who had his hands full-.
| said, 'Stanidl hasfortified Rachis. If they let usin it should be safe!

Too bruised and exhausted to run, | took charge of ariderless Carniss roan and cantered with
them until we reached the main road. Then | urged my horse on and gdloped faster. The forest flew by
on ether side. | tied the reins back. | stood up on the saddle, balancing, and the distressed horse ran
even fagter. | tilted my wingsto get the correct airflow under them, and spread. Three beatsand | was
up, looking down on Lightning's white and Harrier's sorrdl mare.

Wetravelled without pause and arrived just before daybreak. The haf-finished walls were thick,
rugged stone not yet faced. The sight wasworrying, | thought — Zascai don't trust us any more. The
wooden gates stood gjar and a stream of men poured through. | looked down to the dishevelled, silent
soldiers already crowding the market place to capacity. The town had an air of unredlity, so many people
hereat dawn. | knew | must find residence for al of them or the Situation would become volatile, buit |
had to help Swallow first.

| flew dong the Streets at firg-floor height with Lightning and Harrier following. | got lost twice;
the roads had changed since my last vigt, only thirty years ago. With aplan view | found the Grand
Place, and led them to the magnificent Spread Eagle Hotel.. | settled on the stuccoed bal cony and
watched Lightning and Harrier dismount.



A cold, chalk-blue quiet, an expectation of the sunrise, made Lightning and his servant talk with
muted voices. They took care, asif asound could cause Swalow to dip away. | glided down as Harrier
carried her up eegant stepsinto the entrance hall.

CHAPTER 10

The hotdlier was ashort, vigorous man with a paunch, and aduster in his back pocket. He
recognised Lightning and |, fixed on the sunburst insignia. We marched into his hotel. Behind ushe saw a
battle-stained warrior with an injured girl in hisarms, dripping blood on the pale pink marble. Hewas

gpeechless.

It'll be something to tell the children, | thought. ‘Give usaroom." He put ahand over hisopen
mouth.

"You'l be paid,’ added Lightning.

The hotelier saw our urgency, and found histongue. 'Immediately, my lord. Heran up aNew
Art gaircase—aconfection of metalwork swirlsand glass petals. Lightning followed grimly as he threw
the door open onto a sumptuous cream suite.

'I'll clear the guests from thisfloor, said the hotdlier. The whole building isat my lords disposal.’
"That's not necessary.' | smiled a him.

"Thank you,' said Lightning. 'Well call you when we need — | looked back but the hotelier had
vanished.

| tipped the cream sheets onto the floor so that Harrier could lay Swallow down. | torethe
curtains open on their brassrailsto let alittle of the bruise-blue light into the room.

Lightning threw himsdlf on hisknees at the bedside. "Y ou would tear my heart out," he murmured.
"It looks bad, doesn't it? he asked, voice catching. | nodded, checking her over the way Rayne had
taught me.

'Y ou can help her?
'I'm not a surgeon.’
‘Please...

Il dowhat | can.’

'No ... Another one. Not again. | hope you can do more for my love than. Rayne could with
Dunlin!'

'Mm, yes. Swallow? Swallow, can you hear me? She made no response. There were deep
gashesin her thighsand belly. They were covered in blood clots, and it took along timeto ped off the
torn cloth so | could see how deep they were. One foot was a chewed mess, bones splayed out. | had
often seen wounds like that caused by Insects dashing cavarymen'slegs. Harrier was limping from a
shallower cut over hisknee.

| touched Swallow's forehead and wondered if she had afever coming on. 'I'm going to need all



sorts of things!'
Lightning beckoned to Harrier. 'Anything you want, don't count the cost.'

'l don't think bandages will be enough; | need some clean sheetsto tear up. Need gauze, boiling
water, liniment from powdered oak bark, tormentil, comfrey —that'll stop the bleeding. For interna
bleeding — shepherd's purse and horsetails. Tincture of yarrow and arnicato clean the skin. For
painkillersI'll need aconite, to calm her | need papaver and if she getsafever I'll need elder in decoction.
| also need thread and aknife ...

Harrier bowed with quick assertion.

'And some Scolopendium.”’

'Messenger, | won't be ableto find that. It'sbeenillegd inthis country for years!
'l know wheretofindit,' | said.

Rayne's thes's advocates careful observation when treating patients. Over centuries of
observation she has discovered that illnesses and infections are caused by dust. | studied her trestise
every day when | was an apprentice in Hacilith, and it impressed upon me the fact that even atiny
amount of dirt can induce sickness. Dust is present over everything and very oftenisinvigble, soitis
important to be rigorous. To clean instruments, Rayne urged the use of hot water, salt water, acohol and
flame.

Lightning lingered until heredised | was stripping Swalow and when | got down to skin level he
made a hasty excuse and left meto it. | made sure the room was dust-free and emptied of antiques, and
that Swallow's wounds were sewn and dressed before | called him back. There was another problem to
dedl with.

'Will shelive? heimplored.
"This must be our headquartersfor afew days until her condition stabilises,' | said.

'Needs mug, if we haveto roughit,” he replied stoicaly, knedling beside the cream satin
four-pogter.

'During that time, Lightning, we have to gather any surviving Awndyn Fyrd, reward them and
send them home. Y ou realise they will hate the Rachiswater pikemen now, and the longer they stay, the
more chance they have for retdiation.’

'Leaveit to me,' he murmured, peering at Swallow's closed eyes. 'Shelooks like she's deeping.’

‘Sheisdeegping. | want areliable courier to carry my report to the Emperor, another to go to the
Governor of Hacilith; and | want fifty horsemen to scout the north of the manorship to see how much
damage the Insects caused last night, and where they are now.'

"The Insects trounced us. It isadisaster for her,’ said the Archer, venturing to stroke Swallow's
hand on the coagulating sheets.

'I'll face the Emperor on her behdf. And | want thetags of al the men who died in Stanid's
Pdace grounds because I'm going to present him with alist of names!'



"Y ou will look after her, please? He glanced up.
'l won't move from her sde.’

"Then | will do therest.' He kissed her hand, and stalked out, calling for Harrier.

| wrote to Rayne, who sent me ingtructionsthat | followed to the letter, but | Sighed six timesan
hour with despair. What the fuck isametatarsa and where hasit gone? The responsibility was
overwhelming, the job was gory. But | kept my doubtsto mysdlf, for Lightning's sake.

The hotelier brought my medlsto the suite. Nothing could induce him to exchange more than a
few words each time. My shape and the musician's blood under my fingernails awed him, and he only
told mewhat he thought | wanted to hear. Harrier kept usinformed of the eventsin the town.

Swallow had not regained consciousness after two weeks at the Spread Eagle. | reluctantly
alowed aday'sjourney to move her to Lightning's Paace in the neighbouring manorship. A white coach
with two chestnut horses appeared one morning. God knows what day it was— | was hollowed out and
hyper from nights awake watching over her.

Hamer and the hotdier manoeuvred Swallow on a stretcher down wide rose-marble stairs and
ingtaled her inthe carriage. | knelt beside her to prevent her from moving as the horses walked.

Aswe entered the portico of Micawater Palace, Lightning visibly began to recover his shattered
optimism. Old Eszal are not accustomed to losing, and | could tell it would take him time to recover from
the outrage. We placed Swallow on the bed in adark blue room which overlooked the lake. Checking
that the room was clean, | noticed congtdlations of gold stars painted on the celling.

Lightning held the musician'swarm, limp hand for hours, kissing each finger individudly. | found
him gill therein the evening; he had not moved at dl.

'What will we do about your King? | asked.
'Frst Dunlin, now this... Oh, beloved. Did you think you were immortal aready?
'Hello?Lightning?

'ls she going to wake up soon? He was definitely happier with the bold and adventurous
Swallow than with the girl who lay prone and had to be nursed.

'Saker,' | tried again with a sympathetic tone. 'We must gain control of the capital. Go and visit
Stanidl; don't take alarge retinue, but make sure you bring him a gift."

"That waste of time should be apologising to mefor the ruin he's caused!”

| bit my tongue on'l told you so'. 'Praise Stanid highly. Tl him he chose the correct course of
action.'

‘But’



'Saker, just imagine how terrified he must be by now, athough he may not admit it. | want you to
give him al the reassurance you can — as Sncerely asyou can. If heis convinced of our good will it may
be easier to influence his next moves!

'Or stop him making any.’

'No!" | checked that Swallow was still adleep. 'The war has come to Rachiswater. | want
Stanid's Fyrd to hold the front and stop Insects moving any further south. Offer to join him. Bealoya
subject rather than an immorta advisor, understand? Offer adivision of your Fyrd for hisdirect control.
Keeping his host together requires money, which | know he lacks. Y ou must seem so satisfied of his
clamto the throne that you will offer to lend him funds.’

‘Never,' Lightning said, clasping Swalow's hand.

'It'sonly temporary. I'll put Wrought at his disposad aswell.' 'Now | know you're joking.
Wrought has no money, and that which you do have is pledged to feed the refugees.’

'Well supply arms. Y our Fyrd might need arrows too? If we give Staniel sound and kind advice
now he might be morewilling to takeit in the future.’

‘Never.'

| had had awholesome meal, a hot relaxing shower, and was free from my leathersthat | had
worn so long they were practically welded to me. | had taken awelcomeinjection of quite high quaity
cat and felt wonderful. | was comfortable telling Saker to be the legate for once. 'I'd do it mysalf but |
haveto trest her.'

'l don't want to leave her.'

‘Harrier will find you if therésany news!'
‘Jant, | wish you had been more harmless!’
‘Huh?

'San is now wary of ambitious youth. | knew you came from East Bank Hacilith but your
malfeasance became more obvious with time. Y our ambition was as strong as Swallow's dthough it's
long since grown decadent. San redlised that such zed could agitate the Circle. He needs no more felons
nor makebates, idealists or drug dealers. He can't take the chance that she will turn out the same way —
if it wasn't for your misdemeanours San would have made Swallow immortal by now.’

‘Hardly far!'

'Look after her well. And if you take drugsin my Palace again I'll have you locked in thisroom.’
I'll try not to.'

'l can't risk the servantsfinding out. Please act likean Eszai.’

If you are an Eszal, then to act likeyou do isto act like an Eszai. | thought thisloudly, but didn't
daresay it.

'l shall talk to HisMgjesty. | didn't spend fifteen centuries preserving Micaweter to have it



destroyed by Insects now." He kissed Swallow's hand and replaced it on the shest.

At the end of the third week Swallow's fever turned to shivering and | knew the crisswas over. |
dtered her medicine from vulnerary plantsto rubifacients and kept the healing stitches clean. Harrier was
agreat help, ashewasfar from squeamish and very willing to learn. | had to treat hiswounds aswell,
which he had not bothered to look after.

Harrier was alikeable man, far more relaxed whenever his Lord wasn't around. He was private
but not secretive, polite but not obsequious, aservant who stood with shoulders squared. Hehad a
housein Donaise, but he lived with hisfamily as wardensin the Palace, and he was clearly proud that
Lightning had so favoured them.

King Stanidl offered no gpology, and kept his guards close at hand. Lightning worked with him to
plan trenches and bagtionsin Rachis Park. The soldiers imposition caused riotsin the town; we had to
send them food and wine in order to ease the pressure. The villages of Sake Cross and Tambrine were
destroyed in an Insect attack. A new prohibited zone was created, east to west, from the coast to the
foothills of Darkling, which followed Rachis River and the manor estate boundary. The Insects responded
by building their own wall, which terrified the civilians. It took amonth of fighting for usto dow the Insect
advance.

Swallow dept on, unconscious, dl that time. At the end of the second month she woke.

'Will she ever walk again? Lightning pestered me, as we walked through the water gardensto
the impromptu infirmary. The gardens were dim and vacant, cut back for the winter; only afew red
maples around the lake till gripped leaves.

| said, 'Insects stripped the musclesfrom her leg. | don't think shelll walk unaided. But she'sintent
on trying determined as ahuman. | don't know if she can bear offspring now; it'sunlikely. | haven't told
her yet —

The Archer stopped and stared. 'Swallow can't have children?

‘Shewas diced fromrib to hip, Lightning, | haven't Rayne's expertise. Comeon!' Usually
unhurried, now Lightning found it hard to walk and be dramétic at the sametime.

‘Swallow can't have children. Areyou sure?
'l can't tell for certain. But it'sfar too great arisk.’

‘That'sterrible! | ... Shewas. Wewere ... Theway | seeit, she still hasn't got long to live. No
Zascal has. What will happen to Awndyn manor?

| shrugged. 'Swallow's lucky to be dive. She'sinalot of pain, and I'm amazed at her progress.
She's happy to Hill have eight fingers, two thumbs and aguitar. She can sort out the succession of
Awndyn later.



Swallow was propped up on plump white cushions; she gave us abrilliant smile aswe entered
the golden and sapphirine suite. | loved her courage, and it wasn't lost on Lightning. Dunes of manuscript
paper covered the four-poster; dipping off onto the floor, scribble of semi-quavers marching like Insects.
She held ajotter, full of torn pages and crossing-ott.

Lightning eagerly gathered some of the papers and examined them. He began to laugh sincerely.
It'simpossible to begrudge or be jealous of genius; you must wish such extreme talent well. Genius sees
past the separate circles of darknessin which welive, to the light beyond. Even without words Swalow's
music can make the listener laugh; it's because she sees through to the greet hilarity on the other side of
everything. After her concerts people fed they have been touched by an dmighty truth which they yearn
to keep forever.

The composer was smiling too. 'Wait till you hear the darkness, the basso continuo power of the
battle. Y ouwon't laugh then.' 'Y ou must stay here and writeit,' Lightning said.

'l kept my vow. Fought the Insects, didn't 1? Although it didn't turn out exactly like I'd hoped.'

'Don't fret about Lowespass. Don't dwell oniit." Lightning and | knew that Insects were
nightmarish creatures and, after an encounter, they find their. way into nightmares permanently. Neither of
uswished the terror of Insect dreams on innocent Awndyn. "Y ou're welcome to stay here aslong asyou
want, until your strength returns. See how lovely the Paaceisin spring. When you areready, I'll ask the
Emperor to grant another audience and we can pursue your clam to the Circle again.'

| had been cregping towards the door, thinking it would be kind to leave the couple to their
conversation. Swallow said, 'No!" and started laughing. | hastily returned to the bedside.

'What?
'Forget the claim, Archer.’
'What?

Swallow paused, glancing at the blue damask canopy, dividing her agony into separate streaks of
pain. She was much thinner, from sweating with fever and being unable to est. In the vast bed, she even
appeared dainty, with her millefleurs shawl over afaded print-glk blouse. 'l have anew perspective now.
I'm not afraid of death any more. In that battle, and especidly after it when | nearly died, | learned
something | can't express. | can't even play it, and if | can't expressit in music what chance havel in
words?

| suggested that she might at least try.

'l could try, and | might even manage to say something worthwhile, but therés no point in telling
you, because you're immortal, and you could never concelve— She broke off, mirthfully. She was
managing to laugh at her experience. Shelaughed for along time, with aclear happiness. Her eyes
danced with happiness as weightless as it was profound. 'Immortality's pointless compared to what | can
do.'

'Die? sad Lightning, with avoice like date.

‘Change. It'simportant forme not to forget thislesson —I'll bear it in mind dways until it becomes
apart of me... All my life I've been knocking a the door, calling to belet in. San'srefusa makeshim
ridiculous. Well, forget it.'



| looked from oneto the other — Swallow was far more comfortable than Lightning. If there had
been a year-long battle between them, she had won.

‘But | ill loveyou.'

Swallow just threw her head back and laughed harder than ever. He stared at her, not knowing
what to do, then turned and walked out, damming the door. | heard doors damming - bang, bang, bang -
al theway down the Long Corridor, which runsthe entire length of the front of the Paace.

'Oh dear,' she said. 'l think that's an ending.’

Indl, Swalow spent fourteen weeksin bed, in coma, in fever and in recovery. She spent a
further week practising hobbling about on two crutchesin the confines of the Palace and gardens. She
played music and sang, to the limpid lake and empty flowerbedsin which she saw greeat beauty. Her eyes
were bright with tears of wonder, she began trying to put her secret into music. Swalow wasright that |
didn't understand her, but | knew that no immortal could make music that magnificent.

. At the end of November she took the coach back to Awndyn, unescorted. Unfortunately |
missed the fedtivities of her departure, which Lightning insisted on holding. | didn't even see her leave, as
throughout the celebrations | was locked in the sgpphirine room.

CHAPTER 11
To: Comet, for petition to the Emperor
From: Lady Vireo Summerday
12.11.15
L owespass Fortress

| write to report that my town of Summerday has been evacuated. Families have moved south
into Rachiswater. The warriors of Summerday and the entire regions of Lowespass, Midelpass and
Miroir have come to Lowespass Fortress.

We do not have enough food. | have aready begun to ration. None of uswill survive over two
weeksin these conditions.

Tornado has groups of Fyrd working day and night to stop the Insects completing their wall
around the fortress. We are being seded in. Our efforts continue in vain; yesterday the wal grew fifty
metres. While we demolish it on one side Insects build it on the other Sde of the keep. Their numbersare
vadt; in haf an hour | counted three thousand. We are confined to Fortress Crag as Insects flood the
valey. They make no sound except for their shells scraping as they clamber over one another.

Addendum:

Jant, if we could understand the way Insects work we would be much closer to defeating them.
They place Walls a the extent of their captured land. It isasif the Walls are not to keep invaders out of



the Paperlands but to keep the Insectsin. They wall themsalves in because they know we are dangerous.

| sent my ideasin this|etter because it might bemy last. | fight every day. Please present my plea
to Staniel Rachiswater. We need reinforcements now; | think soldiers from Rachiswater have the best
chance of reaching us.

Vireo, Governor of Summerday and L owespass.

Tornado, hismark: T | spent the flight home and much of the night when | arrived at the Castle
bitterly resenting how I'd been treated in Micawater. | can pick most locks, but the one on the door of
the sapphirine room had been crafted by human hand in Hacilith and it was far too difficult to crack.

| had nursed Swallow, the singer who dabbled in warfare. | sent lettersto King Staniel via Awian
emissarieswho were lesslikely to daunt him. | flew over Insect territory to carry Vireo's despairing
letters from Lowespass Fortress. And dl the thanks | received was to be locked up like acriminal.

Mist saysthat when hejoined the Circle he was drunk for adecade, so it's possible that
mainlining Scolopendium may be just aphase of adjustment | have to endure, as| now wake every
morning redising I'm two hundred years old and shouldn't be dive. When I'm hooked even Lightning's
Pdace isn't sacrosanct, and indeed nowhere is specia except the warmth of cat, or the Shift
halucinations. | suppose I'm aways going to seem like an outsider. When in Scree, | act like an Awian.,
In Awia, | behave like a Rhydanne, and when I'm in the Palace, | behave badly.

| started using Scol opendium when courting Tern — it gave me confidence and energy so | could
fly al night to Wrought and vie with her other suitors. Before that, when mortd, | wasadeder. | quickly
saw the dirty side of the business and longed to stop trafficking but | couldn't, by then — Felicitiaforced
me.

Hacilith 1812

| was young when | first encountered The Whed in Hacilith. Apprentice in Dotterel's pharmacy, |
applied my knowledge from the dispensary to the streets. | had been working al night, for severa nights,
and was on my way to the market to pick up some crispsfor breakfast. | took a paddie tram aong the
main street of Hacilith; they trundle dower than walking pace. From the front of each battered carriage a
twisted cable runs, the length of severa dtreets, ending in ahook. Where the tramsterminate, al these
cables run together, agreasy black web of tensed wire, at about head height. Boys were employed to
shunt empty trams up and down the cobbled courtyards of the terminus. They played tightrope on the
cables. They fastened the hooks, polished by the wear of athousand grimy hands, onto the mechanism
that pulled them — huge waterwhed s standing in mesh cages and spinning dowly under the turbid assault
of the Moren River. Many havelogt limbsin the Shackle Sheds, but the trams remained more popular
than the dreaded eventudity of having to walk into town.

The tram's dow movement was relaxing, a steady pull asthe cable wound onto ared. Soon, |
fell adeep. The familiar landmarks of the narrow areal knew peded away, and stranger sights gathered
inthe tram's dirty Insect wing windows. We passed the market, most passengers|eft, and I, oblivious,
remained taking up most of the back seat. | often found placesin Morenziato be alittletoo smdl, but |
had grown used to deeping on ashelf inthe shop'scdlar. A tram's back seat was luxury in comparison.

A sudden hdt jarred me awake. | rolled from the seat and pressed my nose against the window.
Air drenched with the stench of ail, arattle from the front of the tram as it was unhitched, and then ateam
of boyslaid handsto the brackets on its Sdes and hauled it under alintel and into darkness. | listened to



the chanting: 'One, two, three— heave!’ asthe baroque brass carcass did aong therails. 'One, two,
three— heave!’ Grubby lads ran up the steps and started looking under seatsfor lost property to claim.
They stopped in front of me, astonished, al crowding round.

'Who'sthat?

"‘What's that?

'What're you doin’ here?

'Y ou're not supposed t'be here!”

'Kidsthat ride to the End of the Line never leave!'
'Shut up, Sam.’

| said, 'Pleaselet me go now. | will reward any friend who can show methe way to Gdt.' They
grinned & my accent, and taut words— dthough proficient | wasn't familiar enough yet with the language
to be doppy. Smeared faces bobbed like balloons, but they didn't rush to offer help. Instead, the largest
oneleaned over, forcing me back into the seat. He had red hair poking through his string vest. | could
amell oil and onionson hisbreath. | could hear hisbrain clicking asit freewheded. 'I| know you,' he said.

Oh no. Please. Not now. 'l don't think so.'

'Y ou're the one Peterglassis looking for. The Bowyers offered twenty quid for the whereabouts
of your den.' The crowd froze at the mention of such ahealthy sum. 'Fifty quid for your dead body.' They
regarded meinquistively. ‘A hundred pounds for you to be brought in, live and whole, so you can be
tortured.’

Well, at least | was going to get out of the depot in one piece. ‘No. | am afraid you are wrong. |
do not know Peterglass. | have never heard of The Bowyers. Y ou must be looking for someone el e’

'Oh yeah. Hundreds of people look like you round here, cat-eyes.’
‘Wl then it must be one of them." | stood up and they grabbed me.

I've heard it said that crowds have afine sense of right and wrong. Crowds made only of children
have afine sense of how many packets of sweets can be bought with ahundred pounds. | was pulled out
of the tram, shoved, dragged and kicked over the cobbles while Hairy Shoulders and the older boys
went into ahuddle. They weredl strong; | couldn't push between them, | couldn't see over their swesty
heads. Figts clung to every centimetre of my clotheslike weights. In the midst of thisgang | was
tram-handled out into bright sunlight where they squashed meflat on the ground and sat on my wings.

Hairy Shoulders emerged from the huddle and declared, 'Well takeit to Fdlicitia. Hell be
madder than an Insect if we sdll it without showin' him.'

'My nameis Jant,' | said indignantly from floor level.
He hauled me up by my T-shirt front. 'Y ou just confessed.’

All the time, curious boys had been peering out from behind trams, dipping between the greasy
wires, skipping over the brassrails asthey dashed to join the throng. Untended trams were backing up in



every direction; adangerous squedling came from unhooked wires that pulled tighter and tighter. Hairy
Shouldersdidn't want to attract the attention of anyone over twenty, so he ordered most of the children
back insgde. Some ran to fetch their bicycles, others kept afirm grasp on me. Their leader hefted his
findy carved bike onto his shoulder, encircled my upper arm with his other hand and led me, walking,
what seemed like kilometres through the Streets of Hacilith, junctions and aleystoo many to remember,
while aphaanx of orphans marched tightly alongside. Hooting kids on wooden bicycles swooped and
raced ahead, and paraded along behind like acomet'stail.

A bicycle propped againgt thewall of agin-and-cordia shop suggested much more wedth. The
belt strap that drove itswhedswas leather, not canvas, and it looked very wel kept. It was upright and
ebony. The boys poked their admiring fingersinto the ornate carvings— horses, falcons and snakes. The
seat was awolf'shead. A pink feather boaand satin streamers were tied to the handlebars. The bike
was leaning under asign which read, 'Drunk for a penny. Dead drunk for two pence. Floor space for
nothing.’

Twin teenage guardsin Fyrd-surplus chain mail let usinto the pub. We al squeezed through, then
the crowd dissipated, leaving Hairy Shouldersand | done. The room was quite smdl, with six round
tables cluttered with debris of card games, smoking and drinking. The people therewere dl young,
mostly in leather and denim, watching quietly. A fan sngpped open and a voice behind it oozed, 'V ance,
darling boy, what have you brought us?

' am Jant Shiraand —

Vancetwisted my arm. Thisisthe kid who's been dedling cat in Galt. Lord Aver-Faconet, as
you know Peterglass of The Bowyers has offered money for him. | found him..." The voicetrailed off into
uncertain defiance. Aver-Falconet? That was the Governor's family name. | started to wonder why a
backstreet kid would take a pseudonym from the family who must hate us so much.

Thefan lowered, reveding alittle, heavily made-up face. Lipstick mouthed, ‘Redly? A
Rhydanne, no less! 1an't that totally behind the Wall! | can see why you haven't been caught al thistime,
unruly child.

| smply gaped, mind blank and uncomprehending. It wasaboy, | could tell that much. But he
wore agreen gown, and only girlswore dresses. Boyswore trousers. Girls could wear trousers or
dresses. But boys never wore dresses. Did that mean hewas agirl? Y es? Maybe hewas agirl who
looked like aboy. Or maybe it was afancy dress party. I'd read about masguerades, but | thought they
were usudly more fun than this. Again Hacilith had thrown up something new; every timel regain my
poisethe city disorientates me. Trams, the sea, money. The crowds, crime, hierarchy. | thought | had
grown 0 used to culture shock | could take these novetiesin my stride. But he was the most confusing
thing | had seen so far. | couldn't ask my master about this!

‘Rhydanne... ?

| half-spread my disproportionate wings. | knew Morenzians were duggish people; that'swhy
they needed bikes. | used to go everywhere at aflat sprint, and humans didn't do that. 'Only partly,’ |
sad. 'l canrun, and | canfly.’

The boy laughed ddlicately, then therest of the room laughed too. 'Hy? No redly? | don't believe
that!'



Let them not believeit. With alittle luck they would throw me off the roof.

'Shira," he mused. 'By that name you must have been born out of wedlock. Rhydanne are very
strict about that. | guess you're an orphan.’ | nodded. 'And not married. Oh dear, oh dear, |eft on the
shelf, my vigorous hybrid. | can see why you chose to cometo the City.'

'Last year | ran away from Darkling because alanddide crushed my house,' | informed him. My
voice had power even then; so factud it made them glance at each other. 'And Eilean Darawithinit. She
had thrown me out into the storm, so it was her crudty that saved me. When the storm cleared | flew
east until | fell from exhaustion.’

'And now you ded cat? Smiling redly. 'l find it hard to believe. Y ou must have been here for
many years to speak Morenzian so well. Sweet darling, you certainly have Peterglass hopping mad,
dedling drugs on his paich. Better quality, much cheaper, and much more pralific than he. Why do you
sl such pain and suffering under the guise of pleasure?

‘Junkieswould buy cat if | were here or not." And my merchandise was the safest.

Dotterdl had explained finance to me and once | had mastered the bizarre concept, | clungto it
and pursued the gain of money with obsessive fervour —my new faith, avery reliablefaith. Apprentices
were not paid, but night by night | was gleaning what | could from the streets and quays. Surprisingly |
had atalent for it. | could talk to anyone; they craved what | gave. | hoarded the crinkled notesin alittle
tin box. | would stop when the box was full. My am was to have enough money to escape from Hacilith,
or be able to set up my own shop, and marry, be accepted and loved. | wasworking to improve my life,
who can blame me? | was dangerous because although | was good with coins, notes and white powder,
lifein Darkling had taught me bitter surviva rather than affection or remorse.

The busty lady on Aver-Falconet's left took asip of her gin and rose-hip syrup. 'We haveto go
soon,’ she grumbled. "Just kill him." "Tut, tut, Layce! Have you lost the scent of cash?

| declared that | only worked for mysdlf and alone. It was astupid thing to say. Aver-Fal conet
rose with arustle, and gestured to VVance. Vance and hislads rushed over and besat the shit out of me. A
blow in the ssomach and | doubled over. Back of the neck, chin and kneecaps. | managed to gouge the
cheek of one of them; he kicked mein the balls. | dropped to the sawdust, curled up. Fuzzy black
formed round the edge of my sight. | swallowed bile — please god don't let me be sick in front of dl these
boys. My lower hdf vanished in asea of white flame.

A pair of green high heelsminced into my field of vision. 'Oh, my milk-and-water miscreant..
What a shame!’

'Pissonit,' called Vance.

'Asif wrecking his chancesisn't enough.’ Aver-Fa conet arranged meinto a position wherell
could seethe table. He swept the white cloth back, spilling bottles and lanterns. Under the table wasa
cage. Thegirl in the cage huddled away from the bars, she was so dirty that the terrified whites of her
eyes were shocking as Insect eyes.

Thisisthe ded,' Aver-Faconet announced. 'Jant Shira, pleasejoin us. The Whed istheruling
gang of Hacilith's East Bank. We offer you protection againgt Peterglassin return for only three-quarters
of the profit you make!'

Still nauseous, | shrugged, shaking my heed. | didn't need refuge, usualy. Usudly | could outrun a



coach-and-four.

'If you do not agree with me | will let Serin here go free. She belongsto Peterglasss Bowyers
and shewill carry amessage for us. Peterglass can come here and we will hand you over for an adequate
price. | do not think they will let you five very long.

The blonde girl in the cage soaked in hiswords. Sheredlised | was an outsider, and was |ooking
at meascurioudy as| wasat her.

Therewasalull in the storm that seethed inside me. | was beaten dready, or rather, beaten
again. | couldn't fight these boys. Slum children were out of control, people said. They wereright. 'Yes
... said. 'l know poisons, and the curesto them. Cat is only one of the medicines| make. | can earn
two hundred pounds aweek for The Whed if you keep Peterglass off my back.'

'Wholl keep Felicitiaoff your back? muttered VVance.

Fdicitia? Thiswas Felicitia Aver-Faconet? | sood up, painfully, and the older boy offered his
hand. The fingernails were painted sea-green, with little rhinestones glued to them. A stroke of inspiration
—1 took hishand, and kissed it. Therewas aline of pinpoint scars on the back of his hand, reddened and
bruised. | began to recognise the signs; he had his own reasonsfor recruiting me.

Thefan flicked open like a peacock's tail to hide his blush.

'If I'd known who you were | would have sworn loyalty at first,' | said. He was the Governor's
youngest son, estranged from the family and standing to inherit precisely nothing, but he fill had the
name. | knew it wasimportant to feign interest in titles.

Theroom held its breath but Felicitiasmiled. ‘Don't mention it again.’
'Have you finished? Layce's rough voice wilted hisfan. 'Have we finished with the goat-shagger?
'Yeah. Ah, yes. Ahem.’

'We have tickets to see Fevvers on the trapeze at the Campion. Like now. Let'smove.' Layce's
gang set down their glasses, gathered their coats and headed for the door. From outside came the sound
of whirring bikes.

Laycetook Felicitias arm but he twisted away and addressed me again: ‘Do you want to come
with us?

| stuttered. 1'd never been to anything like the Campion before. | was afraid of the bright lights
and the sheer number of vibrant people. If you could add together every sound over ten years timein
Darkling it would never make adin asloud as one night's performance in Hacilith. No doubt thiswould
bethefird trid of initiation. 'Yes... Oh, yes—1 would loveto.'

'‘Canyou ride abike?
I'll meet you there!

Layce had feathers on the back of her dress, fashionably gping the mainly Awian aristocracy. Her
fake feathers were looking abit worse for wear. Fdlicitiawalked close by, one and a half metres of
emerdd chiffon sewn with glittering Insect eye facets. Should | be frightened? What does he want?



Grown used to accepting, | accepted his hand on my arse.

All this self-pity was making me hungry, which curtailed my introspection. | set to work on Cadtle
correspondence until the quadrangle clock began to chime midnight. By then | was so ravenous | couldn't
concentrate on anything so | |eft for the Great Hall where medls are continuoudy laid out for the Eszal,
vigtorsand servants.

The Castle was o quiet it seemed unoccupied, which suited me fine. I'm happy on my own until |
hear other people enjoying themsalves, and have to compare mysdf to them. If there were no other
people | wouldn't fed done.

CHAPTER 12

The Great Hall wastiled dark red at the servants end, the colour of dried blood. Rows of pillars
down the centre supported avaulted ceiling. The Hall seemed larger at night as most of the tables had
been cleared away. | glimpsed my frosted breath in the moonlight from atall arched window. A sudden
noise stopped me and | listened hard, heart racing.

| stood in the shadow of ared pillar and tried to make out the indistinct voices. Two men at the
other end of the Hall were shouting in anger. | edged closer. Therewas a crash, achair screeched on the
tiling, ameta plate dropped to the floor. Still closer, it resolved into words.

'Well, | thought | would find you here, you bastard.’ Petulant and deep, round Awian vowelslike
overripefruit. Lightning. The other voice said something with alow sneer.

"Touch Ataagain and you're dead,’ said Lightning.
'l should have known she'd run to you. Port. Storm. When | catch her I'll -'

'Y ou will haveto pass mefirg,’ the Archer pointed out. 'Everyone knows sheis better than you.'
There was a scuffle and another crash. Then nothing.

| couldn't think whether to stay and listen, or make my presence known. Blankness comes when
| have to do something, when it's best not to think. For example when facing Insect swarms, or cooking a
fix. That'sit, I'm leaving. The part of methat charges the Insects or shoots an overdose took contral. |
dropped my hands to my sides and stepped out into oil lamp glare, stood there blinking.

‘Boys,' | said. 'Let'snot fight.'

Shearwater Mist was Sitting on the edge of the table, leant back, histhick arms among plates of
food. Blood was running down hisleg from ashallow cut, pooling on the floor. Lightning stood over him
with asword; he had just taken Mist's own rapier from him. He had a quiver of arrows on his back, the
embossed strap hanging down, and hisflickering shadow on the ochre wall looked like a porcupine. |
turned my attention from the suckling roast to Mist's lined face. 'What is this about? | asked.

'Get logt, waif,' said Shearwater Migt. Lightning thumped him on the shoulder with the sword
pommel. An Insect had once bitten through that shoulder, and the Sailor winced.

| edged forward but Lightning pointed the sword at me and sighted down theflat of its blade.
'Mind your own business,' he said.



Hée'sright, it'snot my business, and he doesn't want me to make it my business, and | shouldn't
be creeping around in the dark anyway.

| closed the space in acouple of strides and grabbed Lightning's free arm. He flicked me away.
Migt snarled, looking like awolfhound. | felt like an dley cat watching lionsfight.

'Stop that!" Lightning yelled at Migt.

"Y ou have so much explaining to do, Mica,' Mist shouted back. "Y ou would be nothing if not for
ml

"Trying to stedl it back? Pigs. Fly.' The sneer rolled up one sde of Mist'sfacelike paralyss.
Lightning seemed itching to hit it.

| sneaked a bottle of plum wine from the table and sat down on apillar plinth, watching them.
Mist hooked the remaining fingers of hisleft hand under the quiver strap that ran diagondly over
Lightning's chest, againgt his shirt. Hetried to drag him closer. | thought the strap would break, and
arrowswould be dl over thefloor like pick-up sticks.

Lightning dropped the rapier, drew his own short archer's sword. He pressed it against Mist's
neck so the blade ran behind his ear. 'Y ou'll regret this," he said. Mist tried to kick hisknee,

Mist hadn't dtered histwisted smile; helooked like awry shark. Grey hair straggled on his collar,
abroad white stregk in his hair, which | thought couldn't be naturd until 1 decided that nobody could
keep it dyed for so long. His stony eyes were on the Archer.

'l tell San,’ | declared.

"There are many things | could inform the Emperor about Jant,' Lightning called back. Extortion,
our inginct.

'Go ahead,' | muttered.
"Just because you have al the money you think you can do what you like!"

"This concerns honour, not wedth!" Lightning bawled in hisface.
'Money ishonour,’ | remarked irrdlevantly, and Mist gave mea
genuine smilefor asecond. Then the sneer was back firmly in place.
He grasped Lightning'swrigt holding the sword hilt, with hisright
hand, and squeezed. Lightning flicked the blade and alittle trickle of blood ran down from behind Migt's
ear. Therewas abattle of wills, Lightning's brawny arm tensing, the veins standing out on Mist'sthick
hand. The Archer dropped his sword, and Mist did off the table with afoot on both blades. He picked
the rapier up. | could see- white fingerprints around Lightning's wrist; he narrowed hiseyesas Migt
squared up to him with the weapon.

‘Shearwater ... 7 My voice sounded small.

'Get out of here, you inky-fingered waif,' he said menacingly. So | did.

| ran out to the courtyard, icy cobbles diding under my boots. In the centre of the dark square |



spread darker wings and struggled up to my window, where | had |eft the shutters gjar. | kicked them
open and stepped down into a deserted untidy room. The only sound was a steady drip of candle wax
onto the floor, where blue stalagmites were growing. Tern? | caled. 'Tern! Tern! Governor Wrought!

Y ou skinny horse." A scribbled note by the dead fireplace informed me she had gone to Hacilith. She
was asking the Governor to accept the refugees sivarming her manorship, with theideathat she could do
more for them further south, inthe city.

| took aswig of sickly wine, realised | was holding abottle. A potentia weapon. Down in the
Hall, | had awegpon dl the time without realising. Not avery worthy one, to use against these Awian
lords. | giggled.

| only cut someone with broken glass once — that was arich lord too, back in Hacilith. | left the
gin shop in the dark, walking through Galt's stained streets. Eventudly | became aware of someone
following me. | was so naive; | had come asfar as Cinder Street before the idea crossed my mind. The
shop was nearby, the wings of its canopy folded back for the night. | couldn't risk adash to safety;
Fdicitiawould learn where | lived. Instead, | took adetour, ran round a corner. Outside the Kentledge
pub, drunkards had vomited so often the pavement was starting to dissolve. | picked an empty bottle
from an overflowing bin, smashed it and lay in wait.

A figure came round the corner, and | jumped for histhroat. | pressed the glassto his mouth. If |
had twigted it, it would have diced out his mouth, and the skin around it, like acircle from a pastry cutter.

'Who areyou? | yelled. Fury isthe main passion | remember from that age.
‘Mmm mm mm!*
'Oh. Bugger.'

| removed the bottle tentatively, my fingerstight enough to break it and Felicitiaregarded me
camly. Blood was running into his mouth from amoustache of little cuts. He smeared hislipstogether like
women do with lipstick, gave abroad red grin. 'Well, my belligerent boy," he said. 'The East Bank gangs
really do need you.'

These are memories of which Lightning and Mist couldn't concelve, and | can't imagine the sort
of memoriesthey might have. | crossed to the only clean table and lit the burner under my till, made sure
there was enough water and fern in the hopper. Thisis something | do autométicaly every timel come
into theroom. | couldn't calm the older Eszai, | wastruly usdess. Lightning had dways used Mist asa
casein point when training mein combat, calling up examples of hisfoolishness. 'Protect your eyes,
fingers, teeth. These things don't grow back. Y ou don't want to live without them, like Mist who caught
his hand in an anchor chain, back when he was a common sailor.’

| sat down at awriting desk and started transcribing orders, sedling them with the Castle's
sunburst crest.

Severd letters later — my subconscious had been counting the drops — the tone of their faling
into alittle glass beaker changed, and | knew | had enough cat to fill asyringe. The needle scratched
againg theglassas| sucked it up, still warm. | wound aleather bootlace round my arm, and after some
messing about, sank it inamgor vein.

Tiredness vanished. | went to Sit back down at the desk. Cat'sawork drug. Sometimescat isa



work drug. With asteady hand, | went back to scripting the commands that San wanted me to send ouit.
After aquarter hour, the peak began to fade, but | resisted taking more. Then | went and topped it up
with another shot. Wish | had veinslike the Sailor's. | concentrated completely on the lettersfor awhile. |
have atheory that everybody in their lifetime gets fifteen minutes of ecstasy. Except me, ‘cause | doiit
every night.

| crashed out of the second high too quickly to manage the distance between my desk and the
dtill. Instead, | sat and stared into space, at the forested windows. Tiredness began to grow on me,
unbearably. The glasswasiced up in thin fern paiterns, like fronds of Scolopendium. They swirled
around each other, curving, moving. They curled like girls downy feathers. | wish Tern were here. The
frost plants changed colour dowly, becoming murky grey, then asharp light blue. | was puzzled. Iceis
white. Blueisnot white ... Bluethings are thingslike the ky ... During the day ....Daytime. Of course. |
had better go to bed.

A hand on my shoulder shook me gently. | redlised it had been there for sometime. | gathered
what little strength | had | eft and looked round. | found mysdlf eye-to-eye with Lightning's belt buckle.
My gaze travelled up to his square face, short hair the colour of burnt sand. Hewaslosing histanin the
Plaindands winter. ‘Good morning,' | said, in Scree by accident, then repeated it in Awian. | rubbed at
my stubble; | need awash.

"The door was open. | knocked but you gave no reply. It's cold in here," he observed. He used
my books as stepping stones through the chaos of papers, from Posteventualism to Pharmacopoeia,
Darkling Linguistics and Solution Chemistry in three gpologetic steps.

Isit? | wouldn't know.'

A glancetowardsthe still, which was dripping away, filling the air with ascent of hot oil and cut
grass. 'Oh. Jant? Areyou al right?

A dreak of the old fury flickered through me. Theidiot was ill carrying aquiver over his
shoulder. Hedso wore acirclet, which hid in hishair like agold worm in hay. 'I'm nothing. It's not fair.
Thisisno timeto pursue your fifteenth-century quarrds, Micawater!" | glared at the arrow tops until he
swung the quiver from his shoulder and laid it, with a crackle of sticks, on the carpet. The arrow fledgings
were dyed bright red, which isthe Castle colour, but it also makes them easier to find in the snow, like
little drops of blood.

Lightning makes a nervous gesture with hisright hand sometimes, subconscioudy. The frequency
of that gesture shows how worried heis. He makes afist with his hand, and then didesthetips of his
fingers back over his palm, straightening the hand out. | know he doesthisto fedl the deep ridges of a
scar. When he was blood-brother to Savory, he grasped a sword and drew his hand aong it, a quick
motion cutting twice to the bone, from each edge of the blade. He loved her and the pale hollow of that
scar must be very reassuring to him. It was because of the wound that he lost her, though. Couldn't shoot
straight with ahand cut to shreds.

| pushed myself out of the chair, sumbled acrossto the divan, where | lay curled up, my head on
acoal satin cushion. Lightning said, 'l wish to make reparation for what happened last night. Y ou deserve
an explanation.’

Did 1?1 didn't care, redly. | wanted ahit. But still | was grateful that he had thought of me. 'l
want an gpology from Shearwater,' | declared, sporeading awing to form abony blanket.



'Him?Hal" Lightning passed abroad hand over his eyes, settled himsdlf inthe chair | had just
vacated. He looked shattered, actudly. 'l| hate Shearwater Mist," he said. 'San help me, | despise him and
| dways have. Ever since hejoined the Circle. Violenceisno way to trest alady. Women are ... Atais
... Theway | fedl about her is.... One should never strike awoman.' Y es. They hit you back.

| thought | had made a mess of my life with drugs, but that is nothing to some peopl€'s disaster
with love. | offered him abroad smile of encouragement. Tak,' | said.

'Ata has an idea, to ddliver Tornado from Lowespass. She can sail great ships, with Fyrd on
board, up theriver, as close as possible to the base of the crag. We can fight to the Fortress from there,
with much lower attrition than if we march by land. Y ou know that Insects don't go into theriver. If
Migt's caravels could manageit, and | had archerson them ..." Lightning hesitated as he remembered how
little| like ships.

'So you back this plan? | asked.

'l don't know. It isanew way of fighting. | would prefer to rely on our proven strengths ... But |
can think of no better way to reach Tornado.'

'Does the Emperor approve?
'Hethought it agreet innovation!'
| said, Then | don't understand. Why doesn't he order Mist to sail upriver?

'Misgt won't do it. He advises San that the venture isimpossible, Oriole River too shdlow. They
gave San conflicting information. Mist completdly refusesto give her authority to try it. Then, right therein
the Throne Room, Ata Chdlenged him! She said: "L ook to your title, Shearwater Mist!" They left the
court and he turned on her.

'Atasought me, for safety. Sheis gtill hiding in my room now; she locked the door. Sheis
covered in bruises, Mist beat her, heisacoward and amiser. Atawantsto prove herself a better
segfarer than him - and | think sheis,' Lightning added loyally.

'What did San say?
"That Atahasalegitimate Chdlenge.’

'Y es, but now, of al times!' | picked up ahandful of letters. 'Summerday town, gone. Rachis,
Tanager, under attack. Insects sighted in Wrought. In Carniss. Insects on the Alula Road. Avern-water
wants aid, Sheldrake won't send any. We need. Eszai in Awia; sheis mad to make a Chalenge now.’
Mad or brave, | thought; and Mist is equally wrong to force her into it. 'It'sarash act; Mist will divorce
her and San will throw her back into the flow of time, and | won't miss her.’

"To hit adistant target one must am high. | do support her, if shereally meansto relieve Tornado
and the Lowespass Fyrd.' | was slent aswhat he said sank in. | examined the letters | had been writing
to organise our operations; now everything had changed. | raised an eyebrow. The Emperor needs Migt,
because with Staniel on the throne, only Peregrine manor will kegp you from taking over Awia.' Probably
femaes have nothing to do with it, | thought.

'No! Since Mist owns Peregrine? No! How dare you? | suppose you don't know. Listen. There
ismuch you don't know, Jant. Peregrineis my land, aswell; the manorship was mine. Mist isno more



Awian than you are. Hisfamily arelying thieves, they only aspire to what they cannot be." He sighed,
gave me ashrewd look. 'It is hard to talk about the past,’ he said. 'So spare me. | had to sell Peregrine
manorship inthe Bad Years. | didn't want my people to go hungry, and the coast was doing well.
Shearwater had shipsthat brought us supplies. | lost Tambrine, and Donaise was completely deserted. |
put vineyards there, where there had been houses, which is how | managed to buy Tambrine back. The
Insects destroyed it last month ...

‘Shearwater kept Peregrine, athough | pleaded for himto returnit ... If you stick that needlein
your armagain I'll thrash you!" 'l, uh, wasn't going to. Would you like a coffee?

'Please. And light the bloodly fire; it's cold as an Insect's backside in here. What | am trying to
convey isthat the Shearwaters have dways been opportunistic parasites without an ounce of morality
between them. Thank you. Peregrine Micawater was my eldest brother. There were eight of us, and |
had one sister. Peregrine was atraveller, he was alittle like you in that way. Hewas abrilliant archer
also. He visited Hacilith, and saw the Emperor's birthplace. He spent most of histime at the coast, where
he built amansion that we called Peregrine. It was under his ordersthat ships werefirst built, in order for
him to sail between theidands. Previoudy Awiahad no flegt. My brother wished for Awian shipsto be
the best in the world. Hence we have Awndyn, and the Aver-Fal conets, and Shearwater, all owing to the

power of ships.

"When Mother died Micawater waswilled to Peregrine. | wasin the Circle by then but to give
the Palace directly to me would have caused some unrest. Besides, | was dightly out of favour with my
mother's side of the family. He kept the landswell, dthough | redlise his heart was sold to the ocean. Just
like Ata He added to the Palace as much as he could, because he knew that before he died, he would
giveittome And| could preserveit forever. | saw them al grow old and die or dain by Insects; Shira,
you have not had that agony.

'My second eldest brother was il dive. He believed that he was next in line, and he wanted the
Pdace. Peregrine declined to give it to him. He did not respect Peregrine's wishes, and asked mefor it. |
refused and we had aterrible row. | said hewas responsible for killing my sister. | regret that. Hisfamily
changed their name.

‘Shearwater Mist refused to bring his betrothed with him when he cameto the Circle, believing he
could have an eternity of young lovers, the selfish bastard. Now he goesthrough lifewith none at al, and
sarvehimright!”

Lightning stopped, and gazed at me. He had been on arush; the past's adrug for him. He did the
weird gesture with hisarrow hand again, the scar showing like awhite ribbon.

| shrugged. 'We should be fighting Insects, and not each other.' ‘God, | like you, Jant. So deep
and meaningful. Fighting for Atas cause might be the only way to beet them.'

"Y ou love her, don't you? | wasrolling the deeve back on my other arm.
'Not properly. It'sdl right, go ahead. Doit.’

'What?

'Oh well. Y ou treated Swallow, and you need arest. Can | stop you?

'It'smorerdlief than reward,’ | said, but Lightning had removed the thrill of guilt. | put the syringe
down, till loaded.



Hewas digging in apocket of hisembroidered red coat. 'l have here aletter from Atato her
husband,’ he said, offering me a square envel ope addressed with very feminine script. ‘I hardly wish to
gpeak to him, so | would be grateful if you would ddliver it.'

'Wheredo | find him? Harcourt?

'In the Hospital. Rayne is mending hisbroken ribs.'

'Oh, Saker!'

'Nobody draws asword to me, Comet. Y ou should know that by now.’

Lightning seemed more light-hearted now that he had unburdened himsdlf of apiece of history.
Heleft, full of thanks, asking to see me soon. He thought he had an dly in support of Ata. He strode
down the spira stairs, and away in the direction of the stables. | shut the door, barred it, and began tofill
the hopper of my still with fresh water. | had to figure out away to steam this|etter open.

I nsects were advancing into Tanager and Wrought manors. Tern told me that the Wrought
people were packing and moving out aong the coast to Hacilith. | directed ten Fyrd divisonsto Eleonora
Tanager, and sent aletter from the Emperor advising her to move west, and telling her how best to
protect the people.

Next, | wondered how | could stop all thistalk of caravels and fortunes. | wanted to stop Mist
and Ata destroying each other-when the Empire needed them both. And | would rather have ablow job
from an Insect than go anywhere near aship.

| sorted out clothes, sogp and amassive med of inoffensive thingsthat | would hopefully be able
to keep down, and then went to court, where | discovered that San had no inclination to stop Atas
Challenge. Then | flew to the Smurgh Passage and, hanging on a convenient breeze to the entertainment
of quadrangle people, | figured out which windows were Lightning's, and which one of those had the
curtainsdrawn. | [anded on itswindows|, and tapped on the glass.

Atasface appeared disembodied between the curtains. She swept them open and wrestled with
the catch. One cheek was swollen and purple; her lower lip was split in the centre, awidered gash. The
face that |aunched a thousand ships. She was pallid and looked ghostly, but the fire of resentment in her
eyeswould have fudled hundreds of phantoms. 'Queen of Ships,' | said, looking with horror at the
bruises her makeup could not concedl. 'Did Mist do thisto you? I'll kill him mysalf!’

'Y es, he did, but there's nothing you can do.’

Not face to face, perhaps, but | can put him and his Fyrd in abad position when we next fight
Insects. | can talk Rayneinto giving him some redlly nasty potions.

| produced the letter. 'I'm just checking that you still want meto ddliver this!
'Aye,' she sad, her mouth twisting.

'l just have adight feding— cdll it ahunch that you might have been very angry when you wrote



‘How —7
'Infact never snce you were afledgling in gingham have you written such afuriousletter.’
II _l

‘A letter so sharp you could gut fish with it. A note, succinct, but boiling with such execration and
cadtigation that it would mean conflict between husband and wife, dl-out civil war aswell asInsect war in
Peregrine, havoc and carnage and afight to the desth.’

'‘Come back when the drugs wear off,’ she said.

'So you don't regret it? | asked. "Y ou know him well, and you understand the effect that words
such as might be contained in this | etter would have on him. Y ou're calling his bluff, or mine; that'sfine, |
only live here-' The platinum blonde reached out and pushed me off the ledge. My spread wings caught
like hooks on the steady wind and | hung there, on alevel with her teary eyes, dipping the note into my
jacket.

'Givehim it!"' she spat. 'Y oure afraid of everything! Jant, the Emperor encouraged me. Why is
Shearwater being so obstructive? Because it proves I'm a better Sailor! He's a seatrader, doesn't
consider the opportunitiesthat being ariver rat might bring - | can do both! Frost saysit's possible,
theoretically on aspring tide. She'sthe best architectural engineer thereis, she usestheriver to control
Insects, her maps are very reliable.’

'Ata, that means we only have ten days. It'll be hard to mobilise enough Fyrd, but I'll try.'
‘Nothing will sop me.’

| nodded. 'Lady Dei, | beg you to give me one more command. Would you like meto fly to
Grass|de and ensure the Sute Towers are yours? | can ask Bittern Diw to lay in supplies!

The ghost gleam in her eyes became searchlight strong. 'Aye.’ She beamed. 'I'll never trust you,
though. Come back tonight and ther€lll be letters readly.’

‘Can't wait,' | said, angling my wings so | was flung straight up, like akite. Thewall sped away,
shrank, and soon | was looking at the moss-green Castle roofs. Now | knew something that the Archer
didn't; how dare he say, Y ou deserve an explanation’! | had to know more than him about what was
going on; it was a heavy habit to feed.

Shearwater Mist was the only man in the Hospital, so he was receiving Rayne's attention in full. |
think she wasinventing thingsto do to him. | had been the subject of her experimentation before, with my
Rhydanne need for eight-thousand-metre-atitude air and my heart rate that goes down below fifty. |
knew how thorough Rayne could be. She showed me where hewas, Sitting up in astarched
white-sheeted bed. Grey eyes watched me woefully; he bresthed through a dry, open mouth, little sips
like adying anima. Grey chest hairslike wires poked over the bandages. The bandages were wound
around his muscular chest under hiswhite shirt and pale yellow cravat. Rayne must have stood on him to
pull them that tight. 'Hello, waif," he gasped. "Y ou're looking smart. | should have dressed up. Beggars.
Choosers.’

'I'm not staying long,' | said. 'l am hereto give you aletter from Ata. She requires no immediate



answer.' | handed him the envelope, checked my exits and stood well back. It lay on Mist'sinjured leg,
looking tiny. 'Aren't you going to openit?

‘Jant,' he sghed, 'I'm sorry about last night.’
‘Never -

"That this happened to me. Pride. Fdl, Lightning isaquite excdlent swordsman. When Rayne lets
me leave herel'll confront him again. Thistime without such an audience. Flies. Shite!’

| was nettled but kept calm. 'On the other hand if you want aneutral go-between, 1'd be happy
to oblige,' | offered, dodging his sundia nose as he shook his head.

'Horse. Water. Y ou're known for disobedience, and | should think that Lightning hastold you his
side of the story by now.' 'He has!'

'l hate him. Him and hisbloody hunger to cal al Awia"Micawater" and leave none for the rest of
us. Dog. Manger. The problem is people believe thericher sdeto every argument. | know | have no
support. He's greedy and loud; though | keep stating my case no one listens. Head. Wall.'

'l would preferably describe him as acquisitive not esurient.' 'What?
'l understand your side to the story. It's far more reasonable than Lightning's.'
'Redly?

'l looked it up. He sold Peregrine to your father in the drought of the fifteen-eighties. It seemsa
fair dedl to me. Infact it's despicable to bear agrudge for so long; it's affecting hisjudgement. Everybody
knows how fiercely Lightning conserves Micawater, believing he owesit to hisfamily. | had no family, so
| don't understand his need. The other issue doesn't concern me. I'm Rhydanne. We're not fond of
prying. What you and Atado is between yoursalves!

'Y es" The wedding ring on hisindex finger, a battered stripe of gold. 'At leest | had a wife. Bird.
Hand.'

| gave him the thin benefit of a cat-eyed stare. He couldn't meet it. When | wasin Hacilith |
always avoided eye contact. | dropped my gaze to the floor when passing men in the Strest. | craved
obscurity, knowing that they would gape in amazement, or throw names and stones after me. Now,
difference seemsto be a source of power.

‘Can | rely on you to join me againgt the Insects?

'Of course, waif. By land, out of Rachiswater. Safety. Numbers.' | said, 'Now you sound like
Sanid.

'He'safool but heésaKing, Mist said, regret in his veteran smoker's voice. 'Who'sto say he
won't be afool with Eszai behind him? It's our best base to strike north; he has over fifty thousand menin
Rachistown. | have the future of my manor in mind. | don't want it to suffer Staniel's displeasure. One
hand for yourself and onefor the ship, asthey say in Diw.'

Mist coughed, and winced. ‘Jant, why won't San trust me? Live longest. See mogt. | told him,
about seven metres depth iswhat you need, and you don't get such marginin ariver. An unloaded



carave drawsfive metresin sat water; loaded, and in fresh water they displace more, of course. San
listened to Ata because she'sloud, not because she's right. Squeaky whedl. Grease. The Oriole bay's dl
tide races and sand bars. Ships above five hundred tonnes don't enter, they discharge at Summerday.
These are ocean-going caravel's, not bloody barges. Book. Cover. They're fouled with weed and al kind
of dross; they'll drag in ariver current like they had sail underwater. If Atatriesit shell be beached,
drowned or torn to bits by Insects. But, desperate diseases. Desperate remedies; no one will dare
Chdlengemeagain.'

| told Mist that waswhy | was here. Ataseemed very angry with you, | said. | ssemto
remember she has Fyrd in Diw, aswell ason GrassIde a the moment. | finished these musingswith a
suggestion: 'Should | order her Fyrd to Awndyn? I'm sure you would rather not face three thousand
Idandersif things get rough.’

Shearwater thought for awhile. ‘Do it," he said.
'At your word. Isthere anything else?
'Er. No. Not yet, waif. Thank you.'

| made my way out of the Hospital as his nicotine-stained fingers began tearing at Atas envelope.
| ressted an urge to dash, but found mysalf walking faster and faster, with ever-longer strides until |
reached the relative safety of the bleached white corridor. | paused there, head on one side, and a
scream then a stream of abuse and cursing in Plaind ands ricocheted down the corridor and burst around
me likeflame. Sailor's swearing could melt lead.

Shit. Fan. Lifeis certainly becoming more interesting these days.
CHAPTER 13

Ataleft the Castle on horseback. | made sure her journey was fast; she reached the coast two
days before her husband. | |eft her on the quayside at Diw, before abrilliant pink sunset, which melted
the massive sky and still ocean together in waxen rose. A boat was prepared for her, five men to row.
She stepped down and rested a sixth oar in the lock, saying that she would row with the rest. They
splashed out of the harbour and towards a caravel's sharp baroque hulk.

Diw manor belongsto Atas daughter. She has another two sonswho are jewellers, and two who
build ships. Origindly Atahad five daughters, al of whom married. The five daughters had twenty-five
children, of whom ten married. The twenty-five grandchildren had a hundred and twenty-five
great-grandchildren. The hundred and twenty-five great-grandchildren had six hundred and twenty-five
great-great-grandchildren. After that | stopped counting. Ata put word out that she needed help, gossip
ran round her network like arat in atreadmill, and money started pouring in to Diw.

Some of Migt's children supported him, but he usudly paid them little attention. Atakept in touch
with theintricacies of dl her generations, and they defended her keenly.

Pink became crimson, then dark and darker purple. | rode failing thermasfrom Diw to Grass
Ide, ablack cutout clustered with lights. Atabuilt aflock of twelve towersthere, around the coast,
before the Emperor forced her to stop. They were known as the Sute Towers, and each looks out over a
separate expanse of ocean. No ship could put in at the Idand without falling under the silent watch of
those squat sentinels. In thisway Atamade the entireidand her stronghold, while Mist had smply
embellished the port. | soared around the idand's circumference, twenty minutes from Towers January to
December, sound of bresking surf and stink of burning sea cod. When lights came on in the meeting hall



of July Tower | cut short my circuit and landed on ared-tiled roof. From the ridge to the eaves, in
through an open window, and | was suddenly in the midst of crowds: servants and sailors knocking each
other over intheir haste to obey Ata's orders.

At length the sparse hdl was empty. Sute was abandoned to agarrison only. Lightswere
extinguished across Grass Ide, keysturning in locks, doorswere being barred. The air of finadity was
terrifying; Atawas clearing her idand for troops. Motionless, | had waited at the window, and now Cyan
and her nursemaid were the only civiliansleft. Atasighed and did into achair behind her candle-lit desk.
She suddenly looked old. The bruises on her face were brown and yellow, like afrieze of autumn leaves.
Her hair was awhite silk shawl, paer than her bronzed skin. She crossed legsin tight blue leather
trousers, folded azure dashed deeves over awaistcoat embroidered with cobalt-blue and ivory plumes.
Her shirt pulled tightly over shoulders rounded and upper arms flattened with muscle. She stared into
Space.

| eyed Cyan'smaid, who was sitting on the floor trying to interest the reticent child in an ugly doll.
| had dways assumed nursemaids to be stern old women, but this one was thin and under thirty, and very
attractive.

Atasighed and leant back in her winged chair. A little bulge of fat showed over the top of her
belt. Fat softened the line of her jaw and candldlight accentuated crow's feet around her eyes. The rest of
her body was il youthful stedl. She could easily beat mein afair sword-fight. Y ou know, Comet,' she
sad. 'l just cantfigureyou at al.'

| waited. | use silence as my main defence; flatlanders drown in silence, they find it unbearable.
They will say anything, no matter how stupid or recriminating, in order to bresk it.

'l mean, why are you here anyway?
Cresting debts. 'Awaiting my lady's command.’

'Don't take mefor afool! Y ou're watching the show. Well, | swear you this, the show will be
worth watching." She stood up and walked across the room to Cyan, past the girl, to the window and
back. She paced back and forth, saying, 'I've had all | can stand. I'm doing what | should have donefive
hundred years ago. Thisiswhat | was born for! But no—I thought he was right and | waswrong, and in
amoment of saf-doubt | followed him. Now thingswill change! My stupid husband waitsfor ingtruction
from Rachiswvater — Stanid iskilling Awiawith cowardice!

'| should have Chdlenged Shearwater; by god | did, thenlost heart. So | married him and sailed
with him for five hundred years. Five hundred fucking years! Blood and sand! Sorry, Cyan. Come here,
child. I thought joining the Circle by marriage would be as good as having thetitle mysdlf, but it isn't, of
course. Shearwater takes the credit for everything | do and | never had the fucking gutsto complain!
Those ships ill fly the Awian ensign. Not any more! No fucking longer! Therewill be no pennants on the
Cadtleflegt. My flag will have no emblem. I'll nail hisballsto the mast!" She paused. 'l need you,
Rhydanne, but | don't know how to play you. Y ou're too damned smart. No loyalty.'

| sat down cross-legged on the window seat. Behind me, a sheer drop to the sea-washed rocks.
'l do admireindependence. Y ou say it took five hundred yearsto realise what | realised at the age of
five. But then, | was put through a harder mill than you.'

'Oh, you were?
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She crouched down behind the desk, leather creaking, her sword-hanger's gilded chain clinking
againg the basket hilt. She did the bottom drawer open and took out a stack of banknotestied with
ribbon. 'Y our loyalty isto money? She gave the ribbon to Cyan for her hair. The sheaf of notes was split
in haf and counted. 'Thisisdl | haveleft, she said, which | didn't believe. Take two hundred pounds. It
will comein useful next timeyou go to Hadilith.'

'Ata, I'm not asking for money.'
'I've heard tell you need all you can get.’

| took the battered grey notes from her, riffled through them and shoved them in afrayed coat
pocket.

Atacontinued, 'Migt isthe Castle's Sailor; it's your duty to do what he asks, no matter how much
| pay you. Youreawild card. Well, were dl wild cards, every card in the fucking pack isajoker.

"Take Cyan down to the harbour. A boat iswaiting. Make sure sheissafe at al times, crossfrom
September Tower to Peregrine Quay, where thereisacoach. A closed carriage, please —watch for
Insects! Deliver her to the nearest place where she will be absolutely sife...

'Whichis?
'Micawater Paace!
| giggled. 'Lightning will never agreeto—

'Hedready has. If you wish to return you must fly because there will be no sailing between the
coast and the idand after you leave. Cyan will have the last boat out. Also, there will be no access past
theidand, Awiawill have to manageits affairsand affrays by land."

| stared at her. She shrugged, hands down on Cyan's chequered shoulders. 'It isn't as bad as dll
that,' she said. Therell be afeeto escort shipstaking Fyrd to the front.'

'Y ou mean atoll?

'l mean afair pricefor the pilot. The Ortolan and another five caravelswill enforceit in the south.
The sound will be patrolled by four caravels, which will be fast enough to cut down Mig's ship.'

| hadn't been aware she had such resources under her control. Then | reglised she had everything
that Migt left in Diw — Sixty caravels—the Sormy Petrel and the Ortolan with the greatest weight of sall.

She continued, 'l am afraid that you will take my child to the manor rather than through Peregrine
and leave her with Mist. You will not do that, of course, because Lightning expectsto receive her —and
you want to keep your creditor content.'

'I'm not abloody nursemaid, Ata.’
'No." She shrugged. 'Y ou can dways refuse.’

‘Oh, I'll doiit. But San will hear of this!' | did off thewindowsi Il and offered the girl my hand.
Cyan clung to her mother's lesther knees. She patted the child's shiny hair —candldight reflecting in ahao



around her head — and whispered something in her ear. Cyan grabbed two bundles of blue skirt, ran to
me, stopped just short, and raised ahand solemnly.

'Cyan Del of Peregrine,’ shesaid, timidly.
Atawinced. 'Of Sute, darling.'

'Of Sute. Pleased-to-meet-you, Sir.'
‘Jant. At your service and that of Sute!’

‘Right," said Ata briskly, turning away and sitting at the olive leather-topped desk. Y ou leave with
thetide, so you havefive hours. Until then, Rhydanne, make yoursalf useful —do what you do best. Teke
yourself down to the Night Jar, and buy al the sailors drinks on my behdf.' She split the sheaf of notes
again and handed me roughly a hundred pounds. 'Listen to the gossip; | want to know al their thoughts
and fears. | want you to play your fortune cards for them when they ask, and you will predict that every
skirmish between my husband and mysdlf will end in my favour. Can you do that convincingly?

'Eadily.' | amiled. | bowed to her, shook out my wings, watching Cyan's astonished eyes. |
climbed out of the window, and welcomed awaking rush of air. The girl clattered to the window, hands
onthesll, and gazed out on my dow glide down to the dark quay.

| cantell by the way the road is becoming smoother that we have almost reached Peregrine.
Anxiety growson me. | say anxiety when | mean fear. The coach stopped briefly to change horses, but |
kept the blind down. It is between two and three in the morning and we have been shaken like dicein this
tiny black lacquer box al night. My coach has no insignia, the dirty windows are made of veined Insect
wings, the flat springs squedl at each corner, every bump in the road. The landscape outsde will turn pale
grey soon, and we will rush screaming and foam-flecked into another dawn. There will be myths of ghost
coaches on this highway.

The celling isacanopy of rusty taffeta; the walls are dented plywood. | it on an uncomfortable
|eather-covered bench and gaze at thelittle girl opposte. | find mysdf wishing she had twenty more
years, and that this was Hacilith, not the Awian border. Sheislying on the bench, knees pulled up under
along dress, her head resting on my coat. She has a copper ring on her tiny finger, and awide lace
ribbon loosening on aflaxen ponytail. That isall; no coat, no luggage, no spare clothes. | carried her on
my shoulders over the fetid beach a midnight, and | am plastered in gritty mud, and sweat from having
been in aboat, but at least her white socks are till clean.

‘Not aword from you,' | had said, lifting her into the coach. She shrugged, unbuttoned her ankle
boots and curled up. 'Aren't you scared?

‘No.'
'Well, you should be.'

Thering was aminute dolphin, which looped her littlefinger, itstail welded to its snout. Shewas
moreinterested in it than in the real world. 'Do you know what's happening? | asked her.
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'Mummy and Daddy arefighting again. Only thistimeit'sfor red. Thisisserious. Cyan Dei, ook
a mewhen I'mtaking.' | pushed my sunglasses down my nose and glared at her over the tops.

'Y ou're one of them,’ she said, 'aren't you?
‘One of who?

'People who don't die!'

That'sright.’

She gave a contented sigh and put her head down on my coat, evidently deciding shewas
perfectly safe. She was adegp in minutes. Her trust was touching, which iswhy | have been watching
over her dl night.

We sped through Peregrine manorship with the coach blinds anchored tight. | remembered how
the gang used to tip coaches over in Hacilith, with arope strung across the cobbled street. Whedls spun
helplesdy inthe air, we dit open black beetle carapaces with cleavers and swords, pulled out spluttering
riches and spilt the horses' hot blood.

A single Insect could scare horsesinto bolting, and then we would be out of control. On guard, |
waited for al thisto happen in confused darkness, but we were [ucky; no roadblocks, no starving Insect
packs, and then we were through.

Cyan woke with the first rays of sun, and stretched aong the bench. Splinters caught at her skirt.
'Have we got any food? she said.

'No.' | pulled asilver hip flask from the top of my boot. 'If you want, you can have some of this.’

Her fingers traced embossed knot-work around the bottle. She seemed to love beautiful things,
shiny things. She unscrewed thelid, sniffed. 'What isit?

'Soe gin. From the Night Jar.’

Cyantook asip, seemed to likeit. She Sipped again and rolled the sticky liquid around her
tongue. Definitely Ataschild, | thought. 'Steady, steady. It'll make you sick!’

She pulled the dolphin ring from her finger and offered it to me. 'My father gave methis,' she
said, and started coughing. | dapped her on the back. When the girl could breathe again she continued,
'Could you please giveit to him? To say that I'm safeand | ill love him. Very, very much.’

'Of course | will, Cyan.' | am taking orders from an eight-year-old now.

The smooth, shortbread-coloured stone of Micawater Palace glowed in blue daybresk light.
Harrier stood on the steps, between fluted columns, in a striped grey waistcoat and narrow trousers, long
peach lace cuffs hiding his hands. Ornate gates clanged shut behind us. | lifted the blind so Cyan could
see as the aching horses dackened and we scrunched aong along, curved driveway and rocked to a halt
infront of the main entrance. | unfastened the coach door, kicked down the folding steps and emerged at
last stretching thankfully and messuring the sky; thiswas afine morning.



Tackle jangled as two boys rushed to steady the ebony horses and athird to help down the
weary driver. A cup of steaming coffee pressed into his hands, he was accompanied into the house. |
lifted Cyan from the coach and placed her on the ground. She fell over. The coach drew away promptly.
| removed my hip flask from aruddy hand and stuffed it hurriedly into the top of my boot as Lightning's
steward approached.

'‘Good morning, Comet,' Harrier announced.

‘Jant," | corrected him. 'l trust you're well? How's the Insect bite? No, we've had an awful
journey. Thisis Ata's daughter, please take care of her. | have to be going now.' | rescued my coat as
Cyan tried to stand up, hiccuped and sat down again in the gravel. Even her hiccups were durred.

'‘Comet, are you sure you will not stay? We have breskfast laid out especidly.'
'l don't eat breskfast. In fact, | don't eat. Give Saker my regards. Bye.'

Harrier hauled Cyan to her white sock-feet; she dangled in abundle from his hand. Puzzled, he
tried to walk, but she kept straying out too far to one side, then swaying back and banging againg his

elegant legs.

| swept my wingsthrough theair in afull beet, realisng hopeesdy | wastoo hungry and
exhausted to fly back to the Castleimmediately. Harrier must have noticed because he foisted the
hospitality of hisLord's palace on me once again. 'If you wish to rest and wash, the guest rooms are
prepared.’

A placeto deep. A placeto lie down. Somewhere to shoot up, even. That was an unfortunate
thought; a shiver ran through me, pooling the tension unbearably in the joints of my limbs. | gave Harrier a
look of helplesspride. 'Please...." | said.

'Our pleasure.’ He took a handful of the back of Cyan's dress and hoisted her effortlesdy onto
one shoulder, strode under the pediment towards a gleaming entrance hall, the reflection on his polished
shoes miniaturising the architecture.

CHAPTER 14

When | arrived back at the Castle | found anote pinned to my door. It was sedled with light blue
wax, Sx numbers only, amap reference. | followed it to where the ocean dides ugly up against the land
Sheldrake harbour, at night and without a breath of wind. It was eerily cam and warm.

Two towns—areal one and abright reflection in the bay. | saw the reflection first and thought |
was upside down. What the fuck isgoing on? What are dl those clouds?

The harbour was burning, the fleet, ablaze. Flames pulsed yellow — smoke plumes were
thickening, drifting out to sea.

One of the pierswas burning through. | could seefigurestrapped at the seaward end. They were
crushing together, ydling above theroar.

| circled the quayside, saw floating blackened planks and pale corpsesjostling in steaming water.
Ships ribs clutched like fingersin the yellow light. Smoke stank of pitch. Mist's flagship was anchored in
the centre of the bay, well away from the fire ships, over itsown rippled image. | flapped acrossto it, and
aseries of pennants went up which read, '‘Atahas donethis.'



| landed on the raised deck at the stern, unsure whether to cling to therailings and risk going
down with the ship if she sinks, or to stand on my own two feet and risk faling over the sde and
drowning. In redity the Honeybuzzard was solid and perfectly safe. How could something so vast and
ornate sit on the water, or steer round rocks and evade sea-monsters? How could people build shipsthis
big? How can vessal's so huge actualy move? The flagship waited at anchor like athoroughbred.

| gazed at the planks and fidgeted; sweat ran down my wings. Hame from al aong the coast
glowed orange on the deck.

| recounted, 'Migt, there are four caravelsin the Sound. If you sail in the lee of theidand you
would have to contend with sx more. That'sal | know. Can | go now?

'Sal how? Withthefleet in ashes? Look at dl my ships! Where hasthat bitch hidden my
daughter?

.. Micawater Palace. May | leave?
'How did she get there? Fly? Whereis Lightning?
'Shooting Insectsin Rachiswater. Can | please get off thisship?

Migt had reverted to the Plaindands language, giving the impression he was feding hunted. He
had an express onless brunette perched on hisknee. She wore velvet shorts, and the dimpled flesh of her
thigh overhung hisleg. Half acigarette festered in ascallop shell.

The shell ashtray held down one of my maps, which was scrolled out on the deck, paper
cracking with age. | caught myself thinking that onetiny error, amisca culation or omission, would lead to
these ships stovein by serried rocks, hundreds drowned and the knowledge never reaching me.

Lord Governor Shearwater was wrapped in along heavy blue cloak with gold trim, dthough it
wasn't cold. Histhick arms knotted around the woman'slittle waist, his backside on therailings, chinon
her shoulder, the gold chain from his stiff cloak collar straining across his broad chest. 'Tell thisto San,’
he said, pointing at the wrecked harbour. 'See what Ata's done— trying to force me to Lowespass? I've
lost forty ships, and who knows how many men! Bad to worse. How could the Emperor let Atabe
immortal when she's capable of this destruction? At such atime! She can St and starve on her pdtry
idand. I'll return to Peregrine and find away of stopping her for good.'

Speaking of Cyan led meto remember her ring, which had fitted easily on my finger and was
presently turning it green. | gave the copper dolphin to Mist. The girl asked meto return this" He looked
at it with no recognition in hisleathery face, rather scathingly asthe ring was a cheap little token.

'Wéll," he growled, nipping the fleshy lasss mottled thigh, 'I don't know. There's been so many.
Drop. Ocean.' She giggled, lifting her head back to kissair that smelt of burnt mest.

'No, not agirl. Alittle girl." | held my hand, palm down, at the level of my knee.

‘None of them have ever been that smdll,’ he said defensively. | was obvioudy wasting my time,
but Cyan deserved persistence. 'Y ou don't recognise it?

‘Jant, I've never seen it before. Y ou must be mistaken — one fix too many.'

A powerful arm wound back; he hurled the ring across the deck and over therailing. It dropped



into darkness.

Asit left hishand | moved. | dived from therail. Two strong flicks of half-folded wings drove me
down faster than faling. | couldn't seethering. Hull sped up. The water came up, rippled bronze. The
ring, aspeck. | shot out a hand, snatched it asit hit the water.

| spread my wings, flattened my fal. | skimmed out over the surface of the sea. Tips of flight
featherstouched, flicking dropsinto an arc. Pain flamed in the small of my back. | calmed it by breething
intimewith quick wing beats. | kept going and built up speed to gain height and turn steeply.

The ship's hull was metal-clad. Thefigurehead had pink tits. A red lamp marked the stern. |
dipped into a glide between rigging and masts. | camein fast. No wind to land into, so | backed with
massive wings streaming the pennants out. The deck came up hard under my feet, jarring both ankles. |
ran afew stepswith aspringy gait to sow down.

| started shaking, the ring tightly clenched in one hand. 'Y ou bastard! Arsehole. Mist, you know |
cantswim! Shit.'

Thegirl had detached herself from his grasp and was gaping at therailings, the paintings on my
wings, my Rhydanne eyes, and giving me alook I've come to expect: "What the fuck are you?

Mist pulled agold case of cigarettes from aback pocket. He plucked one out and offered it to
me. He leant back, the smoke from his cigarette staggering into the air whilst smoke from the burning fleet
and the Sheldrake breakwater billowed into cumulus above. | scraped a match and drew hot,
condricting ar into my lungsthankfully.

Cyan, | thought, you clever girl. | had underestimated her. ‘Give thering to my father,’ she had
said. Now | haveto find out who heis.

CHAPTER 15

The Throne Room carpet was a bright crimson tapestry, avibrant purple-red. Gold threads
formed aswirling design of gold leaves or festhers or waves, which appeared to move. Therewasaso a
network of little blue dots but these were actually hallucinations caused by the exertion of flying too fadt,
and from doing back-flips on the wet roof ridgein order to impress Tern.

The edge of the carpet had along gold fringe, like girl'shair. | followed it up asit angled over one
marble step, a second, athird, but | couldn't follow its shining ascent any longer because the Emperor's
throne was on top of the dais and he was watching meintently. It was not good mannersto return his
gaze. | couldn't because arecent dose of cat was Singing in every capillary and if | looked at him, | would
get the Fear. Not that the animated carpet was any better, | kept my head bowed and wished that the
blue dots would go away.

'l don't think that's dl you have to say,” San remarked. Somewhere above me, in acradle of
marble lace and folded samite, he sighed and stretched. | concentrated on adightly more threadbare
patch of carpet wherel have knedled thousands of times before. '‘Because,” San prompted, 'l have been
reading your |etters from the coast. Thank you for your commentary, keeping the Circle so well informed
of thisunique Stuation.’

Wasthat sarcasm? | couldn't decide, so | gave him the same sort of silence as| would any
flatlander. Time was nothing to the Emperor; he smply out-silenced me. This could go on for hours.



‘My lord?

'Letter thefirst, Diw isburning. Second, Sheldrake quay israzed by fire. Third, Awndyn fightsa
skirmish to protect the shipsin her harbour. Additiondly aletter from Carmine Del asking for soldiersto
protect Moren port because she doesn't want that to go up in flames aswell. Tell me, Comet, doesthe
fleet have any harbours | eft?

'My lord, it'smore like thereis no fleet left." More Slence. 'Ata stole sixty ships from Diw. Those
she could not crew she burnt. She sailed them dl to join her caravels at Grassde. From there, she sent
shipsto burn the docks and everything at anchor in the rest of Mist's harbours. Awndyn harbour was
spared, as Swallow's Fyrd defended it. Throughout, Ata suffered no losses. Her ships returned to the
idand, where she now stays. She moves from tower to tower on theidand, whichisinviolable. |
dispatched her infantry to Awndyn manor; | intend to use them against Insectsin Rachiswater until Ata's
Challengeisresolved.

‘How isMigt?

"Thelast time | saw him, he was preparing to race to Peregrine before Atacould catch him.'
‘No. | mean what does Mist have |eft?

'Only what was at seatwo days ago and escaped. The Honeybuzzard, with aloya crew.’
"That isal?

'One square-rigger, my lord. Atahaseighty ships— 1| counted.' 'So Ataistrying to make it
impossible for Mist to proceed, or to move anything by seaat dl." The Emperor smiled wolfishly. 'Not
trying to, my lord; she has!’

'What does Ataask of us?

| searched my memory though ahaze of cat which unpleasantly seemed to be hauling me
upwards. 'She sends this message, "1 wish to replace Shearwater Mist and | will return to the Castle only
to become immorta, or | will harry the coast and every ship afloat until the end of my days.™

| paused asthe Emperor huffed angrily, and hisliver-spotted hand clenched into afist.

'Ataasked meto report that she regrets people have been killed, but says that would have been
avoided if Mist had not been King Stanidl'stollower. Sheregretsthat Mist lacksthe flexibility of thinking,
or is not brave enough to seize the opportunity we have to use caravels, the excellent service sheis
offering to the Castle, my lord.'

His pearl brocade cloak folded awkwardly as the Emperor leant towards me, lamplight reflecting
on the white-gold spired crown. ‘And the tone?

Exhilaration. The frustration has forced her to chance things for herself. Now she'sfree and dl the
possibilities are crying out at her. 'She's awe-struck by her own determination,’ | said.

'Did Migt send amessage?

' left Mist when the Honeybuzzard got underway. His cheerfulness holds together like broken
glasswhich atouch will shatter. He saysthis. Taking tollsis againgt the law, not to mention Atasterrible



piracy of coast towns. He begs you and the Circle to agree that she has gonetoo far. He asks that she be
divorced and expelled from the Circle. He said any additiond punishment Any additiona punishment is
the Emperor's prerogative. He never asked for help in regaining his shipsor his daughter, or his standing.’
Eszai never ask for assistance. It would leave the world in doubt that they really are the best.

The hadl behind and the space above meto an ornately painted ceiling was vast, boundless space
aswdll to ether side. | could easily fly in such amassive hall, between the. dender engraved collections
of pillars, through the circuits of gdlerieslining the turret. All this space concentrated on the Emperor's
throne, under atasselled portico, draped with cloth of gold. The cloth was deeply embroidered, the
lavishly intricate Awian crest on one Side, on the other the arms of Hacilith Moren. The Plaindands
emblem was awhite horse rampant, the Sze of aman, and its cleft Slver hooves could just be seen
projecting from behind the Emperor's bony shoulder. San asked me, agnarled finger to paledry lips,
what | thought of Ata's behaviour. | told him it was unthinkable that Eszai should fight each other and not
Insects, and he knew | redlly believed it. | would not support Mist or Ata. | wouldn't say who waslessto
blame. When | felt brave enough | asked, 'What will the Castle do?

'Do? He said, making mefed tiny. 'Why, Comet, we let it run, of course.’
'Yes, my lord,' | said meekly.

'Go and watch them. Thisis Ata's Challengeto Mig, isit not? How else can we decidewhois
the superior master mariner? By now she haslearnt al his knowledge. Now let us see who hasthe
greater skill. Return often, and tell me everything.'

'Yes, my lord." | surprised myself by being steady enough to stand, reasonably gracefully. |
turned to go.

'‘Comet, why are there Insectsin Awia?

My silence thistime was not on purpose. | smply didn't know what to say — Insects are taking
over because we are not daying them. There are too many to dedl with.

'l don't know,' | mumbled.

San put on ashow of fury. He dammed hisfist on the marble armrest, making the tassdlled
badachin tremble.

"‘Why do you not know? he demanded. Asif Insects were anything to do with me. | froze.

He shuffled forward on white cushions, doggedly glaring down. "Why so many Insects? Tell me!
Whét are they doing that is different from before? What are we doing that is different? Or what are we
not doing? Comet ... Think about this. Come here tomorrow, first thing. Give me an answer. | want
answers!'

'l don't—"'1 began like aboy to say, 'It'snot fair,' but San silenced me.

"Think about it. What are you herefor? Y ou have an excellent mind. Useit! Do you deserveto
be immorta? | begin to doubt. Tomorrow, come here and tell me why Lowespassis overrun. Now
leave!

| bowed hagtily, eager to escape. Thiswas an impossible request. How was | to know what
droveinsects? And how could | watch over Mist and Ataat the sametime? | couldn't do it, but Eszai



don't admit theimpossible.

The Emperor summoned me back and asked me to write asupportive letter to Carminein
Hacilith. | agreed —'Y es, yes certainly' — in rising confusion. The room started to spin about me. A
couple of long braidsin my hair had dipped out of my belt and were dragging on thefloor. A few of them
had even tangled through the bangles on my wings.

Like awhite hound baiting afrail feline, San gave me my leave and again called me back. 'Y ou
said Ata had enough men to crew ten ships,” he asked innocently. "Where did she find two thousand
salors? Did she stedl them, aswell?

Hewaited while | ddliberated what to recount. There was no way | could avoid the truth, but this
was suddenly aquestion of my own dlegiance. | didn't want to involve Saker Micawater in any trouble.
That's the mentality I've kept from gangland Hacilith. Anything goes but this— you don't lie, don't chest,
and don't grass on your mates.

‘Tell me, Comet,’ the Emperor said gently, in complete contrast to yelling about Insects. | was
right; hewas giving methe Fear.

‘Lightning,’ | muttered, 'lent her sailors, and archersto protect her idand ...
San gave aloud stage sigh. Thought as much," he admitted.

| had my arms crossed over my stomach, for protection and because cramp was beginning to
gaher.

'Go and tell Lightning | want to see him,' the Emperor added. 'ITmmediately, please’

| walked down the worn length of crimson carpet, at any second expecting to be recalled, and
sriding faster and faster as | passed the screen. My throat prickled, salivagushed into my mouth. Two
guards held the crested doors back for me and | went through them in aflurry of silk and feathers. |
managed to make it out to the terrace before | was sick.

An Insect, well polished and with afaded wreath of flowers round its neck, guarded the door in
my tower room. It stood propped against the wall; acouple of chipsin red-brown chitin gaveit the
patinaof ancient furniture. Its name was Butterfly, and it was suffering a severe interrogation. | walked
round and poked at its hind legs tranducent brown casing. | twiddled an antennain a ball-and-socket
joint, giving it arakish angle. Butterfly wore a crested rusty breastplate and a sword-hanger with adaisy
init. It had been dressed in various ways over the years and | had even received costumes tailor-made
for the cresture.

‘Butterfly, | have to know where you came from. I'd like to know where you thought you were
going. Intended destination, route of journey, length of voyage, time of arrival, and by which maps ... and
under whose command. | swear it's more than my lifeésworth, which isworth alot, tome at least.’
Awians say Insects aren't even sentient, but how can wereally know?

"You'reliving in the Castle, under the rule of an enemy, the supreme Emperor San, god's
Governor of the Fourlands, and you have to obey hisevery word, like the rest of us poor immortals!'

The satue didn't say anything. | gaveit ahug, and went to St down at my writing desk. Butterfly



tipped back against the rough wall. 1t was a hollow exoskeleton, like a suit of armour. The shell of the
first Insect | had ever killed —thefirst of hundreds— I had cleaned and preserved with varnish. Its barbed
abdomen was a hardened, paper-thin bulb, supported by a seam of thornslike vertebrae a ong the upper
sde. Serrulate mandible scythes reached to its chest. There were hinges so itsthorax could be opened to
seetheridged insde surface, like a crab's carapace.

| took the kettle off the fire and poured hot water into two cups of coffee. Tern emerged on cue
from behind the curtain, which with aflight of steps separates our round room into semicircles. She
rubbed the deep out of her eyes, saying, 'Jant — Jant, will you please stop the fucking dramatics?

'‘Coffee?

'Hugging Butterfly, how could you? Tern put out alittle hand for it, the fingernails painted bronze.
Her white lace negligee, which wound up into ahalter round her neck, accentuated rather than hid her
pale body. Waves of glossy dark hair prowled round her shoulders, her folded wings made an inviting
cleavage at her back.

'l haveto find out how to stop the Insects, Kitten,' | said. 'Snogging them won't help.’

"You're gorgeous.' | could smell her musk beneeth the peach perfume; she still had traces of
cream lipstick and glitter in her hair.

'Y ou are not gorgeous,’ she said, atrace of anger flirting in her honey voice. 'Staying awake all
night!'

‘Sorry, my love!’
‘Cometo bed now," she said, the anger melting into lasciviousness. No time. | need some cat.'

She came and put dender arms round my waist, head on my shoulder, and | held her gently. Her
skin was oft.

Tern was very disgppointed in me. We didn't really need to speak any more, | felt her emotions
forcing mine, like draughts of air when flying. | felt her sadnesstwist meinto hard-heartedness, the only
way | could safely go. ‘And then | have to return to court, where the Emperor waits for any excuseto be
rid of hiswayward Messenger, perhaps you too, because kittens like you are too playful for the Circle. |
should fly to Rachiswater and seeif al your kinsmen have been devoured. Then | must go to the coast
and seeif Migt and Atahave killed each other yet.'

| won't describe her tears, pleas, or tantrums. What useis Tern'swhim against the Emperor's
command? But now that | was home she wanted to make me stay.

I'll leave you," she threatened. 'I'll go back to Wrought and live there!’
'If you leave me,' | said, 'you have three score years and ten.’
CHAPTER 16

The seaisonly noisy when it meetstheland. | hated the endless crunch and hiss of little waves
curling and spitting at the foot of the cliff. A flgpping of banners on the 'Buzzard mimicked it. | could hear
the remote sound of sail, whipping the calm air far out to sea. There was no other sound but the dap of
water on wood. Therewasn't acloud in the cold sky; | soared above the cliffs being bothered by



choughs. With long lazy wing-begts | flew out swiftly, away from the foam and over thefail-blue. The cliff
sound receded; movement made a cold flurry on my face. The sun was so bright | had a headache from
squinting. A cormorant arrowed along beneath me, its black neck stretched out. | dived and the bird
veered away in panic. Then | gained dtitude, eager to be away from the surface of the water, the
gleaming specks of light. | hate the changefulness of sea

Thiswas Ata's message to Midt: 'If you surrender Honeybuzzard | will seeyou safely toland in
Peregrine. We need never meet again. If you passmy idand in that or any other ship shewill belost with
all hands.' | wrote it on paper and dropped it in my satchel onto the deck of the Honeybuzzard froma
great height. | won't land to give a message that dangerous.

Mist read it, sneered and waved athree-fingered hand. 'Tell the Emperor,’ he yelled, 'her time's
up. Overstepped the line!" | tipped my wingsto him and sailed up on aseaward breeze.

| listened to Shearwater addressing his men. He spoke directly to the whole crew. They packed
in closeto the stern deck's railsto hear him. They were scared and pessmigtic but the Eszai's wild cheer
was infectious. He punched the air, saying, ‘Thisisthe fastest ship built and you are the best crew ever! If
you work for me now, then soon you will captain your own ships.' He praised them higher than any
immortal ever praised Zascai, and they started grinning and nudging each other. He told them the chain of
command and what positions to man. Then he pointed to where | was circling. Grubby faces peered up
like stripy fungi in awindow box. Mist ydled, 'See? Jant seconds us!

The best lookout the Honeybuzzard can hope for! Now, al hands. | want speed!’

The sky was clean; agood current blew off theland. | watched from a height. Able crew
swarmed on the deck, tending the massive ship. She tirred. She sucked in adripping anchor on along
wet hawser. She shrugged up amainsail. The sail descended, flapping, dazzling white. Wind filled it and it
swelled, three more unfurled smultaneoudy. The blue pennant of Peregrine streamed out ahead. The ship
dragged in the water, gathered speed and began to dice the waves. Mist was afigure at the stern,
shouting something down to the main deck. Men clustered together and hauled on tarred ropes. Sall
wound down over the prow. It bellied up in agtartling rush of red and yelow, emblazoned with the
Cadtle sun. The ship lurched forward, smoothly gathering speed. Mist poured dl his strength onto the
whed, spinning it. | dropped back in the dipstream and watched the rudder turn. He brought the
Honeybuzzard round in agreet arc to get the wind behind her. She lifted. Suddenly she began to race.

| flew round the ship watching from high above. | criss-crossed in front of them, fast and free,
damp with the spray from their bow wave. | hovered in the dipstream of cool air escaping from the sail's
edge; it was very turbulent but | managed to find a clear space where it was dmost effortless to hang,
being dragged dong by the ship. Cold air bubbled and gushed under my wings, bearing me up. The pain
in my stomach muscles that comes from the exertion of beating gradudly died away. It was awonderful
ride.

The Zascai on deck sent up afew curiouslooks, but soon lost interest as| hardly stirred, and
besides Mist was keeping them busy. They worked asawell picked team; Mist spoke to them dl by
name. He struck amatch on the compass at the helm. He stood braced, and grinned &t his
second-in-command. When the weady Awian went below decks, Mist returned to looking dightly
distant and thoughtful. He gazed at the notched horizon. The breeze made his blue cloak flap. The cloak
billowed up. | redised he was wearing it to hide the bandages around his cracked ribs.

Thewhed on deck was the guide whedl, positioned next to the compass. One man aone did not
have the strength to keep such alarge ship on course, not even Mist. Below deck, there was a system of



gears, to assist the whed above and hold adirection in even the worst conditions.

The Honeybuzzard made good time from its offshore hiding place, in sight of the Cobat Coast
and north past the cliffs at Vertigo and the long strand of beach at Awndyn. An iron cloud hung above
Grasslde, asif theidand wasreflected in the sky. From my vantage point above the mainsail, | saw the
idand first. To begin with it looked squashed, but it gradualy grew from the ocean and | could seethe
south-facing Sute Towers of March and April on the coastline before Mist's lookout shrilled, 'GrassIde!’

There was a commotion on deck as sailors hissed in anxious breaths and scowled at the grey
shape. Mist ydled a them. Then heyelled at me. | dropped alittle height and hung inthe air at theleve
of therailings. Any lower and | risked getting sucked under and squeezed out in the ship'swake. Mist
stalked to therailings and grabbed at the air, asif to pluck me down. | did aquick circuit of the ship and
returned. 'Comet,’ he said. 'Please help us. Y ou're usdess as afucking figurehead up there!’

'What can | do? I'm not setting foot on deck.

"Y ou know how hopedessthisis. Flogging. Dead horse. We haven't had sight of her yet. The
bitch is planning something. Look. Leap. Fly on afew kilometres and tell uswhat you see’

| nodded to him, gained height and held my breath for afew strong beats. | sped down adight
descent. Wind roared over my wings. To the crew | must have just disappeared. | looked back and the
ship was atoy on immense water.

Behind theidand, Atasfleet waswaiting; evenly spaced, lingering with ahunter'ssilence. Ata
had made anet of fifty caravels, anchored facing in the wind's direction. Their sterns faced me, and
prows pointed towards the Peregrine coast.

| flew a masthead height along the line and found Ata on the deck of the ship in the centre of her
trap. Two comely men were with her. The tassals of her white silk shawl floated on the gusts; she waved
brightly, smiling broadly. The vessals were anchored with the width of a ship between them. | glided
down the gaps, close to the hollows of the waves, and faces peered over railings and poked over sterns
to watch. The shipswere clean and scoured; their hulls were smooth. | flew the length of theline, seeing
how Atahad made use of shalow water at the coastal side.

A larger carrack, the Ortolan, was patrolling the reef on the seaward end of theidand. It stood a
good chance of catching Honeybuzzard if Mist choseto go that way. He would haveto sail dl around
theidand, and initslee, under the blank gaze of April and May, into Atasnet. | didn't seethat Mist had
any chanceat dl.

| flew back to Mist and said, "Y ou don't have any chance at all.' "What has she done?
| told himwhat | had seen and said, 'I'm sorry | can't help. If | wereyou | would surrender.’
Helaughed. 'Skinny waif.'

| said, 'Forget Peregrine. Go to Moren harbour or Ghallain Point, you can provision there; you
could prepare properly.’

Migt said, There's no time like the present.’ He kicked amap lying on the deck to unrall it.
'‘Come down and have alook at this," he ordered.

| couldn't land; it was too much for me being this closeto aship. ‘No,' | whined.



'‘Come down! Bloody waif. Bull. Horns." He lost concentration squinting up a me, swore and
glanced back at the compass. ‘Atawill sink usif she catchesus!' It was my worst fear.

‘Shewon't board us. | can handle this craft better than anyone in the world. Tricks. Trade. | have
for decades.

'Y es, but she has eighty such ships,' | pointed out.

'Cooks. Broth. Come down, Jant, I'm going to prove I'm the fucking best.’
I'm sorry. | can't.'

'It's beyond me how anancy boy like you can land such ahot lady as Tern.’
'I've never hit Tern.’

Mist sneered. He never understood how to deal with Ata. Atals assurance forced him to treat her
likeaman — | supposeif shewas one of his sailors he would have had her flogged around the flest.

Our argument was beginning to unsettle the Zascal, who were watching me superdtitioudy. Mist
saw this and bellowed curses, ending the argument by sheer power of voice. He clutched hishand to his
mouth and bent over thewhedl, coughing horrendoudy. Embarrassed, | watched him cough for more
than aminute. He coughed, hacked, spat, wiped his mouth on his cloak. He moaned dightly, hugging
bandaged ribs. '"Ah — | should've killed Saker when | had the chance,’ he said.

| pulled my wingsin and dropped onto the deck. | scrabbled for the hip flask and poured the last
of the doe gin down my throat: Rhydanne courage.

"Y ou know she has some of Lightning's Fyrd? | said.

Mist raised bushy eyebrows; he evidently hadn't known. He shook himsdlf. ‘Well, doesn't matter.
I'm going to Rachis, via Peregrine, and they can't scop me. Tournament archers, al of them. Micawater
shoots at targets;, damn it, he shoots at fruit.'

One hand on the whedl, he ripped hisrapier from its scabbard and stabbed at the map. 'Those
caravels, can they chase us? Anchored? Sailslashed? Sticks. Mud.'

Midt's brunette was Sitting on the steps between the upper deck and the main deck, sunning
hersdlf intheicy air. She regarded me for awhile with the Zascai 'l want to ook, not buy' expression,
gazing intently when she thought | wasn't looking.

| wasfeding sick dready. | knelt down beside the hem, careful to befacing into thewind, in
case | had to take off in ahurry. The folded tops of Mist's leather boots, rough blue trousers tucked into
them, and the gilded scrollwork of the helm took up my field of vison. My eyeswere watering. | crawled
forward and gazed at the crinkled map, dotted with rapier holes. Grass Ide was dmond-shaped, it lay
closeto the mainland, aong the coast of Awia Theidand wasjust thirty kilometreslong, with acrud and
rocky shordline. The northern end gave onto unpredictable water and areef, marked by alighthouse. To
avoid the Ortolan we decided to sail around the south side, between the idand and the mainland, avery
shalow pass at such low tide. Atasfleet was strung out across the strait.

‘They'refrom here ... to here," | muttered, tracing aline from September Tower bay to the coast
of Peregrine.



Mist peered over his shoulder. ‘Good," he said.

| whimpered, Stting against the baroque carved helm, | preened my wings out and tried to hide
my facein thefeathers.

| was sitting on the deck of a ship. Shit.

‘Theré's no point in worrying,' he said. 'l know this coast well. Back. Hand.' He kept onin this
mode whilst people ran about on the main deck and the plump girl gazed at the swelling waves, and | sat
looking into possible death. The cold waves were so smooth and duggish they looked gelid, practicdly
solidified. One shock could cause the whole seato freeze. 'I've been sailing this coast since the fifteenth
century. My grandfather was a trader too. So don't be so damn scared. Born. Bred. From packing casks
and rowing to commanding the Castle's fleet. There's dways been caravels on the route from Moren to
Peregrine, ever since we bought it off the Archer. That'swhat made Awiagrest, and | don't want it to
change, but Ata does. Goose. Golden egg. Why couldn't she be happy? She had the best of both
worlds. Cake. Bat it." Thiswasn't exactly true; Atawanted al the cakesin the world and to keep them.
'How can she think she's better than me, Jant? How can she Challenge me after dl thistime?

A redl fucking ship. How did this happen?

His deep voicerattled on: 'l know she wanted to. I'm not stupid. But swept. Carpet; it's not the
kind of thing you want to think about.’

Honeybuzzard dowed dightly aswe entered the lee of Grassde. High cliffsreared up, yellow
with lichen and etched with cracks, parading by as Mist steered into adeep channel running parale to
the coast. Peregrine could be seen on the other side, a sweep of pebble beach running down into crystal
water. Where the rocks began, the water became dark blue; where we were, it was nearly black. Black
and white seabirds swirled and bickered on the cliffs, in shallow caves scooped into the rock and on
jagged outposts of stone, splashed white with bird shit and dead fish and strewn with foam and flotsam.

Suddenly the deck tilted vicioudy. | did, grabbed at the hdm, clinging for life. Waves on the port
sde came up asfar astherailing, our keel ploughed air. | cried in panic, "What are you doing?

"Tacking, Mist said. He had been chain-smoking and giving out orderswhich | had been too
wrapped in fear to hear. | looked up to see the result of one command. The sailors had brought all sorts
of objects from below deck, mainly bedding rolls and hammocks, netting and bundles of clothes hagtily
knotted together. There were planks and buckets, boat hooks and shields. They had piled them along the
sdes of the ship, wedging them between the railings and lashing them in place to. form athick screen.

'We need some protection from her archers,' Mist explained. Impressed by hisingenuity, | saw
him in anew light. He had been swinging the Honeybuzzard in full canvas and at itsfull speed between
flat submersed rocksand tiny idets.

'‘Ahoy. There sheid!

Fromtheair, Atas ships had looked formidable. Now | was at sealevel and facing them, our
Stuation seemed much, much worse. They were invulnerable, solid and secure. Four hulks faced us, their
sharp wood breastbones paring the waves. On ether sSide the string of identica vessals stretched out,
becoming smaller with distance.

The centre ship hoisted a series of flags, which made Mist laugh. 'That'sthe Petrel,' he said.
'She's asking me to surrender. The cheek of that woman! Brazen bloody cheek.'



The brunette squedled. She looked over her shoulder to Mist, who said, 'Starling, darling, why
don't you go below for awhile and wait in the skylight cabin? Not the stern rooms—do you hear? I'll join
you when thisisover.' She planted her. feet in her sandals and scampered away. 'And hang on tight,’
Mist added. 'If Atasbody had her mind .. Damn. This ship isn't taut enough! Lengthen the topsail! Don't
look a melike I'm crazy — do it! Method. Madness. And | want archersfit for action.’

| could see archersin readiness on every deck. Only the shipsdirectly on either side of us could
use them, or they would be shooting over their own decks. We advanced towards the line at a shocking
pace. | began to think surely we should be dowing now? Nausea paused me, undecided, then we were
too close and | couldn't take off for fear of the bowmen.

Thisissuicide!' | shouted.

'lsn'tit? He, ignored the Sormy Petrel and steered for clear water between two smdler ships.
Faces clustered dong their lengths became progressively more agitated. There was a hasty argument on
one and it began winding its anchor up, drifting dightly sdeways and ruining the pattern of the blockade.

| could hear Ata's anger borne on the wind. 'Curlen! Hold theline. Hold theling Stay there!’
‘That'sit," breathed Migt. 'Get out of my way.'

We came at them, unwavering, faster and faster with the wind straight behind. 'Have to trim the
mainsall.' Hisfingers were white on the whed. 'It'll never fit. Damn! I'd like to have some sall left." All
eyeswereon him. Takeit up!' heydled. Takeit up, takeit up! Loseit!" Sturdy men on the main deck
legpt a hisword. They hauled on linesthat ran up to distant heightsin therigging. The vast white sall
flapped for asecond, furled, reveaing blue sky. The third mast was trimmed, the spritsail went down and
we covered clear water in a second before —

Theimpact dammed me againg therailings so hard | was nearly over them. My wings spread
reflexively. Migt threw himsdlf againgt the whed to steedy it. The terrible sound continued.
Honeybuzzard pushed between the two ships, forcing them gpart. The sound was deafening; snapping,
rending, scream of planks running againgt planks. | saw astonished faces at their railings diding past us.
Archers bent bows and loosed straight across our decks. Arrowsin ahard flat rain embedded in the
Honeybuzzard's sde, in our madts, in flesh likethirsty flies. | curled up behind the helm asthey cut across
the prow.

Our sailors ducked behind their improvised fortification. Arrows thumped into the screen. Two
or three men who were not fast enough were thrown back with arrows in their faces.

Mist waved a hisarchers. 'Shoot at therigging! The sail!' They had arrows with broad white
flightsand their pointsrolled in cloth. They touched the cloth to firein abrazier and bent their bows,
letting fly volley after volley up into the rigging of the ship on our Ieft. Theflights caught in therigging and
dripped burning pitch. Ata'srain of arrows ceased abruptly, asal hands were cdled to quench the
sudden flame,

Our momentum carried us through, wood squealing and mouldings snapping, then we were stern
to the prow of the starboard ship.

'Watch this' Mist declared. | clutched therailings. He spun the whed, holding it at full lock.
Honeybuzzard dewed round and we dammed againgt their prow, crushing it. The glass windows and
ornate carving at our stern splintered and broke, shining fragments of sculptures and gingerbreadsfalling
twelve metresinto black water.



The smadler ship's narrow prow was sheared through. Her bowsprit snapped and she began to
tilt forward, yawing away from us aswater flooded into the lower decks. Our bowmen let out hoots and
cacalsat Curlew's crew not an arm'slength away.

The Curlew's deck did into the waves, spilling people off into our wake. It bellied up and its hull
surged sky-wards, copper-coated, dick and dripping. Asit rolled its high mast crashed onto the deck of
the shiptoitsright, bringing dl the rigging down. Ropestrailing over the side caught at floating planks.
Migt garted yelling again at his dazed men.

| swore, and kept swearing for fucking ages.

'It'll stop her following me," said Mist grimly. 'l wasfond of that boat. Jant, for god's sake get off
thefloor." We had run out of momentum and were sitting there, on the landward side of her net.

My worst fearsrealised, | couldn't stand. | couldn't watch, was crouched against the hdm with
hands over my eyes and didn't stop shaking when Mist poked me in the neck with the square toe of his
boot. He was exultant, scornful of my fear. He stalked to the top of the steps and looked down at the
sallorswho were gtirring and returning to their stations. 'Get the mainsail up, and let's get out of herel’

Before any of Atas caravels could break free of the line and chase us, we set the sail and
gathered speed for the clear run to Peregrine harbour. Atamust have been standing at the bow of the
Sormy Petrel because her high voice carried through the roar of the sinking ship. Mist heard her and
shuddered, drawing the blue cloak over his bandages.

'After them! No - forget Curlem!" A dark-haired man laid hishand on her shoulder to calm her.
He asked for boats and ropes to be lowered to men in the water. ‘Forget Curlew! Raisetheforesall!’
She screamed at the archers to resume, but her Micawater Fyrd was not accustomed to ships. The
Stuation wastoo strange, Eszai againgt each other.

| took a peek through the balustrade to see her leaning over, white silk strands of her shawl
gticking to the ship's sde. The two men accompanying her now had longbows. She urged them to shoot.
Sheraved like asdlfish child. The burly one with bronze-scale armour stepped behind her, shaking his
head. This drove Atainto complete fury. ‘Are you trying to get in my backside? she spat. 'Whereyou
came from? Give methat!" She landed a punch on his broad chest, grabbed the bow from him and flexed
it, sending an arrow acrossto us. It lost height and stuck in the Honeybuzzard's belly just abovethe
waterline.

Mist moaned.
'Areyou hurt?

"They're my sons,' he said dowly. "They both are. Flesh. Blood. It can't be right that she turnsmy
own boys against me. It can't beright, Jant ...

‘None of thisisright,' | said.

"They do what she says. Wrapped. Little finger. She's mad, waif. Hasn't she got to be bloody
mad? Insult. Injury.' Mist gave control of the whed to his second-in-command. He coughed stickily for a
while, grimacing. 'I'm going below,' he declared. To 'Starling, darling’, probably. 'To check the damage.

'l don't think shelll be damaged,' | said.



'‘Wha?
'Never mind.'

The sailors dragged their comrades bodies over the deck and down into the hold, knowing that
they would be on dry land by the end of the day. | looked behind to see Ata's fleet clustered around
heaving water asthe Curlew sank. | was amazed at how fast it went down. One caravel from the furthest
horn of the trap attempted to give chase, but we l€ft it far behind. Mist returned, helped the sailors on the
main deck clear up, and then joined me. | was Sitting with my legs dangling over the side, feding the
effects of the doe gin. 'What are you going to do now?

'Put in at Peregrine quay. Reinforce the harbour. Do repairs. He shrugged. 'If | can find anyone
to help me. If not I'll do it mysalf. Where thereésawill therésaway. I'll pay the crew. | doubt any of
them will come back. Bitten. Shy." He handed me an envel ope sedled with pale blue wax and addressed
with his unsteady writing. Takethisto Awndyn," he ordered.

'What isit?
'Curiogity killed. It lookslike aletter. Y ou're the Messenger. So just ddliver it, will you?

| stood up on the railings and unfolded my wings. Awndyn manor was on my way to the Castle.
Uppermost in my mind wasthe fact | had to get back to court and relate these events to the Emperor.

'Shake? He pressed my hand in a powerful grip. Hisarmswere stocky aswell, covered in wiry
hair and thick gold chains. | liked Mist; no other Eszal would |leave the courtroom for a quick smoke, go
out on the terrace and bellow with laughter at my double entendres. | shook his hand with abizarre
feding of melancholy. Mist must havefdt it too, but he bit it back.

'I'd like to know what Atathinks of me now,' he said, and smiled. 'Bet that took the wind from
her sails.” Grey eyes merry in asea-sand-hard lined face, white twist of hair in along charcod frizz,
compact wings on his broad back reached like folded grey fansto his belt.

‘Shearwater,' | said, ‘thanksfor |etting me through the Castle gate back in eighteen-eighteen.’ He
knows| owe him that.

'Y ou deserveit, waif. Don't mention it.' But help me now, histoneimplored. Troublewas, |
didn't know how. | wouldn't be in Atas confidence after this. All | could do was deliver the letter. | took
it from him, said farewell and kicked off. | was seized by the breeze immediately and cast thankfully
towards the shore.

CHAPTER 17
To: Comet, for petition to the Emperor
From: King Staniel Rachiswater
Stateroom
Rachiswater Palace

25 November 2015 Emperor eternd,



| wish to present my most fervent gpologies for the conflict that occurred outside my gates
between the Awndyn cavdry and the Insects, in which six hundred men werekilled or fatally wounded. |
propose to compensate their families from my treasury, and | will do al in my capacity to mitigate the
consequences of thisterrible accident.

| am holding my two guard captains at fault for their negligence; their orders wereto ‘let nothing
through'. The Palace gates are too wide for people and Insects to be segregated as they enter, and so my
guards resolved to dlow neither man nor Insect past, lest the brutes overwhelm the interior of the Paace.

If I had heard theimmortas hail usin the Emperor's name, | would undoubtedly have rescinded
the captains decison. But none of my guards heard the call above the clamour. At thetime, | waswithin
the degpest part of my Palace, monitoring the situation from the throne room asis proper. | now
appreciate that the reports | recelved were erroneous. In the poor light my watchmen did not identify the
Awndyn insignia, nor did they comprehend that immortals were involved. My guard have the notion that
there will be repercussionsin future but | have assured them that their fears are unfounded; the Castle
does not castigate mortals.

I nsects continue to wreak havoc in Rachiswater, from my window | observe many in the paths of
the parterre, the ha-hais overflowing with them. No animals survive—only afew cattle were brought in
fromthefiddsintime.

Governor Lady Eleonora Tanager has arrived from her manorship in the north of the country,
which has been destroyed. It isthe worst loss of life and the worst damage yet done to Awia; Tanager
Hall has long been one of the jewels of this country. Lady Tanager arrived at the head of asixteen
thousand-strong Fyrd guarding awagon-train concatenation of elght thousand non-fighters who escaped
with meagre belongings. They are being lodged with familiesin my town, as Insects commenceto
congtruct Paperlandsin their fidds.

Lady Tanager isguest in my Palace. She continues to pursue Insectsin Rachiswater, wearing her
slver 1910 heirloom armour and surrounded by her lancers. Sheisaflamboyant individuad, to say the
least.

| venture to advocate that your travails should focus on the manorship of Tanager so that we may
restore her to her rightful place. 'We are loved best where longest known,' asthe poet said.

Stanid Rachiswater, King of Awia

HisMagesty's Sgnature and sedl.

To: Comet, for petition to the Emperor
From: Lady Vireo Summerday

L owespass Fortress

25.11.15

How isit that, athough | have caled for reinforcements and supplies, there are none on the way?
We are reduced to four thousand men and the rations are running out. We need supplies now.



The Cadtle has betrayed L owespass. Tornado is the only man here who does not think the
Empire hasforsaken us. In my Fyrd rumours arerife that the Castleis prepared to let them die, by
Insects or worse, of starvation and winter snows. Why are you unable to protect us?

We are completely enclosed. My lord Emperor, | entreat you haste.
Vireo, Governor of Summerday and L owespass.

Tornado, hismark: T

'Where are the Insects coming from? The Emperor began to question me againimmediately |
knelt before him, asif no time had passed at al since my report two days ago. | had spent hours
preparing for thisaudience, but my resolve vanished like straw in San's furnace wrath.

'Y ou don't know? Buit | asked you to find out!’

'My lord, | tried. I'm sorry." No one in the Fourlands knows where the Insects come from. | have
asked Eszal, Governors and Fyrd, and | heard only tales. Rayne said that two thousand years ago the
Insects gppeared in northern Awia, in an enclave the size of the Throne Room, with aWall around i,
which expanded like flood water.

Weadl knew this story, but nobody spoke of it in court. When the Insects appeared, the Queen
of Pentadricawent to observe their paper enclave. The Insectskilled everyonein her cortege. Only a
couple of fragmentary documents survive to describe what ensued: haf of Pentadricawas settled by
Awian refugees fleging the north, their beautiful towns buried under the Paperlands. Morenziaand the
Plaindands fought over the remaining hdf inthefirst civil war. San united the countries againg the Insects,
and was proclaimed Emperor. He was given Pentadrica Palace on which to build the Castle and guard
the remaining Fourlands.

‘Tell mewhat you've learned,’ San demanded.

'If I may spesk candidly, if anyonein the Fourlands has a chance of knowing where Insects come
from, it ismy lord Emperor.' The Emperor smiled. | sighed and continued: 'Most people say that Insects
live underground. If | wasto crawl down one of their tunnels| might see warrens and caverns alive with
them, passages kilometres |ong, and chamberslarge as manor halls where they hide when conquered.’

'And none can substantiate this story? San said, in an unreadable tone.
'My lord —of course not!'

'l sometimes wonder whether the current members of my Circle work hard enough to justify their
immortdity.’

Could the Emperor, who spends every day of eternity within theinner sanctum of the Castle,
understand the carnage taking place right now throughout the Fourlands? Vexed, | said, Thereare so
many Insectsthat to set foot near the mouth of atunnd would be suicide. That's how Dunlin died. If |
tried it | wouldn't survive long enough to give areport.’

'Yes, Comet.'



Y ou can tdll as much from Vireo's letter.’

'‘Comet, | am disappointed that the Castle'sintegrity has split between Mist and Ata, and now
you disgppoint me aswell. How will | recompense our failure to save Lowespass and Awia? The
Emperor |eft histhrone and walked towards the edge of the dais. | looked past him, unable to face the

glarein hissky-grey eyes.

| concentrated on the red-gold sunburst behind the Emperor's chair. Four thick columns
supported the mosaic ceiling of the a cove behind the throne; one each of porphyry, azurite, haematite
and jade. It wasless avesometo look at these than at the Emperor himsdlf. If my gaze could wear them
away the columnswould be thin as matchgticks. ‘Migt ison hisway to the front. My lord, with aletter
Castle-sedled | can force Atato come to Rachiswater too and save her quarrel until later.'

'Leave Migt and Atato finish what they've begun. Hereisaletter for you to giveto Ata. After
reading this, shewill cease her raids on our harbours. Tdll the coastal manorsthat the Castle has
safeguarded them. Then send all the Fyrd they have to Rachiswater. | want the front to be solid; | want
everyone to appreciate that we will protect Rachis Town.'

'Yes, my lord.'
'Did Vireo Summerday give you lettersto deliver to other governors?
‘No.'

'Good. It will be difficult to save the coast, but there must be not one Insect on the Eske road.
They would have accessto these very walls.

'Send Hayl and his Fyrd, the Armourer and al the Fyrd he can muster, to Rachiswvater. We will
concentrate our forcesthere; | think Staniel will make no objection. Go to dl the manors, negotiate with
them, | want every mortal who can bear arms out there, every immortal in the Castleto lead them.’

'Shdl | gay in Rachiswater aswdl, my lord?
'Y ou? | have thought further about you. Recapitulate your account of the Lowespass "bridge”.’

Shakily, | described the white bridge, its smooth construction of Insect spit which was so strong
it held the weight of the walkway on wire-thin strands, etiolated like asnake's skeleton, stretching from
the ground into the sky —where the Insects emerge—

"These creatures destroying the Empire come out of thinair! ‘It'strue. Lightning can verify it
'‘Comet. Find away to stop them.'

| looked at my hands on the floor, in supplication, the long fingerless gloves covering my needle
tracks. Bangles were pushed far up on my arms, and there was the rich embroidery of tiny vineson my
shirtdeeves. My sword's silver hilt wastight against my hip. How can one man solve the problem that has
occupied the whole Castle for millennia? Wheat is San talking about?

'Y ou cracked the language of the Deirn Manuscriptsin lessthan ayear. Y ou helped inthe
Carnissdiplomacy. Y ou should enjoy such atask, Comet.'

| didn't answer. None of the Messengers before me would have been given thisresponsibility.



San must want areason to get rid of me, but of al timeswhy now? Sure, 1've been out of my facealot
recently, but that's nothing new. None of the other immortals are treated so badly.

'If you cannot help ...

| caught my breath. | won't be thrown out of the Circle. San must need me; no one else can fly
over the Paperlands to the besieged fortress, and bring letters back. No one el se can speak to Zascai so
eadly.

... you will be expdled from the Castle. | asked you to think about this! Y ou have not given the
question amoment of your time. If the mortals believe the Situation is out of the Castle's control, they will
band together againgt us, and then how long will god's Empirelast? A matter of months? Weeks? Insects
spread through the world and engulf it. Y ou have been irresponsible!’

‘My lord.
'Find out more about the Insects for me, Comet.'
1"l dodl | can.'

'Everyonein the Fourlands talks to each other through you. The Castle dependsoniit. Your life
dependsonit.’

| bit at aperfect nail and ruinedit.

'Y ou can go now," said the Emperor. 'l said, you can go now.'

Wiping sweat from the cords of my neck, | left the court and walked dowly back to my tower.
The clock in Great Court was striking midnight. | have had seventy-five thousand midnights, and | looked
into alife outsde the Castle Circle. What would it be like? Short. There was only fifty yearsleft of my
naturd lifeto run. | had grown used to afast flow of time, the way immortas seeit. Fifty yearswould
speed padt, and | would watch myself ageing. No, the Emperor couldn't give me age and death back; it
was the cruellest threet. | rubbed my hands over my eyes, massaging awithdrawa headache. | would
rather die than watch mysdf ageing, | thought. | ran up the spiral stairsin adissonance of silver, kicked
open the door to our chamber but my overwrought wife wasn't there.

San can't throw me out of the Circle unlessthe crisis passes, because then he will bemissng a
Messenger aswell asa Sailor. But there was no way to second-guess the Emperor. He had been dlive
30 long, he might dready have aplan that doesn't involve me. Facing uncertainty, | felt like a street kid
again. | need some cat.

| got down on hands and knees, felt around under the four-poster for my needle case, which |
had stuck to the bed datswith tape. Tern hasn't looked here yet; it'stoo dusty for her, and she can never
bend down when fully dressed in wha ebone hoops and skirts.

Thereisapair of slver candlesticks on the cabinet, e egant and wispy. | unscrew the cold base
of one candlestick; it ishollow insde, aglass phia dides out onto the pam of my hand. | sit and watch
myself in the dressing-table mirror as| fill the syringe.

| trip off my suit jacket and light an oil lamp the better to see my familiar reflection. I'm used to



thisfox-face, ebony-black hair, degp-set eyes; | couldn't envisage how | will look if | age. | sketch on my
image with imagination, adding lines under green eyes, around my lips, which smiletwistedly on one side.

| try to picture my pale skin wrinkled, not so tight. I might put on weight like an old Zascal soldier. The
thought repulsed me. Please, no, | thought, fegling sick. | spread my wingsfor the mirror's benefit, ripping
my shirt nestly up the back.

If I am dismissed, I'll take the futureinto my own hands: suicide. I hold up the syringe and tap an
air bubble out. Livefast, die young. | made avery strong shot. San isgoing to expe me from the Circle.
The ground under my feet started dipping away and in an avaanche of emotion | turned from the mirror
and crawled onto the bed. The Castle towers moonshadows striped the bedroom like emaciated giants.
| do what San says, whatever he asks. San trafficks time; |'ve been secure for so long | can't leave now.
All the successes |'ve piled up to bring me fame will be nothing; I'll be nothing. My positioninthe Circle
isal | have—to leaveisto die, and condemn Tern too.

San knowswhen | lie. I'll haveto face him again and admit | don't know how to defesat the
fucking Insects, and that will be my desth sentence. | craved Tern's encouragement. Whereis shewhen
she's needed?

| deliberated for hours on the Insect threat, as blue-grey silhouettes moved across the room,
doubling when bright Tiercdl, the morning ar, rose.

Asking where Insects come from is not the same as asking how people were made, because at
the beginning of the world god didn't creste Insects; they appeared later. Unlike Awians or humans,
they're present in lots of worlds, as| knew from thetimes | Shifted ... | looked at the needle and thought,
| want to Shift. | want to go under and not wake up for avery long time. Thisworld that causes me so
much distress could just fuck off.

| hesitated, redising that | am not welcomein Epsilon either at the moment. Owing to Keziah, the
Tinewould gtill be out for my blood. | dwelt guiltily on Keziah'sfate. The worm-girl had hinted he might
dill bedive—Tine prolong their victimsin agony, making flesh sculpturestill their organs are needed for
rituds. Could I help him? Could | save him?

| struggled out of my torn shirt, took the band from my ponytail and used it asatourniquet. My
reflection in the mirror opposite was hunched and strained. Then, as my expression dipped into
relaxation, | lay down.

Epsilon, like I'd never l€ft; the market place was as strange as ever. | began to walk through the
Constant Shopper's shanty town of stals, bright striped rugs flapping and racks of crystal beads
clatering. The worm-girl's voice was haunting me: ‘Never come back to the Aureate. Why not? Because
the Tinewill eat medive. | wandered round Epsilon's market in painful indecison. 'Never come back to
the Auresate. Never come back to the Aureate.’ My curiosity will be the desth of me. | settled feathers
that were prickling in the hest.

Cobbled roads ran around the market square's edge, from which further streetsled to the
quarters of the city. Coaches, rickshaws, and single whorsesjogged up and down, sometimes scraping
street corners, and bringing down the occasiona gtall. | walked until the cobbles became gold. Here and
there scuff marks showed where people had tried to prise them up. There were scattered bloodstains,
and withered hands bitten off at the wrist — people soon learn not to stedl Tine gold. Tal buildingsdid
into Aureate glow around me as| waked on, into the Tin€'s quarter.



The Transgressor's Forest isthe hair of the Ting's quarter. It isespecidly difficult to reach
because the head is alarge waled enclosure. Hundreds of creatures were promenading gold dust tracks
between the twin Cathedras of the Eyes, down to the Most Hallowed Nazel Grottoes, whereasthe
Mouth forms an Endless Chasm surrounded by gold teeth and the Ears are convoluted dishesthe true
names of which are not revedled to the faithless. | ran, dodged and sometimes flew though this complex,
and eventualy made it to the high spiked fence of the Transgressor's Forest. Hiding, waiting, in the edge
of abushy gold eyebrow, | watched.

A Tinewandered into view. His saggy blue arms were pouring aflask of thick red-brown liquid
into awatering can. | risked acloser look — hewas alone, and seemed quite ederly. His clawed feet
drew pardld linesin the glittering dust. He had frayed denim shorts, over which afloppy bely bulged.
Thin wisps of white hair hung down amassive muscled back, over the vestigid shell that crawled with
violet tattoo knot work. Asa bt for his shorts, he wore braided optic nerves—the Cult of the Multiple
Fracture. At hiswaist hung abig key ring, on which, instead of keys, were abunch of ragged fingers.
Therewere dender ladies fingers, soldiers thick knuckles, and children's bitten nails. | saw the turquoise
digits of other Tine, and the podgy hairy fingers of lardvaarks, al pierced onto the ring. And they were
moving, bending, tapping, stroking ... All il divel The Tine hefted his green watering can, and | stepped
out from behind thewall.

Shoulders up and hackles up, the beast growled.

| coughed. 'Excuse me? Perhaps you can help. I'm looking for Keziah the Saurian. HEs agrey
lizard, about ... sotdl, long snout with lots of teeth. Have you seen him at dl?

'Grrr?

'Y ou know, | left him four months ago, but | think if he's still dive, he must be here!’
'‘GRRRRRI'

'Wdll, if you fed that way, I'll just be going—

'How dare you set foot in the Aureate I' The creature choked in fury. He took a step towards
me and | backed off.

I'manimmortd,’ | said, playing the only card fortune dealt me. The Tine gardener wastoo
enraged to be impressed. Dry lips stuck to sharp canines as he snarled.

'What's it worth to let me have alook inthere? | gestured at the gate and blue pebble eyes
focused on my hand. 'Ohyes," | continued, bringing both long hands up with aflourish. ‘I was admiring
your ... finger collection, and | wondered what it's worth to let me search for my friend in your forest ... ?

The bristly beast pulled arazor-sharp knife fromits belt. I held my hand out. 'After you show
me," | said, teeth gritted, 'Keziah the Saurian.’

The Tine's heavy head nodded. 'He'simpailed.'
'What, on aspike?

'‘No. In abucket.'



When | saw them, | was sick. The Tine marched me on, determined not to let me out of hissight
among the rows of stinking bodies, the forests of flesh. After dl, | owed him afinger. | kept my eyeson
the lymph-soaked ground, shuddering. There were rows and rows of canes, irregular against the hot sky.
Rows and rows and rows of planted thingstied to the canes. Some screamed. The onesthat were
beyond screaming were worse, because they sighed. And then there were the ones that were beyond
sghing, the oneswith wet streamers of guts like runnersfrom which new limbs grew. The gardener
doused them all with red-brown liquid from hiswatering can.

We walked undernesth aroller coaster made of bone. There were real creatures embamed on a
merry-go-round, and they called out to me through sewn mouths as they spun by.

Still we went deeper, where the smell of rot was sdty, too overpowering, and re-formed things
with eyes on finger stalks begged to be put out of their agony. Some looked like skinned muscle trees,
lumpen and misshapen, and some were skeletd treesin winter, their off-white arms wired to carved
wooden posts. Insectskill everything in their path, but Tine areinto crestive mutilation. The gardener
directed me around a clotted bush of digestive organs bile green and dark purple, and an arteria
ornamenta garden where sunken things bubbled.

'Keziah? | called. Why doesthat tree have so many sets of teeth? 'Keziah! Keziah!'
Eventudly, Y ou are one bad cat.' A voice softened with morta pain.

'Shit, Keziah, I'm sorry.' | stopped in front of atall scay sapling. "What you doing back here,
dude? the sapling seethed. 'Y ou said you'd stay off the powder.’

'l cameto find you.'
'Stunning. Come join the greenery, catch my drift?
"There are some things | want to know.’

Keziah's peding face blinked down from a three-metre-high trellis. Cables, ropes and gory tubes
held his backbone in place, dl covered with strands of dry dime. Keziah's guts were in a bucket, which
the Tine drenched liberally with his watering can. The Saurian gasped, amembrane-eyelid flicked over
his remaining amber eye. Just suspiring, They'll never et you go, now. Not for dl the mesat in Pangea.' He
lisped, because he was missing his bottom jaw, which had been replaced by someone e <e's.

'Keziah. What isthe Roya Court? There was a blonde girl, made of worms. She saved me.
When you, were ...

'Ripped gpart. Hurt, that did." Histop lip curved up in agrimace. 'Who is she?

1 can't t—'

'‘Who is she?

'‘Bad news, dude. She's a Vermiform. Captain of the Guard ... She worksfor the King.'
A Kingin Epslon, how bizarre. 'Who'sthat? A Tine?

Keziah paused and gasped again, looking to the Tine gardener for alittle more red water. The
gardener was transfixed on me, and didn't move. The man you brought here yourself. Dunlin.’



‘Dunlin. Rachiswater? How?
'He said we should al pull together ... He hates Insects. Oh no. Oh shit. Here she comes!’

'Wha-' | broke off asthe ground began to tremble. | looked down and pebbles were shaking
and jumping about on the ground. A long thin worm scurried between my feet. | jumped. Then al around
me were worms, rushing together. Worms came out of the ground, disturbing the pebbles. In afive-metre
radius they appeared, running in towards the centre, where they met in awrithing pile. Up sprouted a
twisting column of worms, taller than me, it consolidated and reformed into the beautiful girl. She swayed,
stood till, her hair was dive.

The gardener fled.
Keziah whined, 'Oh for Cretaceous sake. We're doomed.'
‘Jant,’' the Vermiform said, her voice like harp chords, ‘we told you not to return.’

'Yes, | know. It wasan accident,’ | said. 'l thought 1'd try to save my friend, but as you see,
therésvery littleleft of —

'Y ou told him about His Mgesty,’ she accused Keziah.
‘Not at al. He—
'We're everywhere. We know.'

She held out her arms, and they elongated —worms ran down her shoulders and neck, adding to
the ends. Her hair shortened and vanished. Her head shrank, melted like candle wax asworms | eft it,
adding to her arms. The arms were like tapering roots; they came to pointsinstead of hands and the
pointslaid hold of Keziah. Heroared in anguish. | took a step forward to help but he shook his scaly
head, ady gleam in hiseye. He had an end to his protracted agony. | watched, wanting to run, but |
wasn't going to leave him a second time.

The girl's shape thinned, her height decreased as worms poured down her writhing arms onto
Keziah, where they crawled quickly al over him. Shewasjust athin column, then the column shrank; she
was just arms, then the arms dwindled, shoulder, e bow, wrist, and al her worms were wrapped round
Keziah.

Keziah couldn't shake them off. A moving net of worms surrounded his snout. They crept into his
mouth, between his massive teeth, and down histhroat. They emerged from his ragged-cut neck onto the
trellis, red and sticky. Worms crawled into his eye socket and forced the eyeball out. They pushed
between vertebrae and dropped in the bucket.

| had my hand over my mouth to stop screaming as| saw rivulets streaming into his nogtrils, eyes
and earholes. Keziah's head hung down. He stopped bregathing, and the membrane flashed across hiseye
socket onelast time. | guess enough of the worms had reached his brain and mashed it up. They gushed
from his open mouth, and in mid-air reformed into the beautiful woman whose shapetook alittle
adjustment as her feet hit the floor. She picked alone bloodied worm from the bucket tenderly and stuck
it back on hersdlf.

She said, 'Never come back to the Shift, Jant.'



| said, 'No, my lady.’
If she gpproached me | would run, but | had seen that her worms moved like quicksilver.

"Then goodbye." Worms at her feet began to dissociate. 'My lady! Wait! | want to meet Dunlin
agan.

'He said he doesn't want to seeyou. Epsilonisat war.'
'Why?

'Y ou stupid creature! If | seeyou again I'll eat you from theinside out.' The Vermiform raked one
hand across her chest, taking afistful of worms. She moulded them like asnowball, mouthed, 'Catch!’
and threw it. Worms splattered against my face. | squealed and spat, brushing them off — they ran down
thefoldsin my clothesto the floor. When | could see again she was gone, the dightest tremble of gold
s0il showing her path underground.

Therewas areorientation, and | woke. | woke in afamiliar room, feding afamiliar feding. | felt
like desth. 1'd passed out with my eyes open, and they were so desiccated the lids got stuck when | tried
to blink. I groaned, remembering the thorngtick pain, meta through flesh.

Tern gppeared, being comforting, holding my hand. | leant over the bed and threw up. Then |
darted crying.

'What's the matter? What's the matter? she asked. It's nothing. It'sjust the reaction of the drug.

'I'm ausdless, supid Rhydanne,' | explained. Tern climbed in bed with me. Her legswere so
smooth.

'Shil Jant, it's about time you quit.'

'l cant,’ | said, before | could stop myself. But Tern didn't see any hidden meaning behind my
words. We listened to the sound of heavy rain drumming on the shutters. She stroked my wing for a
while and then stopped, atypica woman —they don't expend any effort to help you if therésnothing in it
for them. | ran my hand up under her skirt and got lost somewhere between crinolines, petticoats and
unidentifiable lacy straps. | was afoiled lover, completely at the mercy of too many layers of clothes.
Slowly I gained control and stopped sobbing. Tern doesn't believe in the Shift; nobody does. Poor Tern,
she can't understand why her pathetic husband iskilling himself. | hugged her, saying, 'l just need to Shift
once more and then I'll quit.’

'Why?
I'll quit forever, | swear it.'
'Y ou've said that before.”

'l meanit. Achesto move. Don't want to do it again.' | rubbed my eyes and only succeeded in
making the burning sensation worse. Then why bloody do it again?

'l haveto. Honestly, Tern. Trust me. Help me. Please?



She shook her head, gazing in dishdlief. | rubbed a hand over her stocking tops, hooked afinger
under the suspender and ran it up to the belt at her waist, swept my other hand down her back, undoing
hooks and eyes. Tern made an impatient noise and wriggled out of my grasp. 'Y ou're taking me for
granted, she said.

‘That'snot thecase. | ...
'Y ou smply don't care that 1nsects have reached Wrought! 1t's under attack!”

She did from the bed and stormed out of the room, the open back of her dress flapping, her little
black wings and narrow shoulder blades sticking out. Her footsteps diminished down the spiral stairs.

| lay back, pressed on purple-shadowed eyelids and said 'fuck'’ in every language | could think
of. | used to find Tern's selfishness attractive, and | used to bdieve that with immortaity shewould learn
patience. I'm losing her again, | thought; if she complains about my conduct to the Emperor that will be
the end of both of us.

| started to shiver, hearing the rain and the low moan of the wind cutting around the tower. At
length | got up and pulled myself acrossthetilting floor to the dressing table, which was a mess of
perfume bottles, makeup and paper flowers, feather scissors and pens and one dim ornate syringe. |
clutched it. Safe now. | fixed mysdlf and lost consciousness lying on abearskin rug, in front of the
fireplace. | went looking for Dunlin again.

| felt much hedthier in the Shift, which proved how sick | must be in the Fourlands. I'm sorry,
Tern, | thought. When the Fourlands needs me, when Tern wants me, I'm lying, twitching, dying of
overdose, donein my room in the Castle. | knew | was treading the edge of desth to take so much cat
twicein close succession. Older Eszai would be fedling the Circle strain to keep me dive.

How much poison would break the Circle? How deeply damaged was too fucked to save?
What would fail first? Respiratory depression, suffocation, heart failure, permanently Shifted; with
maggot-girl traling me.

With the Vermiformin mind, | began my search for HisMgesty in placeswhere | knew the floor
was solid, where | would presumably be able to see her coming from adistance, rather than suddenly
feding worm-strands wrap around my legs and pull me down through the sail.

In the market place there seemed to be fewer Tine. After questioning peoplein bars and coffee
shops | found that Dunlin was giving them good positionsin his guard.

| raised atoast to Dunlin Rachiswater in the Bullock's Bollocks bar, and everyone there
responded. Either they wereloyal, or they weretoo afraid to differ. | learned from them that he had
taken up resdencein Siverkey Pdace; that | would find him there if the flag wasflying, and if not, on any
battleground with dl the inhabitants of Epsilon pitted againgt the Insects. The punterstoasted him again.
Shift creatures had never united before; usually they gruffly ignored each other, or were cheery but vague.
Only the Equinnes seemed capable of battle, but they had discovered athleticsinstead. Now they were
so fanaticaly patriotic and bloodthirsty they seemed to be becoming Awian.

| 1eft the bar intending to walk to Sliverkey, but | had not gone further than the market when |
was Sdetracked by agtall salling maps. Another amazing development — I had never seen mapsin
Epsilon before. The Shift changes so rapidly it's difficult to plan. Enchanted, | realised that each wasa



hand-drawn copy of the chart | had given Dunlin four months ago in Keziah's pub. And now they were
availableto everyone! | bent over for acloser look and got both buttocks pinched at once. | whirled
round, drawing my sword fluidly —found mysdlf face to face with Felicitia Aver-Fa conet.

Fdicitiafroze with a squesk, both hands over hisface. He lowered them tentatively. 'Lose the
bleached hair and white jeans, my chimerical boy. They make you look like aghost.'

'Felicitial Just the man | need!’
'Oh, my tardy lad! I've waited so long to hear you say that.'

'l mean, | need you to come to the Palace at Siverkey ... God, what happened to you? Hisarm
was bandaged elbow to shoulder, hanging in ading of lined magnolia satin. The ding matched the rest of
histight suit, which left none of his smal toned body to theimagination. He wasleaning on acrutch,
which pushed his other shoulder up to his ears, from which marcasite rings dangled. His skin shone like
sogp, and ingenuous eyes brimmed like ink blots. He swung on the crutch, blushing terribly. 'l was—

'Oi, what're you doing talking to atourist in the middle of the market? At an angry shout | put a
hand to my sword hilt again, but Felicitiadapped me.

"Will you stop doing that? It's not diplomatic. Over here, love,' he added, raising hisvoice, and a
well muscled man with long red hair dipped to hisside. The man wastall, tanned and completely naked
gpart from afurry headband.

"This,' said Fdicitiaproudly, 'is an Equinne gunner. My guessis he could even fight Tornado and
win.

| ignored the friendly hand, bulging with hedlth, which was offered me. 'I'm not atourist,’ | said.

'Leigh, thisis Comet Jant Shira. Less pigment than spaghetti at the moment but don't
underestimate him. He can outrun racehorses, he's a Deathless—

'Looks aready dead,' the muscled man observed with cheerful carel essness.
‘Jant, thisis Lieutenant Leigh Delamere from Osseous, who's come to help usfight Insects!
'At yer service, Immortal.’

Questions buzzed in my mind. | couldn't believe that Fdlicitia— camp asarow of tents—would
want to fight at al. Perhapsit was testimony to Dunlin's charisma | couldn't believe that the Horse
People would join Dunlin ether. If their Shift land of Osseous had been in the Fourlands, rivalry between
Awians and Equinneswould far surpassthe Insect War.

'Pleased to meet you. The Castle Circleisat your service and that of Osseous.” Which was safe
to say because no Eszal apart from mewould ever visit Osseous. '| would be glad to offer assistance
againg the Insectsin any world.'

'He'sthe Castle Messenger,' Felicitiasaid.

Ddamere grinned with achummy politenessthat left me quite cold. 'l must ask,' | said. 'Why are
Equinnes aways naked?



Delamere looked aghast, ran big hands over his groin and thighs. 'I'm not naked.'
'Excuseme,' | said, 'But | can seeyour —

‘Thisis one-hundred-per-cent impossum fur. Invisible marsupias. It took tons of them to make
thissuit.' He offered me abrawny arm. | stretched out a hand, aware of Felicitiagiggling, and stopped a
centimetre from Delamerés skin, my hand sinking into warm invisiblefur.

‘That'samazing,' | breathed.
'Cheers. They're bagtards to hunt, though. Have to walk around until you fdl over them.'

Fdicitiatottered on his carved crutch, wincing in agony. He asked if we could start towards
Sliverkey straight away, as his broken leg was too much to bear in the heat and market crowds. Those
Insects are tough,’ he said.

Delameretook him under one arm, where hefitted perfectly. He clicked hisfingersat apassing
quandry, which dewed to a hdt beside us. ‘Can you take usto the mansion at Siverkey?

'Wdll, | dunno, darling,’ said the leading whorse, licking lipstick smooth around its muzzle. 'Isthe
priceright?

'l have money,' | said, making Flicitiagiggle again.
'God save us, arich Rhydanne; nothing's changed at all, hasit? Hasit, my affluent lad?

Deamere shoved Fdicitiaup into the open carriage where he sat swaying in girlish laughter. The
lieutenant said afew short words to the leading whorse, in a different language; the beast pawed the
ground and tossed its head. 'If you please, love," she whinnied. 'If you promise to give Dunlin our regards,
thisrideisfree!

'All your rides are free," nagged the whorse shackled behind it. 'Oh, listen to the girl, she'ssuch a
bitch!'

‘Mare!'

The quandry set off at abrisk canter, scattering shoppers and Jeopards, and a couple of stalls.
Weturned right at the City Hall and, astown thinned, increased in speed until we wereracing at agalop
aong country lanes, dl the sgns pointing to Dunlin's Palace.

Every time the colourful coach zigged or zagged or jarred Fdicitiawas thrown againgt me on the
amber |eather seat, and | was pushed uncomfortably up againg Delameresfur. First we passed the
Auregate, vast twin gilded domes of the Breasts on the skyline. Then we rushed through open country,
over avivid green plain where manilaantel opes took fright and jumped away from the coach, whitetails
showing. Groups of giraffiti stretched their long necksto watch us, their bodies and lengthy legsa
criss-cross of brown lettering on yellow hair. Herds grazed in the cam middle-distance. The quandry
dodged away from snorting terribulls, which attacked to protect their herds, lowering their heads and

gouging with gigantic horns.
After an hour the plain gave way to a bright blue lake, covered with lily pads, wherefiery flocks



of pink flameingos stalked on their matchstick legs. The air was crysta clear and sweet as melt-water;
Delamerés hair streamed back like crimson silk.

Inthe distance | saw agrey line, like alow dliff, threatening as abank of fog, which | recognised
aswe ricocheted towardsit in the heat-haze — an Insect Wall. It loomed, silent; seemed to leach colour
from thevibrant plains.

'Did Insects come from here to attack Epsilon? | asked.
Fdicitiasad, 'Y es. Do you remember we used to cal them Paperlands?
'‘Back homewe dtill do.'

"That Insect city isempty now,’ Felicitiasaid. 'Dunlin and | cleaned them al out. Didn't we,
Legh?

'Yeh!

‘That was how | got my arm broken. | was right in the middle of thefight! Just like Hacilith! Well,
maybe not. We drove dl the Insects back behind that Wall and there were so many they were stacked
up on top of one another, running around.’

'Sothere are no Insects|eft in Epsilon at dl?

‘Theré's afew pockets of Insects|eft. There's quite afew behind the Wall at Osseous. Dunlin
wants to attack next week and destroy them all, my sweet tatterdemalion. We're positive of success.’

"There are too many Insectsto hold in the Fourlands now.'
'You Eszal are dways saying that. Y ou don't fool me, my pretty propagandist.’

“It'strue. Rachiswater's overrun, Lowespassis ten metres under paper, Wrought manor's
infested. Insects have been seen in Micawater.'

‘Even! Y ou need Dunlin back. See, here's where we camped; the Equinnes had such good fun.'

'Y eh.' Delamere smirked. 'Bit dow, though. Prime your muskets and bide your time, the Captain
of the Guard said.’

'l could tell the Insectsdidn't like being all squashed up together because they built abridge to
escape. It'sthere—do you see?

| did see. HAlf abridge reared into the brilliant sky and stopped abruptly at the zenith of itsarch.
The bridge was identica to the onein Lowespass.

"They built tunnelstoo,’ Felicitia chattered. Then they ran down the tunnels or up the bridge and
disappeared. Can you bdieve? Dunlin was hopping mad because he said they were escaping.’

‘That half,' | said dowly, 'isthe same bridge as our haf.'
Fdicitiadidn't understand. There arelots of bridges.'

'Y ou don't know where they go to?



'Wéll, no, my outre one. Do they have to go anywhere? Dunlin climbed it, you know. Heis o
brave. Hethrew things off the end but they didn't vanish like the Insects did. They just fell down. Didn't

they, Leigh?
'Yeh!

| started to fed strange. Invisible hands were pulling me back to my body in the Castle. Typica.
Damnit, damn it, damnit. | fought hard, towing the line, pulling against the pull, asupple hook in my guts.
My longest Shift yet was wearing off rapidly. | grabbed Felicitia, who smpered. The Palace,' | shouted.
'It'simportant! I'll come back assoon as| can!’

'Well bethere,’ Fdicitiaassured me.
"Tell Dunlin not to ride against the Insectsagain! Not until | talk tohim! | — ah. ..’

'But why? Fdlicitia's hand went straight through me, to the amber |eather. The bright plain was
dimming, afast dusk to amonochrome grey.

| looked imploringly at the now ghostly Equinne. He said, 'Y ou know where those bridges go to,
don't you?

'Yeh.' And | was gone.
CHAPTER 18

I'm surprised I'm il dive. Awake and aivel The rush that knocked me out had faded, but the
high remained, and it felt wonderful. | grinned, unstuck mysaf from the carpet and bounced over to the
washstand where | drank awhole pitcher of water. From the burnt-down candles | supposed that | had
been unconscious for four or five hours. | rubbed at the bruise in the crook of my arm. ‘Don't do it again,
Jant,' | told mysdlf. 'Y ou'll get hooked.'

Rain gtill whipped againgt the shutters, storm clouds were moving in herds acrossthe sky. The
land outside was dark and soaking. | took off my shirt because I'd vomited al over it, rolled it up in the
rug and dumped them both in the bedroom.

| was descending the steps when | heard a hurried knock at the door. | was il utterly wired on
cat and didn't stop to think who could be vigting in the middle of the night, during a hurricane. | bounded
across the room and flung the door wide.

The figure dripping there gazed at mein horror. ‘Messenger? 'Mm? | blinked. 'Y oure wet.'
'Yes It'sraining.’

'Yes. Well, | suppose you'd better come in then.' The tall man pushed past me and it was only
then | redised who it was. 'Harrier? 'Comet, thisisterrible. | =

'What the shining fuck are you doing here? What are you wearing? The custodian of Micawater
unbuttoned his saturated coat, wrung the rain from his ponytail. He carried amighty bow, which | took
from him and propped againgt the wall. He looked too upset to be bearing arms. | sat himdownina
chair by thefire.

'‘Comet, he said pady, 'l rodefrom Awia. | lived theredl my life. I'm never going back. Thisis



terrible.’ He seemed ready to collapse.

| had not seen this aspect of Harrier for twenty years. Gone were the e egant suits and polished
boots, the woodsman was dressed as he was the first time | saw him. | observed as| poured a heavy
measure of whisky. His green coat and hood lay in apool on the floor. Under his belt,
peacock-feathered arrows were still bright and keen. He had a bracer on hisarm and asword and
buckler at hisside. On the other side hung awell mounted dagger. A horn with agreen strap at his back
and asilver medalion on his chest completed the ensemble. Harrier looked like thiswhen he shot againgt
Lightning in aMicawater tournament twenty years ago. Lightning won effortlesdy but Harrier's skilful
archery and impeccable conduct impressed him so much he offered the loya young man the next
stewardship of his etate.

Long time pining — through noves, librettos and benefactions, with visonary masguerades and
testing tournaments, Lightning created a golden age of the time of hisyouth which modern Awians
desperately want to defend. Harrier and hisfamily had subscribed to the fantasy and sunk without trace.

'l can never go back,’ Harrier repeated in dismay.

'Shut up.' | gave him the whisky; he dugged it down and then spluttered it al over the
long-suffering carpet. He grimaced like someone weaned on expensive wine. 'l have to see Lightning.
The Cadtl€slikeatomb.'

He buried his head in his hands, and his shoulders shook. No, it couldn't wait till morning. Yes, it
was urgent. No, he couldn't tell me. Yes, he could only tell Lightning. Y es, hewasterrified. | took adeep
breath. 'Wereall Eszai! | can help! Now stop snivelling and tell me what's going on!

'l rode without rest. | left my horsein Great Court, half dead. Night before last during the storms,
at the Palace, there was afight. I'm so sorry. Fifty men forced the Lake Gate and rode into the gardens.
A child could force those gates. There were no lights. Torrentia rain, clouds were down to the ground.
We couldn't seeinthe gardensat dl. My family hid. The guards are useless— it was mayhem. Cdl them
guards? Decoration, more like! We were expecting Insects, not men to attack Micawater! Men rode
right into the entrance hal. | was on the bacony. | shot at them. | shot a people. | can't believeit. | took
ten of them down with the arrows that were on thewalls, but | only had ten arrows. Lightning will be
devadtated. Maybe | should kill mysdlf.’

Harrier appeared quite willing to do so; | tried to reassure him.

'l couldn't stop them! The men broke everything. Thefirst floor isin pieces. Ceramics, glass. It
will break hisheart. They ran up the stairs. They knew the way. They took ... They took Cyan from her
bedroom and they took her away. I'm sorry. She wasn't crying; she was white with shock.'

'You'velost Atas kid?

'Yes. I'm so sorry. Wetried to give chase but the storm was too fierce. The entrance hall
flooded, because the doors were smashed. At daybreak | sent out search parties but there was no sign.
Theroadsaredl churned up. And Insects! Insectsall over the place! They ate everything in the gardens,
including the gardeners. | had to dedl with the townspeople, | told them to leave for Rachiswater.’

'Do you know who'staken the girl?

'Y es. He had the Castle's crest on ashield on his back. | had chance of a shot, but | didn't dare.
| didn't want to hit Cyan. Lightning could have doneit. But | couldn't shoot an Eszal.’



‘Mist?

‘Yes.
'He's more stupid than | thought!”

'l think they took her to Peregrine. | went there yesterday morning. The manor islike awar
camp. There's athousand Fyrd there. They have the Grass Idand badge, but they look very shabby.
They told meto piss off," he added, in ahurt tone.

Where did Mist get athousand soldiers? Oh. No. | know. It was my turn to founder; | sat down.
| had thought that I'd tied up every loose end. Now | wished the world to swalow mewhole. The
Emperor and the Archer would be furiouswith me. | swore miserably in Scree while Harrier watched me
shrewdly. 'Y ou don't know anything about this, do you?

'Of course | do. I'm an Eszai. | know everything,' | said. Theimmortd line. Appear to lose
control and Challengers pop out of the woodwork like Vermiforms. | couldn't tell Harrier that | had
relocated Ata's Fyrd to Awndyn manor, to send them out of the way.

It could never be known that | delivered aletter from Shearwater Mist to Awndyn manor. And
Awndyn was not far from Peregrine. That |etter must have recalled them — Mist used Atas men to
abduct her child. 'I'm going to knock their heads together,’ | muttered.

'l think wed better let Lightning do that, Harrier said. 'Comet, | don't understand. Why would
the Sailor want to steal his child back? Does he want ransom for her? s Ata so fond of her? Just
because Ata has had many children over the centuries doesn't mean sheisn't fiercely protective of each
one. 'Perhaps he's going to use her to force Atato drop her Chalenge for his placein the Circle. Don't
look a melike that. Everybody at the coast knows now.'

'If that'shisaim," | said, 'hell lose his place anyway because extortion is certainly against the law.’

Harrier seemed to have mostly dried out now, and was warmed by the unfamiliar drink. He was
patting his chestnut hair flat and examining my eccentric gpartment with complete distaste.

'Well gotell the Archer,' | said. 'He will not be in agood temper —he'sfeding guilty. He had to
answer to the Emperor for lending Micawater Fyrd to Ata. He hasn't broken the rules, but they're bent
completely out of shape.’

'The lady deservesto be supported. She's suffered so much!”

| was of the opinion that the lady should be bound and gagged and dumped in the deep blue sea.

| led Harrier down my muralled spird staircase, along one of the wide corridors that connects the
Cadtle'sthick outer wallsto the Palace insde. He scuttled aong behind me, one hand on his sword hilt,
blunt head down asif he was till moving against the storm. There was a sheen to his pale skin that was
not rainwater. He looked like adying man, more grey than pae; flashes of lightning from the glasdess
windowslit hisfacein angles, light grey left, dark grey right —the timeless grey of the Castle stone. 'Cam
down!" | shouted over the sound of the storm.

‘Sower!" he gasped.



'Don't dieon me, Harrier,' | said nervoudly. | have never found it easy to judge how much pain
Zascal can take. He stumbled at aleft-hand turn, sharp change of direction, into the corridors of the
Pdaceitdf.

‘Not yet, Comet,' he muttered.

Itisalong run from my tower acrossthe Castle to Lightning's rooms. We paused in an unlit
doorway, the engraved portal open wide onto alittle cobbled courtyard six centimetres deep in pocked
water. Sheets of water were running off the roof and falling in atransparent wall in front of us. | pushed
Harrier through it, ducked after him and sprinted across the sudden lake to a gateway at the other side.
Harrier gasped as freezing water doused down his back. His shirt clung between the bumps of wings.

Now we were leaving wet footprints on adove-grey carpet. Blue glass lamps had depleted hours
ago and the narrow halway was dick with thewarm smell of oil smoke. A midnight-blue embroidered
hanging ran along the wall, thin white hounds chasing like a pack of crescent moons after a
brimstone-yellow stag with a crown around its neck. | ripped the hanging back on its brassrail and there
was adouble door behind it.

'Areyou going to knock or shall 1?7 | asked. Harrier tried to hide behind me. | sighed and
hammered on the blue doors. Nothing. | knocked again, again nothing.

‘Let'sgo.' Harrier shivered. He could barely speak. From experience | knew thiswould take a
while

Lightning, unusudly crumpled and haggard, opened the door and stuck hisfoot againgt it, leaning
ontheframe, hisfacejust visblein the gap, said, 'What have the Insects done now?

‘Not Insects.’

‘Then could you go away, please?
‘Thisisimportant!'

'‘Comet, do you know what timeit is?
‘Yes. It's—

'l don't care what you're high on or what you have to whine about. Leaveit till morning when |
have enough energy to kick you back to Scree for waking me up!”

Harrier surfaced in front of me, and smiled like aghost a his magter. Lightning's demeanour
changed completely. He ran ahand through touded hair.

'What isit? he said. 'No. Wait, don't tell me, comein.'

He dashed back into the room and started lighting candles in a candel abra on alow walnut table,
fumbling with atinderbox until | threw him abox of matches. Harrier walked into the room likeaman
into anew country, taking everything in. Polished floorboards reflected candldight at the edges of the
room, emerging from under arug, iodine purple and potash grey. An abino bearskin stretched in front of
the cold fireplace. Invisible rain battered the sash windows.



| closed thetall double doors, brass handles with copper-blue enamelling, and waited there like a
guard watching immortalised raindrops glitter near the stucco celling — the chanddlier.

Harrier knelt at the edge of the carpet. | found myself looking at the top of hishead. "Y ou don't
need to do that,' | said, confused. He ignored me.

Lightning picked up abow that was |eaning against abookshelf. He braced it againgt hisbare
foot and strung it expertly, then sank onto agrey velvet chaise longue with the bow across hisknee. He
thought: nobody can hurt mewhile | have this. An unlaced white shirt fell down over one shoulder; he had
struggled into black trousersthat were part of adress suit. Thefirst thing that had come to hand. '‘Comet.
The harbinger of disaster,’ he said. ‘What isit?

| motioned for Harrier to give the news. He did so, with an apology every second word. When
he finished there should have been silence, hopelessly routed by the storm outside. Waves of rain tore
againg the windows, gales howled past around the corner of the building. The Archer was staring into a
private world ametrein front of hisface. 'l see,' hesaid, inaquiet voice. 'l don't believe you.'

'My lord." Thewoodsman hung his head, overcome with shame. This. . . doesn't happen to me.
To the Palace. My home. What am | going to do?

'Steady, Saker,' | said.

'What am | going to do? I'll kill him. I'm going to kill him!" Muscles bulged in both aamsashe
clenched hisfigts. 'Wereleaving, right now.' He took agulping bregth.

‘Steadly!"

'Nobody. Has. Ever touched Micawater. For fifteen hundred years. One thousand five
hundred years ... What am | going to do? What about Cyan? Is she hurt? Is she dead? Lightning looked
around wildly for something to break. Harrier had shrunk so deeply into himsdlf that he wastaking up no

spaceat dll.

He said nothing. He said, 'l have to do something.' Then, 'What will the Emperor do?

'Saker, St down and cam down. To Sanit'sjust another manorship.' | saiditagainin
sixth-century Awian and he stopped, perplexed, the big hand went over hiseyeslike avisor.

'Please don't,' he said.

‘That isno way to comport oneself,’ | continued. "Would your father have acted thus? Would
Peregrine?

He struggled with hisreverences. Y es, they may well have," he said.

'Isthiswhat they taught you? Or do you betray Awia by behaving like a Plaindander? What
would Tede Micawater say if she witnessed this?

It seemed to work. Lightning placed the bow on his chair and pulled Harrier to hisfeet, taking his
hand. Ashen-white, Harrier wastotaly bewildered at the fact we were suddenly speaking adead
language. 'l am so sorry,’ he kept repegating. 'So sorry, my lord.'

‘No. No, Harrier, you did well. Y our name will be remembered and your family will be rewarded



for thisservice. | wish you to remain as seward in the Paace, if you. fed you possibly could.’
'It would be agreat pleasure, Lord Governor, but I'm hardly worthy.'
'On the contrary; you are the most loya servant | have ever had, and avery talented archer.’
| coughed. 'Do | haveto ligento thisdl night?
The Archer turned to me. 'How long will it take usto ride to the coast?

'Inthisweather? A coach would take forty-eight hours; | could ride therein ten hoursif there are
no floods. But I'm not going to Peregrine. None of usare.' | drew the knifethat | carry, Hacilith-style, in
my boot, shaking with cat-comedown. 'We should leave Mist and Atato fight their battle. The Emperor's
word. Y ou haveto stop the Insectsin Awia.'

'Insects! What about Cyan?
‘San'sword!’

| don't care..." Hewasintent on rescuing the girl, a casudty of Atas Challenge and not redly our
busnessa dl.

'Oh, for god's sake leave her. How can we help the kid now? Lightning eyed me brandishing the
knife. 'l am going to the coast,' he said cooally. "Y ou cannot stop me.’

'l can't stop you,' | agreed, 'but | could dow you down abit.' | flattened myself against the door,
the panelling pressing between my shoulder blades. We gazed at each other, animas of different species
in the same cage. 'lt'sfor your own good! What will San say?

Lightning shrugged, retrested to the bedroom for afew minutes, leaving me aone with Harrier.
The woodsman was too exhausted to stand, but too respectful to touch any of the furniture without
permission. He drew strength from the fact that Lightning was satisfied with him, and maintained his
sagging poise with gritted teeth.

"The moon had agolden ring last night; tonight theresno moon at dl,' | said. A tremendous
gormiscoming. I'velived and flown in Darkling so | know.'

‘Worse than this?
IYS.I

Lightning returned with the shirt laced and tucked in, hisred embroidered riding coet, boots, a
shield dung over hisleft shoulder and an arrow at string on alongbow.

‘Jant, put the knife down. Thank you. Please write aletter to the Emperor, tell him that we have
goneto find Shearwater —

'Spare me the bullshit, Y our Mgesty. Hell dismissyou from the Circle!

'And ready my carriage? | know you don't understand ... Y ou probably can't understand ... But
thisis something | should do.'



| went to the servant's quarters and woke them all up, haf past two am. | chose the best of them
to bethedriver for thefirst leg of thejourney, and sent riders ahead. | l€ft aletter for San explaining
everything, and then went out to the courtyard.

Therain fell through lines of torchlight. Six horses struck sparks from wet cobbles with their
hooves asthey stirred uneasily, water running in streams down their broad necks. The coach had
gleaming trim and the Castle's sun yellow and red on the back. Micawater's crest was on both doors,
and in miniature on the horse brasses and the hubs of the whedls,

Memo
To: Kitten
From: Me

Tern, darling, sorry | missed you. | have to go to Peregrine. Someone hasto keep an eye on
Lightning. He might be the best archer of al time but he'saso abloody idiot. Loveyou, Jant .

We drove throughout the rest of the night, and the following day, changing horses at Eske, the
Cygnet inn in the dense forest, Laburnum House on the escarpment. There were no lightsin Shivel; the
town had fallen to the Insects. Altergate town was empty, and the people of Sheldrake had long gone.
We pressed on through torrentia rain, that at least would dow the Insects down. We changed horses at
Sdter's Stable, forded the floodland at dusk where Dace River had broken its banks, and then we were
on the coast road.

Before the first stop our coachman got hypothermia, so guesswho had to drive the rest of the
way? After nightfal we arrived at Awndyn-on-the-Strand; the sandy track pulled at the whedls. | hated
the coach in front of alittle stable, athatched outhouse with half-timber and brickwork.

The manor looked asif its buildings had clustered together for comfort. Wet ivy scaled the pairs
of tal chimneys, which were dark red, dick with rain blowing between them. A yellow glow backlit the
lead-glazed windows, they were grouped in fours and eights, and beaded with rain. Awndyn'ssmall
archway opened under acoat of armsin deep relief, and an iron-caged lamp shone there, invitingly.

CHAPTER 19

Creased and aching, Harrier, Lightning and | hurried through the archway asif pushed by the
storm. They were damp from their dash from coach to porch, and | was drenched to the skin. Swallow's
aged servant kept us waiting in an oak-panelled corridor. Lightning sent me aworried glance. He was il
seething with fury, hewas as powerful as| fet Sckly.

| had no time to dwell on my sickness, couldn't think of an explanation or excuse.
'Why the delay? he enquired petulantly.
'l imagine she wasn't expecting company.'

'‘Swallow has never been known to dressfor visitors.'



Eventudly the servant returned and we were shown through to the little hal. Swalow wasthere.

Swallow wore agreen sk skirt. Shewas playing the violin. Her head wastilted away from us
and a shadow hid under her jaw; she was thinner than last time | had seen her. She lowered the
instrument and smiled. ‘It isyou! At last! | thought Pipit had been at the brandy. Did you get my letter?
Have you come to hold the Insects off?

Lightning smply stared, but fortunately | had more presence of mind. | bowed. ‘Governor
Awndyn, I'm sorry, but no —at least, not yet. We need a change of horses on the way to Peregrine.” |
explained dl, while Lightning's clenched fists dug fingernailsinto his padmsin fury, and Harrier just ssood
behind him and looked peaky.

'Have you seen my town? she asked.
'We camein aong the coast.’

"That was inadvisable, Jant. The waves will be over the seawall tonight and up on the main road.
| closed the road because of Insects. Did you see the lights of the town? No? That's because I've had to
evacuateitl The disgusting Insects have eaten everything in the warehouses and in al the shops on the
quay. | have the harbour-men crowded in their friends houses at the top of the cliff. Thank god for the
diff houses—that'sal | haveleft! Those men put their lives on the line defending the cand basin against
Ata. She'satraitor, Jant; | hope her daughter drowns.”

'‘No, Swallow ...

Swallow picked up her stick from where it was|eaning against a dender music stland, and leaning
on it, limped towards me, her skirt flowing. 'I'll help you, Eszal,’ she said, 'because | owe you athousand
favours, and because of thisfool here." She stretched up on tiptoe and gave Lightning alight kiss on the
cheek.

Lightning asked for permission, seized her agile hands and covered them in kisses.

"Y ou can have my ships,' she said. 'l can't spare any Awndyn men. I'll co-operate on one
condition, that you make your plans herein thishal. Awndyn isthe most powerful manor on the coas, if
we can hold out, because now only Awndyn and Moren have harboursintact.’

'Yes' Lightning said quietly.

Harrier gave agreat sgh. Shelooked a him shrewdly. 'Y ou need food. Pipit! Fetch brandy!
Bring bread and sdlmon, and stoke up thefire here!'

Onceinto the refuge Lightning forgot the ssorm completely. Our coats were |eft on the hot tiles
surrounding the centrd fire where they dowly steamed dry. We ate at atrestlein thewarm dim hall,
Harrier and Pipit at the same table, dipping into the same platters of roast chestnuts and baked potatoes.
| couldn't be soothed; | was overwhelmed by sea-terror. | did my best to hideit, but | hated the salt wind
howling down the vent, under the manor annexe thatch. Thunder pounded with the waves on thelong
beach.

The cosy hal muted most of the noise; outside we would be deafened by the tremendous waves
damming into the harbour wall and hissing back, rain peting into the ocean, blurring the seal's surface with
the sky. | flinched with the impact of every wave, thinking that the ocean was esting itsway closer over
the dunes to the manor house. Waves will rear up and crash down on the roof likeawall of black water.



How could the house keep standing againgt that weight of water? Any minute now we would be washed
avay!

'It'sgood brandy,’ said Lightning.

‘Jant? said Swallow. 'Jant, are you al right? I've been offering you some for ten minutes and -
'He's—

'l don't likethe sea," | explained.

Swallow experimented with aversion of thefirgt amile. 'If you want to go upstairs please fed
free. You need rest aswell as repast; the storm will make it ahard ride to Peregrine tomorrow.'

Swallow didn't know half the problem. | needed rest and | craved cat. | had to know more about
Dunlin.

And Swallow was confusing me aswell. What was she doing? From where had she suddenly
found femininity? Why was she acting like a beautiful woman instead of aspailt brat? Clearly Lightning
loved it; he couldn't relate to the wounded girl, but Swallow in calm command of her manor was moreto
his taste and she seemed to reciprocate. Was she smply recovering her spirit, or had she realised how
wrong she had been to turn him down? "Will you repeat your claim to the Circle? | asked.

'l may,' she said. 'Now every morning | ride to town and we clear out the Insect carcasses, and
we break down their walls, and we spend al the daylight hours killing as many aswe can. And gtill were
losing ground! I'm not leaving my town to them!"

Lightning readily agreed, and | |eft them. Harrier took his cue from me and aso | eft, treading
lightly up the Sairsto one of the linenfol d-panelled rooms above the hall, hung with Awian tapestries and
antler trophies.

| dawdled at the foot of the draughty stairs, where alittle window with leaded diamond panes
looked out over the strand. | could see only blackness, but sensed turmoil and movement, the roar of surf
and flicker of lightning on flat cloud basesfar out to sea. Violet flashes displayed the beach. In an ingtant |
saw Insect carcasses jumbled above thetide line, spiny and angular.

By the stairs, adoor led to the manor's church, which | knew was acam, safe place to think and
compose mysdlf. Insde, the room was | ess than three metres square, and unadorned. Churches were
more or less the same throughout the Fourlands.

Anarrow of lightning illuminated atable set againgt the far wall, the only furniture. It was covered
with a cloth embroidered with script that read: Why are we waiting?

Theserooms are set aside to remind us of the absence of god. They cal to mind the fact that the
Castle was founded to protect the Fourlands while god is away from its creation, and that at some point
in the future, god will return. Eszai and Zascal dike look forward to that happening, and the prolonged
walit is another reason to want to join the Circle. People find it comfortable to have such areminder, even
if they canill-afford the space. It's because they fedl they havefulfilled their obligation to our departed
god, and can forget about it.

| sat on the table and thought about Dunlin Rachiswater. Insects were coming to the Fourlands
from the Shift —theworld I could reach by drugs, the world that only | knew, no one but me believed.



How could | proveit? Head in hands and in deep despair | racked my brainstrying to think of a
way to explainit to the Emperor —'My lord, Stanidl.'s dead brother is chasing hordes of Insectsinto
Awiafrom aland where blue monsters worship entrails." | would be locked up permanently.

Maybe | am mad. Pressure from the Emperor's insistent commands and so much Scolopendium
has cracked my mind and | haven't even noticed. Or perhaps the Emperor has planned the whole
gtuation so he can dismissme asinsane.

The only Fourlanders | have met in the Shift are Dunlin and Felicitia, people| aready knew from
the real world, so thereis no way even to prove to mysdlf that the Shift exists. Thefirst timel visited the
Shift, | excitedly recounted my experiencesto Lightning, and. his solemn countenance told me | had gone
too far. Hesad, 'It'sjust ajunky halucination. Don't waste my time.' It'sjust a hdlucination. Are Insects
coming out of my hallucinations and poisoning the world?

A Messenger should be pragmatic. With no way to prove the existence of the Shift, dl | could do
was trust my intuition. Was | too scared to take a chance to save the Fourlands? No! | would go back to
the Shift .. evenif it killsme.

Death from overdose was too dishonourable. What would storiestdll of me five hundred years
from now?

A shaft of light appeared, increased across my face as the door opened, and Swallow cameinto
thelittle room. 'Jant? | followed you from the hal. | haveto ask you something.’

Not now, please, Swalow. "What?
'Where did you find my ring, and can | have it back please?

'What ring? Oh. This? | wriggled Cyan's copper ring from my finger and Swalow held out a
hand for it. 'Yes,' shesaid. ‘It'smine.

'l don't think that's possible.’

"The dolphin ismy standard, as you know. Where did you find it?

1.

'| gavethat ring to the Archer last year because he inssted on having some token.'

'Oh,' | said. 'That explainsit. Well, yes, | found thisin the Castle stables; it waslying on the floor
and | thought it was pretty.’

'Lightning must have logt it. Excellent way to treet atoken.'

Lightning? No. There is no chance Lightning could be Cyan'sfather ... He couldn't.. 'Mmm.
Yes. | wasthinking of giving it to Cyan.' | passed her thering.

'Who's Cyan?
'Ata's daughter, remember?

Thank you, Cyan. Now | know. Why did | fed so sick?1 didn't understand. The world had
turned to dirt, heavy with disgppointment. Anticipating the anger that would come later, | felt the warmth



of gathering dread. 'l swear I'll never trust anyone from now- on!'
"Jant?

Why was Swallow changing yet again, becoming ladylike and persuasive? It might be the result
of her trauma—1 once knew alord who was wounded by Insects and spent the rest of hislife thinking
that he was turning into one, that black spines kept growing out of hislegs.

| thought, Swallow may look reasonably hedlthy, but the body heals faster than the mind, and
sometimes mind can't hed at dl. Weall have our private echo of the battlefield.

Mortas changeimmensaly over their lifetimes, but rarely in the space of afew months. Women
change incomprehens bly from day to day, but they keep the same themes. Neither mortality nor
woman-hood would explain what had happened to Swalow. 'What's your game, Awndyn? What the
fuck areyou playing at? She backed off. | suppose she had a different opinion of me, too. How could
sheview mein the same light when she knows I've seen every bit of her, indde and out, stitchesand all?

| followed her out of the gloomy church. 'First you're arestless ambitious bitch, then you decide
to be content asa Zascai, and now you're acting dy as Tern with frocks and kisses. I'm sorry, but thisis
confusing the fuck out of me!'

Swallow tapped her stick on the floorboards. 'I'll explain later.’
'Explain now.'

‘Now Awndyn is attacked! My home, where | grew up! | need aplacein the Circle! I'm so
scared, | can't save Awndyn. With immortality and Lightning'shelp | might reclaimiit. | have recuperated,
I've had time to think. Something inside me pushes me on, but since the battle | fed worn out. | have no
energy totry likel used to for aplace. Now | haveto fight and | can't; I'm lame. | know the Circle won't
give me any more strength than | dready have, and my lamenesswill never be cured, but Lightning will
help me. | received aletter from Migt. In fact, you ddlivered it yoursdlf.'

IYS,I

'Migt explained why Lightning lovesme. | never considered it before. Mist said the reason was
because | look like Lightning's cousin, whom he loved so many centuries ago when hisfamily ruled Awia
He has never forgotten her image—and | happen to look the same! She was called Martyn Micawater;
apparently she was a hunter, and a daring warrior. And she had auburn hair. He thought she was perfect.’
Swallow glanced down to the folds of her green skirt pooling on the floor. 'And she wore silk,' she
added.

'Having rejected Saker, you're trying to snare him again.'
'Well yes, | supposel am.’

'Damn it, Swallow, hasn't it occurred to you we have more important things to worry about?
Vireo and Tawny are marooned in Lowespass! Staniel ismaking no impact! Eskeisat amg! You're
holding Insects at bay every day yoursdlf! Hasit crossed your mind that Awndyn isthe last manor before
Hacilith, and if Insects reach the city what the fuck will happen? And what are you doing? Chasing
feather. You sfishtart —

'Don't speek to her like that,” Lightning interrupted, lounging in the hall doorway, one arrogant



hand on hissword hilt.

| was betrayed, like akicked dog. None of the Eszai were worthy; my confidant, teacher,
creditor, was asflawed as | am. How do we manage to maintain the sublime image of the Circleto which
Zascal aspire? | felt more estranged than ever before, even in the bleak mountains.

| pointed at him. 'l just found out thisisal your doing! How could you deep with Ata?
'Oh. No! | =
'No excuses!' | ran up the stairs and locked the guest-room door.

| sat down on aplain bed and stripped off my shirt, looked at my track-marked skin. When the
world around meisfaling to piecesand | am powerlessin the wake of catastrophesthereis ill onething
over which | havefirm control, my body. Hereisasolution for al my troubles: | began to prepare a shot
of cat.

Camly looking a my arms | thought, thereisn't any point trying to hook there. Once, probing
deeply, I hit an artery, which was an experience | had no desire to repedt.

Swallow tapped on the door and called my name softly, but | told her to go bugger off. | opened
awing, resting it on the white sheets, feding the snewy musclesrelax. The base where it connectsto the
hollow of my back isasbroad asathigh.

Lightning haslet me down.

| felt between the black tetrice feathers on the ingde, bristle-hard and thumbnail-sized. Parting
them, | saw the delicate, pae skin beneath, showing the pleats of powerful muscle, hollow bone and
hedthy veins. | thought, Jant, if you do thisyou stand a very high chance of never flying again and then
you will be nothing but afated mortd. If the overdose itself doesn't kill me, that is.

How could he?
Therés no such thing as honour. Chivary isn't real. The walls are crumbling.

| didn't have anything to put in awill. Wrought manor belongsto Tern, Rayne could have my
books, and Lascanne would keep the Filigree Spider. Goodbye, Tern. | began with nothing, and soon |
will be nothing again, but now as the Emperor's Messenger, my highest achievement, | know it'sworth
the risk for the Fourlands sake.

Where are we now?

| sat with the needle poised, hating the drug, hating myself, then pushed it in dowly. The skinwas
sengtive and it hurt so much | had to stop, blinking away tears, but then | found avein and blood climbed
up into the barrel.

| don't want to die. | don't want to do this. Tern, bring your cocoa voice here and murmur me to
deep.

| pushed the plunger down and it started hitting instantaneoudly. | just had time to pull the needle



out —asmear of my blood in the glass— and dropped it as my co-ordination packed up completely. A
streak of warmth gushed into my back, spreading rapidly down my legsto my feet, and burst in my head
likeadark explosion. | lay back, wings open, struggling for breath, and | closed my eyes and fell without
end, into the darkness, into myself.

Something moved. A sound. The sound moved in adance, pae blue curlicues againgt ablazing
white silence. | tried to speak and moaned arow of grey dots. The blue wisp got broader and darker,
likeastrip of cloth. It filled my field of sound, and tinted rapidly from sky-blue to a hue that was nearly
black.

'Mmm,' | agreed in resonant rouge.

'Do | have to shout?' Pale blue, black, pale blue, black — Fdicitiasvoice. | woketo find myself
lying on something green againgt ahard black surface under aglaringly bright sky.

'Hemadeit,' said Felicitia, blugly..
'Yeh.!
'It'sahard ride. Take it from me,' Fdlicitia added.

A powerful hand raised meto my feet. | tottered about and fell over. | got up under my own
power, rubbed my eyes and looked around. We were on agrassy lawn a hundred metres long, between
two immense but graceful black obsidian wallsthat stretched straight up without blemish into the sky. The
windowless walls had no decoration, and no steps were visible on the outside. They curved away, and |
could seethat at the furthest extent they swelled into round towers, with tal spires piercing theair. The
wallswere too smooth for even Genyato climb, the soaring pinnacles more dender than anything the
Fourlands could sustain. | recognised Sliverkey Paace.

Fdicitiaon one sde, Delamere on the other, waked me over the yielding grass until |
remembered how to use my legs. | said, 'ls Dunlin here?

'Let usgo see, my persistent lad.’
'What about the-Vermiform?
"The Captain of the Guard? They're somewhere around. Y ou have your sword?

| checked my sword but without much hope for the efficacy of ablade against amillion
carnivorous worms. We walked around the corner of the building onto more lush lawns, covered with
glossy Insects, brown and dark purple with a brassy sheen. Insect bodies were poised immobile on the
grass, or frozen chasing in atida-wave ondaught on the gatehouse. | caught my bresth and hauled a my
sword. Felicitiagiggled, and | recognised that of course real Insectswould not stay ill solong.

"The Tine brought those back from the battle,' Felicitiainformed me, ‘and they made sculptures
out of them, see? They're modelling the battlesin Insact shells so that Epsilon will ways remember.

We walked to the greet entrance, a black archway in theinner wall, and up the stone steps which
led through it. On the top step astripy furry masslay stretched out. At firgt | thought it was arug,
perhaps another of the Tine's trophies, but as we approached | saw its massive haunches and shoulder



blades, over which rich orange and black fur rolled with the huge tiger's breathing. Itsliquid eyes were
shut, one paw hung over the top step, itstail was tucked underneath its great bulk.

'Step over him,' Flicitiawhispered, and as | raised afoot to do so the great beast shot upright,
fur on end, and roared, showing arough pink tongue and afringe of long white teeth made of string. The
tiger wastaller than me; asit sat on its haunches, it could look Delamere straight in the eye.

'Who'th there? it snarled, blinking yellow eyes. "Who gpproacheth the Paath?

'If you please,’ said Fdlicitia, 'tell His Mgesty that Aver-Falconet has brought a delegate from
Epsilon to spesk with him.'

Thetiger eyed me, itswhiskerstwitching. 'l thal. But thay heretill I weturn.' It flicked itstail and
bounded away noisdessy on soft paws as big as carthorse hooves.

'What was that? Leigh asked.

'Fibre-toothed tiger. He can't bite you, it's like being mauled by fluff, but 1've seen him pounce the
length of the courtroom.’

| waited, fretting and trying to think what | could say to Dunlin, until the tiger gambolled back and
didto ahdt.'Comein! Comein! Fortunate favourite of Hith Mgethty.'

We followed the tiger, who padded between obsidian columns, its stripy back at thelevel of my
chest and its huge head moving from sideto side. | searched the wallsto seeif Dunlin had added herddry
but there was Ssmply the spotless stone which gleamed asif wet. The passagewas so vast | couldn't see
the edges; it waslike ahdl carved from black ice, thefloor so well polished that we could see our
reflectionsinit. Thetiger'simage moved like an orange cloud, the Equinne's bare feet held better on the
cold floor than my boots did, but Leigh seemed uncertain of thetiger and hung back behind Felicitia

At length the Fibre-tooth came to another arch, and sat down outsideit. Felicitiaraised ahand to
its deep fur withers and the beast shook itsdlf. Y ou may pasth thwew,'" it said.

Through thearch I could hear lively talk and flurries of laughter. | thanked thetiger and paced in
at once, Fdlicitiaand Delamere behind, to Dunlin's court.

Hundreds of creatures|ooked up aswe entered. Tigers and Jeopards lounged on tasselled
cushions by thewall, some with velvet collars. They turned their heads as| passed, mesmerised by the
flaunting feathersin my ponytail, tempted like kittens to bat them with their enormous paws. Long-haired,
well-hung Equinnes stood in agroup; they bowed muscularly to Delamere. The Equinnesworelittle,
impossum-fur cloaks trimmed with platinumpus. They proudly carried their tubular weapons at rest on
their shoulders.

Tinewith lustrous shells stood in the corners of the room, their scimitars razor-sharp, the hilts
wound with tendons. There were women | didn't recognise, with war-painted faces, and blueresin
armour.

Leaning againgt the columns, and round the edge of the stone table, were human soldiers, in
mottled green and brown livery. They stopped their chatting as we pushed through, and | was aware of
how many were gazing, puzzled, at my wings. A girl with fin-crestsfringing her tall, and slver skinlikean
ed leaned to her friend and whispered; they foundered in bubbly laughter. A gap in the crowd indicated
the presence of an invisible creature, a Drogulus. There was a representative of the Sharks, a shabby



group of waster-adventurers from Plennish, and eight or nine Market Andysts from the Triskele
Corporation.

On the other side of the room were Polyps and some Nasnas — abhorrent beingsthat look like a
man severed longitudinadly, and aHide-Behind, which | can't describe (of course).

An ebony-skinned Fruiting Body of the Chloryll wore aball gown made of living leaves. She
curtsied aswe passed, her dress crackling, underwear of fresh flowers visible beneath. An Equinne
delegate winked at her.

Flying animasdrifted or hovered in the roof vaults. A motionless cresture with stiff metal wings
surveyed us with one bulbous glass eye. Dirigibles clustered like toy balloons, paper messagestied to
their outgrown legs. Problemmings bounced and jostled againgt the ceiling, their black eyeslike beads
peering down. These rodents were lighter than air — they gathered in hordes, threw themselves off the
edges of dliffs, and floated up into the sky.

The shaved women in Insect-bitten lacquer armour were the last to make way. | dready felt the
pressure of the curious crowd thronging close behind me. When they saluted and stepped aside, | saw
my emerad-ink map spread on the table. Dunlin was seated behind it, on asolid obsidian throne. |
bowed. Delamere bowed. Fdlicitiacurtsied.

'Rhydanne,’ Dunlin addressed me, 'you know | have no wish to speak to you.' He sat with chin
resting on one hand, folds of amantle pinned at the shoulder, an attitude that reminded me of the
Emperor, except for his chain mail and the girth of hisarms. A crested helmet sat on top of the throne; a
cloth bearing his azure emblem hung there too, its eagle's wing folded over the armrest.

'I've come along way with an important message,' | said.
'From the Fourlands? Isit along distance away? Or isit as close as one dying breath?
'I'm sorry, Y our Mgesty, but —

‘Jant, | find it hard to spesk to the person who stranded me here. Although | cannot deny I'm
enjoying lifein Siverkey.' Heraised his voice to the crowd, which rumbled approval.

'Y ou have done very well,' | admitted. | had left Sliverkey an empty edifice, and Dunlin's court
was now held where my days of dancing and debauchery had been.

‘Jant, look closdly. | haven't copied the Circle, or ingtigated arule anywhere near as absolute as
that | heldin Awia All | have doneis ask these people to help me, and each redised they could make
more impact againgt the Insects by fighting together than aone. We have saved the city of Epsilon!” he
said energetically, to asusurration of agreement from the crowd and a cheer from the ardent Equinnes.
'Aver-Fa conet, take the weight off that broken leg. Come and sit here’ Dunlin indicated an onyx chair at
hisleft sdewhich Feicitiadid onto, smiling broadly. The chair a Dunlin's right was unoccupied. 'Give me
your message, Comet, and then leave us''

'l have areport from the Fourlands,' | said, thinking quickly. "Y our Mgesty may think of it asa
land you've left behind, but Insects run from the Shift to the Fourlands, and maybe between any other
world aswel!"

'How?



I'mnot sure, Your Mgesty. Indinctively. Likel can go any directioninthear when | fly, Insects
scurry between worlds without being restricted by their boundaries. They don't see the difference
between them —to Insects, all worlds are one!’

'Viathe bridges? Dunlin said.

One of the resin-clad women banged her ugly spear on the ground. 'Y ou can speak at any time,
Mimosa,' Dunlintold her. 'Y ou don't have to ask permission.’

'Sir. | saw abridge a VisgtaMarchan, before my city fel.’

'S0, the Insectsthat | am clearing out from Epsilon are smply running somewhere else. To the
Fourlands, isthat it? And the Castle istaking good care of them there?

'He saysthe Circles overwhelmed,’ Felicitiachipped in.

'l do not exaggerate. The Empirewill soon belost. Wewill be another part of the Paperlands.
Thousands have died, Lowespassisfinished. Y our peoplein Awiaand the Plains manorships arefighting
on, but it'salosing battle. The Castleisdivided and Insects are running unhindered as far south as
Hacilith. So | have cometo ask for your help.’

'Sent by whom? Dunlin demanded.
'l come of my own accord.’

"Thought s0." He closed his eyes, reflecting on the news that his homeland was torn apart, and
that he wasthe root cause. Dunlin tried to let no emotion show, but | glimpsed a second of despair
before he masked it. 'How can | help you? Thereis no way!"

'l ask you to relieve the pressure on the Fourlands by |etting Insects come back into Epsilon.’

The crowd gasped and hissed. Dunlin said, 'l believe | am speaking for all here present when |
say we have struggled hard these past few monthsto clear the city and savannah, and the citizens of
Epsilon don't want Insects back. These people neither know nor care of the Fourlands, Rhydanne; the
world we come fromisnot so important in their eyes.’

'Y ou remember Rachiswvater?
'Of course | remember the Palace!'
"The gardens are trenches now. Governor Awndyn was nearly killed there.'

‘The Musician? What drove her to fight? Dunlin hated as he realised his court might interpret the
love of hishomedand for aweaknessthat would put them dl at risk.

'If you let Insects back onto the savannah and were ready for them there, you could destroy them
before they became a seriousthreat.’ No answer. 'Dunlin, | rescued you from the battlefield. | gave you
thisplace. You haveto help us!

'My brother is now King of Awia? Dunlin asked, with the tone of one who expectsthe worst.

'Y es, dthough Staniel is surrounded, powerlessin Rachiswater in much the sameway as
Tornado isin Lowespass. The front runs through histown and by the boundary of Eske, and our troops



are spread too thinly dong it. Staniel is called "weakling™.'
Mimosasaid, 'Sir. Timeis precious. We have other mattersto discuss.'

Dunlin raised ahand to cam her. 'Please attend in the spirit of this court, or Vistaisonitsown. |
listened to your incantations and they didn't work, now let us momentarily concentrate on this
Messenger's plea. Jant, tell me how my manor isfaring and whether my brother iswell,’

| described Tanager's flight to Rachis Town, and the wreckage of Micawater. | finished by
saying, 'Oneway or another Stanid will not last long. Awiaonly hasdays.’

'Y es,' Dunlin mused. 'How will | find out? It's too dangerous to have regular contact between the
Fourlands and Sliverkey .. Peoplerisk death every time they Shift through. Asdid | ... Jant, wheream |
in the Fourlands now?

'Already the stuff of legend,’ | said smoothly.

'l mean, you took my body back to Rachiswvater? | liein the Lake Mausoleum with the rest of
my family and where Staniel will someday join me? Staniel ordered flowers and drapesto be spread on
my tomb?

| said, 'Sacrifices haveto be madein times of conflict.'

Dunlin sprang to hisfest, Wewill leave this court for half an hour! Please discuss your petitions
amongst yourselves and | promise they will be heard when we reconvene. Aver-Falconet, come with us!'
He grabbed the edge of my wing, so that | was forced to follow in an undignified manner, and Felicitia
limped behind me, back through the mass of Shift creatures and strangely dressed humans, -to the grassy
Inner Ward, under the soar-clear sky.

Dunlin sat down on the glassy steps where thetiger had been. 'There are no seasons here,' he
sad. Thewerdest thingis| misswinter most.

Your Mgesty.'

'Y ou don't haveto usetitles, Jant. The Tinearein awe of "Deathless’ and | am beginning to see
their point. Tell mewhy | am not at rest in my own domain ... Stanidl's kingdom.'

| explained about Stanid's flight from the funeral procession. | said that we knew where the coffin
was, but we had no chance of retrieving it when Lowespass was teeming. Dunlin listened blegkly to dl
this, with his assured attention | remembered from when | ran messages between him and the Emperor.

Hewas slent for sometime, then asked, 'If there were fewer Insects, would you be prepared to
redeemthiscasket ... This. I'm sorry, Jant, | am more inflexible than you, and thisis apeculiar thing to

say.
Itsdl right.

'Let mesay it: this casket containing the morta remains of Dunlin Rachiswater. And will you
convey the same to the Awian capitd, to be entombed asit should?

It will bethefirst thing on your poor brother's mind,’ | assured him.



'Make sure Staniel has agood advisor,' he said astutely. ‘He must have talented counsdlorsif
you are to defeat the Insects.’

‘Brute force is more important at the moment.’

'l was coming to that. | agree with what you say. Time and Insects are the only things common to
the Shift and the Fourlands. So, hereismy answer: | will discontinue my campaign herefor four weeks.
During that timeit fallsto you to muster the Fourlands warriors and launch their force against the Insects.
If you push the Insects back | will be ready for them here. Well exterminate them if we can, but if not |
will dlow them to dwell here on the savannah for four weeks only —and not cross the bridge, and not
build more bridges! I'll tell Mimosa's Bacchantes that we need time for consolidation, but | doubt | can
contain the exuberance of the Equinnes for more than amonth.’

'We need moretime,' | said.

‘No, Jant. One month. If al you'vetold meistrue, you have the hardest work of your long life
ahead.’

Dunlin got to hisfeet, the bright armour plates on hislegs diding over each other soundlesdy. He
scratched his head, saying, 'Remember, this respiteis solely so Stanid can retrieve my coffin. | would
appreciateit if you would tel me when Dunlin'sremains are safe in the Lake Mausoleum. When you do
return to the Shift, Messenger - and | wish you wouldn't, for the sake of the Empire - but | know you and
can't trust you, then come and tell me of the legend of Dunlin Rachiswater. Therell dways be awelcome
for you herein my Palace’

'Once my Paace," | couldn't resst pointing ouit.

Hiseyes sparkled. 'Y es. Never trust rich Rhydanne, thin cooks and fat soldiers. Isn't that what
you used to say in Hacilith?

Fdicitiagrinned widely, and nodded. 'Jant writes the legends,’ he said.
'l will make sure you are remembered asthe finest champion,' | told him.

'We have aded,' he said. He embraced me briefly but strongly; | could fedl the stedl roundelson
hisarmour dig into my biceps. 'Farewdl.

'‘Goodbye, Rachiswater.'

Dunlinwaked back into the hal, and for long after | lost sight of him, | could hear his spurs
clicking on the flagstones. | Sighed. 'Well?

'Seeyou, Fdlicitia’

Fdicitiastamped his diletto hed inthe grass. Typica! 1've been waiting for you for two hundred
years | help you, | bring you to the Pdace and, well, you smply ignore me!’

| was preoccupied, looking within mysdlf to try and sense the pull back to the Fourlands. It was
beginning, dowly growing. 'Y ou'rejedous, | told him.

'l may bejedous, oh promiscuous youth.'



‘Feicitia, I'll never forgive you for theway | wastreated in Hacilith, back when | didn't have the
confidence to escape. So don't hold out hope, Fdicitia; you're one of the reasonswhy | started using cat
inthefirst place’

'If I hadn't died of aflaming overdose | would have won you round, my lissom lad. | know |
could. Or | could have had you shot.' Fdlicitiaslips pursed, then he spat, 'Shit. The Captain of the
Guard.'

Worms were pouring in athick, flesh-coloured mass down the gairs, taking the form of the steps
asthey did over them. When they reached the lawn they pooled and coalesced, legs, torso, shoulders,

head; and then again to create not one Vermiform, but two, at haf the size. The beautiful woman
wasjoined by amae body. For a second hisform gped mine, then mimicked Fdlicitia, and then became
neutral. Both occasionaly showed gaps that opened and filled, with the worms fluid movement. They
spoke smultaneoudy with the perfect timing of achoir, but no real emotion: "We see you reached the
court at last.'

'Despiteintimidation!”

'We st at Dunlin's right hand. We know he doesn't trust you,' the lethal creature chorused. ‘In
court today we found how important you are. How useful you may be.'

"Y ou weren't in court just now," | said, and for answer the femae Vermiform dug her hand into
her neck, whereit sank up to the wrist, she rooted around and drew out a little worm that looked no
different from the rest, dangling from her changeful fingers.

'| see. It just takes one worm.’
‘That'swhy they're such abrilliant spy,’ Felicitiaobserved distaste-fully.

The mae and fema e figures wound their arms around each other, and worms crawled from one
to the other dong the length of their arms, their hair threshed and lashed. "Jant,’ said the male hdf, ‘our
world isone of the places where the Insects breed —

"Think the Fourlands has problems? the female part added in her myriad voices.
'Y ou should see them swarm -

—inmating flights—

'— above our dying somatopolis—

"Their eggsare—

'—Hungry. And Insect Larvae—

—ravenous—

'More than we could deal with —

'— 30 we cameto Epsilon,’ concluded the Vermiform that looked female. | had afeding that
something was expected of me, so | thanked them for their information.



'Y ou must defest the Insects,’ said the male Vermiform. 'Good luck, smultaneoudy from the
femaeone. | shivered.

'For the sake of worlds not yet infested. Insects will reach fresh places from the Fourlandsif your
world —

‘—isoverwhelmed.'
"We do not want that to happen.’

'So stay out of the Shift,' they said together. The femae form raised ahand. 'Y ou're needed in
Awndyn.' Their bodies flowed together.

Fdicitiaand | watched them unravel and corkscrew down into the grass. They dug into the soil
aseasy aspissinto granular snow. Their faces were the last to merge, the worms behind their faces
leaving, their hair diding off and their faces following, then gone; leaving just the traceless grass.

'| hate that thing.' Fdlicitiabit hislip and glanced up. ‘Oh, Jant. Y ou're not going aswell?

| felt the pull grow stronger and the black walls of Sliverkey ward began to dim, ever so dightly,
and then fading faster and faster out of focus. Felicitias purple satin and the blazing sky lost their
brilliance. | was dack with rdlief. | wasn't going to die. | wasn't staying in the Shift. | was going home.

‘No! Don't leave me!l' He ran towards me and | went with the pull. 'Sorry.'
'Give my loveto the Emperor!" He blew ahasty kiss.

'‘Goodbye.’

‘Goodbye.’

'‘Goodbye? What? Jant! Did you hear that, Saker, he said "Goodbye".'
‘Good.'

Immortals close to death will panic —I can't die now! Can't lose eternity! | fought frantically from
the warm depths but only fully gained consciousness when Swallow dapped my face. | sat up in tangled
sheets, tried to close my wings but they were too relaxed to obey. Lightning stood by the mullion
window, looking out, handsin deep pockets. | realised that was where my syringe and wrap had
disappeared to.

Wéll, let him; he could have them. | moaned and Swallow shook me, which cat blurred into a
fucking unpleasant sensation. 'Jant? Y ou stopped breathing then! Are you awake?

'Yes... Inafew hours!

'Weareleaving now," said Lightning grimly. | groaned and begged to be left alone, but | think the
Archer, appdled, thought it afit punishment for meto be. dragged out into the raging storm.



It'snearly dawn,” he said. There's enough light to see by." Lightning was tenacious as a hound
closeto thekill. He was intent on reaching Peregrine as soon as possible, and from experience | knew his
anger would not abate.

Swallow was wearing mail, with aleaf-green felt lambrequin tucked into the neck. With
Lightning, she took me down to the stables, at the back of the manor house, where Harrier was waiting
with Awndyn horses.

| was propped in a high-backed saddle and my wings shoved into my belt, asthey kept
concertinaing out and dragging on the floor. Lightning put my sunburst shield at my back for cover and |
felt the chill metd through my flimsy shirt. | wound the reinsin onelimp hand, disturbed by my weskness.
My horse followed behind Harrier's on aleash, dthough Lightning's servant said nothing.

My broadsword in its scabbard seemed weightier than before, and | wished for my ice axe.

Lightning unbuckled the Insect-limb quiver from his back and madeit fast to the saddle so that
hisarrowswere at hand. Swallow raised her face to him; he reached down from horseback and gave her
aflegting kiss.

A terrible wind blew from the sea, propelling st spray and the whistling deet to the speed of
arrows. Spray struck and stung our right sides as we rode north along the coast. Our horses dipped in
the mud and their course tended inland, but Harrier kept to the road, guiding my horse aong.

Searbreakers hurled hafway up the cliffs. Wind-blown foam drifted off and stuck to the grass,
which was aso blown in waves. The salt water wanted to climb onto the land and it roared with the
strength of the Fyrd a the failure of each wave to engulf us.

Seen from the seawe were three slhouettes - Lightning carrying histechnologicaly perfect
longbow in one hand, Harrier with ascarf wrapped around his ears and a strung salf-bow resting on his
knees. Me - shoulders bowed from the shield'sweight, wishing | could just puke and get the nausea over
and done with. My horse pranced, panicking when Insects reared up in front, scurrying in groups from
the ruins of Sheldrake. Lightning and the Zascal shot the Insectstill their arrows were diminished and then
they rode with drawn swords.

| hated the seaair but the pale grey stormy morning was good for me. The bracing wind revived
me; the freezing gale cut asmile on my face.

We sped past akilometre-stone: Awndyn 19 km. Awia, Peregrine 11.5 km. From therethe
path dipped downhill, as the height of the cliffs decreased, and | heard the surf on astony beach. We
rode down theincline and plunged into damp woodland. The wind cut off, though | could il taste atang
of Alt.

Our horses picked their way more carefully. The soft black path was strewn with blown-down
branches and they were uncertain of their footing.

Lightning waited for my horseto catch up. He indicated the track. "What do you make of this?
'Mm?
'Forget it.'

By the time we reached the Peregrine woods | had begun to take some interest in my



surroundings.

By thetimewe arrived a Mist's manor house, which squatted among the untidy foliage, | had
fully remembered who | was, where | was, and the reason for our ride. Gradually | stopped lolling and
sat Sraight inthe saddle.

The path had been widened by the passage of ahundred or so men, the legf-litter was a mash of
footprints. The men had walked in the opposite direction, alittle time before, snce acrumbly, pesty smell
gtill emanated from the broken ground. They had been followed by severa packhorses, which must have
been well laden; their hoof prints had sunk deep.

Harrier muttered, 'We should have lanterns.” It was only early evening, but the short days of
winter are either dawn or dusk, and nothing in between.

'Were there Insects on the cliff top? | asked.
'Yes,' said Harrier, brusquely.
| rubbed an eye. 'I'm sorry, gentlemen.’

"Jant dozes happily through Insect attack and the driving bloody snow and then he gpologises!”
Lightning informed the forest. 'l am sorry, Saker. But if you only knew —

'l do only know. | know what you are."

We joined the cobbled road, passed through the iron-railing gate, which flaked black paint and
rust, up into the shadow of the cream-white mansion.

Lightning dismounted, gave the reinsto Harrier, and strolled up to the house. He knocked on the
door.

"There's nobody here.’
'God's holiday, Harrier, you do have an eyefor the obvious!
‘Sorry, my lord.’

A bird flew up from the white turret, sartling us. Lightning's hand twitched, asif he wanted to
shoot it down. He turned back to the studded door and hammered on it again. 'I's there anybody there?
Silence. 'Isthere anybody there?

Thereisn't,' | said. | dismounted gracelesdy, my legs numb from the drug, from being pounded
on horseback and sodden to the skin. | let the fretful beast feed among long grass and ferns of
forest-overgrown gardens.

The Archer stepped back and looked up to asingle great window above the archway. A heavy
dab of white marble formed the sill; the balcony was deserted, the dirty windows, empty. "Where has
everybody gone? he asked, perplexed.

'My lord, there were athousand people here,' called Harrier. Looked like it, from the state of the
muddy, rutted paths, litter and trampled grass, but Peregrine manor was now adeserted shell. Lightning,
hands in frock-coat pockets, wandered around the porch, searching for away in, and muttering how



despicableit wasthat he couldn't get into his own house.
"Thisisso strange.’

‘Allow me," | said, and he stepped out of the way, remembering my suspicious lock-picking skill.
Instead, | produced akey, fitted it to the lock, where it turned easily, and | pushed the doors wide onto
an echoing hal. | presented Lightning with the key. 'From Mist'sroom in the Cadtle!’

He paused on the threshold. 'l haven't been inside for seven hundred years!'
‘May 17?7
‘Bemy guest.’

Harrier followed usin; our footsteps resounded in amansion newly stripped clean. Marble
blocks were the pedestal s for vanished vases and busts, polished shelves were free of slverware, and
brighter squares could be seen on the walls where paintings had been. We waked through to amain hall,
acold black and white, where two staircases converged at the far end. Between the staircases ablue flag
draped, hanging on wiresfrom the calling. A massive table in the centre of the room stood on ablue
carpet, the same motif of acaravel infull sal.

Migt and hislittle band had gone, that much was obvious, and it seemed clear that he did not plan
to return. Lightning walked up and down the cold vestibule asif measuring it, gazing at the places where
treasure had been. He was|ooking inward, remembering past scenes when Peregrine was lighted, newly
built, vibrant with movement and music. He brought haunting to Peregrine, images of hisfriends after
hunting trips, telling stories over sumptuous feasts. He was remembering the dimensions of the mansion.
Whether it seemed larger or smdler in memory, | knew that in redity the manor had changed little since
hisfamily owned it —apart from dowly fdling into dilgpidation. Mist had concentrated on building ships
rather than palaces.

While the Archer paced the hall and wandered up and down empty steps to the rooms above,
Harrier and | discovered the kitchens. The kitchens were deserted asif abandoned a second before; only
the va uables had been taken and we found plenty of food that would just attract Insects. Welit lanterns
and brought them through to thetablein the hal.

Lightning snapped out of histrance and dammed hisfist down on the solid table.
'No, no," he exclaimed. This shouldn't be here!’

Harrier and | glanced at each other. Lightning threw off his coat and started pushing the table
with agreat show of effort, but for al his strength he couldn't moveit acentimetre. 'I'll kill Shearwater!'

'Yes, if we can catch him,' | said. All theway from the Castle | had been anticipating aduel here
in Peregrine and the bird was flown. Lightning had gained the mangon without the satisfaction of akilling
and | knew he wouldn't give up the chase. Lightning's kin-worship annoyed me; it was aridiculous waste
of time. | done knew we only had amonth to push the Insects back into the Shift. 'Insects are moving
south congtantly, Saker. We should let Mist go; we haven't enough time.”

‘Time ... Hal Dont ... talk to me about time," the Archer panted vaguely.

Harrier had redlised that nothing was going to happen until Lightning had finished whatever he
was trying to do, and so he st to helping.



'Y ou're both mad!
‘Jant, shut up and help.’

Thethree of us heaved and shoved at the table until we had moved it onto the stone floor.
Lightning dropped to his knees and rolled the carpet back. It wasfilthy but he dragged it, threw it aside.
Under the carpet was another grimy patch of stone. He rubbed it with the Sde of hisfist, and then with
his shirtdeeve, and because that wasn't enough crumpled his brocade coat into aball and cleaned the
sonewith it. Harrier leaned close with alantern and its yellow glow revealed the tomb.

It was astone dab, three metres|ong, and it bore the deep relief carving of asquare-faced man
aged about fifty, broad in shoulder, hisfeet resting on an attendant hound. He was scul pted in full armour
of ancient design, a horizonta-trip cuirass, a hemet with ahorsehair plume; helay onaround shield. |
recognised the style of two thousand years ago, before Awians began to use scale armour and before the
Morenziansinvented plate. A sixth-century inscription edged the dab, punctuated by quatrefoils:

Peregrine of theroyal dynasty of Micawater lies here a rest, King of Awia529-587. This manor
he founded will dways remember. Those he loved and guided will never forget. Lightning Saker caused
me to be made.

We waited respectfully. The silence grew, and Lightning sill knelt there, his hands on the deepest
engravings, in which fragments of gilt remained.

Harrier drew me aside with an anxious glance over his shoulder and whispered, 'What shdl we
do?

'l think we should leave him done!'
‘Canwe help?
‘Therée's nothing we can do. Come away.'

It looked like amid-life crissto me. | took one of the lanterns and |eft Lightning knedling by his
brother'sgrave.

In the kitchens Harrier set out wine in tarred leather cups and bread on scarred platters, and we
atein glence. | tried to enliven the woodsman —if he knew the truth he would redlise I'm hardly worthy of
reverence. But hisingrained respect and new astonishment got the better of him, and, 'I'm so glad I'm not
an Eszal,' was all hewould say.

'We should look for Mist &t the quayside next,’ | said. That's where the footprints were leading.’

'l redly want to find my family in Hacilith," Hamer confided. 'My wife and son are refugees now. |
hate to think what 1nsects have done to the Palace.’

| wondered if Harrier would make agood Eszai; his open, honest face was atrue indicator of his
tractable nature. How different an Archer he would have been, had he beaten Lightning. | drew Harrier
out by asking after hisfamily; he began to talk more readily. | found apples and ablock of marzipan to
divide between us with more wine. Cat in my bloodstream eagerly welcomed the food, unlocked dl its
energy and gave me a second high. | decided to curb my exhilaration when Harrier gave me astrange



look. I may have been speaking alittle too fast.

That was why, when the moment came, | thought it was to do with the drugs. | wasjust raising
the cup when it hit. It dmost knocked me from the chair. A terrible feding: didocation. A million
windows blew wide and an ice gale tore through me. | seized the edge of thetable. | cried out.

Harrier's eyes were wide. "What's the matter?

| don't know. | redlly don't know. Cat has never done thisto me before. Shift isnot like this. For
asecond | felt cracked open and al the stuff inside me flooded out. | spread on a plane through the
wholeworld in view of everything. It waslike looking for too long at the spaces between the starsfaling
faster and faster up into them a mad sensation of space pulled me out in al directions paper-thin
tranducent-thin.

It snapped shut.
It was gone.

| sat there, blinking, surprised to look completely norma. The fire was crackling in the corner, the
taste of marzipan in my mouth.

'What isit? Comet? There was an edge of fear in Harrier's voice. | realised that | had dropped
the cup and wine was spreading out on the table. The impression of infinity had taken asecond. 'Shit ..." |
said. 'Wow ... It'svast.'

Lightning appeared in the doorway, personification of intense panic. ‘Jant! Thereyou are!’
'Y ou felt that too? | asked.

He nodded. 'Of course!’

'Felt what?' Harrier demanded.

"The Circle broke,' said Lightning. 'One of usisgone. | mean —dead. One of the Eszai ... For a
second | thought it was ... Thought it was you. Should have known better.' He rubbed his eyes, wiping
grimeal over hisface. He looked grey and sick. He had more experience than me. Held fdlt it before.

‘Tern? | got to my feet. Damniit, | should never haveleft Tern. | should be by her sde dl the
time

Lightning looked distant for a second, sensing the rest of the Circle. He felt for the presence of
the other Eszai and our shared time, keeping usdl dive. | don't have that ability, it takes centuries of
practice.

'It'snot Tern. Why should it be Tern? he said dowly. ‘Come on, Harrier. Let'sgo!" He pinched
an gpple from the table and strode out.

| thought of Tornado fighting to thelast of his strength in dark Lowespass, overwhelmed by
Insects. | thought of him baited by thousands, the last of hismen long fallen, cut to shreds, borne down at
last and with hislast breath il bellowing defiance at them.

The sensation paralysed me but Lightning was stung into action. 'Jant, you Rhydannefailure.



Y our help isnow essential.’

'Yes, yes,' | sad testily, unable to drop the fedling that a part of me had died. | felt lonely, at a
loss. | ft likeamortd again, now | knew the sensation of the Circlefailing me.

‘Thiswill dl change!" Lightning promised the mansion, with aglance at Peregring's sarcophagus,
then: 'l must take Mist's banner down." He plucked one of hislong arrows from the quiver, nocked it to
string and flexed both arms, bending the bow. He looked to the flag with ingtinctive aim, and loosed. The
arrow cracked into thewall. The ship flag swung dowly sdeways, rippling, until it was hanging like arag
from itsremaining wire. Lightning selected another arrow and shot through that wiretoo. Therich flag
fluttered to the floor, draping the white double staircase in dark blue and golden folds.

‘Now Peregrineismine,' Lightning said briskly, buckling the nearly empty quiver to hiship. 'l
hope we meet no Insects on our way to the quay.'

The quay wasthe last place | wanted to be, in reach of those mighty waves. | ill thought of the
ocean asagigantic beast, its bulk grey-green, its rabid mouth white with foam. The water had amind of
its own, ever-changing, sometimes lying low, dways ready to pounce. | understood the rules of the air
and knew its moods, but | couldn't predict what the seawas plotting. With my feathers waterlogged and
my acrobat's strength usdlessin the surf, | would surely drown. The wind was too strong, the ocean too
alien. | wasaverseto horses, lacking an ice axe and | wanted the chanceto fly. | had no chanceto use
my talent here and | was reduced to being hauled dong unwillingly by Saker asif | was hisflunky rather
than an Eszai. Not the best assignment for the Emperor's Messenger and the only being in the Fourlands
who knows the truth about the Insects.

| followed Lightning dourly, the horse hooves cracking on cobbles and through panes of ice that
were forming in mud ruts on the path. | searched for away to stop his stupid pursuit but could think of
nothing; at least, not while he still had arrowsleft. | decided that | would stay long enough to find out his
next move, of which I could inform the Emperor. | would see Lightning and Harrier to the quayside and
leave them there—they could find their own damn way out of the sed's clutches.

Thewind waswaiting for uswhen we left the forest, asintense as before. It sped the dissonant
seagulll cries and the relentless boom and suck of surf on the pebble beach. Insect shellsturned over and
over on thetide-line. There were fragments of broken wood there, too, and stinking clumps of seaweed.
Some horses, free of tack, stood on the path. We rode to the manorship's harbour, and there was no one
there. Thelog-built boathouses, stores and offices were deserted.

‘Thetendershave dl gone,’ Lightning said.

Hetook his horse up dong the harbour wall and onto the main pier, demanding that Harrier and |
follow. Impossible. The planks were running with water, doused by wavesthat licked underneath and
covered the horses hooves. Kelp and limpets encrusted the stacks; the -wind blew the water into an
opague expanse of ripples. | kept my eyes on my horse's black mane, and let my mount find her own
footing to the end of the pier. It seemed to take hours.

'Look up, Jant.’
'Saker, you bastard!’

‘Not in front of Harrier.' He smiled. Hisvoice waslight with triumph. The seaisfor Peregrine!’



Puzzled, | glanced at the grey horizon, and the spectacle held my gaze: awreck, transfixed prow
to stern on the Grass Idle rocks.

CHAPTER 20

‘Honeybuzzard,’ | said, remembering the green copper-clad hull. The windows at the stern were
ruined holes, the figurehead facing away — the ship had smashed sideways onto the clustered rocks. A
tangle of broken spars and snarled rigging washed on her port side, buffeted by the waves. A rent down
the other side held her kedling fast to the Grass Ide reef, the deck tilted away from us. Two of the three
measts remained, but the first wastrailing with the rigging, leaving a splintered sump.

Clear of thewater, the caravel seemed the Size of amanor house. And silent asthe grave. The
wind blew the deafening roar of wave after wave crashing onto Grass Id€'s shore to us across the dtrait.
It waswild out there, beyond the shelter of the harbour.

‘Thegirl, the Archer said cautioudy. ‘Cyan. Cyan Del. Shewill be on the ship.' The tone of
triumph fell to horror in asecond. 'I'm sorry, Lightning.'

‘Cyan ...'

‘Nothing on that wreck isdive, Lightning. We felt the Circle bresk; Mist isdead. Y ou must have
guessed -

'l felt it could be him. And | thought Mist would try to run. Wind too strong. Couldn't ... |
suppose he couldn't make it round the headland. Lighthouse or not. But look, Jant, they have been there
for hours. How e se could the ship be so broken up? So, she'sgone ... | thought I'd find her.'

'l haveto tdll the Emperor.’

'No. Wewill sill follow my plan. Fly out to the wreck and seeif Cyanisthere. Seeif there are
any survivors.'

The concept was ludicrous. Lightning took my look of hatred. He saw me take a deep breath
and he motioned to Harrier, who goaded his horse round and rode out of earshot to the land. "Y ou take
himfor granted,’ | said. 'Unlike him I'm no servant, Saker.'

'Hy out to the ship," he said quietly.
'How could you be an adulterer? How could you have a daughter?

Y ou had an affair with Ataand kept it secret though Cyan hersdf found away of telling meand
now you'rewilling to put al the Fourlands at risk for her, not to mention my bloody lifeif it hasn't crossed
your mind I'm terrified of drowning and theworst thingis| looked up to you, but now | hate you, you
seemed to bein love with Swalow so earnestly dl thistime and now it turns out you were only
pretending!’

'No. Not pretending. | am. | dwayswill be. Fly out to the ship.’

'Y ou rarely speak to Ata. Y ou've never acknowledged the girl. Fuck it, I'm not hazarding my life
for anillegitimate brat.’

'I' had to keep the secret. | have watched Cyan. Fly out to the ship.’



It'sasecret | want to know. | thought you had a blameless past, so giving Ata grounds for
blackmail was a doubly stupid thing to do.’

‘Jant, please. I'll tell you of it later.'
‘Seduce you, did she?

'Damnit, stop it. What's got into you? Thisis not easy for me.' A wave of remorse brokein his
voice; he sounded bitter. We watched the ship continue its dow disintegration under the force of the
waves. 'Yes, if you want to put it like that | was seduced. We only had one night together —

‘A pleasure cruise!

'Enough! Please. She said it was safe but now | regret it. How | regret it! Eight yearsisno time at
al and | never thought the confidence would become known so soon. That beautiful bitch. | don't know
how to cope with her. | have to know what's there on the wreck. Jant, please help me. Fly out.'

‘Swear that you'll give up Swalow and Ataand any other women for ayear, while we turn the
tide to obliterate the Insects.’

'| swear it!' the Archer declared.

‘All right." | clambered from my horsg, fighting down a bout of hysteria asthe sdt water wet my
boots. | held my wings open. 'Give me some space.’

"Thank you, Jant.' | heard his horse's hooves backing. The needle-wheal stung on my numb | eft
wing. | will never take cat again.

Thegalewas so strong | smply had to hold my wings open againgt it to fed light on my feet. |
kicked off and the bay spread out beneath me, the pier shrinking rapidly. A frightening speed of ascent. |
leant forward, pushing all my weight ahead, otherwise the gadle would start to blow me backwards.

The coast fell behind quickly and | was over clear water. | tried to attend to the shape of the air,
but | kept looking down to judge my height from the surface. | didn't want agust to dump meinto the
water. My rapid forward flight meant | lost height quickly too, but every timel came within the waves
snatching distance | angled my wings and hurtled up vertically. | faced gusts head on, uplifting and faling
between them like waves.

The seaseemed flat dark grey, laced with lines of foam, and it was only when | neared it at the
end of each short glide that | saw how broken it was.

Wings knifed the air but my body dragged, aching my prominent carpal bones. It was hard to
keep the four long fingers of each wing open againgt that unpredictable wind. Even the Darkling
snowfields have refuges, but the seaisal death. | fought upwards desperately as the waves prolonged
into crests and grabbing foam fingers. | flew frantically asadrowning svimmer thrashes.

| took alow atitude approach to the doping hulk, awarethat if | overshot | would have to turn
with the squdl behind me, which would make my flight ungtable. | pushed the air down with fingers,
wrigts, bows; the whole six-metre wing span, steered with my legs and skilfully came up to the
Honeybuzzard's raling.

Fapping energeticaly, | madeit over the railing and touched down. It should have been a



beautiful landing.

My legs dipped from under me, | fel heavily on my backside and did ten metres across the deck
before crashing into the railings on the other side. Winded, | dug my fingernailsin. | stood up and looked
around. | was standing on afilm of white ice-rime, like powdered glass. The deck tilted at an angle of
thirty degrees.

Ropes hung from the splintered masts at head height and the rigging and wooden toggles swung
and splashed againgt the seaward side. The sSide nearest the land was lower, water swirling among
massive rocks. | looked over to seejagged black rocks scattered with fragments of planks, impaling the
gash in the hull, twenty metreslong and ten metres high. Water boomed deeply asit circulated ingde the
ship. Seeing the high-water mark on the Grass Ide shore, | realised that we were low on the rocks and,
come hightide, dl thiswould change. | didn't know enough to tell whether Honeybuzzard would be
pushed upright, or if it would sink atogether.

A cable from the masthead snaked and cracked. Timbers rasped as waves forced the wreck
further onto the rocks. Quickly | began to walk sternwards, keeping one hand on the railings and looking
up to the port side. The deck was washed clean of anything not made fast, and | guessed the people,
too, had been swept overboard. | searched the land for survivors, but saw no ragged figures, no
movement, no signals. Out of Mist's two hundred crew, | saw one body, floating face down just inside
the hull. An Awian man, hiswet coat had trapped air that kept the corpse afloat, his deevesrolled back,
skin pale and abraded. Hislong hair and dark brown wings spread on the surface of the water. | looked
for others and saw ripped cloth snagged up on the rocks, which could have been corpses or just cargo.

Everything Mist had taken from Peregrine manor had gone. | couldn't see anything but foam and
gpray smashing againgt the headland.

'Where wereyou taking it? | said aloud. Then | caught my breath because | saw him.

The body stood against the helm, held upright by arope passing under its arms and around its
wais. Its head rested on the compass glass. Long grey and white rattails of hair were frozen onto the
glass and stuck, glittering with ice and sdlt crystas, onto his shoulders. | dipped closer acrossthetilting
deck. The compass had frozen pointing east-southeast where north was supposed to be.

Shearwater Mist's stocky body hung in the restraining ropes. His arms had dropped to his sides.
The skin on his hands was white-blistered and torn. His eyes were open and glassy; hewas coated inice.

Hard skin blue-grey, the skin under fingernails dark purple, foldsin his clothes stiff withice. The
hair on hisarmswas frog-white; the bandages till bound tightly round his ribs and wings. His dagger
was hanging on ared lanyard under one arm, ready for use. Anivory shirt was moulded over historso's
frozen muscles like asecond skin.

It was true to say there had been no Awian hardier than Migt, but why would he take his ship
into astorm with only atricot shirt and denim dacksfor protection? | scanned the deck, seeing that his
cloak was piled at the foot of the main mast.

In the eerie, quiet of thisdead little world it began peacefully to snow. The flakes hissed and
vanished when they hit the brine.

Shearwater had bundled up his cloak and roped it to the mast. Why? | examined it closely.
Cyan'sface was peering out of the bundle. | hunkered down and pressed the back of my hand to her
blue-grey lips. A little warmth — she was till breething.



'Cyan? Cyan, darling. Y ou remember me. Can you hear? | held both hands around her cheeks
to warm her, a pointless endeavour because by now my skin was probably as cold as Midt's. | carried on
acongtant stream of encouraging chatter while sawing through the twisted cable with my sword.

'My dear, everything will beall right. Hold on alittle longer, and I'll take you back to dry land.’
But before we set foot on land there's ashort excursion through thin air. | lifted the child; she wasfar too

heavy.

| sat down cross-legged on the ice and proceeded to unwrap Cyan. Mist had tucked his thick
sailor's cloak carefully about her, and under that was a shredded sail, then her coat. The girl'sdresswas
cornflower blue. She had gained a belt with peacock-feather tassels. Her feet, though, were bare and

dirty.

| unclipped my scabbard so that | could use my belt to buckle the child to my chest. | held her
securely against me. Then | wrapped her beaded belt around usaswell. | dipped my sword, inits
scabbard, under the bindings at my back.

| have never carried apack as heavy asthis eight-year-old. A handful of lettersismy usua load.
Thisishopdess. Not to panic iskey. The down-drag will beincredible. If | battle against it | will run out
of energy. So | will fly with long, strong bests. | will ignore the pain and stay on a straight path with a
solid gpproach. I'll avoid the fucking pier and set down in the village; Peregrine harbour seemed an
immortd'slifetime avay.

'We're going to go home. To see your parents and to get some hot drink. Can you open your
eyes? She stirred and moaned. Good. 'l know you fedl cold,' | told her, wildly undergtating. ‘Soon welll
be safe and in the warm. But before that it's going to get very much colder and | want you to hold on.

Y ou must not go to deep. Sing if you can - sing to yourself.'

| did up to the highest point at the stern, and faced Grass Ide. The seachurned and bubbled. |
was tensein anticipation of the shock when |, and Cyan, plungeinto it. The freezing water will drench my
hair and gush stinging sdt into my throat. Don't give yourself timeto think, Jant. Just go.

'Cyan, don't move. You must stay till.' Then | ran into the wind until my feet |eft the deck, turned
towards the shore.

| struggled, confused — | wasfalling straight down! What aweight! | stretched and beat twice as
fast. | maintained an unba anced flight ametre from the licking waves and then dowly, dowly gained
height fegling my musclestearing. | kept my armswrapped around Cyan, but | couldn't bresthe with her
weight on my chest. She pulled me down head firgt.

Thispainistoo much; just drop her. | kept my eyes on the land, wishing it nearer and nearer,
larger and larger. The wind pushed me north so | was at the top end of the village when | eventually
scragped in at roof leve.

| lost height, turned into wind to land, was blown back up again,

pulled my wings shut in desperation and came down with a smack that jarred every bonein my
body.

Lightning and Harrier ran from the harbour. Bregthless, | gestured for Harrier to cut through the
bindings. | lay down in awide splay of feethers, cradling Cyanin my arms.



The girl'seyeswere ill closed, her lips blue-grey and her cheeks ruddy with windburn. Harrier
leant over and carefully brushed light blonde hairs from her forehead.

'Well done, he said, so impressed that he forgot | was an Eszai. | wheezed, 'Oh, my god. Oh,
my back.'

'|s she dead?
'No. Thank Mist. Saved her. Look.'

Harrier put his hand to her lipsthe sameway | had done; he smiled, hisguilt relieved. But Cyan
was dill in danger. Mortas never dlow themsalvesto think how closeto oblivion they or their friends
could be, and Harrier was no exception.

| said, 'Cyan'svery cold. I've seen peoplekilled by cold in the mountains and they look al pae,
likethis'

Lightning was standing some distance away, with astony expression, hands clasped behind his
back. 'What of Shearwater? he asked.

' saw him; he's sill on thewreck.' | described what | had seen, the Sailor frozen to desth, the
ghost vessdl and its shroud of ice.

'He cared for Cyan,' Lightning said. ‘At what cog, | don't yet know. Well haveto bring him
back.'

My Rhydanne immunity to al but the most severe cold meant | could not warm the girl; shewas
growing rainbow-coloured from exposure and bruises. | passed her dead weight to Harrier. 'Give her a
hug and warm her up. There are some things | can't do.’

Lightning stirred. 'No. Give her to me." He scooped his daughter from my grasp and held her
close, face down to her face. He gathered the fur-trimmed riding coat into folds and wrapped her so that
she was covered completely in brocade, the grey check lining and soft fur.

Harrier sill thought the child was Migt's, but not for long. | watched redlisation dowly dawn on
him.

'What are you smiling at? Lightning demanded.
'I'm happy to see Cyan dive!

'My daughter, he explained, and then said it again, more confidently. He kissed her forehead.
'My favourite.'

'Please dllow meto offer congratulations, Lord Micawater, Harrier said, amazingly camly.

| rubbed my wingsto stop the muscles stiffening. ‘I have to report to the Emperor,’ | said. |
retrieved my sword, dug in my pocket for the sorry remains of the block of marzipan, which | stuffed into
my mouth for energy food. Harrier offered aleather bottle of tan-tainted. water. 'San must know about
this' | added.

Lightning broke off murmuring to the awakening girl. "Y ou'reright, Jant. Harrier and | will rideto



Awndyn. It'sthe nearest haven for Cyan, and Swallow needs us—if we can find her. | hope she's ill
there— she only had five hundred men, and this placeisinfested.’

It will be dark soon,’ said Harrier. He had once listened to me complain at length about the
Iabour of flying at night.

'l can go one-twenty k an hour in thiswind,’ | assured him, spidering to my feet and stretching my
long legs againgt the tight |eather, extending my wings and arching my back like acat. | was getting used
to the freezing ga€; it reminded me of the mountains.

Lightning sent Harrier to fetch the horses before saying, 'Offer my apologies to the Emperor. |
beg hisforgiveness, and | hope | am not too late ... Beware of Ata; sheis dangerous, especidly now time
ispassng for her again. If you have to negotiate with her, mark every word; I've known the lady longer
than you have.’

| haven't known her at dl,’ | remarked involuntarily.

'Cease the spite, Messenger; it's dishonourable. | have watched Tern and yoursalf happily
married for ahundred years without showing any of the envy | fed for your happiness!

IBlJt !

'Go carefully. Go fast." He struggled into the unadorned saddle of the larger horse and fussed
about, inexpertly securing Cyan in front of him so that he could still pull abowstring back.

'Y ou could put her in the saddle bag,' | suggested. When | was a child Eilean transported meina
papoose. The Archer looked scandalised. 'l am going to carry her, he said proudly. "When we meet
Insects Harrier will just haveto fight twice as hard.'

| watched them speed away, and then | ran back to the shore. | had to leave the cluster of
boathouses that broke up the airflow, creating lees and bewildering down-currents. Then | sprinted
fagter, again jJumped into the air.

| rgoiced in thelightness, compared to my last flight | wasinfinitely agile and manoeuvrable. The
seawas there below me and couldn't harm me. | beat the gusts and rode upon their backs, long-winged.

There are some advantagesto flying over the sea. Unlike the land there are no people below so it
issafeto pissfrom aheight if you are desperate, which | was.

CHAPTER 21

The lights of the Plaindands villages | used to navigate by — like stars on the ground - had gone
out. Diw village was deserted, and Eske town was keeping a blackout in the knowledge that lights
attracted Insects.

| aligned my flight west by the congtellation called the Mad Sow's Litter, and skimmed closeto
theforest canopy. | flew al night to the Castle, and arrived in the grey dawn. | loped up the worn stone
steps and through the greet gate, desperately trying to order my thoughts.

Hundreds of people packed the Throne Room benches. Mortas, Governors, Fyrd captains and



townsfolk. The screen had been rolled back, so the Emperor's gold sunburst daiswasin full view from all
parts of the hal. | didn't know the screen could be moved, and | had never seen such acrowd of mortas
here.

| strode down the aide and knelt before the Emperor, my hands on the platform's bottom step,
saty wings chilled by airflow tense against my back.

The Emperor studied me carefully. "We have been waiting.'

Hisforehead was furrowed, his cheeks were pinched — tiny changesimperceptiblein anyone
else were sgnificant with the Emperor because in my experience he had aways |ooked the same.
Alarmed, | redlised they were Sgns of stressthat, even with his powerful will, San could not disguise.

The Emperor began: 'Thefirgt thing you should know isthat Stanidl Rachiswater isno longer
King of Awia'

'My lord! Has the King been killed?

San smiled flatly, and | thought he looked tired. 'No, indeed. Heisa prisoner in hisown Pdace.
Lady Eleonora Tanager seized control last night. She has eighteen thousand men, and Rachiswater's
lancers defected to join her coup.’

'l only knew she had fled her manor." And she had taken the capital. Eleonoras reputation was
fearsome; | had met her once before, in acocktail party, but she was as good a huntress there as sheisin
theforest.

'l await my lord'scommand,’ | said. King Staniel aprisoner in Rachiswater? Perhaps that's what
he aways wanted: to be safe.

The Emperor waved his hand, asif dismissing Eleonora's coup asthe natura flow of things. The
Princessis defending Awia Her countrymen raly behind her, and | dispatched Plaindands Fyrd to her. |
have sent some immortals and promised the help of the rest. L eave the whys and wherefores until the war
iswon— He surveyed the mass of people behind me as he left unsaid —if any Awianssurvive.

| turned haf-away from the podium and examined the rows of Zascai warriors and civilians. San
tapped his age-speckled fingers on the armrest of the throne. 'l have made changes. | need their reports;
and inreturn | am giving them reassurance, and hope!'

| said, 'There are no immortals here.'

‘They aredl inthefield. Hayl and Seat with the Artillerist; Rayne and the Fyrd from Carnissare
helping Eleonora hold Rachiswater. The Swordsman and thirty other immortals are holding the front
within view of Hacilith city walls. The Architect, Treasurer, Polearms Master and ten more are seeking a
way to defend the Plaindands. They lost Altergate yesterday, and Laburnum the day before that.’

Maybe | was projecting my exhaustion onto him. Another glance told me that was avain hope.
San said, 'l suggest you give me your news now and your worrieslater.'

| took adeep breath and told him about the Sailor's death. The mortals behind me leant closer to
hear, but after two minutes San cut me short. ‘I know this— of course! | recovered the Circle! What can
you add? About Insects! How close have they come? Cobalt manor?



| bowed my head. 'No. All that isleft in Cobalt are corpses. Diw isempty - Bittern evacuated
her peopleto Grasslde!

'So Awndyn isnext. So Lightning isin Awndyn when | needed him in Rachiswater, where haf his
archers are, the other haf on theidand! He will answer for this debacle!

'He asked meto plead forgiveness!

‘Comet, what would you do with Peregrine manor? | know, you would giveit to Lightning, who
regards himsdlf astherightful owner. So then Lightning would keep indefinitely two of the six manors of
Awia. Heisbresking aprimary rule of the Circle!’

| understood. If Eszai accumulated lands and were able to raise their own Fyrd, they could
dispute with Zascai Governors or Kings. And with time they might even be ableto chalengethe
Emperor's authority ...

'| dlowed Lightning to keep Micawater, hisbirthright. But no new lands. | think he and Atawill
choose immortality over property.’

"Then who will inherit Peregrine, my lord?

‘CyanDé.

'Cyan? She'sjust achild!’

The Emperor nodded, white hair brushing histhin shoulders. 'Y es, Cyan Del is presently achild
of eight. So, tell Governor Swallow Awndyn to protect her and her manor until she comes of age. As
regental governor, Swallow hasten yearsto. make Peregrine as productive asit should be, whilst

equitably teaching Cyan the Empiresways. Tell Lightning to salvage Peregrine manorship for Cyan. And
he should listen to the child aswell

| shut my mouth, because my jaw was dropping. At a stroke the Emperor had brought Lightning
and Swallow together. He had burdened Swallow with so much to oversee that she would find it hard to
pursue her claim for immortaity. And if Peregrine manor could eventually return over twenty thousand
men to the Fyrd, Cyan would gain thetitle of Lady Governor.

'Peregrine manor will stay in Lightning's family, which iswhat he' dways wanted, Cyan the latest
descendant of along-dead dynasty. Hewill think it an excellent idea.’

'‘And Ata? Shewill befurious.'

‘Tell her to direct her fury a the Insects!' | flinched, but the Emperor continued: "The fleet needs
maintenance. Tell Atathat if sheissuccessful, | will bestow point eight million pounds from the Castle's
Treasury to that end.’

'Y es, my lord Emperor,' | said, dazed.

San said, 'We must deliver Tornado, or none of thiswill cometo pass...' He becamelogt in
thought; | waited, and there was neither motion nor murmur from the rows of battle-worn behind me,
athough a Sheldrake soldier was weeping silently, clutching his broad-brimmed hat.

Incense smoke rosein thin coilsto the vaulted mosaics, the columns behind the throne glittered.



Shafts of morning light from the high windows streamed across the hdl, illuminating the ancient frescos of
Insect battles and the Castle's founding.

"The Fyrd need Tornado,’ San said eventudly. 'He isagreat symbol of the Empire's might.’

| understood. Tornado was the most powerful fighter, the third oldest Eszal, the strongest man in
the world in amillennium. The Fyrd would raly behind him, if only because it was sefer there,

'‘Comet, you and Atamust liberate Tornado from Lowespass Fortress. What intelligence do you
have on Lowespass?

It wastimeto tell him. However he reacts, whatever happensto me. | readied myself for the
shock of being dropped from the Circle. Didocated in denia of my own voice speaking | said, The
bridge -'

San looked up sharply.
‘That's where the Insects are coming from.'

San stood abruptly, called 'Close the screen!” We waited as the ornate partition swung back into
place. Now the crowd could not hear us; above the dais, the cupolas architecture damped our voices.

‘Tell me,' demanded the Emperor.
| hunched up into aball at the base of the steps. 'l resign.’

Please render me mortal, so | don't haveto tell how | broke the world, and that | don't know
how to put the pieces together again. Thiswas like my confession to San and the Eszai in the ceremony
when | joined the Circle—easer to die than drag out the details of my past. What was | doing, trying to
hide secrets from god's custodian?

'‘Comet, that isonly the easy way. Tell me. Once, then never again to anybody, living— or dead.
Do you understand?

'Y-es. Yes, | do ... My lord Emperor, there are many other worlds: the Shift. | have been there.
I nsects cross between them by bridges and they lay worlds waste. They might travel by the tunnelstoo, if
we consider how they first reached the Empire. Insects sense a place where the boundary between two
worldsisthin. Then they build abridge or atunnd to reach it. They can see a passage through, but to
anyone else, the bridge just stopsin the air. Insects breed in some worlds; in others, seek food, and the
Empireisat thevery edge...

‘Goon.
'Dunlin Rachisweter, thelast King, isHill dive—in the Shift.

The Emperor raised ahand, about to ask how this could possibly be. He studied meintently, and
read the answer. 'l understand,’ he said. 'Go on.’

'Dunlin fights Insects there. They escaped across the bridge to Lowespass ... But | found him! He
agreed to restrain Epsilon City's prodigious host for the space of a month. If we push now, we can send
the Insects back.'



Now | had told the Emperor, | was light and empty. San needed this knowledge; he would know
what to do!

The Emperor's face was unreadable. Didn't he believe me? Did he think this was amadman's
insanerambling?| pulled my wingstight to my was.

'If we had the strength to make a push,’ San said at last. 'Hear me, Messenger. Go to Sute and
instruct Ata. When she clears L owespass of Insects she can cometo the Castle and join the Circle. |
shdl give her Migt'stitle when her campaign is complete, and not before. Now fetch me paper.’

| wanted to ask the Emperor how life was, back when god walked the earth. What did it really
look like? Sound, like? What did it mean to live when everybody knew everything? While San wrote, the
pen scratching, | tried to imagine existence with god nearby, enjoying its cregtion, when there were no
Insects, no Castle — this two-thousand-year-old stone, just lush grass. The Fourlands does not really
belong to us—it isgod's playground; god gave us responsbility for its creation, which we have failed to
defend.

Asever, San read my mind. Almost imperceptibly, he said, 'Once there was peace.’
| folded the letter, melted the sedling wax, and impressed it with Castle's sunburst.
'Remember my orders. Now go.'

| stood and bowed, wings down in aflare of iridescent feathers, then backed and left the Throne
Room, watched by the archers on the balcony. As| passed the screen it was opened dowly, and the
Emperor called people forward to hear their reports.

Outside, | seized the guard's shoulder. ‘Lanner's son?
'Yes, Messenger.'

| pointed through the arched arcade to the black sarsen twists of the Northwest Tower. 'See my
standard? Lady Tern Wrought livesthere,' | said. 'Find her, and tell her ... Tell her that | love her. Tell
her not to journey outside the Castle. Sheis not to leave the Castle no matter what she hears. No matter
what shefeds!

I'll tell her, Comet.' Shocked by my candour he added, ‘But won't you be back?

| masked fear with aswaggering smile, put afinger to my lips and shook my head. 'For her sake
I'll try not to get mysdif killed.' | desperately wanted Tern, the centre of eternity, and if | saw her now,
nothing would induce meto leave her again. | sifled the thought; | had to go. Spreading my wings, |
vaulted the bacony, fell two floors, righted mysdlf in the air, sped up and over the Castle roof.

| lay horizontdly inthe air, found my pace for five hundred kilometres. Wings touched tips above
and beneath me with each best; the sun setting with aflash, below into the gentle hills of the Awian
downland. A band of refugees emerged aong the coast road, with fifty covered wagons and laden
piebad ponies, they fatered their way south towards Hacilith from Wrought. | passed over the Peregrine
cliffs, the land dropped away and there was the coastline.



| flew over the wreck of the Honeybuzzard in al its shades of grey and white. Its shattered
figurehead reared on my left, awild-haired seawoman jutting up from the dimy rocks where her wooden
dresss cream folds scratched and grated. | shuddered, remembering the corpse helmsman; Mist, stocky
and solid, was more terrible than a ghost.

| turned aong the coast to the Sute Towers. Men stood on their crenellated tops acting as
lookouts. The towers seemed unred, illusory, frosted yellow gritstone fordlit by the winter sunset shining
under the edge of the clouds.

| reached the end of the serrated reef, the sea boiling around it. There was the lighthouse, around
stone tower built in the same pragmatic fashion as Atas towers but with a stone platform and metd roof.

For every night asfar back as| could remember, ahuge fire was built in an iron cage on the
platform to warn ships off the reef. Every morning the flameswere alowed to burn down and the ash
cleared out. The lighthouse's mechanism had been Shearwater'sinvention, and the procedure of running it
kept saverd of theidand'sfamiliesin employment.

The lighthouse was useful; | navigated by its blaze at night and the stacks of seegullls carousing its
risng air by day. Even now | could get some welcomelift fromit. | flew over the conical black roof,
curving dightly to circleinto the thermal. Nothing happened. Strange, | thought, and tried it again, nothing
happened. | glided lower and tried it athird time but the lighthouse was quite cold. All the missing
answers dropped into place. Of course! | somersaulted in the air and hastened inland.

The Sute Tower named August was the only one flying a pennant. The banner was plain white
and wind-torn with no insignia, a badge of Ata's self-sufficiency. Lookouts on the battlements scurried
down a hatch as | approached. Some wore little bodhrans and wooden flageol ets, laced to their belts,
which Morenzian men play when on watch duty.

The Sute Towers have no entrances at ground level; their doors are halfway up, with wooden
gantries for access. Stealth was not an option, and | could do little in the way of force. Atafrightened me.
She caused the Sallor's degth, would she have qualms about -killing me before she knew my mission? Oh
shit. The towerswere aweb in which Ata sat spider-like waiting for thefly to appear.

| whipped round, located the highest window, a glass-less, shutter-less square. | backed with
every scrap of strength; even so, it took two laps to dow down and the drag nearly pulled my wings from
my back. Thewindow had no sill. I closed wings, drew my legs up and dropped through it without
touching the frame, hit the floor and jogged to ahdlt.

A round room lined with people— men standing against the walls, perhapsfifty pairs of eyes.
Click. Click. Click. Click. What? Then | saw four crossbows, in the extremities of the room, braced in
the brawny arms of four intense-looking men. Their strings were spanned and the catches off. | soread
my hands downward, showing that | had no desire to draw my sword.

'For the sake of the Empire." Ata could dump my body off September Tower pier and sincerely
maintain that the seahad claimed me. The unwavering crossbow bolts were sharp, | would scarcely fed
the blow; they would rip straight through me. Like adamn fool Rhydanne | had swept in to where Ata
was indisputably sovereign of her idand and stronger than | had ever imagined.

AtaDe stood at the far sde of thering of guards, behind asimpletable. She had anearly
trand ucent dress that matched her long white hair, and she seemed most unlike awarrior. She smiled



broadly, which made her al the more frightening.

An officious-looking woman was behind her, of smilar age and build, with a scraped-back grey
ponytail and a hatchet nose. She wore a soldier's coat over her red brigandine and carried a crossbow.
A bracing hook hung on her belt and from her assured stance | could see shewell knew how to handleit.

'Welcome,' Ata pronounced. Her tone was kindly but | didn't trust her. | hated the way the men
were staring at me, awe mixed with agreater loyalty to her. There was noway | could reach the window
if they took aim. 'Y ou must excuse this treatment,’ she continued. 'l don't yet know the reason for your
vist.

'Hereisaletter from our supreme Emperor,’ | said, keeping my voice low. ‘And as an impartia
Messenger | am at your service.'

'Give me your sword.'

| unbuckled my belt and laid it, with sword and misericord, on the bare floor, then took my knife
from my boot, and dropped that too. Now | had no defence save asiver tongue. One of her guard took
the weapons to her desk.

'l think we must stop threatening the Emperor's Messenger,' she said, in Morenzian, and the men
removed the bolts from the runnels and lowered their crossbows. Y ou can leave us now, but wait in the
lower room and come quickly if | call. | have much to discusswith Comet, so let there be no
interruptions’

The men filed out, creaking the floorboards and with many curious glances over their shoulders. |
realised what aweird figure | must appear to them. Apart from my exquisite good looks, | was by now
more sharp-set and unshaven, with my damp flight-knotted hair and cat-eyes. The Hacilith men wouldn't
wear aslk shirt in the middle of winter. They were two hundred yearstoo late to understand my pewter
Whedl brooch but they recognised what was previousy a gang patch as Comet's standard. Even the
corvine lady behind Atalooked apprehensive, asif she thought that a man capable of flight was capable
of any feat. | bowed to her.

'l had better introduce you,' said Ata. Thisis Carmine Dd, the harbourmaster of Hacilith Moren,
and my daughter. Before the storm she brought Hacilith's shipsto theidand, the soldiers San sent her,
and severd hundred men we employed in the city. The Governor is unaware of the thugs missing from his
streets. So our new Fyrd are not asfinely drilled as the Awians but they do know which end of a
crossbow faces outwards.'

'I seeyou have averitable host here,' | said.
'Aye, a present. Carmine, you'll have heard of Jant Shira: mad, bad and a painin the neck.’

'Delighted to make your acquaintance," said the human, resting her heavy crossbow at her hip. |
understood that nothing would end her support of Ata, but | wondered whether her loyalty wasfredly
given.

Atadragged achair away from thewall so | could rest. Shetook her seat, and her phlegmatic
daughter guarded the window. | twisted the chair to see her; being shot from behind without warning was
for some reason worse. Atalit two oil lamps on the table, which gave acomforting yellow glow. 'We
could hear you flying," Atasaid. "Y our wings make an awful din.'



"Thought it was too dark to hear me," | muttered.
'Start from the beginning,’ she said.

'Y ou're mortal now, AtaDa.'

‘Start at the sart and tell me something | don't know!"

'San decrees that you will be the next Sailor. Y ou will rgoin the Circle when your campaigniis
complete.’ | passed her the correspondence; she diced the seal and read it.

'No. Thismust be wrong ... Jant, the Emperor wantsto kill me! | must become Eszai first.'
'Y ou can't possibly makeit to the Castle! There's thousands of Insectsin the way!”

Frustrated, Ata examined the letter. Thisis practicaly adeath warrant. Fight Insects asa Zascai?
Without the Circle to support meif I'm wounded, Jant? Succumb to little cuts and bruises when so much
isat stake?

Thiswoman, adulteress, murderess, was jealous with her own life. | had an ideathat San wanted
Atato face Insects on a par with the mortals whose lives she played with so dispassionately.

"Jant, you wouldn't bein thefirst lineif you werea Zascai. Y ou'd run away!'

'Insects biteimmorta fleshtoo.' | hid my resentment with ashrug. 'Remember the last Hayl was
ripped apart at Slake Cross? The Circle was no protection then! If you want immortality, you haveto
accept San'srule.’

Atacollapsed into her chair. 'And fight for hisfavour. Yes, | must ... | will. A risk of deathto gain
immortdity ... Eternity isworth it. Do you have any other news?

| described the wreck of the flagship, her husband's body preserved at the whedl, and the cross
trees sparkling and dripping with nitid ice.

Atasforehead wrinkled with astonishment. 'l| knew Honeybuzzard had foundered on the rocks;
sheexclaimed. 'l just sent Diw's men to search for salvage! No doubt they'll bring him back ...
Shearwater was from Diw, you know, origindly; not from Peregrineat al.’

The room was gloomy now, the seascape outsi de impervious black. Knowing Atato be cdlous,
| was not surprised when she showed no grief, though it made me hate her. When every other woman
I've known would break down and cry, Atabecame cam, with sted fortitude. Ice eyes bade me
continue, her strong arms folded across her commodious chest. She showed no sign of joy when she
heard about Cyan, and guarded her expression when | spoke of Lightning, too. Her eyeswere
emotionless; though there was some strong fegling behind them | could not tell what.

'| fet the Circle strain to hold Shearwater,’ she said. 'l felt it bresk and | felt him die. | wasright
here, in thistower, and | knew what | waslooking at. It wasjust the same aswhen Hayl Eskedied, only
thistimeit fdt good.

'And the clock'sticking for me now. So I'm Zascai, but not for long,

ether way; I'll bekilled, or you will be caling me Migt. | don't like thisweight of time,



Messenger; maybe you'll have the nasty experience yourself one day.’

'l want to know what redly happened to Mist.' | braced mysdlf for the tearing impact of a
crossbow bolt — none came, but Carmine Del wag holding the bow steady.

Atadill let no emotion betray her. Her smile and her sigh were an excellent contrivance. Jant,
you sad you wereimpartid .’

'l am impartia, but | do know the truth and | need tell it to no one e seif we best the Insects!

'Y ou're out of your depth, as the seahorse said to the jockey." She smiled. "What in Empire could
this accusation be?

| walked to and fro across the room. Movement might untangle my jumbled thoughts. It helped
meto put Carmine's crossbow out of mind and hopefully made it harder for her toam.

Moreover, theleve of cat in my bloodstream was dropping and | was starting to missit.
Withdrawa doesn't come on immediately but the cam before the orm is a confused parancia
something is missing, something is not quite right, something awful will happen. Whichit will if | don't
soon take afix. In the dullness of encroaching illness| can't think properly. I tried to concentrate,
swalowing to clear my hearing. Ataredised that if debate grew difficult dl she had to do was gl for
time and | would turn into a suffering ruin, glad to agree to anything so | could get out of there.

| said, 'Mist wouldn't sail to Lowespass. That'swhat started all this. There was no excuse for
Mist's violence and of course he wasto blame, but we assumed you were innocent. No one asked why
he hit you. | think it was because you told him about your affair with Lightning, and Cyan'sorigins. A man
like Mist wouldn't know what to do, and maybe he felt that violence would make the problem go away.
Instead, you asked Lightning for help. He agreed, because you trapped him eight years ago by seduction.
Lightning's now full of remorse and a desperate admiration — it isn't love— and he'slosing hisnerve
when the Empire most needs him. Isdl thistrue?

Atashrugged. The lamplight coloured her white hair and dress a soft yellow, and gave apleasing
roundness to her face. When she shook her head, every hair wasilluminated separately so her
appearance changed from young lady to mature woman in a second. Then she gestured to Carmine.
'Darling, leave your bow, it's making Jant shaky.' Carmine complied and, relieved, | continued, convinced
by her reaction that | wasright.

| sniffed. Y ou sent Cyan to Micawater, knowing that Mist would attempt to abduct her, as Cyan
was now awonderful tool to use againgt you. In doing so, he brought Lightning further into the fight.
Damn him, he's o predictable...

'‘Asyou are.’

"Ata, killing mewill not sedl your secret while Lightning lives. Y ou may not have planned Midt's
getaway into the terrible storm but he played into your hands there, aswell. To escape from Peregrine
harbour he had to sail through the strait. And Grass Ide has atail of rock ... He was abrave man to
make such amove and he didn't deserve what happened to him.'

‘Shearwater's ship was blown off course and there's an end to it. Many boats cometo grief on
that coast. The idanders have been picking wood and bounty from it since time began.'

'Y eah. So Migt had the lighthouse built and | don't doubt it saved many lives. But the fire wasn't



lit, and you are the only person who could have ordered such an omission. | know because | flew over
the lighthouse and it was cold.'

'It's been acold day,' she said.
'On these dark mornings the fire's dways stoked; it never cools down.'

'Oh, Jant,' she said, expressionlesdy. The lamplight made her body a compact dark shape within
the digphanous dress. | ripped my attention away from the curve of her breasts. How confusing can the
world be, when murderesses have gresat breasts?

'So you caused Mist's degth. 'Y ou extinguished the lighthouse and he ran into the ref.

'And I'm disgusted and repelled by the way you've treated Cyan. How can you plot eight years
ahead? Y ou planned her entire existence! The purpose of her lifewasfor you to use Lightning to fight
Migt. | supposeyou let Lightning watch her grow, to secure hislovefor her. Now she'sfulfilled her
purpose and usaless to you, what will you do? | sought Ata's gaze and held it. 'Was every one of your
children bred for areason?

‘Jant ...
‘Don't involve me in these schemes any longer! | only wanted to fly errands and fight Insects!’

"There's achange from your usud anomie.’ Atasmiled. '‘But if you report such infamy inthe
Cadtleit will be your word againgt mine, and is San likely to believe the word of ajunkie?

| looked away. 'Don't use that expression. San believesthe reports| bring in every single day.’

"They're facts, whereas your tale cannot be proven. Aye, most of the Circle knows Jantisa
junkie. Think how it would look splashed al over the front page of the Wrought Sandard. You would
befacing Challengers every day for years! | marve at your ability to keep the knowledge from mortas.
Except Carmine; she knows now, sorry.’

| risked aglance at the harridan, who leant by the window with a mordacious smirk on her face.
Asan efficient harbourmaster she would bewell aware of the trafficking that goes on in the Moren docks
and | fdt atwigt of guilt even though | don't do that kind of thing any more. | tried to reassure mysdlf but
Ataknew she had hit anerve. Infact, dl my nerveswere beginning to jangle.

"Y ou want your drug now, don't you? she enquired, guilelesdly.

‘No. I'm fine." Thiswill get you nowhere, Ata. | tapped my foot on the floor in a pointless attempt
to dleviate the mounting tension. | felt asif dl my muscleswere starting to compresslike springs.

'Go gtick aneedlein yoursdf. | cantell you want to. What'sthat jolt like?

It'sthe answer to everything, Ata. The Shift, it's where the Insects are coming from. But of
course| didn't tell her that. 'Why are you doing thisto me? | asked plaintively.

Ataglanced meaningfully at Carmine, and changed language to Awian. ‘Becauseit'sthefirst
reason why you will tell no oneyour strange ideathat | caused Mist's degth.’

"The second reason?



'‘GenyaDara'
"‘What do you know about Genya Dara?'
'l know what you did to her. Rape.’

| folded arms, wings, legstightly and perched on the chair staring at my jiggling foot. Fuck it, fuck
it. | was s0 stupid! How could | have been so possessed? | didn't understand why the mountain girl
should turn up now. She had nothing to do with this. Desolate, | said, ‘I'm not like my father. I'm not. | do
love her.'

Atadseyesnarrowed in interest.

It wasn't rape. Rhydanne sex might seem like rape to aflatlander. It was only a short pursuit;
we're both to blamefor the affair. In the Scree culture things are very different,’ | added.

"That won't matter, if Awialearnsof it. For al | know, in the mountains you bizarre Rhydanne
might chase down girlslike deer every day. But people here will not be as understanding. | might just tell
Lightning, you know how he puts women on apedestd. And | will tell your jedlous wife; imagine how
shewould react. With the gates of Micawater and Wrought closed to you — at least for the next couple
of hundred years— your life will be more than miserable. Jant,

if you dur my name and try to bar me from the CircleI'll bring you down too. In this Situation the
Emperor would make examples of us both.’

'How did you find out about ... Genya?

'l just asked her. Men can be so blind. If we get through this you should find her and treat her
well as she deserves; seeif she doesn't cometo you as promptly as atrained hawk.'

'Yes, Ata'

'lsnt it srange that Rhydanne will soon be the only people left, even though they have never
joined the fight againgt the Insects? Y our kind will discover Insects scaling the Darkling massif only when
the last Awian isextinct and thelast human in Hacilith isbitten in two.'

'Yes, Ata,' | said, knowing no one could make Rhydanne co-operate long enough to fight. It was
all too clear | had to take the only path left open, and become her accomplice.

Ataextended her calloused hand and we both promised to keep silent. | would haveto live
besidethislady forever, and | worried about how long our mutual secrets might last.

'l will be Migt AtaDel. Immortal again, for good.' She stood up briskly. | sneezed threetimesin
close succession. The tendons were burning in the backs of my hands.

‘Let'send our discussion,’ she said, returning to Morenzian vernacular. 'It'slate, and | perceive
youreunwell.'

"There's nothing wrong with me.”

‘Jant, you're smoother when you're lying than when you're straight! Listen, | have eighty carracks,
and eleven thousand men. Y ou were on the deck of the Honeybuzzard when Shearwater ran my



ambush, so you saw what | saw. He made a castle of his ship. He barricaded the railings and blocked my
arrows. Shame, but | learnt from that how ships carrying soldiers can be as sound as afortress foat.
Ah, look at you! What'sthe usein talking?

| wiped my watering eyeswith adeeve. | was having trouble concentrating; | need a shot kept
drifting into my mind. | leant and rubbed my thighs and shins, trying to stop them aching, but tenson made
them stone-hard.

'What about Swallow? Swallow had ten well-guarded caravels, and her Fyrd could sail them.
Swallow aso had charge of Cyan. It was essentid to know what Atathought.

"The savantés music is breathtaking. What else? | could tell from her hooded tonethat if she had
any plans concerning Swalow | would certainly not hear them.

'She's proved hersdf in battle ... | think ... and she will il try for aplacein the Circle; | know
shewon't ever give up.’

‘Jant, you're inexperienced. I'll befree of the Zascai in lessthan sixty years. Shesageniusin
musconly -

‘The Circleis based on merit!" What am |, god's sake, but a speciaist?

'Supposed to be," Atasaid wryly. ‘Lightning, the eterna bachelor, will redlise one day that what
he pursuesin dl these wild young redhead girlsis something he should find in himself. Hetriesto marry
freedom rather than learn it. He should redlise he doesn't need their carefree cheer to replace what he's
long forgotten, and hasto rediscover.’

'‘And Awia?

'Flags and boundaries mean nothing to me; if welive I'll help the decadent kingdom. But perhaps
well sat the balanceright in favour of Morenziafor once.’ Carmine Del began to smile.

‘Now, Jant, | can tell you're worse now than you were when we started, al curled up like that, so
let me give you abed and see you in the morning." An unintentiona lightening of her tone crept in,
reminding me again of her hundred children. | was desperately tired and longing, longing to lie down, but
| refused her offer. | knew better than to give her the chance to cut my throat. | demanded to stay inthe
tower room, close to the window, and aone.

From behind her desk, Ata scrutinised me, intrigued, although her manner il appeared kindly;
then she called her daughter and they |eft. The sound of the waves dipped back. Soon | thought it would
wear my nerves away.

| lay by the window, on the floorboards like Honeybuzzard's deck, and wrapped mysdlf in the
soldier's coat. | began trembling violently, which was nothing to do with the cold. | lay awakeal night,
sore-eyed with visions of the needle, Insectsand ice.

CHAPTER 22

| relived my first meeting with the girl from the roof of theworld. In winter, Scree pueblo nestled
roof-deep into the snow, tiny fire-lit windows by the edge of asheer gorge. | found the pass and sailed
rapidly above the arete, down over asharp rock buttress. The mountains sped by too fast for breathing. |
flew below thelevel of the peaks, vast black splinters cutting a clear sprinkled sky. | navigated by Polaris



and the scent of peat smoke, and | came home to Darkling, to stay in the Filigree Spider for afew days
of rest.

A harsh, intensaly cold wind blew down from the high pesks, Mhadaidh and Bhachnadich,
graight off the glaciers. It dried the skin tight to the bones of my face. | rode that wind in, iceforming on
my wings leading edges. | landed in powdery snow, knee-deep on the pueblo'slow roof, did off ina
minor avalanche and hammered on the door of the Spider.

L ascanne opened the top haf, and grinned. 'Y ou're late.’
'I'm never late!

'Oh ... Welve dready started.’

'Free drinks? | could smell warm whisky.

'Inyour honour, Jant."

God, it was good to be back.

There were about twenty peoplein thelittle pub, flickered by firdight, quite drunk on
gut-wrenching spirits, eating rye bread and smoked goat. Tern bought the Spider as my wedding present
because | always used to say | was born in the bar in Scree; the only place where Rhydanne co-operate.

Unlike ahuman or Awian pub, thereis very little conversation, and no music; Rhydanne society is
acontradiction in terms. They are not gregarious creatures, each is used to a solitary, independent
exisence, and so0 even in the bar they were aoof, keeping distance from each other, and concentrating
on drinking. | occasiondly told stories, five-

minute-long fables - asfive minutes heavily stretches a Rhydanne attention span.

The second day was a solid and relentless blizzard, and few people visited. | must have taken too
much cat because | stayed awake dl night, buzzing with vitdity. | checked the Spider's accounts, finding
them very out of date. Hollow-cheeked Lascanne couldn't write; we kept al the numbersin his head.
Nobody could fault him, he had the best memory for who owed agoat for their jug of whisky.

Lascannewastal and stick-thin, with hair cut very short and spiked. The bones of his skull could
be seen through it, knobbly and asymmetricd. His long fingers moved in self-deprecating gestures.
L ascanne was scared rigid of me.

In the early hours of the morning he was il serving the Spider's patrons, in alazy, relaxed
atmosphere, safe from the snow. A pedt fire had burnt down to sheaves of white ash, cregping orange
sparks. The kilim-covered floor was warm, the room pine-scented.

Gradudly | found my attention drawn to afigure Sitting at atable, on arough wood bench by the
door. It was strange because people usudly tried to sit close to the hearth. Female, dthough it was
difficult to tell. She had her back to me and was drinking vodka steadily, making a pyramid of the pottery
cups after downing each shot. | counted thirteen of them. Her very fine black hair brushed off her
shoulders and hung to her waist. Her face was away from me and as | watched no one acknowledged
her presence. They left her well done.



Like me she had pae skin, Rhydanne eyes with vertica ova pupilsthat cut out snow-glare. A
very rapid flicker-fuson speed in our vison gives us faster reactions - which aflatlander would cal
overreactions. Her arms and legs were collections of long muscles, snewy and toned. Wearing? A black
vest, loose and discoloured by athousand stonewashings, pushed out by her tiny pointed tits- | strained
to see - and ashort skirt, no, avery short skirt, from the same valuable black cotton traded up from
Awia. She had leather pumps with string grips, and that was all. As| stared quite openly taking dl thisin,
she kept drowning hersdlf in the house's best vodka.

'Lascanne,’ | called. '‘Come over here aminute.' He strode across, wiping ahorn tumbler.

| pointed at the skinny girl. 'Who isthat? He shrugged and turned away but | leant over the bar
and grabbed his elbow.

'Oh ... just some bitch,' he said.
‘The name of the bitch? | prompted.

‘Jant, keep away from her. She'snot all ... Wdll, shesahit strange. He smiled nervoudy, with
thinlips.

'Y ou're bloody weird yoursdlf, Lascanne, and | do not need your advice. If you don't tell meI'm
going to get angry. Three. Two. ..

'GenyaDard'

| released him and he rubbed hisbony elbow. 'She'saDara ... he asserted. 'She's Labhras
daughter, s0 ... my haf-sser.’

'I didn't know Labhrahad a daughter!”
'He didn't want you to know, Jant.'

Curiogity momentarily stole my attention from the narrow-shouldered girl. "What happened to
Labhraintheend? | queried.

Lascanne shrugged, agesture he was built for. 'Oh ... hiswifekilled him, he said.

| helped mysdlf to aquaich of whisky, sinking back onto the bar stodl. | felt like | walked ona
feather's edge. When fate throws something as ddicious asthismy way | find it hard to believe | have not
drayed into someone es'slife. The bar seemed dightly unred and | was shivering with delight. Lascanne
saw the decison set hard in my eyes after afew moments thought. ‘Oh, no, you don't," he said softly,
with thelilting Darkling accent | so often miss.

'Why haven't | seen her before?

‘Jant, | - Oh. All right. She doesn't come down much ... She only visitsin when the weether's too
harsh up on the pesks; the rest of the time she's out on Chir or Greaderich.'

'Is she, indeed? And what does she do there? The thin ice of Lascanne's patience cracked and
he told me perhaps | should ask her mysdlf. 'She'salone wolf bitch, that'sal | know," he said bitterly. He
could tell how much | wanted her, | was charged with need. | had thought | would never have another
chance since Ddllin rejected me. And here she was, my other chance. My last chance. | had to have her.



'She'stdler than Ddlin,’ | murmured, thinking aloud. The barman caught the comment, and
gmiled.

'Yes," hesaid. 'l know what happened back then.’
‘Mortals can't remember that!"
"Jant, your thorough failure with ShiraDdllinislegendary up here!’

That was ahundred years ago. Thisis here and now. "What sort of man doesthisonelike? |
asked, levelling afinger at Genya Daras scrawvny shape.

The bitternessin Lascanne's voice took on a strain of salf-pity. 'l don't know," he admitted. 'She
won't let me near her.’

Over the next day and night, | put in some hard work. All my effortswere in vain; Genya refused
to notice me. Eventually | couldn't decide whether Genyas world was too untrand atable even for me,
whether she was just obstinate, engaged, or smply bloody stupid. Two things were clear: shewas as
beautiful as she was intractable and she was a very dedicated acohalic.

Wheninadrug hazel cdled her Dellin by mistake she smply smiled, showing teeth white as
snow. | bought her whisky and she drank it (asfast as| could bring it) but she never thanked me. | ran
through my repertoire to no avail —which only made my desire for her worse. She declined to dance.
Cards? She didn't know how to play. Stories of other lands? She was less than interested. Would Genya
like meto accompany her home? This caused aflurry of icy laughter, which set inlittle drifts around my
feet.

The Rhydanne girl had amannish face, athough still with high cheekbones and agraceful jaw.
She dways wore the same clothes, thin vest or a polonaise. She was too leggy, starved and muscular to
resemble petite Dellin, but my anger at Déellin, preserved over the years, was now directed at her.

When | lay awake and the rest of the house was deeping, | thought of her. | was eaten dive by
thoughts of her, which | tried to salve with Scolopendium. But desire pooled in me like melt water. So
much desire. | had to have her. A gram of cantharides would have done the trick in an Awian court, but
nothing's aphrodisiac above the snowline.

| wanted to fuck her. What a chase shewould give me! | would catch her. Bring her down
among theice formations.

Or | would screw her in awarm bed while snow plumesfell past the window. | wanted her to
ride me, muscles appearing and disappearing in those long legs. | was erect again. | was so hard | felt my
heart beat blunt in my groin. Genyamade melikethis. It'swhat she hasto answer for. Lying on the palet,
| cup and caress my balls with one hand, rub my hard cock. My cock is narrow but average long, thetip
issmooth. These painted nails are hers. Thefist around my cock is hers, tightening on the upstroke. Her
body is stretched out underneath me. Littletits, chaky with cold. Cat-eyes, shining with pleasure. When |
come, | spurt into her mouth. | Sigh. It'sjust lust, Shira. It's never been ‘love them and leave them' so
much as 'fuck them and fle€.

Onthelast night | wasat my wits end. | was expected at the Castle next day and was preparing
for along and uncomfortable flight. My habit was serious, | had run out of money and had no success at



dl with GenyaDara
"You'vefaled, Comet,' said Lascanne happily.
'Not yet, struidhear. Not yet, damnit.’
'Hal Try againin ahundred years time. What do you want the sullen bitch for, anyway?

Because she's apiece of the mountains, a potential memory. Because she's Rhydanne, quick and
ferd. Because she looks just like me, Lascanne; she'sour kind. I'm arape child, so isLascanne Shira; |
pity his mother when Labhra pounced on her. The mountain people considered illegitimacy to be acurse
—acurse you can pass on.

| hogged the bar, feding faint, my movements blurred, and forgot about Genya until she pushed
past. She usudly avoided contact but wanted to know why the drinks had dried up. She had comein
from outside, where people go round the back of the pub to pissin the snow, and her skin was cold
athough shelooked flushed and panicky. | saw her brush her hand down the front of her skirt. 'Let me
dothat? | suggested. Silence. 'Sweet vixen,' | said, 'I'll probably never see you again.’

Dara came close for meto grasp her round the waist, thin enough to encircle with one arm. She
didn't pull away.

'l want you,' | told her, in al honesty.
"Then chaseme!" shesaid, and ran.

She sprang over abench, over apile of skis, and was out of the door before my next breath.
Lascanne whined behind me. He looked like he was going to vault the bar and follow her. | dipped off
my sword bdlt, threw it a him. 'Stay!" | ordered. And | was gone. Running.

Freezing night air burnt my lungs. | Sipped at the air, spit gathering in the back of my throat. The
road was snow; Genyasfootprintsled up alittlerise. | followed, long-legged. | trod in her footprints,
shallow with speed. Genya was nowhere. She had completely vanished. God, she'sfast. Without the
weight of wingsto carry, shewas my equa. | hoped shewould tire easily.

| ran up the rise and onto a narrow plateau above Scree. She kept close to the cornice. | swept
doubt from my mind and concentrated on running. Fast. Onefoot in front of the other, for hours. My
heart thundering on cat and whisky. Genyadipping adways ahead of me like ablack ghost. Watch my
own thinlegs. Desireisasplinter of icein my mind. Shadows spindly on snow, the frost-twisted trees.
She led me between them and | thought she would stop there. She had no intention of surrendering. She
was leading to a better place. | wanted to bite her, fast and hard.

We went up a stone chute between sharp rock pillars. Quartz isrock snow, granite froth. Weran
on, flight in her mind, fucking in mine. We ran up to the edge of the Klannich glacier, arearing whitewall.
| ce crackled as she high-stepped through afrozen stream.

My cock was so hard | could hardly run. | could see her, in the distance, starting the climb of a
massive crag. | closed the distance as she gained dtitude. At the foot of the cliff, | looked up and she was
way above me. | put a hand to the frost-shattered rock. Cold. Detailed in grey. See—thisis not adream.
I'm going to fuck that bitch, | thought, as| paused for bresth and bent over, coughing and spitting.

Genya had made amistake. We had run the length of the come, into the heart of the mountains.



She outpaced me, but she had led to a sheer escarpment, where the hanging valley ended. It stretched up
onto aknife-sharp ridge. She climbed with aquick, sure grace, stabbing the hard, pointed nails on her
long fingersinto every crack. But she didn't have wings and so she had to take care. Falling is nothing to
me. | took little heed and climbed faster ill. Meagre handhol ds offered themsealves. | flowed my weight
each to each and climbed. Fast. | overtook her hafway up that wall of rock, reached the ledge first and
gave her ahand over the top.

Wide clear sky. Vertigo view — peaks linked by ridges marching out for kilometres. The
mountains were stark, ice-gpattered. Their dopeswerefir-lined and patched with black shadows.

| clagped her wrist hard enough to bruise and dragged her over the edge. In that vast empty sky |
touched her.

She cut a me with her free hand. | twisted her arm behind her back and made her kned. | would
have taken her like that, on her knees, grabbing her flat tits. She kicked me. | didn't dap her; | wrestled
her onto her back. She smelt of stone, she was shivering.

That isn't right. She shouldn't be shivering. It isn't cold enough yet. | put my weight on top of her,
forearms on her shoulders, forced her to lie prone. She squirmed. | struggled with a cold button and
shoved my buckskin trousers down. My cock was so hard it ached. | rubbed ahand over it, in the chill
air. Lying between her legs| was dready flicking my hipsagaing her. | felt my feathersrustle. My tongue
was dry from gulping the cold air but | licked at her neck, holding one hand entwined in dark hair to stop
her biting me. So | could look into her eyes. | was desperate for orgasm. | ripped her thin panties, she
seized my am and licked it.

'Isthisgood? | said.

'Deyn!'
'What do you mean, you don't know?

Shewas quite dry. Strange, | thought, and then | realised why. | realised why she was shivering.
It wasn't with cold, was with fear. She hadn't done it before. Suddenly disgusted, | sat back on my
haunches, hard-muscled belly and prick stuck up in front, larger than ever before. She focused on it,
awed.

| rubbed her with thetip of my thumb, and dowly eased two fingersin together, feding the
membrane tear stickily. Her strong struggling gave way to whimpers. She became dick with blood. |
wiped ared fingertip over her pale mouth. She spat.

| could fed her hest. | was dizzy with it. Stark with impatience | held my cock and tried to ease
in. Bony bitch. I wriggled my hips. Just ingde her. Soft, warm. In ahard cold world. One hard thrust and
| wasasdeepin as| could reach. A gasp of pleasure from me, a scream from her. Lust overcame my
annoyance and | started fucking her ashard as | could.

| was propped up on stiff arms, looking down onto her sharp-festured face, using her body to
rub my cock. | was shoving her body backwards on the rocky ground. She was very tight and very hot,
lubricated by blood. Her nipples were smal and pointed, dragging faded cloth like a ridge between them.
Shefelt better than | had ever imagined. | was dated, had a cat-eyed girl at last. Sex is scrambled with
flatlanders.

| spread my wings, to angle my hips better, but Genyawouldn't run her fingers between the



featherstented over her. She put one hand on my arse, to pull mein further.

| threw my fuck into her, scooping with my hips. | felt apoint of heeat at the base of my cock. |
gasped. Shetried to throw me off. That made me more excited. | meant to pull out, but she wastoo
ddlicious. | emptied mysdf into her. Fast, and the next few thrusts were dick and squeezed. Her body
went limp.

Possession dackened its hold on me. | pulled out and stood up, aready guilty. My muscleswere
aching from the exertion of the chase. | shoved my damp prick back into leggings and buttoned my
trousers.

Graduadly Genyastood up, pdlid, and contemplated the cliff edge. Y ou're leaving now, aren't
you? shesad.

IY $-I
That's Rhydanne sex.

Genyawatched melift my wingtips from the ground, alook of utter dismay on her face. There
was asmear of my come and her blood on her thigh.

| found my bearings; we were on the dope of Stravaig. Mhor Darkling'striple peak wasjust
visible behind itswhite summit, asight | had not seen for ahundred years. | lost interest in Dara,
remembering my long-logt lifein Darkling valey.

Genyaset off a asprint along the ridge — the spur formed atrack leading to Bastelr sheiling. She
hit asnow patch and dithered dangeroudy, regained her balance and increased her speed until she was
amogt flying, running above nothingness. | took adow glide back to Scree.

Now, in August Tower, asthe sickness came on, | spent dl night dwelling on my deficiencies.
And on Genya.

CHAPTER 23

Atareturned an hour before dawn, in a heavy woollen shawl. She was wearing her husband's
1851 Sword, that he had so greatly prized. The lacquer scabbard described an arc at her side;
rayskin-covered ivory and black silk accents on the hilt. The blade was forged from a charcoa-hardened
sted sheet folded one thousand and one times; its weighting was immaculate. Wrought stedl isthe finest
produced anywhere. The sword had never been used; as keen asthe day it was honed, it could bisect an
Insect without dowing. | lusted after it.. It would perfect every fighting move | knew; just wearing it
would bring respect and brawlerswould steer clear. It was the apex of Awian craft, made for their Gresat
Exhibition, and then presented by the King to Peregrine manor, where it remained in pride of place. Mist
kept the 1851 Sword in aglass cabinet. Ata had smashed the cabinet and buckled the sword at her
was.

Atabegan to take measurements on amap of Lowespass Fortress Crag. Out of the window |
could see the tapering mainland, which looked asif it was hanging in the air, the sky and the seawerethe
same paeblueand | could not distinguish between them. The wind had dropped, now blowing from the
land out to sea. Where there had been foam-capped breskers, the water rippled silver like atray of
mercury. | watched the mainland, waiting for thesuntorise.

Instead, a star appeared on the mainland, shining at the water's edge. | could see the star's



reflection in the seg; it was apalid, flickering yellow point of light. | squinted at it but couldn't figure out
what it was, and the concentration made my headache worse.

'Mortd,' | called, ‘come and look at this.'

'Ah, it does speak,’ Ata countered. "'Thought it just dumped there and shivered.’ She gathered her
thick shawl and joined me at the window. | pointed out the bright, unsteady light. ‘Do you know what
that is?

'Of course. It'sthe Awndyn lighthouse.'

‘We can seethat far? Awndyn was thirty kilometres straight flight away. The storm had washed
theair clear.

'Aye. It'sat the end of the harbour wall. Strange Swallow should light it by day, eccentric lass!’
It'snot strange. It'sasignd! Lightning, you'reagenius!'

‘That's as maybe, but it'snot agood sign - it'sasteady light. | think they're in trouble; we haveto
go now. Jant, can you fight?

'Fight?1 can't even stand up!'
Ataran to the stairs and caled down, 'Carmine, what's ready?

The hatchet-faced hoyden appeared in the doorway. 'Everything. The twenty Great Shipsare
packed with Hacilith Fyrd. Horses and wagons are on the Ortolan; the third-raters and pinnaces are to
carry supplies. The Tragopan's still loading, but we can't dl |eave the harbour on the sametide anyway.'

"Then wewill take the Slormy Petrel .’
Carmine bowed her head.

'Y ou take charge of the Tragopan, my dear, and the other seventy-eight to follow. Meet usa
sx tonight ten degrees north of Sheldrake Point.’

Carmine nodded and ducked back down the gairs.
Atapressed my sword into my grasp. 'Jant, you can do better than this!'
| scrambled to my feet. 'Have you got any cat?

'Cat? 'Y ou mean Scolopendium? No, and | doubt there's any available anywhere in the world
now.'

.I only have a couple of hourseft, | don't want to go -'

She beckoned, sternly, and | followed her down the stone spira staircase, out onto the wooden
gantry and down to the flat rocks at September Tower harbour. | screwed my eyes up against the
sunshine. My pupils were s0 dilated everything was glaring white or degp black shadow. The ocean was
just ahuge, painfully bright hole. Atals white dacks and flaxen hair dazzled in the light.

The cobbled quays de bustled with thousands of men, talking loudly. It was a crush, polearms



soldiers and sarissai, bands of crosshowmen with the Red Fist blazon of Hacilith on their buff coats, and
at least two divisons of Awian Select longbowmen looking worn out, stressed and unpreened.

Stevedores were loading the Tragopan with three weighted hoists. Men were pushing dockside
cartsontheir ironrails, full of barrels, pitch casks, piles of arrow sheaves. Chains of people passed aong
sharpened staves, sacks of anti-1nsect sdlt, creels of food - they were stowed in the holds until the
brightly painted caravel sat low in the water.

The harbour wall hugged al the shipsin an angular embrace, concrete shining dick with dime.
The ships masts were s0 close together they looked tangled, and wires clattered against them asthe
wind blew through rigging.

Hacilith men caught sight of Ataand | from the deck of the Sormy Petrel. They yelled, 'Look!"
to their comrades, pointing excitedly to the quayside. Atawaved demurely, and they erupted in acheer. |
wondered if any would seetheir city again.

Ata prodded me across the narrow plank over the gap between September Tower harbour and
the Slormy Petrel's deck. | hung onto therailings as awhistle caled the crew to attention and Ata
ordered the sails <.

The Stormy Petrel pulled eegantly away from itsmooring. | gazed at the harbour wall diding
past.

'Areyou gill dert, degenerate Rhydanne?

'l need -'

'Don't say it! Don't talk about drugs- | don't likeit!"

‘Neitherdo 1.

"Thousands of people are dying in Awia, and we are going to stop that happening.’

The Sormy Petrel scudded swiftly across the thirty-kilometre-wide strait to Awndyn strand.
The square burgundy mainsails bellied out like clouds. Sipstream poured off the lateen rig behind; it
ruffled my feathers, making me gag. The sea has definite advantages. Y ou can pukeinit if you arevery ill,
which | was. | retched over the sSide, for hours until only bile came up; it tasted like Insect blood.

At thewhed, Atamuttered to her ship al the time, 'Faster, you bastard.' The Crystal Palace
bladein its black scabbard hung loose at her thigh.

Awndyn harbour looked deserted. Streams of pale grey smoke rose from the lighthouse, the only
movement. But aong the seven-kilometre sweep of sand tiny figures milled and churned.

About five hundred soldiersin Awndyn green werefighting in atightening ring of Insects.

I nsects appeared from the town's facade. They darted along the harbour wall and down
sea-wrack stone steps, up from the shallow river bed. Insects the size of poniesran over the grassy
machair, jumping onto the sand. They picked their way between the head-stones of Awndyn Cemetery,
plunged down among the yellow dunes.



Further back, Insects were nibbling spilt blood on the marram grass. They followed the scent trail
down to the beach. | could just make out patches of sand stuck to their gore-spattered chitin.

Some reared on saw-edged back legs, federsflickering asthey closed in. The Awndyn men
were being pushed together, losing ground. They retreated towards the sea. The gap between them and
the Insects was narrowing dl thetime.

Adrenaineroused me. Therésadivison'sworth of men!" | caled. 'l hoped for many more,’ said
Ata

'| can seethe Archer!’

It wasimpossible to miss Lightning. His gold scae armour glittered in the early sun. Bareheaded,
and with bindings unwrapping from his greaves, he was waving the soldiersround into acircle, and
pushing someone back behind him with the other hand.

Swallow. It was Swallow Awndyn, propped on her spear, and she had Cyan under her arm.

Harrier was shoulder to shoulder with Lightning; he fatered back on the wet sand then flexed his
bow again.

Long dawn light cast their footprints as jumbled blue shadows on the ydlow sand. The air was
very clear, faint shouts carried to us; Lightning trying to keep their formation but men kept breaking
away, chancing arun to the sea.

Ata steered starboard, as close in as she could, and Stormy Petrel careened pardlel to Awndyn
strand, amost at right angles to the wind, and lost speed until we stopped opposite the mass of Insects
and gruggling men.

"Thiscrateis so unresponsive,’ said Ata. 'If | go any nearer, leeway will beach the bastard.’

Thelnsects closad in. Lightning shot straight into them. Hewasloosing arrows the fastest | had
ever seen. The quiver on hisright hip was empty, and he was pulling arrows from the quiver on his back.
Insects ran straight at him; he shot them down. He kept a distance of thirty metres, twenty metres, ten
metres.

| could hear Cyan crying.
'Weonly haveaminute!' | said.
Atastrode onto the lower deck. "WEell haveto pick them up.’

She shouted the length of the deck, and | heard the thick anchor chain rattle out from the bow.
The Sormy Petrel drifted completely round before the anchor caught,, and the stern anchor was
released. Atas crew began to lower boatsin rope cradles, three from each side, into the water.

The boats splashed down smultaneoudy. Six sailors to each descended nest cord-and-lath
ladders and unshipped the oars.

Ataturned to me. 'Messenger, wait here.' She caught aladder and lowered hersdlf over the side.

The Stormy Petrel's massive flanks dwarfed the six landing craft. | watched them buck and toss



over thewaves, oars like Insect legs leaving white tracks in the water.

Mogt of the Awndyn Fyrd were already waist-deep in the sea. Around fifty archerswere
standing in the waves, bows held above their heads, swords drawn in their free hands. Insects followed
them into the surf, holding their abdomens high and gnashing mandibles.

Atastood in the prow of her boat impassively, whileit dipped and heeled, and the oarsmen
struggled. The six boats approached the cluster of archers—and nearly capsized as men grabbed the
sides and tipped the boats in their haste to get aboard.

Grasping and spluttering, they ignored Ata's cries for order. They surged forward, up to the
neck, throwing bows away. The oarsmen reached down, heaved them, belts, wings and armpits, and
hoisted them over the gunwales.

Asthe boats neared shore, they reached men still in their depth, and boathooked them aboard,
arsesintheair. Laden boat hulls grated againgt the sand.

Lightning said something to Swalow, who kicked off her leg-armour and plunged in, wisdy
meaking for aboat which didn't have Atain it. Harrier carried Cyan. Lightning removed the stk string from
his great bow, held it up and stepped into the surf, the last Awndyn men behind him.

The six boats were so crammed with soldiers— about seventy in each — everyone was standing.
The rowers held their oars up out of the locks, Ghallain-style. They fought to turn their boats
prow-on-against the waves, and began to paddle back towards me.

The coast was left to the Insects.

The landing crafts return journey took ages. | watched Insects pick over bodies on the sand. An
Insect buried its head under a corpse and flicked it over. Two of them took an arm each, and, walking
backwards, tore a man apart.

| was shaking.

Lightning might give me my syringe back. A soldier might have some medicine—I mean cat —to
arrest my decline. | told mysdif, Jant,

don't be so fucking ridiculous. | stopped trying to control the shivering, relaxed and it took over
completely.

| helped Swallow as she appeared from the top of the rope ladder, panting, onto the deck. She
had aleaf-green mantle around her throat, and aronde dagger stuck down her bodice lacings.

| embraced her. "What happened to Awndyn manor? | asked.

'Awndyn manor!" She burst into tears. 'It's swarming! God's moult! The Insects have taken the
whole Empire, and well haveto stay at seaforever to escape them!'

'Rachis, Hacilith and the Plaindands are till holding out,' | said. 'Have courage.” With anarm



round her, | tried to console her by explaining the Emperor's message, while soldier after soldier climbed
the ladder and emerged, dripping, onto the deck.

Lightning was leaning over the bow, picking off Insects on the beach that were beyond any other
archer'srange. He didn't stop shooting until Ataordered full sail, and the infested shore shrank out of
view.

Heturned. '‘Bring us closer,” he commanded.

Atawas banging the compass housing with her fist and swearing. She spared him aglance. 'Save
your arrows.'

'If | can't reach Micawater, I'll die there on the beach!”
'Oh, shut up. You'l have your chance when we get to Lowespass!'
'Lowespass? Ata—

| want to be Migt Ata. Eighty ships are awaiting arendezvous at nightfal, full of warriors eager to
improve their ranks with the addition of Tornado, the Castle's champion.'

Lightning gestured at the rabble behind him. These are the thirteenth divison of the Awndyn
Fyrd. They'redl Sdect infantry, though there's nothing Select about them now. Do you have the
Micawater archers| sent you? Enough to cover the Hacilith men? Their crosshows have no range at all.'

'Y es, and | have ten thousand soldiers gathered from Morenzia, counted with those from the
idand and the coast, who thought wrongly that my idand would be the best place to seek sanctuary.'

1see...
‘Lightning Saker, you owe me.’

Helooked at her with undisguised loathing, then mastered it and described aforma bow. 'Yes,
hesaid grimly, 'l do.’

Cyan did not let go of Swalow; cold and terrified, the girl clutched to Swallow's good leg and
did not say aword. Swallow hunkered down next to me, wiping tears from her eyes and drips from her
nose onto her wet auburn wings. She stroked the back of my hand. | forced a smile and squeezed her
am.

'What's wrong with you? she asked. She was used to me looking gaunt, but not this defeated.
'He'ssck,' said Ata 'Will all you armour-clad bastards bugger off away from this compass?
'Has he been bitten?

‘Not by anything you know about, my lady.'

| turned my head away. If | wasn't so fucking weak | could have goneto score. The Circle had
not broken again, so therest of the Eszai must till be dive, with the Siwordsman holding Hacilith. |
thought of the city's Rowel Alley, Needle Park, East Bank Docks, dl the pure qudity cat the



knife-packing youths sdll and cut-down cat in foil wraps the matelots deal between themsdlves. Zascai
low voices, slhouettes at street corners, or apickable lock on afield hospital coffer full of medica-grade
phias. Anything to easethe pain.

'‘Catscratched,’ Atasaid.
The Archer looked back to the land.

Atadtared at me asif | was beneath contempt ust above derision, on about the same level as
scorn. She continued to hersdlf, ‘I thought death wasthe worst evil, becauseif it were good then Eszal
would be content to die. Didn't consider that some of them had chosen aliving death.'

That was too much for my pride. What did she know?1 tried to stand and only managed to
kned. | heaved abreath, struggled in a suffocating ocean. Tried to stay afloat.

Atasaid, The Messenger's gone to pieces, Lightning. Hope you can keep your edge.’

Slid into the depths.

| lay on abunk, shivered and convulsed. My long fingers brushed the floorboards with each
twitch. Swallow did not find me an easy patient; she put up with being screamed at in ten languages:

'| can't go through this shit! Thereisn't enough time!’

‘Hush, Jant.’

'We only have three weekd!'

'You'reddlirious ... He was close to Migt, wasn't he?

'Yes!" — Lightning's voice—And it was another bad shock for him to discover that Eszai do die’

'Wll, | can't understand aword he's saying.'

| woke up at alull point; the cabin was dark. | gripped my hands between my knees, lay with
onewing haf-spread, rigid with stress, shaking with accel erated heartbest.

| felt the ocean boiling like tar, its surface paved with thousands of faces. A line of blue-grey
elephants on cranefly legs whickered across the pillow. | plucked one from its perspective tightrope, and
it saked like aninsect inmy palm.

‘Can't believe the sun will riseagain, said avoice.

| squirmed round to see, feding the crustiness where they had mopped vomit away from my
mouth. An Awian soldier | didn't recognise sat cross-legged on the floor, hisface hollowed by shadows.
Harrier, in hislong, dark blue waxed coat, stood staring out of the porthole like adegpwalker.

The soldier was spiral-binding goose feather fletchingsto arrow shafts. His splitter-arrows had
bodkin-sharp points designed to penetrate Insect shell, and heavy barbs aong the length of the shaft to



crack the shell open.

The cabin planks creaked. A lantern hanging on achain from thelow celling swung with its
pattern of shadows. Itslight merged with ahorrible hallucinatory red glow radiating through the port.

Harrier said, "When god regppears from its break it's going to have ashock.' Gridy humour
twisted hisvoice.

'If it comes back tomorrow it just might save us.

'Perhgpsit will. Perhapsit will. They say it cares for the Fourlands, holidays notwithstanding.
Maybethisisthe Return theimmortals are waiting for.'

'God's supposed to bring ultimate peace and prosperity. Doesn't seem very bloody peaceful to
They wished for god'sarrival, so they didn't trust in the Castle. | crushed handfuls of the blanket

in agony and rage. For millenniathe Castle held Insects at bay, kept a stalemate to make the Circle
indispensable. Now the balance was tipped, Insects were everywhere, and it was al my fault.

'l doubt even the Emperor knows what to do. Maybe he will leave us!’
'Fuck sake, Bateleur! Y ou heard Captain Del and my lord say that the Circleis strong.’

The soldier glanced at me. | feigned coma, which was easy. Helooked to Harrier asif to say if
that's the strength of the Eszai, we're doomed.

'Did Lightning offer any other revelations?

Harrier bit hislip. 'Have some respect.’

'Oh, I'm brimming with respect. Lightning was there a the beginning of the world —'
'Of the Circle!

'Right. Of the Circle. So he might have someideahow it will end.’

Harrier began diding the completed arrows into the spacer holes of hisleather quiver. 'I'm not my
lord's confidant, he said. 'l don't hear them discussing the Castle's mysteries. Insects have never caused
such devastation south of Lowespassin the Circlestime — Cariama Eske said that they're reaching her
manor. If theimmortals can't $op Insectsin Eske and Shive, the Castleitsdlf isthreatened.’

'Will San call the Eszai back?

‘The Emperor. Sanis not like Staniel Rachiswater! Damn!" Genuinely upset, Harrier pinched the
bridge of his nose and shook his head.

The fletcher named Bateleur continued, The Emperor founded the Circle, though, and shared the
immortality god gave him because insects defeated hismorta legions. If the Circleis overcome, | wonder
what helll set up next?

'Daydream dl you like



'AK Lightning.'

'l may not ask my lord anything!'

| pulled mysdlf up againgt thewall. 'Ask me,' | said.
'Oh— by god! I'm sorry!"

Batdleur's eyes were like saucers, the soldier was petrified. Weakly, | said, 'I| have driven myself
into the ground for the Empire, and to save your lives, and al you do is speculate. | am sick with
exhaugtion, and dl | hear is blasphemy.’

I'm sorry!"

"The Emperor isin the Castle, and dl will be wdll. San tells us no one knows when god will
return, but | can assure you thisis no way to prepare.’

'We didn't mean anything by it, Messenger!'

| gave him achdlenging look. 'Will | see you in the ranks of bowmen?
‘Of course!'

'‘Good. Then pour me some water and get out of here!”

The room stank sharply of vomit. | wasfully dressed, my black shirt stained, open to my hairless
chest, jeans and bare feet. | doubled my wings up onto the bunk, bones grating, wiped beads of swest
off the Whed scarification on my shoulder.

Lurid shades dappled Harrier's face and coat; they looked like bruises, but as he stirred the
bruises did not move. They were only shadows cast by the sickly red light, through water drops on the
porthole glass.

My body shuddered. Pain wrenched; | groaned. Every muscle ached. Wasthe next wave
coming on aready? | needed some respite!

Harrier said, 'Lightning did entrust me with thered cause of your condition.’
‘Cold turkey.’

'Well, rest assured | will keep the secret.’

| told him, "Y ou've seen ingde the Circle. I'm nearly well now.’

'Y es, you're making sense for a change.’

| raised ashaky toast to him with ahorn cup of water, sSipped it carefully, feding my innards
deciding whether to accept it or not. | was pouring with sweat, my hair plastered to my back. |
disentangled it from my earrings.

'Did we make the rendezvous with the fleet?

'Y es. Four days ago. Comet, | gpologize on the fletcher's behalf, but you should know theré'sa



lot of redl dissent among the Awian soldiers. They know that Eleonora Tanager is our Queen now, and
they want to join forceswith her.' Harrier smiled; | could tell he supported Eleonoratoo.

'Has no one cried treason?

'Eleonorais not an usurper. They cdl her the Emperor'sfriend ... | don't know about Staniel.
Communications are flashing back and forth between the shipsthat | can't understand. Atatold us: "Wait,
and you can send Tornado the Circlée's Strongman to Rachiswater, and four thousand L owespass
warriors" That made them think.'

'l bet. What isthat red light? Harrier hesitated, peered through the porthole again and lost his
chance to answer when Ata came in through the low cabin door.

'Ah, the physical freak's recovered,’ she said. She passed me awooden bow! full of soggy pasta.
| started guzzling handfuls— | was ravenous.

'If San ever decided to make an Eszal best in the world at being feverish and puking al over the
place, it would be you. Lying in apool of your own vomit...'

Well, it's better than lying in apool of someone esg's. An amazing fedling of accomplishment was
dawning on me. I'mkickingit. | realy am. I'm redlly going to be free.

'And you rave about some very interesting things, Jant Shira’
'What'sthered light? | said through amouthful.

'We are salling along the coast of Wrought.'

"Wrought? Oh, no — Insects?

'l think you should come above and seefor yoursdlf.'

| ate, washed, and followed her up to the deck, awash with theterrible light. | joined Lightning
and Harrier at the stern. The brick-red glow stretched into the sky on the western horizon. It hungina
gigantic arc, one sngle body of risng air, likeared bubble.

The town of Wrought, Tern's gothic manor house and Seat's Armourer's Society Hall were out
of dght, below the horizon. All | could see wastheflat black landmass. | rubbed my dry eyesand just
made out two thin black pylonsin the centre of the glow. The stedworks was burning.

One of the massive cod stores overheated and exploded. We ducked ingtinctively asadull
rumble like thunder toppled over the marshland.

In an untended steelworks it would only take one spark —or afurnace left burning when workers
flee from the Insect assault —and now it was utterly out of control. No building could survive the
conditionsin that inferno.

Around the mad glow, the sky lit dark blue. Everywhere €lse was completely black. Blue, red
and black, the colours of Wrought. "'What are we going to do, with no armoury? asked Harrier. 'Well
haveto rely on Morenzia'



| moaned. No Scolopendium to stroke me, | only thought of Tem. Everything she owned wasin
that manor house. She had to be safe, within the Castleswalls. | didn't want Tern to face this; too much
for her to manage, it would change her forever and her voice would loseits softness.

Lightning traced his scar compulsively. 'l watched that town being built. | witnessed Awias
achievements over fifteen hundred years. It cannot stop now ... Insects are eating their way to the core
of my country and, by god, | will kill every last one of them.’

| watched Tern's manor. My responsibility, the town | knew so well.

"The Chatelaine Diamond. Esmerillion's crown...'

All the people. All the people's homes.

"The glass sculpture by Jaeger ...

| hope our steward has made it safe to Rachiswater.

‘Conure's poetry. Wrought katanas..." came the voice from the golden age.
At least the children were evacuated.

'Donaise wine. The Pentice Towers. Micawater Bridge ...

Atasaid, 'Saker? Saker! Snap out of it.'

Atatook thewhed and adjusted the horizon glass of her sextant; she looked impassive and
ethereal. Harrier'slong brown hair was tangled, he had sunken eyes. And me, apae blur. And faces
lined the port Sde of every deck of eighty ships. | never knew € even thousand men could make so much
slence. Nobody spoke. Nobody dept. We al just stood there watching Wrought go up in flames.

CHAPTER 24

Thefleet salled in a crescent formation up the coast to Summerday bay. There, the great caravels
and little pinnaces entered the mouth of Oriole River.

Immediately, aknot of six pinnaces got stuck on asandbar. Ata could do nothing to didodge
them; we offloaded the soldiers and supplies, and |eft the boats.

A clock ill running in abandoned Summerday town chimed five in the morning as we passed
through the ruins. | saw burnt thatched roofs above the town wall, a snapped rooftree shedding stone
tiles, an unstable westhervane teetering on flaking charcoa timbers. Crows flapped above derelict shop
courtyards.

Half an hour later, another clock chimed five, and bitter laughter rippled over the troops. The
Hacilith soldiers wore baggy trousers tucked into half-length boots, daggers on chainslooped at their
hips, and their hair cropped short. Most |ooked even younger than me, at fifteen or twenty, athough a
few among them had grim experience. Their polearms and armour were mass produced, but painted,
scrawled with dogans — personalised — so that the city Fyrd gave me moreto look at than the Awiansin

dl ther plumy panoply.
Grey-green estuary water became clearer as we sailed upstream. Through Midel spass the



eddying river was broad, the tide was on the flow, and we made good progress.

A team on every caravel dropped lines, taking depth measurements. 'Fifteen metres. Twelve
metres. Seven. Five metres.’

'A sandbar!" said Ata, and swung the whedl round hard. The kedl scraped through the mud. |
held my breath. Atafound a deeper channel, and we sailed on.

‘Theriver's not tidal from here, the passage's too narrow. If one ship gets beached none of the
ones behind it will be ableto sail round. Well haveto leave them, only have haf an army, and never

escape.’
"The wind won't be with us on the way back,' Harrier pointed ouit.

It blows offshore at night,’ | said.

'We can drift back downstream," Ata explained. 'For god's sake trust me.'

Our ships dipped into the Paperlands.
It'sso quiet, said Swallow.

White paper buildings covered the ground, asfar as| could see from theriver banks up to the
tops of the valley sides. Insect tunnel arches, scaly paper passages, the roofs of cells. No green fields

werel€eft, no trees. The river bank mud was dark with decomposing matter, its putrescent stench wafted
over the ships.

| imagined Insect mating flights twisting up above the Crag. | thought of fat, pupa-pae maggots
large as aman but soft-bodied on stubby legs, lying in damp nests glowing with decay, belching slent
chemica demandsfor food. | shuddered; | blame my father for my Awian imagination.

My Rhydanne ingtinct, on the other hand, wastelling me to quit now and go get drunk. ‘God, this
placeistotdly flyblown.'

'It's another world,” Swallow whispered, not aware how close to the truth she was.
The bridge loomed.

"Theriver winds betweenitslegs,' said Ata

'We're going under neath?”

'Aye. Soon," she said shortly. It was getting harder for her to steer. The Tragopan migudged a
bend in theriver and smacked into the mud.

Atayelled, ‘Concentrate, Carmine!’

The caravel ran aong the bank and veered off into the centre of the river, with mud smeared up
toitsralings.



An Insect was drinking from theriver. Its abdomen pulsed, it stood on thetips of itsclaws,
mandibles opening and closing underwater. A second Insect joined it, glistening light gold brown with
darker dorsa gtripes. It stretched up; they stroked their antennae together; four front legs rasped against
thoraxes. They lowered their headsto drink.

Cyan pointed. 'Look! They don't even care we're, here!'

‘Thisisther land now," Swallow said.

'I'm not scared,’ said Cyan. 'Imnotscaredimnotscaredimnotscared — Swallow spread her wing
around thegirl.

Oriole River looped round and led under the bridge's white legs. The spindly, impossible
congtruction reared higher than the Crag. It legpt at the ky like afrozen fountain; swept up and vanished
cleanly at its height. Itslong shadow cast on the Paperlands cut off too.

‘It's so vadt!

'Look up!" | said. The bridge's shadow fell over us. Smdll as nutshells, Atas great ships threaded
beneethiit.

Atashivered. 'How do brainless bloody Insects build something like this?
‘They start at the top and work down.’
Atagrimaced when she saw | was serious.

Maybe these animas aren't so mindless; Vireo said that they organise themsalves, speaking in
gestures or scents. Infuriated, | thought: alanguage | don't know, inamedium | can't even perceive. | felt
the weight of two centuries more keenly as | thought no matter how long | study them, the way they
communicate with each other and the way they see theworld are far too alien for usto understand.

The men pointed, muttered, looked up. They rubbed aching necks and gaped up to seethe
walkway's underside, a hundred metres above the topmost reach of our masts. The bridge's legs
shouldn't be able to take that weight; they're only asthick asthe masts. Closer, pale grey laminations
showed on the surface. It looked like awasp's nest, with striated curves, brittle but amazingly strong. The
wakway was wider than the Grand Place. It hung from thousands of Insect spit cables, liquid set hard.
Somefine strandstrailed out on the wind.

| could soar through and around it, fly between the cables, explore the structure in three
dimensions, seeit fall past me, survey its depth —

'No Insects on the bridge,' Lightning said.

Without thinking | said, "There probably aren't any more to come through.’
'What?

'We have to destroy it."

Lightning said, That's beyond our capability.’

'We haveto!'



Ataput in: ‘Jant, shoot some cat and look at thisfrom your usua level of consciousness. While
you were being impressively sick, Lightning and | worked out our plan of attack. | ralied the men until |
had no brave words | eft.’

‘The bridgeiskey! No matter what we do, if the bridge stays the Insects swarm in!" | demanded,
'What will burn? What can we sacrifice?

Atagestured to the flotilla behind us. There are wagons. Barrels of tar we prepared to
heat-crack Insect walls.'

"Then to work!'

Ontwenty pinnaces| had men cutting spare sail into strips and packing al the cloth they could
find around tar barrdls, transferring them to the Ortolan and lashing them tight to the wagons with ropes.

| clipped my tertiary feethers shorter, the ones nearest my body; sculpting my wings sharp to
manoeuvre like afacon. Soaring would be difficult, but it wasworth it for the fine control and gainin
speed. | buckled my sword to my back, and long cuisses and poleynesto my legs, customised to my
shape, the only armour | could carry.

Aswe sailed we drew Insects from every part of the valley to theriver bank. They ran alongside
us, on the mud and claw-deep in the water.

Five Insects snipped branches off afelled tree, dragged them to where others crouched, building
up a passageway. They cemented the chewed pulp onto the end of the tube. Insects infested ruined
villages; asthe ship carried me past | saw the wall of aburnt-out cottage collapse, rust-brown claws
thrashing under the rubble.

The Crag cameinto view. Solid Insect spit veiled the grey stone fortress; it jutted from rings of
whitewalls. | could construct Tawny and Vireo's struggles from the concentric walls, holding out and
faling back, until Insects sedled them in. White paper structures washed over Lowespass outer
defences, but the Inner Ward looked clesr.

‘They'reinthere!
It'slikeamaze,’ sad Lightning.
| spread my wings. 'l can direct you.'

From the sailors noisy swearing and despairing it was clear they thought the terrain mountainous.
Humans choose to live shoulder-width gpart in the crowded capita of their flat country. The deserted
Paperlands affected them —they tried to fill it with sound. Shouting stridently to each other, boasting,
encouraging, captains organised the Fyrd divisons on the main decks. Lightning made them check and
recheck their equipment, keeping their minds occupied as much as possible, to lessen their fear.

The Circle broke. Fagter than with Mist. For asplit second | filled infinity, fell to nothing. The
Circlereformed.

‘No!" Lightning cried out.



| picked mysdf off the deck. 'Who's gone? Who's killed?

Lightning paused momentarily, grey gaze on the surface of the water without seeingit,
concentrating on the faintest externd fedling. The Blacksmith, | think.'

'In Rachiswater! What the fuck is going on back there?
"Two Esza dead, forty-eight to go. Lightning turned away.

Perhapsit'sagood thing I'm too inexperienced to fed the Circle. | don't want to know just how
much my drug abuse had been dretchingit.

Asthe ships dowed, a hundred more Insects sprinted to the swarm on both banks, packing in
around the ships, hungry, desperate to get to us.

'Steady yoursalves,' called Ata. 'Herewe go.'
The depth-finders at the prow were hollering, ‘'Ten metres! Eight metres! Five! Three!"

Sormy Petrel shuddered dong her length as she ran aground. The caravel behind us nearly ran
on to our stern.

Ataydled, 'Tragopan! Steady! Steady ... We need you to get away.' Tragopan dropped
anchor and did back in the current. | could hear theriver trickling past the hull, pooling up as so many
ships blocked the flow.

The landscape came dive. Insects teemed down from Fortress Crag, two kilometres away.
Watching them, | didn't trust my strength to fly up there. | saw myself faling onto thousands of
razor-jaws. Hitting the ground and breaking my legs. Faceted eyes plunging towards my face, whip-like
federswhirling.

Lightning approached Swallow, and lingered to compose himself. 'Stay here, stay on the ship.
Some of uswill return. | ... If | donot ... ah ... you will take good care of Cyan, won't you?

'Yes,' Swallow said. Cyan toyed with an arrow. Insects massed on the shore.

f 1 survive, will you join mein the Circle?

'Repedt to fade,' Swallow murmured.

'| can il offer you immortdity. Will you marry me?

Worn down, lamed, overwhelmed, Swallow's glorious ambition just buckled. 'Yes,' she said.

Lightning swept an elegant bow, gold-blond wings spread; he received Swallow's hand and
touched hislipstoit. 'Kiss? he said hopefully.

'‘No. | think under the circumstances ...



Insects waded into the river's edge and scraped mandibles on the ships sides.
'Under the circumstances it would make me fee much better.'

Swallow threw her arms around him, fastened her lipsto his, and gave him aredlly deep, long
kissthat seemed to go on forever. Lightning reciprocated, burying his powerful handsin her red hair.

"The longer we wait the more arrive, said Ata; she drew her Wrought sword.
"Therée's hundreds of thousands!' | shouted.
"‘Hurry!

Each ship lowered a gangway, splashing down in shallow water. For a second, every Fyrd
captain waited for another to make the first move. Archers, pikemen and those leading the horses, all
delayed.

'‘Go!"

Lightning said, 'Ata, raise flagsto tell them | will shoot anyone who refusesto leave the ships. He
nocked an arrow to string and stood on the stepsin view of dll.

Ataagreed. 'Comet, do something useful! Into the fortress and speak to Tornado. If he can, ask
him to start breaking through. It'll save time when we reach them." She pointed up to the Crag.

| hesitated, and Lightning levelled hisbow a me. All right! For Wrought. For Tern.

| went from standing to top speed in three strides. Launched from the deck, fell till 1 gained
windspeed. Hurtled low over the Insects heads.

They jumped up, jaws snapping.
Can't catch me!

I nsects appeared from every crevice, streaming down into the colourlessvaley. Ther red-brown
bodies scrunched into one great mass around the ships.

| found no lift in the bumpy, dead air. | beat my wingsfast, kegping just above the festering
swarm.

| worked my way low up the profile of the hill to the summit. Lowespass Fortress, like amode,
spun below me. A trace of green —some grass still in the Outer Ward. | siwung round low. over the
tower tops. Concentrating on flying, | was surprised at my agility. | stretched, fedling braver, glided in
with my wings held below me. | leant right, tipped the skyline crazily, and dropped into the fortress.

Faces peered out from arrow-portsin the grey bastions. There were more people than |
expected, their packs dotted dl over the ground. Thefilthy soldierslooked sullen, sitting in their curved
square shields. | spotted Tornado looking up, surprised.

| flared wings, hit the grass, dropped to my armoured knees and did to a halt; flicked sickle
wings closed.



Tornado seized my jacket and. shook me, bellowing, "Y ou should have come earlier!’
| struggled for breath. 'We had alot of trouble at the coast.'

Tornado's shaved head was bristly. He stank of sour sweat; he was covered in cuts, his canvas
trousers dashed. Fragments of chain mail strung on hisbelt hung round hisloins and buttocks. Armpit hair
stuck through his overlarge leather waistcoat, open at the sides with criss-cross binding.

| said, 'l want you to break through thewall. Here ... to here," pointing out a space where the
Insects defences were one wall deep.

Tawny raised hisarms and adivison of five hundred Fyrd clattered to their feet. They wrapped
scarves around their faces as protection from splinters. They fetched picks, mattocks and trench-spades
and started to chip at thewall. Its surface began to shatter like porcelain; it broke away in lumpsfrom the
objects suspended within. Bones, petrified branches, dented armour al emerged and broke off asthe
L owespass men hacked.

'Many more survivorsthan | thought ...' | said.

"There's nine thousand six hundred of us," he answered. 'Fighters sought refuge here from, like,
every town north of Awia'

'Get them armed. Saker and Ata are here; we brought food. We brought ships. They have
eleven thousand Fyrd —but | don't know how many will makeit up the hill.’

"Then who died?
| redised Tornado had felt the Circle break aswell, and how terrible.

it must have been for him, incarcerated here without any news. 'Seat the Blacksmith. And
Shearwater Migt —in astorm.’

"It was an accident?
| nodded.

'Eszal don't diein accidents, he said bluntly. 'Mist was Plaindands, and he could look after
himsdf. Jant, | tried to fight my way out of here, people were dying round medl thetime. Vireo said
better to St and wait if there's a chance we could save them.'

'Do any of the big catapults work?

'We ran out of ammunition along time ago. Just about thetime | atethelast horse. Heraised his
voice: 'Vireo! Vireo! All of you— prepareto fight!'

Vireo ran from the spur-buttressed gatehouse. Her armour was styled to look like an Insect — big
eye bulges on the sdllet, akeded breastplate like athorax. She carried a spiked warhammer on a
metre-long pole.

'Isthisit? she asked. 'Comet, we had given up on you!

'What did | tell you? Tawny berated her. Then the muscle-bound maniac actudly grinned. He
wastruly gigantic, living proof that Plaindandersfuck oxen.



Wondering how Tawny could have any men fit to do battle, | looked about and noticed a great
heap of burnt shell stacked by the stables. The shells were smashed, reddened, paeinsde. It resembled
the remains of amassive seafood feast.

'Y ou've been eating Insects?
‘Littleone, | don't want to talk about it.'
But Insects eat people! ‘Aren't they poisonous?

'l said | don't want to talk about it!"

Back at the caravels, archers were pouring arrowsin amost solid arcs onto the Insects, and
akontigtal on the decks hurled javelins. Under this cover, Fyrd divisonsin tight formation | eft the decks
together, down the gangways onto the river bank, where they joined ranks with men from ships on | eft
andright.

First out were spearmen, with their backups carrying bundles of spare spears, and pikemen with
square shields beside them. With the bombardment from the vessdls, they made space on the shore.

Their spears became clogged with skewered, contorting Insects, yelow fluid running down the
shafts. They dropped their spears and were passed new ones. Then followed untrained polearms men
with axes, pole-cleavers and gisarmes. They wore hemets with aventail and latten plate armour over
padded shirts. The crossbowmen had discarded their brigandines for cuirasses, and to their scale armour
the Awians had added plate protection on their limbs. All were behind the heavy wall of square shields,
the spears brigtling like a Shift creature's spines.

Ataleft the gangway on her steel-clad courser. Too aware of her mortality, she kept three ranks
of axemen infront of her, and | recognised one of her sonson ether side of her chestnut horse. She was
head-to-foot in polished, fluted plate with no crests, but its shine marked her out; she flourished the
Wrought sword's phenomenal blade.

With everything Ataknows about me | hope she doesn't survive; in a battle any accident might
happen, and it will if | get chanceto pick up acrossbow. But Atawas keenly aware what I'm capable of,
and | thought her sons were here not to protect her from Insects, but from me.

| drew my sword, searched for a space in this defensive phadanx, landed next to her. 'Hear
Tornado breaking thewall? | shouted. She gave abrief sdute. 'How many Insects?

'‘Can't count them! Thousands! Swarmg!"

Atacould not seewhat | saw. It waslike being in an anthill. Insects drained out of the whole
valey towards us. They sped down the valey sides, out of the tunnels. Atals men were aknot of colour
surrounded for a quarter-k by avast red-brown Insect tide.

| sad, 'It'l betight through the walls; follow me.’
A dark red Insect clawed at my face. | diced itsfoot off.

The Hacilith men set up ahowl, cut forward twenty metres;, Atamade good use of the advance



and directed the archers out from their positions on deck.

| flew up to see Harrier's archers on the left, Lightning on the far right. Lightning was mounted on
aheavily armoured hunter-clip white stallion, the one other horse. He only looked ahead; he had adint in
his cheek where the arrow nocks had pressed. The archers shot twelve flights aminute. How long could
they keep up that rate of bombardment? There were more Insects than we had arrows!

Insectsfdl, cut apart, Insects ran madly away, arrows sticking out of them, but more crammed
into the space they left.

Under cover of the archers Fyrd surged forwards and |eft the river bank. It took an hour to gain
thefoot of thehill.

Atakept her men in one wide column, surrounded by shieldsin two staggered ranks. Then
polearms men, chopping at Insects that got through. The sarissai's spears were used up by now. Archers
shot from the column centre, but Lightning and Harrier's divisions cleared space out in front. The
crossbowmen were shooting to therear. All attacked the climb full of energy, but were out of breath after
the first few hundred metres. Breathing heavily, shouting less as the gradient increased, they ploughed up,
dashing a Insects.

A river of Insects descending the crag charged headlong, antennae waving. Lightning's archers
loosed, a hundred Insects dropped and the rest came on. | plummeted down, only thinking that | should
adtheZascal.

| landed by aHacilith soldier, who had a black bandanna under his helmet and broken-off
mandibles embedded in his round shield. He brandished his poleaxe out a arm'slength, keeping two
Insects a bay. The smaler one pounced at histhroat; he swiped and cut through afeder. The damp
white nerve strand that ran down inside the antenna flopped out over itseye. It sumbled, scraping over
his armour. The second Insect stabbed its jaws under his breastplate, between hisribs. It braced itself
with gx legsand pulled, dragging him forward.

| reached him asit tried to open its mandiblesingde him. | smashed my sword into the globular
knee-joint of amiddleleg, shattering it. Asthe Insect shifted its weight onto the other five, | leant back
and with one long overhand swipe took its head off.

The soldier panicked when he recognised me. | took his hand; he coughed and tried to fend me
away. Hisjagged chest wound sucked as he breathed in, then an artery ruptured. A blood cascade
erupted from his mouth, gushing over breastplate, dead Insects, the ground. It frothed from his nose.
With alook of terror, he mouthed through the bright red gouts. He fell to the ground and that wasit — he
bled to death in ten seconds, blood filling hislungs.

Twenty Insects scented the blood and closed in, clustered over him, heads moving, munching. |
spread my wings and got out of there. After witnessing that, | will never take halucinogens again.

Our host spread out to ether side, spanning the hill. The vanguard was amass of struggling,
fdling people. The rearguard bunched up away from the river. The column continued to advance, leaving



spiky arrays of dead Insects and severed human limbs. Insects pounded down from every lair inthe
landscape, eager to feed.

‘Atal’ | shouted. 'Go |eft here, around the edge of thiswall. Go dong the wall. Then right. Climb
up to where you see agap.' Ata urged her horse on.

| said, 'For god's sake don't let them move apart. The gap isvery narrow.’

| watched as the columns passed between low, broken Insect walls. Teams of men between the
columns planted sharp stakes in the ground, until every breach bristled with staves. Thefirgt charging
Insectsimpaled themsalves, the rest had to dow to pick their way through.

Harrier's archers on the left dropped their rate of shooting to ten per minute, then to six. Insects
ganed ground on them and started preying on their line.

'Go see Harrier!" Ata shouted to me.
'Y ou want me to be everywhere!'

'Yes!! Be everywhere!'

Volleysof arrowsflew up, tilted at their zenith, dropped into the Insects. Another cloud of
arrows buzzed benesth me, and another.

Harrier raised ahand, fingers spread. 'Comet! Five minutes! Five minutes worth of arrows | ft!
That'sdl! Help me!'

| turned back, found the captain of the Hacilith crossbowmen behind in the column, and directed
the whole crosshow division through Harrier's ranks, to spread out in front of them, '‘Make way! Move
down — let them through!"

'‘Out of arrowd!"
'‘Out of arrowd!' Harrier's voice.

Harrier'sfive hundred men smultaneoudly dropped their bows behind them and drew thelr
swords.

Insects dammed into their ranks. The archers solid line flexed, then Insectsintermeshed into their
edgelikeinto aforest. The ranks disintegrated, Insects moving through and over them. Men were shoved
together; theline dissolved into sSingle men againgt Insects. Archerswere struggling, disappearing. The
crossbowmen started up.

| heard cracking as the Insects fractured archers bones. Awians have hollow limb bones, which
aretough, but cracked with a higher tone than human bones and splintered to shardsin arms, legs and

wings.

An Insect pulled the man next to Harrier out of theline, ripping his cheek open to bone and teeth.
It raised a sharp claw, and unzipped his stomach from hip to chest. The archer screamed, wrapped both
amsaround hiswaist, hislong coat dick with blood. Harrier dashed the Insect's abdomen to gluey



yelow ruin; it lunged at him, quivered and collapsed.

The crossbowmen found their pace. Thefirst line shot, stepped back, kicked their bows down to
span and reload. The next two lines came forward and loosed, sending a barrage of bolts against the
svarm.

Harrier looked, bewildered, to the scattered dead, the surviving longbowmen, then up at me.
"Thank you," he said.

The Awndyn Fyrd &t the rear were under alot of strain from Insects running uphill, and they
didn't stand it long. | know what their blank faces meant. Suddenly Insects are the size of god. They have
god's power. Fighting isnot an option. They're not invincible!" | shouted desperatdly. 'Don't run!”

| stooped and soldiers ran straight on undernegth. A handful reached the river bank, and
disappeared into avillagers pitfal trap that was aready full of Insects.

'Shit.
| reached Ata. 'Wevelost the Awndyn divison!'

‘They'll draw Insects away. Order acrosshow division back; | don't want the rear to degenerate
into skirmishes. Keep going up!' Atacalled for the troops to stay together as the s ope became rocky.

Vireo's archersinsde the kegp were shooting from the towers wide windows high over our
heads, thinning out the Insects reaching us.

| led the column up onto the saddle of the hill. It narrowed as the men marched between two low
walls, which swept round in along curve. The outer wall ended in rubble, leaving theinner wall an
unbroken white surface. Tawny's men were hewing a hollow out of the other side.

| circled, wings besting furioudy. '‘Break through here!’

Thefront of the column milled around, caling over the wall. Shouts answered from the other Sde:
'Hello?

'Yo! Hello!'

'We're nearly through!'

'l don't think they can hear us!'

'Hello! Hello, hello, hello!’

'Areyou from Rachis?

'From Hacilith! How many isthere?

'All of fucking Lowespass, mate.’

‘Lightning ishere. Eszai are here!’



'Watch out for Insects they come up the ditch!’
'Get back inyour places!" Ata screamed. 'Keep the shield line!!

Lightning ordered his archersto the peripheries of Ata'swall-breskers. Her crossbowmen
formed a semicircle around them, two hundred metres wide, facing outwards with their backsto thewall.
| spirdled up, directly above.

A mighty crash —the wall-breakers burst through - the wall began to collapse. Men shouted —
hands appeared from the other side and grabbed Ata's hands frantically. They started to widen the
breach.

Ataleft her horse and pushed her head into the gap. 'Make space! Come through here! Spread
out on the hilly Fal in; welll start back to the ships Sraight away.'

Part, of Tornado was visible through the breach. 'No," he said. 'Not yet.’
‘But? We're here to get you out!"
| landed by him. 'What are you planning?

His Lowespass Fyrd emerged in along thick chain, carrying arrow-sheaves out of the breach.
Those inside chucked sheaves over the wall to digtribute among Lightning's Fyrd. Tornado and Vireo
sgueezed through, surveyed Atas host excitedly asthe fortress Fyrd jostled out to join them. 'Look at all
these warriors! Just think what we can do with so many, Vireo!'

'Who's the leader? Vireo asked.
' am,’ said Ata.

Vireo regarded Ataas afellow morta. "We won't forget your courage. But Tornado'sin charge
now.'

'Y ou can't do that!" Then Atasaw Tawny and | agreeing, and she let the, giant take over without
another word.

The Fyrd, asagging crowd, al heard Tawny bellow, 'Now you'll seewhat it'sliketo have ared
leader!" They looked at each other, and they stood alittle more proudly.

'My god,' | said, awestruck.

'Y ou have afew minutes rest,’ Tornado announced. 'Any moretime, and the Insects Sart their
wall-building. We don't want them to build between us and the boats! | need afew more hours work
from you thisevening. Drink water from the well. Let Comet see the wounded; those too injured to fight
can stay here!

Vireo turned to me. 'We have some too faint from hunger —the onesthat refused to eat
L owespass Lobster. Pass them into the ward and instruct a captain to look after them while Tawny
regroups the host, and we'll |eave some archers here to protect them.’

Twilight was growing rapidly, the afternoon becoming evening. | was |low on energy from so
much non-glideflying, but | attended to the maimed, traumatised and starving. There were fewer badly



wounded men than | expected; they fell behind on the march and Insects don't spare them. Still, | had my
work cut out in the keep, while Tornado marshdled the troops up behind the shield wall in preparation to
march out en masse. 'How many have we lost? he asked me.

'‘Abovefifteen hundred indl, | think,' | said.
Atasad, 'Weve gained eight thousand, then.'

"They're knackered, what did you put them through down there? Well, | suppose they're ready
asthey'll ever be

Vireo raised her crow's beak hammer. Tawny, you're the best weapon the Emperor has!'
‘Loveyou!

'For Lowespass!' she howled. The Morenzians and L owespass Fyrd swarmed to her.
Atashook her curved sword. 'For the Empire!’ she cried. 'For Sute! To me, idanders!’

'For something!" yelled Tawny as he pounded past me. 'Survival,' | explained. | outpaced him,
took off.

They charged down the hill, and the fortress Fyrd followed. Tornado's two-handed axe
decimated Insects at each stroke. Lightning had not set foot indgde the fortresswall. He had spread his
archers adong the crag summit, behind linked pavises brought out from the keep. Two divisions each
toiled for thirty minutes, shooting non-stop, sending ten thousand arrows per minute down into the valley.
| had never seen such desperate effort; Lightning kept them working at utmost strain. Hishair was wet
with sweat, he was bare to the waist but for the bracer on hisleft arm. His horse's white neck was
covered in bloody printsfrom the blisters even on his hardened hands. As Atawent past Lightning
stopped the shooting, then spurred after her, furioudy protesting. 'l said we can only cover three hundred
metres!’

"Tawny won't go out of range. Look! They're going to sweep round the hill.’
'Crazy! It will betoo dark soon to seethat far!’

'I'm going after them!" Atalegpt her horse down rocky outcrops. Her men pedled off inalong,
formlessline behind her.

| circled the archers. 'Look! Insects are crossing back over the bridge!”

Groups of Insects, and then awhole horde, began to run from Tornado. Other Insects wavered
antennae, sensed the panic, and joined them. They bit at men they passed, tussded with halberds. The
bridge teemed with them scurrying from Tornado's scything attack.

'Keep ranks," | shouted, but a great wordless euphoria broke over the tired troops. Carried
away, they began to chase Insects to the bridge, Tawny and Vireo marching ahead of the shield wall.

Now scarcely pausing to bite, Insects swarmed up to the apex and vanished into the air. They
departed in aflood. Going back into the Shift; taking the line of least res stance — fleeing to safety. They
think they're safe. But Dunlin Rachiswater iswaiting, worlds away at the other end.



| shouted, They're going!'

Vireo beat Insects back before her. Tornado was on her |eft, towering above the normal-sized
men, nineteen thousand warriorsfighting behind him. Vireo put afoot on the white wakway, strode up
onto the bridge itsdlf.

A gigantic black Insect turned from the stream to face her, Insects running past it on both sdes.
Head down, jaws gaping, it struck forward. She embedded her hammer between its multifaceted eyes.
With an agonised movement it swept its claw into her shins and knocked her over. She cracked her head
on the edge of the walkway and lay till, face down.

| swooped over. Vireo was unconscious. Tawny!'

The big Insect crouched and brushed its antennae over Vireo's compound-eye helmet and
meta-covered shoulders, trying to figure out what she was. Then it raised its sharp foreleg and jabbed it
neatly into the nape of her neck.

‘Tawny!" | yelled. 'Here! Can't you see?

Tornado readlised what was happening as Insects started to tear at Vireo'sarmour. He roared.
Heran to her, picked up the black Insect bodily, and threw it through the air. Writhing, it crashed onto
the swarm, fell between rounded backs and disappeared under their claws.

He shook her gently. Her face was calm; blood was pooling on the rough grey paper. He put her
over one shoulder and began to fight back down off the bridge. He hewed Insects as he strode, casting
their shell carcasses asde. The shields parted to let him through at the bridge's base., while the slampede
kept on around them. The Insect crush became ariver, atrickle, and after an hour complete silence.

| touched down heavily onto the scarred ground behind him. 'She's dead, Tawny.'
'No ... | just have to get her to Rayne.'
'She's dead!”

Tornado bounded to hisfeet and took amenacing step towards me. | fanned my wings out
hedtily.

'l won't leave her!" He picked Vireo's body up onto his shoulders. 'Rayne can save her!’

The hooves of Ata's mare boomed, her armour reflecting darkness and the wide, empty land.
She spoke quietly, full of respect: Tornado, will you order the Fyrd back to the ships? Sun's setting,
tide's turning, and no one should remain in the Paperlands after dark.’



The ships got underway at nightfall, caravels and pinnaces packed with Fyrd. We abandoned
the Stormy Petrel; it waslodged upright even-ked in the gravely river bed. Atatook command of the
Ortolan. Tornado, standing at its stern, still carried Vireo's corpse; no one dared approach him.

Swallow and Harrier hel ped me with the wounded. Men sat on the steps between decks,
hammocks were hung in the hold where arrow-sacks had been. Cabins stank of human grease, muddy
river water and wet feathers. Food was passed around: bread, smoked cod and samphire broth, black
coffee and flasks of water. Men and women laid their packs on the decks and dept there.

| brought abowl of chips up to the stern, and Tawny told meto get lost. Y ou can't avenge
againg Insects," he said. Vireo's blood was dried across his back, her hair hung down, twisted around a

quill.

'‘Come help mebuild apyre,' | said. Vireo was Lowespass, | knew their tradition. Unlike
Awians, the practica Plaindanders do not want to take up space forever in opulent tombs. Tawny, | will
ask the Emperor to raise amemoria for her, where the bridge was.'

'Where the bridge was?

That'stheidea.’

Whilethe line of ships passed in the darkness under the bridge, | began sorting and laying out
pieces of tubular stedl scaffolding, eastic straps, piles of nuts and bolts on the stern deck of the Ortolan,
to rebuild one of the L owespass catapullts.

‘That contraption isfar too dangerous,’ Ata protested. 'l won't alow you to play with it on my
ship.

‘Lightning — leave Swalow aone! Remember your promise. Will you help mewith the
trebuchet?

'l think Jant'sright." Lightning strode up to us, hiding hisfatigue with willpower, clear voice and
upright bearing. 'We should be able to shoot safely from the stern.’

'l liked Jant better when he was on the drug sdlad,’ Ata said.

Lookouts kept watch for Insects, as Tornado and | led an armed expedition to shore, with
horses drawing wagonsfull of pitch barrels. We piled fifty barrelsin pyramid-shaped stacks around each
of the bridge's four nearest legs.

| hunkered down and touched a match to the sailcloth on one of the stacks, and caled to my
captainsto do the same. We stepped back and watched flame lick up around the barrels. The fire took
hold quickly, barrels bursting open and the pitch seeping out.

Tawny waked into the flames, shrugged Vireo's body from his shouldersand laid it down.
'‘Goodbye, love,' he said.

We watched the flames wrap round, until roils of thick smoke covered her shape. Intense hesat
drove usback little by little as the bridge's legs began to burn.



‘Let'sgo,’ | said. Wereturned dong theriver bank, through the alien scenery. Although | was still
wary of Insects, their absence was dramatic — quick as blowing out a candle, they had fled and we were
actudly walking without attack in their noiseless landscape.

‘Therell never be another like her,’ Tawny said gloomily, as we reached the Ortolan.
'Indl immortdity there might be.’
'Vireo. Vireo ... | shouldve made her Eszai. God knowswhy | dways hang on until it'stoo late.’

We heard Lightning's clear voice ingtructing the catgpult crew with an authority he must have
been taught at an early age. The catapult loosed. A burning barrel of pitch arced high over our heeds,
crashed onto the bridge's walkway, dropping gobs of flame. Trust Lightning to get the trgjectory right first
time. Two more followed, spread throughout the walkway, and the bridge caught fire along its length.

From end to end of the ships procession, men were cheering. They waved swords, helmets,
cupsintheair. The uproar grew asthe bridge lit the night, Swallow's voice leading the applause, until
men were gasping for air to cheer with.

The bridge blossomed bright yellow. Its nearest legs split open from the ground into the sky.
They unfurled dong their length in sheets of flame, and the whole thing started to collgpse. Cables
snapped, the walkway crumpled. It went down dowly, Sinuoudy; debrisraining down, ash fleckstwirling
intotheair.

| thought of the citizens besieged in Rachis Town, and molten glass cresking asit set inthe
cooling ruins of Wrought. That'll show them,' | said to mysdlf.

| watched the Paperlands it flickering amber and black, seguing into empty fields and the
Summerday town wall. Dunlin's coffin was buried somewherein that mess; would | ever be ableto find
it? 1 determined to send search parties when soldiers began to smash the cdlls fill in tunnels, and rebuild
the town. Staniel knew the exact location where the metd coffin lay; | would drag him out hereto give us
directions, and examine every centimetre of ground. | would recover the King's remains and, no matter
what happened, | would find away to report the truth to Dunlin, as | promised and as he deserved. Now
I'm clean, addiction's prison seems digtant, and it is strange to think that the Shift till exists, and Dunlinis
dive

'l must search for Dunlin.' | turned to Lightning. The King'sbier hasto be retrieved.’

Lightning nodded, asif this matched histhoughts. 'It will be built into awall. When we destroy
them, well find it

'Insects or no, it will take monthsto break up the Paperlands,’ said Swallow. Cyan was quiet at
her Sde; she dtill did not stand closeto Lightning.

'Yes, but it can be done,' the Archer told her.

Tornado said nothing, hisface waslined with grief. | didn't want to give himtimeto dwell onit. |
said, Tawny, we need you in Rachiswater. There are still Insectsto clear out; Eleonora Tanager needs
help.'

'Eleonorasrevolution,’ Atasaid, leaning on the ship'swhed. 'And her coronation,’ said Lightning
gracioudy.



| Sighed. ‘It never ends, doesit?
‘Congder yoursdlf lucky that it doesn't, Messenger.'

Lightning understood. He clapped my shoulder, face radiant. 'Don't worry, Jant," he said. Times
will pass, and well survive. Well live long enough for dl thesetriad s to become satisfying memoriesand
the best tales.’



