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~ Prologue ~
In the cemetery on Mistle Hill, in the city of Eldermoon in the country of Vumarule, on a still Summer's night in the 77th year of the Age of Enlightenment, Zaspar Rendel died.
Death gave him more time to think than he had expected. As the dagger twisted deeper into his heart, the cloaked figures and silhouetted tombstones melted and left him in a world of memories.
The first was of Kyland soldiers forcing their way into his house in Dawnsgrove. He woke up to the sight of lanterns shining in his face and swords glinting beside them. When their bearers saw he was just a child, they left him with a single guard and moved on to his papa's room, knocking things to the floor with an awful clattering in the dark. He heard Papa's voice, shouting out then silenced. A lower voice spoke, and Papa replied in strained tones that suggested a sword pressed to his neck.
Barely breathing, young Zaspar slid from beneath his blanket and crept out of bed, but the guard saw and strode forward.
'Don't fret,' said the human, lifting the boy back into bed. 'Your father's done something bad. We've come to tell him not to do it again. You understand?'
Zaspar did not. 'Papa's not bad.'
'Good people can do bad things,' said the human boredly, ruffling his hair with a calloused hand.
When the soldiers left, Zaspar lay alone in his room. He could not hear any sound from his papa's room, and was too afraid to go in there, so he simply lay between the cold sheets and let his eyes creep around the walls.
That was when something that had not happened happened.
He saw a girl sitting cross-legged on the floor in the corner. She looked perhaps thirteen, with black hair that tumbled untidily about her cheeks. Like him, she was a vuma. She watched Zaspar with green eyes that could have hypnotised a blind man.
'Don't mind me,' said the girl. 'I'm not really here.'
He recognised her from somewhere, but had no time to recall where before his memory lunged forward, taking him to a quite different place and time. The room seemed to stretch; the floorboards bent and saplings twisted up through the cracks, growing into great trees in seconds. Zaspar hurtled from his bed, and when he hit the ground he was running.
He was eight years old. The sudden jump from several years in the past made it apparent how much flatter his stomach had become, and how much weaker his body, despite the growth of years; he could only run because he had so little weight to carry. He put his hands to his stomach in confusion before he remembered the chase.
Mysana was only a few yards ahead. Their feet pounded faster and faster on the dirt, until at last she leapt onto a broad tree trunk and began to climb, her claws digging like ice axes into the bark. Zaspar leapt up after her and dug his claws into the back of her dress; she yelped and they tumbled to the ground. She scowled and he laughed as they both got to their feet.
'Not fair,' she told him. 'You didn't give me a chance.'
Their game over, they wandered idly through the trees. The woods hid many twisting trails, but Mysana seemed to know every one of them, at least within a mile or two of Dawnsgrove. Zaspar never dared come out here without her.
'Do you want to see a spell?' she said, as they came to where a shaft of sunlight pierced through the leaves. 'My big brother taught me one.'
Zaspar stopped and turned to her in amazement. She had just said a dangerous word. But they were some distance beyond the hill at the edge of town where the windmills stood, and no one was around to hear.
'Are you allowed?' he breathed.
'No.' Grinning, she pulled a spiny leaf from a tree, and held it up in the shaft of light. She murmured a few secret words and the leaf shrivelled into a black skeleton of itself.
'It's a banned spell,' she said, handing what remained of the leaf to Zaspar, who took it gingerly. 'Even adults aren't allowed to do it. My brother says if you get good enough, you can do the same thing to a person.'
Zaspar shuddered.
'And that's why vumas are better than humans,' Mysana continued. 'Because they can tell us not to do things like that, but we'll always be able to. Because of miracas.'
This was another dangerous word. Zaspar's heart raced. He looked at the blackened leaf and felt sick, but strangely happy too. He crumbled it between his fingers and let it dance away.
'You won't tell anyone about that, will you?' said Mysana, and she stepped up to Zaspar and pressed her lips against his clumsily, copying adults, not quite sure of what she was doing. 'Our secret,' she said, and turned and ran away. He hesitated a moment before following.
As they ran, Zaspar caught sight of the girl who wasn't really there; she was lounging in a nearby tree, her head turned towards him, staring with those startling green eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could get a word out, time rushed forward again. The gnarled old tree twisted into the gnarled old face of his papa, and the damp forest smells faded into the background, overpowered by another childhood smell, just as familiar.
He was twelve, and glaring at his papa across a kitchen table laid with a meagre dinner. The girl with green eyes took a seat close by, but her presence seemed unimportant compared to this conversation with Papa, a bony man with wisps of grey hair perched atop a forehead deeply furrowed.
'But they couldn't stop us,' Zaspar said firmly.
'The humans are tougher than you think.'
'And what about the vumas? Do you even know, Papa, what we could do if we let ourselves?'
'I know, son. And I know what happens when we try. Have you forgotten what happened when you were little?'
He had not forgotten. Some years past, he knew now, Papa and the other farmers of Dawnsgrove had experimented with spells to make their crops grow faster, bigger and through the harshest of Winters. Somehow one of the Kyland army patrols had found out about this and reported it as a violation of the Otherworldly Sustenance Act of 30 AE. Homes had been raided, and not all the farmers had been treated as kindly as his papa. Some had been taken to the human capital of Merry Mourning where, Mysana said, there was a giant prison into which troublesome vumas were thrown to be forgotten about. Now when patrols came through Dawnsgrove, they checked all the crops to be sure they were shrivelling and dying as nature intended. The town had never been hungrier.
'I'm not talking about crop spells, Papa. I'm talking about bigger things.'
Mr Rendel narrowed his bloodshot eyes. 'Who've you been speaking to?'
Zaspar shifted his bare feet under the table. 'No one.'
Only the girl who was steadily becoming the centre of his world. When they could get time off from working the fields, they spent most of their time wandering the woods together. Now, instead of playing chase, they practised spells. Well, Mysana practised; Zaspar was still struggling to get started. Often he just sat and watched her as she bent branches and levitated pine cones and zapped bolts of electricity at rabbits and birds. Sometimes he daydreamed about her kissing him again. So far she had not, though she spent more time with him than with any other boy. Other boys had eyes for her, but she had shared her secret only with him, and this bound them together.
'I know I told you you can't trust humans, but you can't trust vumas either,' said Papa. 'There's some want to fight for a cause, and some that just want to fight.'
'They say there's a war coming. We may all have to fight soon. Shouldn't we be learning?'
'They've been saying that for years.'
'Wouldn't it be a good thing? Look at us, we're sitting on power the humans can only dream of, but we bow to their authority, stay where they put us, eat carrot and mushroom soup for every meal. They force us to live like them, only worse because they're scared of what we could do if we thought we had the right to more. Why don't we do something?'
'If you want to go and start a war, the door's right there,' said Papa.
Zaspar did not move, just stared at the old man with the coldness of a child not yet willing to accept an unwelcome piece of wisdom. His papa began eating, bringing their conversation to a close. Zaspar did not touch his food.
The girl who wasn't really there leaned over to him. 'Scuse me. If you're not having any.' She took a crust of bread, dipped it in his soup, munched and swallowed. Then she lowered her voice and spoke to Zaspar in a whisper. 'That was portentous, wasn't it?'
Despite the years that had passed since their last meeting, the girl still looked thirteen. And despite her impossible presence, he couldn't help feeling she looked more solid than anyone else he had seen lately, and also oddly familiar.
His surroundings blurred again. Mushrooms hopped out of his soup and arranged themselves on logs as the forest sprouted up around him.
It was the Summer of his fifteenth year. The sunset coloured the world a deep orange; the forest rustled with a warm breeze. Zaspar was walking with Mysana, who held a flame in her hand to light their path. They were talking of running away together –
'– to Eldermoon,' she said. 'They have schools of magic there, I'm sure they'll be able to teach you better than I can. They say they only teach legal spells, but that can't be true. So few spells are legal now, and no human patrols have been there in years. They dare not.'
Mysana often spoke of Eldermoon. Her brother had journeyed there some years past, and though she had not heard from him since, she interpreted his silence as an invitation rather than a warning. She had been planning her departure for a full season, stockpiling what little food she had to spare and plotting the safest route to the great city. Zaspar contributed to her cache of food, but left the planning up to her. Secretly he rejoiced at the thought of travelling with her into strange lands, but this feeling felt too big to share.
'When can we go?' he asked, trying to sound more curious than eager.
Sparks shot from her hand as she whirled round to face him, struck by a sudden thought. 'We could go tomorrow.'
'Tomorrow?'
'We need to pack our bags, and say our goodbyes to anyone we can trust. Not your papa.'
A faint thud sounded from somewhere not far off. The girl who wasn't really there stepped out from behind a tree, listening intently.
'I know you heard that,' she told Zaspar. 'I did, after all. But you ignored it, didn't you? You were too entranced by her. She was your downfall.'
Mysana, who seemed to know better than Zaspar that the girl was not there, continued. 'We'll set off at noon. That way they won't notice we're missing until the work day ends, and we'll be miles away.'
'Miles away,' murmured Zaspar, intoxicated by the thought.
There came another sound, closer this time, a cracking sound like somebody stepping on a branch. The girl who wasn't there looked from Mysana to Zaspar in disbelief.
'Is no one else hearing this? You're just going to stand there staring at each other with that flame in your hand? Well, no wonder your story goes bad — I've no sympathy for either of you.'
In a sudden flurry of activity, branches parted all around them. Swords burst through, followed by human soldiers in scarlet and silver army uniforms. Mysana threw her flame to the ground and Zaspar stamped it out, but too late to keep it from being seen. Probably it would have made no difference anyway.
Two soldiers seized Zaspar from behind, and another made a grab for Mysana, who dodged out of her grasp and ran for deeper cover.
One of the soldiers twisted Zaspar's arm behind him, making him cry out. They may have meant this as a warning to Mysana to surrender, but it had the opposite effect. She turned, saw him in pain and without thinking began firing lightning at the soldiers. The forest flashed white and black as Mysana's spell whirled through the trees, frying leaves and blackening bark. Soldiers dived out of the way; Zaspar's captors pulled him into a thicket and threw him to the ground. He spat out a mouthful of dirt and glanced frantically around for the girl he loved. Instead he saw the girl who wasn't there, standing in the midst of the flashing forest, unfazed by the lightning crackling around her.
'She's good, isn't she?' the girl called. 'I can see why you liked her.'
Zaspar's eyes found Mysana at the same moment as a soldier's sword. He tried to yell her name as she fell in a spray of blood, but thick fingers clamped around his mouth. The lightning stopped; the forest went dark. His eyes stung so much he could not see a thing, but he heard the rattle of the soldiers' chainmail as they moved in on the fallen girl.
'Did you kill her?'
'No, just knocked her out. She's bleeding, but nothing serious.'
'Should we kill her now? She's just a kid, doubt she'll know much.'
'Better not. You never know who knows what in this bloody place. Besides, if she's a kid she won't cause us trouble.'
'Yeah, if you don't count lightning as trouble.'
Someone pulled Zaspar to his feet and shoved him forward, presenting him for examination.
'Should we take the boy?'
'No, he's useless. Can't do spells, apparently. He didn't even try to resist.'
His eyes were recovering; ahead he saw Mysana being hoisted onto a man's shoulder. Zaspar felt his muscles tense, preparing to unleash a fury of unpractised magic or, failing that, to charge forward and beat the man into submission, but before he could do anything, another soldier took hold of his neck and breathed thick hot air into his face.
'Don't follow us, squirt.'
His head slammed against a tree. His knees gave way and he fell unconscious in the leaves.
When he awoke, the soldiers had gone, taking Mysana with them. He scrabbled around, pulled aside bushes, ran back and forth looking for some trace of her, even a footprint trail to follow. He found nothing.
They must be going to Merry Mourning. If he could catch up with them before they got there! … then what? They had overpowered Mysana, and she was a talented spellweaver. No, he would have to bide his time, make the journey to Merry Mourning by himself and …
A sick feeling spread through him as he remembered what he'd heard about the huge dungeons under the human capital. They would take her there, and she would be locked away where he could never get at her, where he could never see her face again. She was his world, and without her, he had no power or knowledge that would allow him to get into the city. His Mysana would suffer at the hands of the humans and there was nothing, nothing at all he could do to save her. He slumped on the ground, pressed his face to the carpet of earthy leaves, and fell into a state of unthinking despair.
This mood carried him to his next memory. The ground hardened under his face, squashing his nose, and the murmur of leaves became the murmur of drunken people. When he could bear to, he raised his head.
He was sitting alone at a table in the Sorcerer's Rest, the inn where his papa had taken him since his childhood. Mr Rendel was dead now – Zaspar had found him unmoving in his bed three days past, claimed in the night by what could have been a creeping illness, hunger or sheer exhaustion. Earlier today he had been buried in the graveyard just off the road out of town, beside his wife. Zaspar's evening had been spent trying to forget everything.
Evidently it had not worked.
The inn was noisy, brightly lit and filled with the bitter smell of beer; as a child Zaspar had imagined himself to get drunk just by breathing the air. Three old men sat nearby, their drinks in their laps to make room for a card game that sprawled across their table. The girl who wasn't there perched on a barrel by the bar, drinking something she probably wasn't old enough for. And at the table opposite Zaspar, a party of Kyland army soldiers, clearly the Rest's drunkest customers that night, laughed and swore. He eyed them with hatred. Redbloods, come to poke around and ask questions and beat vumas for looking at them the wrong way.
'All right, Zaspar?' said Alyce, the pretty barmaid.
Zaspar looked at her through what felt like layers of film. 'Can I have another one?'
'You poor dear,' she cooed, smiling as she took his glass. 'Of course. Let's not worry about your papa's tab till later.'
She squeezed his shoulder and proceeded to the bar to fill his glass, but as she passed the table of human soldiers, one of them leaned back on his chair and slapped her hard on the bottom. The whole table cackled, and even Alyce laughed and wagged a finger at the guilty party.
Before he knew what he was doing, Zaspar was on his feet and stumbling towards their table.
The fight that followed was fragmented, as his memories jumped and flickered around him. He saw the soldiers standing up, drawing weapons. He kicked at the table. Drinks splashed over. Arms grabbed at him. He screamed something obscene. He aimed a punch, got one in. Aimed another, missed. Fell over. Was picked up. Crashed through another table, felt it splinter in two beneath him, wooden spikes piercing his back. Rolled along the floor, kicked over a chair. Felt weight pressing down on him, kicks to his stomach.
Blacked out.
When consciousness crept back to him it brought with it a pounding headache and the dull pain of bruises all down his body. The instinctual knowledge that he was in his own bed did little to ease his discomfort.
He groaned and rolled over. A large man sat on a stool by his bedside – not a Kyland soldier but a vuma. He looked to be in his fifties, and had violet scars from his chin to his forehead and a gleam in the darkness of his eyes. By the light of a candle floating by his shoulder he was reading a book, something about the construction of the human city of Merry Mourning. Zaspar got the feeling the man knew he had woken, but he did not look up from his book until he reached a convenient stopping point. Then silently he put the book aside, lifted the candle out of the air, placed it back in its holder by the bedside, and looked at Zaspar.
'I saw your fight with the soldiers,' growled the man. 'I say "fight". It was more a series of kicks to your face and limbs.'
Zaspar tried to object, but his words came out as pained burbles.
'You're lucky the Rest was busy. If there were fewer eyes around, they might have done a lot worse.'
'My head.'
'Shut up. It's all superficial. The worst of the pain is from the drink. You've been hitting it hard since your father's death, haven't you?'
'My father's … oww.'
'All right, hold still. We can't talk with you in this condition.'
The man stood, focused for a moment, then put his palm to the flame of the candle. It flickered and waned as he drew on its power. When nothing remained but smoke, he put his hand to Zaspar's forehead. Zaspar felt a flash of searing hot pain, which surged through his body like the lash of a whip before vanishing as suddenly as it had come. His headache was gone, leaving just the pain of his bruises and the disquieting sensation that his internal organs were sizzling.
'A crude hangover cure I cooked up in my time as the servant of a wealthy human family,' said the man, dusting his hands as he settled back onto the stool.
Through the curtains and the trees, dawn was breaking. Before long, Zaspar's head began to clear, and he sat up. The visitor introduced himself as Brother Ustyn, a member of the Brotherhood of Lightning.
'The Brotherhood of Lightning!' said Zaspar, recalling the name. Mysana had spoken of it sometimes, though he had only a hazy idea of what it was. Some vuman rebel organisation from long ago. 'It still exists?'
'It has been reformed. Only in Eldermoon, though. Too many army patrols in other towns. But we know there are people all across Vumarule who support our cause.'
'What is your cause?'
'To raise a vuman army against the Kyland Ninety. To claim Vumarule once and for all as our land. To topple the human laws that keep us weak and powerless, and to expel all humans from our borders forever. That is our cause. From your actions in the Sorcerer's Rest, I assume you share some of our interests?'
Zaspar scowled. 'You don't hate humans the way I do. You said you used to be a servant to them. And you're reading a book by one.'
'This? This contains vital strategic information on the layout of the human capital. It may have been written by a human, but that doesn't mean it isn't useful to us. My time as a servant was also invaluable in teaching me the ways of humans. You must know your enemy, boy. If the Brotherhood is going to take you, you are going to have to learn to be a little more patient, a little more open-minded. Do you understand, Zaspar?'
Zaspar lowered his eyes. 'Yes,' he mumbled.
'Will you join us?'
He thought for a moment. 'As long as the Brotherhood is serious. As long as we're going to take back what is ours.'
'We will,' said Ustyn.
Again Zaspar's memory advanced; the room changed. The ceiling slid away to reveal an evening sky dotted with stars. The walls folded back to let in a soft breeze. The candle by the bedside stretched upwards and became an iron street lamp, casting a nauseous yellow-green light over a winding city street. Zaspar was in Eldermoon, in the twentieth and final year of his life.
The girl who wasn't really there circled him, gazing at the city in twilight. 'Here we are,' she said. 'It's closing in on you now. Can you feel it?'
Out from the shadows stepped a young woman with a pointy nose and inky black hair that seemed to blend straight into her Brotherhood cloak. It was Violette. Along with Howell, she had been one of his closest friends and training partners since his induction into the Brotherhood of Lightning.
'There you are,' she said, greeting him with a smile. 'We can go down now. Howell is already inside with the prisoner.'
Zaspar followed her down one of the tunnels that led into the dungeons of Eldermoon. Behind them, the girl who wasn't there hurried to keep up on her shorter legs.
'I've never been in this position before,' he said, heart pounding in his chest as the darkness grew thicker around them. 'They've always been taller than me, and they've always had swords, and I haven't seen one since I started training.'
'Nor have I,' said Violette. 'How do you think it will feel?'
'I can't imagine I'll feel sorry for him,' said Zaspar, prompting Violette to laugh her high-pitched, unstable laugh.
They reached the bottom end of the tunnel and were nodded through a heavy iron door by two Brotherhood guards. The door closed behind them with a resounding clang. On this side, only a single lantern hanging by the door provided light; anyone with permission to venture deeper would by definition have the ability to weave a simple light spell. The air felt musty. Garbled noises – perhaps screams, perhaps the roaring of terrible machinery – echoed from the labyrinth of passageways that surrounded them.
'They said it was left here,' said Violette, and abruptly took his hand. Zaspar conjured a light with his other and they started down one of the passageways.
After a few minutes of walking they found Howell waiting by a door – a young man with a chiselled jaw and flowing dark hair, but rarely a smile. 'He's in here,' he said, and they entered.
Shackled to a stone chair built into the centre of the chamber facing away from the door sat a human wearing only ragged trousers. Zaspar could hear his low, growling breaths.
'The Brotherhood found him and three others in the Dynian hills,' said Howell. 'It looked as though they were trying to find a way into Eldermoon through the dungeons.'
'Well,' said Violette, addressing the human with a sardonic smile. 'You made it into the dungeons, didn't you?'
The human lifted his head and grinned back at her from a bloodied face. 'This is only phase one of my plan, darling, don't you worry. This is all going exactly as intended. Better, as I didn't realise I would have such pretty torturers. Especially you, dear,' he added, winking at Howell.
'Quiet,' said Howell, wrinkling his nose in disgust. 'These two are here to learn. You need only concern yourself with me. Now, where did we get to last time?'
'I think I was telling you all the Ninety's plans,' said the human.
'So you were,' said Howell. 'Why don't we pick up from there?'
'My pleasure, sweet cheeks,' said the human. 'Basically their plan is to turn Vumarule into a gigantic sheep farm. Sheep in Eldermoon. Thousands of sheep in Durroc. The forest of Hob? You guessed it — full of sheep. Rookery Lake will be a sheep dip and Mistle Hill a nursery for lambs.'
'Fascinating,' said Howell. He moved to a table that stood against the wall just out of the human's sight and perused the vicious selection of items there. 'And what do they plan to do with all these sheep?' Ever so delicately, he picked up a vial of scarlet liquid from its place in a wooden rack and walked with it to the other end of the table, where a candle burned.
'They don't tell me everything. But –' the human lowered his voice conspiratorially – 'but I heard rumours they're going to cross-breed them with faeries so they can grow wings and fly to the milk moon.'
'Some prisoners will give false information,' Howell explained to Zaspar and Violette. 'You have to learn to spot it. You must also learn to spot when they think they're being amusing.' He reached out and held the vial over the candle's flame. The human half-stifled a cry of pain, and with increasing difficulty kept it stifled as the flame lapped at the bottom of the vial. Sweat began to bead on his neck and forehead.
'Blood is a powerful tool,' said Howell. 'Even once it leaves a person's body, you can use it to hurt that person. Even kill. Some people will tell you it's the crudest sort of magic there is, but contritionists know it's not to be sniffed at.'
He held the vial of blood over the flame a little longer. A growl rose in the throat of the human; he trembled violently against his shackles. Howell waited a few seconds more before pulling the vial away.
'You call that torture?' the human gasped, his whole torso drenched in sweat. 'Pathetic. In Merry Mourning we know how to treat prisoners.'
'And how is that?' said Howell.
'Oh, I can't tell you. You might end up in our dungeons some day, and I'd hate to spoil the surprise.'
'Tell me,' said Zaspar.
Everyone stared at him: Howell, Violette, the girl who wasn't really there and the trembling human prisoner. Zaspar did not often speak, and he was not used to so many eyes upon him.
'Why, Zaspar?' asked Violette anxiously, grasping his arm.
He ignored her. 'Tell me.'
The human studied his face long and hard before replying.
'We make sure they scream from dawn till dusk, though of course they never see the passing of the days. Their reality is simply an endless, unmeasurable stream of agony. When they're near breaking point we put them in stone cells too small to stand in. Sometimes we leave them in there for days, without food, without water, without light, without sound, without company. Living death, we call it. No one is the same afterwards. Now, the luckiest ones, their bodies have mercy and shut down at some point.' His eyes did not leave Zaspar's face. 'Many people aren't so lucky. Some people last years. Especially the young ones.' He paused a moment, then spoke as quickly and decisively as rolling a die. 'Especially girls.'
In a second, Zaspar's hand was on the table, grasping for any implement. He found something sharp – didn't matter what it was – and lunged at the human, stabbing and slashing in breathless fury. He felt arms grasping at his, heard Howell screaming 'Don't! It's what he wants!' but it did not matter. Nothing mattered except to tear and hurt and gouge and rip and kill and eventually the only sound Zaspar could hear was the sound of his own heart thundering in his ears, until even that subsided, leaving a faint, steady whine, and the human was dead. Zaspar fell backwards against the wall, blood running down his cloak, the sharp implement clattering from his hand.
From this point, his memories jumped and flashed around him almost too fast to comprehend: his friends lifting him up from the floor, telling him it was all right, that the Brotherhood would have mercy; the human's body being unclamped from the chair and taken away; Brother Ustyn's reprimand, stern but not as stern as he had expected; then the visit in the night, the 'invitation' to witness a summoning, the slow realisation as they dragged him across the cemetery that he was to be the sacrifice.
They took him to the peak of Mistle Hill, where a high stone structure stood; it was little more than a circular roof held up by pillars, but through the fog of night it loomed like a towering monster come to feast on the dead. He was placed within a pattern of overlapping runes carved into the floor. Several Brothers of Lightning surrounded him. Half a dozen more formed a larger outer circle, and it was this group that began the singing. Not so much music as noise echoed from the roof; each Brother and Sister wailed at a slightly different pitch, creating a cacophony that vibrated the night air like a piano string. At last, Brother Ustyn strode before Zaspar, regarding him coldly.
'I had hopes for you, Brother Zaspar,' he said. 'Not high hopes, but hopes nonetheless. I told you you would have to be patient if you were to be in the Brotherhood, but it was not to be. Still, we honour you with one last opportunity to help the vuman cause. Sister Pria.'
An old Sister of Lightning came to his side holding a dagger. Ustyn took it wordlessly and examined its subtle curve. The strange singing seemed to be rising in pitch. Zaspar knew he had little time left.
'Please,' he said, 'I have to ask something, before –' he swallowed, cutting himself off.
'Make it quick,' said Ustyn, polishing the dagger on a fold of his cloak.
'Will the Brotherhood take back the vuman prisoners from Merry Mourning?'
'That is part of our plan.'
'And my death will help somehow? Please, if I know my blood will buy my friend Mysana's freedom, I might die happy. Tell me, what is it you are summoning?'
'A bloodbird.'
'A bloodbird.' He had heard of bloodbirds – the Brotherhood had summoned them before. 'And who is its message for?'
'If you must know, it is for three humans in Mlarwell.'
Zaspar gritted his teeth. 'What humans?'
'You won't have heard of them. Some children who may be useful, that's all.'
His blood boiled. 'This is intolerable,' he spat. 'What does the Brotherhood want with human children? How can they be important to the cause?'
Ustyn considered this, and shrugged. 'They're not. Not necessarily.' He gripped the dagger and aimed it towards Zaspar's heart. 'But they're more important than you.'
As Zaspar's memories caught up to his present, the world inside his mind exploded and, in the cemetery on Mistle Hill, in the city of Eldermoon in the country of Vumarule, on a still Summer's night in the 77th year of the Age of Enlightenment, Zaspar Rendel died. Ustyn twisted the dagger in his chest, keeping the corpse upright. He nodded to old Sister Pria, who came forward, her hands cupped in front of her.
'Come forth, bloodbird of the Under,' she said.
A small bird hopped from Zaspar's chest into her hands. Ustyn withdrew the dagger and let the lifeless body fall. The bird chirped as the blood that soaked its feathers dripped onto the old woman's hands and to the stone floor below. Sister Pria lifted it before her face, holding its gaze as another Brother tied the wooden message tube to its leg.
'Fly now, and let nothing in this world stop you,' she said, and thrust it skyward. Without hesitation it fluttered from her hands, ascended into the sky and disappeared from sight.
The ritual over, the cloaked figures filed out of the structure and away across the cemetery. They would leave Zaspar's body there. Dawn was nearly upon Eldermoon, so it would not be long before the gravediggers came by to take care of it. That was one advantage of performing such rituals in the middle of a cemetery: it made cleaning up a great deal easier.
Grave beetles were already congregating around Zaspar's corpse, but they scattered at the approach of the one person who had not yet left. A small foot kicked Zaspar gently, turning him onto his back so he stared up at the stone roof high above, and beyond it, the first golden threads of dawn.
The thirteen-year-old girl with the green eyes looked at his blank face for a moment in silence. Then she murmured, 'No more stories there,' turned, and began walking home.
Part One
Departure from Tarot
Vumas at the West Gate
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
'Return a book late to the People's Library in Tarot and you will lose your shoes.'
That is a saying I just made up. I'm told it isn't a very good saying, but it is accurate, and that is the important thing. They really do take your shoes if you return a book late, and keep them for as long as you kept the book past the date stamped in red ink inside its cover.
I saw it happen once, when I was little and sitting at one of the tiny reading tables crammed in amongst the groaning bookshelves. A man who clearly thought he was above the law strode up to the desk and presented Miss McKilver with a book that was two weeks overdue. He quickly learned that in Tarot no man is above being made to remove his shoes at dagger-point by an elderly librarian.
That was when I decided that my cosy little library, though tucked away in the rooftops, was not as safe a place as I had thought. My place of refuge became the books themselves.
Over nearly six years I checked out every book in the following sections: history, geography, biography, politics, culture, language, science, philosophy and nature. If you ask Miss McKilver, she'll tell you all about the young boy with the perpetual frown and the scruffy hair: how he was so good and polite and strange; how he came in every week from when he was first brought to the library at the age of six and checked out The Eager Schoolboy's Introduction to Kyland History, to when at age twelve he abruptly disappeared, taking with him three rather expensive books. She will then ask you if you know where I am. If this ever does happen, please say you do not.
Of course, it is possible that Miss McKilver will discover this book, and it will lead her, and her dagger, straight to me. However, I would like to make it clear right now that my disappearance, and that of the books, was in no way my fault. It was my sister's fault. Her name is Tay. It was also Tay's idea for us to write this book, so if anyone deserves to have her shoes confiscated for a very long time, it is her, not me.
I don't know what to write now, to be honest. Tay gave me a mountain of paper and an inkwell and a pen and told me to begin at the beginning, but because my mind works in quite a different way from hers, I am not sure where or when the beginning happened.
Let me try the first day of Summer, in the 77th year of the Age of Enlightenment. It was a rainy day in Tarot, which is a longer way of saying it was a day in Tarot. I was checking out three books: A Political History of Cinderhold, A Series of Maps Documenting the Routes to be Taken by Ships in Kyland in the Year 77 AE, and Polly Peril Runs Away to Join the Circus. Polly Peril was for Tay; A Series of Maps was for a plan I was developing which will be revealed shortly; and A Political History of Cinderhold was actually a new edition of a book I had read before, but I was having to resort to desperate measures as I was running out of history to read. I was going to have to make do until more of it happened, which fortunately it was about to.
The door jingled as I stepped out of the library. Rain fell silently over the misty skyline of grey tenements and factory chimneys, but my mind was occupied with its plan, my coat still heavy with water from my journey there, and my feet snug and dry within unconfiscated shoes, so the cold did not bother me too much. The narrow flight of steps led me down to a dirty alley off Westroad Crescent, which I left as quickly as possible in favour of following the western town wall. In Tarot it is best to stay where the guards can see you.
To my left, beyond a high wooden fence, I could hear the rumbles and clanks of the station yard, where the new railroad to Redwater was being constructed one iron piece at a time. Smoke billowed up over the fence, colouring the Tarot smog a shade blacker than usual. Nearby, an enterprising soul had opened the 'Greater Mlarwell Railroad Potato Stand', and was selling burnt potatoes with various fillings to station workers and passers-by. On my right, one of the town gates looked out on the surrounding lowlands. A man in the blue and black uniform of the Mlarwell guards sat on the wall above the gate, resting his boots on the battlements with a rifle propped in his lap, looking suspiciously asleep. The portcullis was up, and two more guards stood on either side idly swinging swords, talking to a party of hunters returning from the wilds.
As I passed the gate, I saw something ahead that made me clutch my books protectively to my chest: a group of half a dozen children splashing down the street. These were, I judged, normal children. The type of children who seemed to spend their days patrolling the streets, looking for fights and alcohol and other things they weren't supposed to have. The type of children who would have gone to Beggar's Square to torment the helpless criminals in the pillories, before such unenlightened forms of punishment were banned.
They laughed as I approached. I resolved to ignore them and focus all my attention on the spine of A Political History of Cinderhold. This plan failed when I became so troubled by a wrinkle I noticed in the leather where the gold C met the gold i that I momentarily forgot how to walk. I crashed to the ground, landing hard on the wet cobbles, my arms flailing as the books spilled from them. Polly Peril fell open and landed paper-side down in the shallows of the street.
With haste I pulled the books back into my arms and stood up, but I could see I was too late to save Polly Peril, whose centre pages clung together as though traumatised by the experience. I surveyed the damage unhappily, realising I did not know the penalty for destroying library books. Perhaps my shoes would be torn apart or burned. Tay would not be pleased if that happened. Nor would I, but that was a secondary concern.
The children, having realised I had the potential to keep them amused for a while, crowded around me, laughing and blocking my escape. I was turning around, searching for a gap in their ranks while trying to conceal the title of Polly Peril, when a tall boy who seemed to be the leader of the group stepped forward.
'Where are you going with those books?' he demanded.
'Home,' I said.
'Where did you get them from?'
'I borrowed them.'
'Where did you borrow them from?'
I hesitated. Not many people knew about the People's Library, and I liked it that way.
'You stole them,' the boy decided, shaking his head in disgust. I noticed he had a hard, flat, featureless face, as though someone had drawn eyes, a nose and a mouth onto the blade of a shovel.
'I borrowed them,' I said again. 'I don't steal things.'
'I bet he does,' said one of the girls, scanning me with bored blue eyes. 'He looks poor. Look at his shoes.'
I looked at my shoes. They were made of rough grey leather and barely kept out the rainwater. My pride in them not being confiscated melted away.
'And his clothes,' continued the girl, who I decided looked a bit like a seagull. 'They're so tatty. It looks like he bought them at Pinkmeadow market.'
'He probably did,' said the shovel boy. 'That's where all the criminals go.'
'My sister bought me them,' I said. My shirt, trousers and coat had been secondhand; they were faded shades of brown and blue, permanently creased, and rather too big for me, but I didn't tend to notice these flaws until other children were laughing at them.
'Your sister?' piped up the youngest girl, who was about eight and had a squashy face like a turnip. 'Why not your parents? Are you an orphan or something?'
'No, I just don't have parents.'
'Did they abandon you?' the turnip girl persisted. 'Did they give you to the drowners? Did they leave you under a bridge in a cardboard box?'
'No parents,' grinned the shovel boy, as though he had been handed a wonderful gift. 'That must be why you've turned to crime.'
I tried to stand up straight. In my desperation I found myself trying to think what Tay would say to them. 'Actually we get on quite well without parents. We can look after ourselves. We don't need anyone else. My sister says the only reason she would ever want to meet our parents is to give her anger more of a shape.'
'Your sister sounds weird,' said the turnip girl. I nodded. At least we could agree on something.
'So it's just you and your sister and no money,' recapitulated the shovel boy. 'No wonder you like to hide in books. I almost feel bad about taking them from you.'
'I have a brother too,' I said, but no one was listening. The boy wrenched the books from my arms and peered at them. I dreaded the inevitable question.
'What's Polly Peril Runs Away to Join the Circus?'
I could hear the giggles, and felt my face glowing. 'It's for my sister. It's an adventure story. It's really stupid. It's part of a series. My sister likes them. I don't like them. I like books like that other one, A Political History of Cinderhold.'
'What's that one about?' asked a girl who had not spoken yet. If her face resembled anything it was a pear, but she had soft black hair and she seemed less cruel than the others.
'It's sort of a political history that's about Cinderhold,' I mumbled.
'What's Cinderhold?' asked the girl.
'It's a town in Julium.'
'What happened there?'
'Lots of things.'
'Like what?'
'I don't know,' I lied, because I was impatient to get home and dry out the books by the fire. 'That's why I borrowed that book. Can I have it back now? It has the library stamp in the front, look. That proves I didn't steal it.'
They knew I had not stolen the books, of course. But the shovel boy had not finished with me yet. 'We'll see about that when I hand these over to my father. Oh, I'm sorry. Do you know what a father is? It's a person who stops you from turning out like … well, like you. Mine's in the guards, you see, so he knows how to deal with your sort. But he's a busy man, and sometimes he can't give criminals the attention they deserve.' He looked round at the other children, and they traded wicked grins. 'I think we need to teach this thief a lesson ourselves.'
I heard the crack of knuckles behind me, and remembered the broad-shouldered boy who had been silently scowling through the entire encounter. As he and the shovel boy closed in on me with violence in their eyes, I heard a boom of thunder. This was not in itself unusual in Tarot, but it was accompanied by a shrill scream and the sound of running feet. Several of the children whirled round to face the town gate twenty yards away. I took the opportunity to slip out from their midst, but lingered to see what was going on.
There was the sound of a winch spinning wildly then a clang: the gate's portcullis had fallen shut. Two guards who had been walking down the street away from the gate bolted back towards it, but found the portcullis blocking their way. One guard drew her sword while the other yelled at something out of sight beyond the town wall. I only caught the word 'Reinforcements!' A line of hunters and tradesmen that had been forming at the gate scattered and ran off in what looked like randomly chosen directions.
'What d'you suppose is going on?' breathed the turnip girl.
'Something's attacking,' said the shovel boy, with an air of casual disinterest. 'It happens sometimes. Starving beasts or overconfident bandits come to the town gates to try their luck. The guards will deal with it.'
'I hope it's a marnagore,' said the turnip girl. 'They're my favourite.'
'What are they?' asked someone, their identity lost in the confusion.
'They're like big tigers, but they have two tails and these big curvy teeth that almost drag on the ground when they walk. They hunt at night, and their fur is pitch black, so the only way you know you're being hunted is when you see their eyes, glowing pure white in the darkness.'
'You don't get them in this part of the world,' I said helpfully.
'They don't eat flesh,' the girl continued. 'It's the bone marrow they want. They tear off your limbs and gnaw the bones apart until they can suck out the marrow from inside.'
'That's not true,' I said.
The girl glared at me. 'What do you know?'
'Quite a lot,' I said.
Thunder boomed again. This time we saw a fierce light that glowed and flickered for a moment, illuminating the street by the gate and the frightened faces of the guards standing there. A moment later, several more guards appeared, running, and converged on the gate. A particularly burly one noticed me and the children and advanced on us, sword sheathed and arms spread wide.
'You kids need to go home,' he announced, sweat trickling down his nose. 'It's not safe to be around here.'
'Really?' said the turnip girl excitedly, and ducked under his outstretched arm. He turned to catch her, but this just allowed the rest of the children to run past him too, and join the guards gazing out the gate at the spectacle beyond.
I followed more cautiously. Two guards were attempting to turn the winch that would raise the portcullis, but it appeared to be stuck fast. I craned to see over the heads of the other children and immediately knew why.
Framed in the arch of the west gate, through the metal grid of the portcullis and against the grey glow of the sky, two figures stood. One of these figures, a guard in the same blue and black uniform as the others, was slumped on his knees, gasping as though struggling for breath. The other was bony and tall, and wore a smart brown suit over a violet waistcoat. His lips moved at a rapid pace; his left hand pointed towards the portcullis and his right clutched with vicious claws at the air before the guard. Sunlight glinted off his mad eyes as they darted back and forth; he bared his teeth menacingly under a squint nose. His skin was not the usual rained-on Mlarwell pale – it was similar, but with an unmistakable purple tint.
'Who's he?' the turnip girl breathed.
'He's a vuma,' I murmured.
And a powerful one. He was double-weaving: one spell to stop the portcullis from opening, another to grip the kneeling guard by the neck.
'By the Arch,' whispered the burly guard behind me.
'Remember this image,' said the vuma, addressing the guards beyond the gate. 'Remember it when your government tells you that humans and vumas can co-exist, that we are allies. Remember it when your children, all tucked up in bed and frightened, gaze into your eyes and ask you if you can save them from us. And when you are preparing for battle, and you feel the misplaced assurance that despite all our power, you are our equals, remember … what's your name?' the vuma asked softly, leaning towards the guard kneeling before him.
'Wick,' the guard choked.
'Wick? I had hoped for a more impressive name to end on. Pity.' The vuma straightened, dropped his hands to his sides and raised his voice. 'Remember Wick.'
Thunder boomed as the world turned white. Wick had leapt to his feet and drawn his sword, but now the vuma had both hands before him, concentrating all his power into one spell. The air around him rippled as miracas rushed in, and a stream of ice-white lightning crashed from the vuma's hands into the guard's sword. Wick twitched as though trying to shake a thousand gnawing beetles from his flesh, but seemed unable to drop the weapon.
Then the spell broke and he fell, crumpling to the ground like something that had never been alive to begin with.
The vuma lowered his arms. One of the guards started screaming; two more rushed again to raise the portcullis. Above, the guard on the wall must have decided to risk his own life by firing at the vuma, for there was the click and boom of a rifle, but the vuma spread his fingers and vanished, and the bullet buried itself in the wet ground where he had stood.
A teleportation spell, I thought through the haze in my brain. He could be anywhere.
Shortly, the gate was open and the guards stood on the other side, crowded around their fallen colleague, searching in vain for signs of life. The children, meanwhile, had forgotten about me; most of them stared open-mouthed out the gate, while the seagull girl cried onto the shovel boy's shoulder.
'It's all right,' he said, his eyes wide with fear. 'I'm here.'
'That was great!' exclaimed the turnip girl, bouncing around and flapping her hands as if trying to take off. 'Did you see how the guard's uniform started smoking when the lightning went into his sword?'
'Look,' whispered the pear girl, pointing.
I followed her finger out the gate to something I had not noticed: the body of a vuman woman, sprawled awkwardly in the mud. She had red hair coming loose from a bun and wore the dress of a normal, moderately wealthy Tarot woman, but she was bleeding purple blood into the grass. I heard two guards talking about her, and kept my ear trained on them.
'She's definitely dead?'
'You know, you can never be sure. They can do spells to make them look like they are, but then some poor bloke in the mortuary gets the fright of his life – which doesn't last much longer, needless to say. Best keep this one under supervision a while.'
From the corner of my eye I saw one of the guards glance in my direction. 'What should we say to the children?'
'I don't know. Give them the line from the Ninety about the vumas being our friends and allies. If there is going to be a war, we don't want them sparking it by spreading rumours.'
I felt a sudden shudder, and forced myself to move. I found my library books lying in a puddle in the gutter; the shovel boy must have dropped them during the vuma's attack. Their pages would be permanently stuck together if I did not dry them soon, so I gathered them in my arms and set off towards home.
I did not feel scared, but my inability to walk in a straight line suggested that maybe I was. Behind me, a friendly guard was explaining to the children that everything was okay, while the turnip girl gave her an account of exactly what they had seen, complete with gestures and sounds. The cobbles under my feet seemed to spin. It was happening then. The vumas were attacking. To anyone who understood the implications, this was a terrifying prospect. And I understood as well as anyone.
If the human world goes to war with the vuman world, I thought, it's entirely possible we will lose. Then the human race will fall; all the virtues we stand for will be lost forever, and the only choice left to us will be whether to become slaves or corpses.
It was enough to put me in quite a bad mood for the rest of the day.
Tarot Bank
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
On my right hand, between the thumb and the main finger, I have a birthmark in the shape of a question mark.
Okay, you have to squint a bit. And it doesn't have the dot underneath, so it could be a hook or a wonky number 7, but it means something. I've always known it means something. It has to.
I decided this at about the same time I decided I hated Tarot. That was when I was very young. Still, I don't know why I put hate in the past tense. I hate Tarot to this day. I hate it more than I can tell you.
But let me try.
I hate the way it's not safe to walk down certain streets, even at midday. I hate the constant, spirit-sapping rain, the sky that's just one shade of grey as far as the eye can see. I hate the vast featureless moors that surround the town, with their patches of thick mud waiting to swallow the unwary. I hate the labyrinths of cramped rooms where people are expected to live. I hate the way people in suits look at beggars almost suspiciously, as though the beggars are the ones secretly running the town and their lack of shoes is just a cunning disguise. And I hate the shadowy figures in the upper windows, looking down on everything, pushing papers and destroying lives.
It took me a while to work out what all this adds up to, because when you're in the middle of something you can't see the whole picture. But as my hunt for a decent job took me to all the squalid, miserable corners of Tarot, it began to dawn on me: Tarot is not really a town. It's a prison. The sky is a stone ceiling dripping cold water. The poor are the prisoners, thrown in there to work until we die. The wealthy – landlords and bankers and factory owners – are our wardens. They're not there to look after us – their only job is to make sure we never get out. But in some sense even they are prisoners – why else would they be here? The people who really run this place are somewhere very much further away.
Some people are born into the prison and never even see the outside world. I had seen it, of course, but long ago, before I was a year old, so no memories of it remained. Still, I dreamed about it sometimes: how the sun might feel undimmed by smog, how all the colours would shed their layers of grey and shine like jewels, the feeling of soft green land under my feet stretching out to form a vista that swept off into infinity. Then I would wake up in the too-dark-to-see, stretch both my arms out past my sleeping brothers, and touch the two opposite walls of our room with my fingertips. That's how I knew I was home. In my cell, where I belonged.
I don't know why all this bothers me more than it seems to bother Ellstone and Miller. For some reason they've never quite hated Tarot as much as I do. Ellstone seems happy so long as he has a book on rocks, or insects, or the history of some distant corner of the Sphere, to hide in. And Miller … well, he just doesn't notice much.
Didn't notice much, I mean. I keep forgetting things are different now.
*
It began, as so many great stories do, with throwing a romance novel at the head of an old man. The book bounced off — thud! — spun through the air and knocked a pretty blue vase from the top of a bookcase — crash!
'I'll pay you double,' the man protested, rising from his armchair.
'You can't afford double, matey,' I said, backing away. As a comeback it didn't make a lot of sense, but the old man wasn't listening anyway.
'What's the problem?' he asked, crossing the exquisitely furnished study towards me. 'You agreed to read me this book. I thought an open-minded girl like you would be willing to do anything for a bit of extra pay.'
'I didn't know the book was about that,' I said. 'I'd never heard of Secret Sins of a Serving Girl before today.'
'I have a whole library of books like it,' said the man, trying to nuzzle my hair. 'Plays, too. Are you sure you won't stay and act some of them out with me?'
'I'm fairly sure I'd rather wear hedgehog-skin drawers,' I said, and left the room. I poked my head back in to add, 'Inside out,' and then I was out of there.
The plump maid at the bottom of the stairs gave me a sympathetic look as I passed; I wondered how much extra the man paid her.
Outside, it was raining. Well, of course it was.
So my job reading to the old man had lasted a grand total of forty-five minutes – a new record low! I had been finding it harder and harder to keep jobs since leaving my longest term of employment as a barmaid at the Hog and Kitten. Sometimes I got sacked, sometimes I quit, sometimes I realised I was about to be sacked and quit before it could happen as a matter of personal pride. Either I was becoming more impatient or Tarot more despicable. Perhaps both. I glared at the people I passed. The rich exploited the poor and the poor just went along with it — but it was hard to blame them. Fear and hunger wrenched principles from your hands in Tarot. I wasn't sure how I had clung to mine for so long, or how much longer I could keep hold of them. My stomach grumbled. For the past year we had barely scraped by on Miller's meagre wage and what remained of –
I stopped dead in the middle of the road. Today was the 1st of Summer. How had I forgotten what that meant? I spun around to get my bearings, having been wandering aimlessly for several minutes, lost in my anger. The bank was only two blocks away! I glanced up at the clock tower over Beggar's Square – the time was one minute before six o'clock. One minute before the bank closed.
At that moment I did something I often do: I asked myself what the hero in a story would do in this situation. The answer came back loud and clear: run.
I set off pelting down the street, dodging ladies in colourless dresses and gentlemen in business suits. Ahead, a coach rumbled towards me — I briefly considered running between the horses and trying to slide under it, but the boring part of my brain steered me to the side of the road instead. I leapt over a man passed out with a bottle in his hand, and dodged around a stall selling pies stuffed with slimy things. Past the coach, I ran across the street. My foot spludged into a fresh pile of horse manure. I swore and hopped the next few steps, trying to shake the worst of it off. My plan had been to turn left at the next street and loop round to the bank, but my eye fell upon an alley which looked as if it would lead me straight there. Plunging into the gloom I shoved a mugger aside impatiently and vaulted over a fence. I landed in a pile of rubbish from an overflowing dustbin, but scrambled to my feet and ran on. I smelled so awful that I almost made myself sick, but I was nearly there!
Emerging from the alley I saw the arches of the bank's front entrance across the street. I took the steps three at a time and slammed all my weight against the door, which opened slowly as though reluctant to let such a smelly disgrace of a girl into the dignified establishment it was charged to protect. Inside, a stout man approached the door with a key. 'Sorry love, we're clo—'
'No you're not,' I gasped cheerfully. 'I got in.'
The Beggar's Square clock faintly bonged the hour as I trailed horse manure across the carpet to the desks. The room was grand and tall, its ceiling an unnecessary distance above me. Electric lamps ornamented the walls all the way up, illuminating nothing but space. In Tarot, of course, space was expensive, so this was a deliberate show of wealth. Our room could have fit inside this room fifty times.
Only two clerks were still on duty. One of them, a posh man with a long nose, stared at me with lips pursed and eyes half closed, unwilling to take in the full disgusting sight. I recognised the other – a short fellow with tousled hair and sagging cheeks – so I headed for his desk.
'Hello Mr Stafford!'
'Tay Raining, isn't it?' said Mr Stafford, rising and wrinkling his nose. 'Will you be terribly offended if I don't shake your hand?'
'Terribly offended. But I'll get over it when you give me my money.'
He did not smile at this. I remembered him as an amiable man, but today his manner seemed almost grave. 'You'd better come with me.'
He led me out of the tall room, into a series of finely carpeted corridors. I tried to break the uncomfortable silence as we hurried up a flight of stairs also lit by electric lamps.
'I remember the first time I saw these, when I was little. It was so exciting I just kept pressing my hand against them, until my palm was red from the heat. Do you remember?'
I knew he remembered. I only remembered because he told me this story every year when I saw him, but today he just glanced back distractedly and said, 'Yes, I remember. In here, please.'
We entered his office. It was cosy and warm. A well-tended fire crackled in the hearth, making the cold smog outside the window seem worlds away. We sat down in comfortable chairs on either side of an unnaturally shiny desk – I could smell the polish. Mr Stafford tucked a stray piece of paper under a glittering paperweight, then retrieved an envelope from a drawer.
'I was expecting you,' he said. 'This letter arrived from the bank of Merry Mourning last week. It informs us of a decision on the part of your parents.'
'Our parents? No, that can't be right. They never have any contact with us.'
'The letter is not from them. As I said, it is from the bank of Merry Mourning, sent on their behalf. Am I right in recalling that your parents pay a certain sum of money into your bank account on the first day of Summer every year?'
'Yes, that's right.'
'And that is how you and your brothers sustain yourselves?'
'No, we have jobs too. Well, Miller does, and I do on a good day. Our parents' money on its own isn't even enough to cover our room. And the room isn't exactly … this place.'
'Still, a generous arrangement. Keep that in mind when you read this.' He held out the letter. I took it and unfolded it from its envelope.
'It is the decision of the account holders,' I read aloud, 'that payments should no longer be made for the care of the Raining children. As of the date of this letter, no more money shall be sent and any requests to the contrary will be ignored. All records of the payments, including this letter, are to be destroyed. No further contact is to be made between the Rainings and their former benefactors. Sincerely, blah blah …' I squinted at the letter in disbelief, finding one word stuck in my throat more than the others. 'Benefactors?'
'It means people who help others.'
'I know what it means,' I said, beginning to crumple the letter before remembering that to do so would be to obey one of its instructions. 'But it doesn't seem an appropriate word for our parents, Mr Stafford. Not at all.'
'And why is that?'
Anger filled my empty stomach. 'We were just babies, Mr Stafford. We were just babies when they sent us here, to the Home for Hopeless Children by the docks. One by one we were born, and each time they decided no, this one's not good enough, take it away, put it somewhere we can forget about it. First Miller, then me, then Ellstone, all sent separately on cargo boats to Tarot. That's what we were to them. Just things. They could have sent us somewhere else, anywhere else. They're high up in the army, they could afford it. But no. Why should they have to provide for a few brats that popped out by mistake? No, it was Tarot for us – here or the bottom of a river, and for some cruel reason they chose Tarot.'
'You seem to undervalue their generosity, Miss Raining,' said Mr Stafford. 'If, as you say, they are in the Kyland army –'
'Don't pretend you don't know,' I snapped. 'I worked it out years ago.'
'If they are in the army, your situation is hardly unique. Many soldiers give up their children to continue their service. You are lucky they have continued to provide for you until now.'
'Lucky.' I laughed bitterly, looking around at his office, at the brass fixtures and velvet curtains that had entranced me as a child. 'And you would know. Tell me, why have they cancelled their payments? Did they want to experience the thrill of abandoning us all over again?'
'The letter does not specify a reason, though I can hazard a guess if you wish.'
'Go on.'
'How old are you now?'
'Fifteen.'
'And your brothers?'
'Miller's sixteen, Ellstone turned twelve a few weeks ago.'
'That's it then.' Mr Stafford leaned back in his chair. 'They believe you to be old enough to manage your own finances.'
'Manage our own finances?' I screeched. I try not to screech if I can help it, but sometimes they just come out. I got my voice under control and said, 'I know how to manage finances, Mr Stafford. You stick them in a sock under the bed, and take them out when you need to buy something with them. The thing is, we don't have any finances to manage. That's the problem.'
'You're exaggerating,' said Mr Stafford, calmly. 'You yourself are employed, of course?'
'I was earlier today,' I said, 'for a few minutes. But that's not the point.'
'And your elder brother?'
'Yes, he works at an enchant—' I stopped, realising what I had nearly said.
'An enchant?'
'An inch antique shop. They sell antiques that are an inch long.'
'Really? How peculiar.'
'It's a new thing.'
'Apparently. Well, with your older brother selling inch-long antiques, and with your younger brother just turned twelve –'
'That doesn't mean much. He isn't exactly like other twelve-year-olds.'
'Regardless, he is permitted to apply for all sorts of jobs now. Is he good with numbers? If he apprenticed with an accountancy firm, who knows? He could be in my position some day.'
'Wouldn't it be more humane to just strangle him in his sleep?'
Mr Stafford smiled humourlessly. 'No need for that, Miss Raining. But of course, apprenticeships are hard to come by without the right contacts. He could be a factory worker. That doesn't pay well but it can lead to greater things. Mining is an option. The Berrybeck mine three miles out of town has an excellent safety record. Only one collapse in the last five years.'
'It's not an option,' I said.
'Why not? It's your brother's decision. In the eyes of the law he is a man.'
'Then the law needs new spectacles. He's not ready.'
'How do you know if you don't let him try?'
'I know. Last year he was made an apprentice at a funeral parlour, just because he walked past it one day with the right sort of face. I didn't want him to do it, but we needed the money. Anyway, after two days of it he stopped talking. Three days and he stopped eating. After four days I marched down there and shouted in his employer's face until they let him go. He came out shaking and wouldn't speak for another two days. That's what Tarot does to him. I don't want to think about how he would get if he went down a mine. He's not ready.'
'He's going to have to grow up one day, Miss Raining,' said Mr Stafford.
'People don't just grow up,' I spat back. 'Sometimes they need help to grow up, and no one's ever given us any help. Don't you dare try to lecture us now.'
'Miss Raining, if you don't appreciate the advice I am giving you – free of charge, I might add – and since you have no money to withdraw from your account, perhaps you should leave.'
'Perhaps I should,' I said, slamming the letter onto his desk as I stood up. 'I'm sick of being patronised by people like you. You think you're better than us just because you're richer. But in Tarot all that means is you have no principles. You pretend to be doing good for the world, but all you do is push paper around and watch as all the good people starve. Your advice means nothing to me. So you can shove it.'
Mr Stafford did not rise, but studied me coldly from his chair. 'I think it best that you do not return here, Miss Raining,' he said at last. 'With no more payments due, there is no need for you to have an account with us. So if you have any more questions for me, it may behoove you to ask them now.'
'I don't need hooves and I don't need answers from you,' I snapped, and opened the door. Then I glanced back at the desk, and hesitated. Just for a moment, my curiosity overcame my anger. 'Why did they ask you to destroy the letter?'
Remembering, Mr Stafford picked up the letter and its envelope, turned to the fireplace over his shoulder and tossed both items into the flames. 'Because it links them to you. They do not wish to be associated with you or your brothers, Miss Raining. Do not take offence at that. It does not mean they do not care for you. If, as you speculate, they are influential within the military, children could be considered a weakness, to be targeted by enemies of the Ninety.' The letter was a curled fist of black now. 'It is as much for your benefit as for theirs.'
The slam of his office door rang in my ears as I left the bank and stomped down the steps onto the street. The Tarot rain had an instant calming effect, the droplets of water clinging to my hair and extinguishing the burning in my skin.
But perhaps calming is not the word. Anger still burned on inside me, but the need to express it loudly to anyone who happened to be in my way fizzled out. It left me feeling hollow, helpless and stupid.
Why had I told Mr Stafford to shove it? The ones I should be angry with were our parents. If what I had heard about them being highly successful in the Kyland military was true, they could easily afford the pittance they paid us. Cancelling it had probably been a decision made in a moment and forgotten the next, and yet it was us, it was the Rainings, who would have to live with the consequences. It was the Rainings who would have to suffer through the long nights of hunger and cold ahead. And somewhere in the great marble halls of Merry Mourning, two anonymous faces would be toasting 'to the Rainings' independence' with glasses of chilled mist spirits, before lustfully turning their attentions on each other, perhaps to spawn a few more unwanted children.
Not for the first time that day, I felt sick.
Something Big
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
From the office on the upper floor of Thistler's Secondhand Goods, I scanned the street. A girl in a tight dress shivered on the corner – a regular denizen of the street, but one who paid no regard to me since it became clear that I wasn't interested in her services. An old woman with more layers of clothing than teeth sat at a table outside the dingy tearoom – a fortune teller waiting for tourists to cross her palm with silver so she could read their destinies in the dregs at the bottom of their teacups. Two men lurked in an alley nearby, looking every bit like outlaws but not a bit like my mysterious follower. The tall man had vanished as inexplicably as he'd appeared.
For some weeks, you see, a tall man in a brown suit had been following me everywhere I went. When I left our room in the morning he was nowhere to be seen, but by the time I reached the end of our street, there he would be in the corner of my eye, a few dozen yards behind, as though he had been hiding somewhere close by, waiting for me to emerge. When I got to work he waited at the tearoom across the road, sometimes inside by the window, sometimes at one of the tables out on the street, always with a drink ordered in the morning and barely touched when I left work in the evening. Then he would follow me home. If ever I deviated from my normal routine – popped out to buy bread, visited a warehouse for work – he appeared again, following me silently, tracking my every movement.
But not today. Today, on the first day of Summer, he was gone. I sat down and drummed my pen on the oak desk before me. Everything was back to normal – or was it?
I couldn't decide whether the man's disappearance made me feel less anxious or more. At least while he was following me there was the option of confronting him and demanding that he explain himself, but now that chance was gone. What could he have wanted from me? Money? Information? Whatever he wanted, he had either given up or – and this was the thought that scared me the most – got it.
No use thinking about him any more. I pulled a box towards me and rummaged to find a distraction. Enchanted items could distract me from almost anything: anxiety, hunger and – probably too often – people.
My fingers closed on an object – cold, hard, round but slightly irregular – buried at the bottom of the box. Almost certain I had identified it already, I pulled it out and gazed at it. It was a rock of dreary grey, but inlaid in its side was a brilliant green gemstone that shone with power. I bounced the object cautiously in my palm. From the way it made no ripples in the air, I knew that it was a miracas chamber item, or a 'hollow' to those in the trade. The gemstone embedded in it had been hollowed out and filled with compressed miracas, granting the rock certain special properties as conferred by the enchanter. Recently I had seen many rocks exactly like this, almost certainly from a single source but now on their own individual adventures across Kyland, moving from dealer to dealer to someone's head to dealer. Possibly this item had been used at least once already, but importantly it showed no signs of this. The green gemstone still shone enough that I could see my face in it, and from the swirls inside I could tell that plenty of miracas still remained.
To be certain I had identified the item correctly, I stood up and faced the side of the office we used for testing enchantments. The whole office was a mess, but the testing area was beyond that: it was a graveyard for broken items – items whose enchantments hadn't worked and items whose enchantments had worked too well. Bits of shattered weaponry and broken unbreakables lay in heaps on the floor. The head of a formerly walking talking doll of the sort that rich people buy for their children glared at me malevolently from a corner.
In the centre of this destruction stood Cris, a mannequin who had been rescued from the dustbins outside Tarot's most fashionable department store to help us test certain enchantments. I aimed a little off to the side of him, and threw the rock. It came to a halt a few inches out of my hand, and spun in the air, finding its target. As it spun, it made a sound like the slow boil of a kettle, building up into a high scream while pale blue smoke billowed from its surface. The next second, it became a blur which shot across the office, swung round in mid air and slammed into Cris's faceless head, sending him rocking on his stand.
I waved away the trail of smoke as I went to retrieve the item. I was right: it was a homing stone. A simple item, but sometimes simple is best.
On the tag, I wrote 'Hollow Homer, speed: fast'. Then I dropped it into my out-tray.
Identifying enchanted items – or 'chants', as they are commonly called by people familiar with them – is an interesting job, but it requires quite a bit of knowledge about science and, in particular, miracas. There used to be many more identifiers working in Thistler's shop – some of them even did a bit of enchanting themselves — and they taught me all I know. The others moved away to far corners of the continent after chants were banned in 74 AE. Thistler told me he kept me on because I had the most natural talent of the bunch, but as Tay kindly pointed out it was more likely because my youth and lack of experience meant I was willing to accept the sort of pay cut that would have prompted all the others to leave in outrage.
The door swung open, and in came Thistler himself, now officially a vendor of quality secondhand goods, in reality continuing to deal in enchanted items as he always had. He staggered under the weight of another large box, which he dropped on my desk before dropping himself into an armchair.
'Mornin' Miller. That's another box for you, mostly blooded I think. Get 'em both tagged and sorted by the end of the day if you can.'
'Yes, sir.'
I sifted through the contents of the new box and pulled out a blue umbrella. The air around it shimmered as I scrutinised it excitedly.
'I haven't seen one of these in ages. Not much market for them in Tarot, I suppose.'
I opened the umbrella and held it at arm's length. Raindrops began to fall from inside, lightly at first but getting steadily heavier.
'Not too hot, not too cold,' I said, testing the water. 'A good enchanting job. Very refreshing for those hot Summer days. Now we just need to send it somewhere where they have those.'
'Yes, good,' murmured Thistler, not looking. 'Put it away before that rug gets ruined.'
I closed the umbrella, set it down on my desk and smiled. 'Come on, sir. The rug's survived worse than that. Remember those fire-shooting cigars? One of these things would have been handy then.'
My employer did not reply, just stared out into the midday twilight with brooding eyes. He had these moods sometimes, so I left him to it.
I wrote the tag for the umbrella: 'Blooded Rainbrella, good quality'. Chants that do not have miracas chambers are 'blooded': infused with small amounts of vuman blood, which draws in miracas from the surrounding air to activate the item's enchantment. Blooded items had been gaining popularity since their invention, as they were generally cheaper to make and more reliable, and best of all they never ran out of miracas, so they lasted longer.
Thistler was pouring himself a drink now. I glanced at the clock. It was barely noon – early to be drinking, even for him. I became a little concerned.
'Sir? Anything wrong?'
Thistler sighed. 'Blooded items is where eighty percent of my profits come from. What would you say if I told you that by the end of this year, all of 'em could be worthless?'
'I'd say you were off your rocker, sir. Blooded items are better than hollows in every way. Remember? We've been saying so for years. Why in the world should people stop buying them?'
He looked me straight in the eye, something he didn't do too often. 'Trust me on this one, Miller. Sure, it would have to be somethin' big, but I got my sources in Merry Mourning, and somethin' big might just be about to happen.'
I began to feel vaguely uneasy, as I always did when Thistler talked in riddles.
'We're not going to be raided, are we sir?'
'No no, nothin' like that. At least, I ain't had any tip-offs lately. I wish it were that simple.' He took a swig from his drink and wiped his mouth. After a moment he said, 'On the plus side, I'm expecting hollows to increase dramatically in value before the year is out. But it's an unpredictable business. Whether or not we'll break even, I can't rightly say.'
I tapped the new crate of blooded items thoughtfully. 'We'd better get these tagged and sold quickly then.'
Thistler nodded. 'You got good business sense, boy. I know you'll go far in this trade some day. If it survives, of course,' he added.
'We could always start selling the secondhand trinkets downstairs, sir.'
Thistler laughed. 'You serious? I found most of that junk diggin' in dustbins, same way I met our friend Cris over there. Besides, when was the last time someone came in here lookin' for secondhand stuff? Nah, the whole of Tarot knows what we're about, at least unofficially. They just don't bother us because what we're doin' is good for the economy, and they know it.'
Thistler paused to spit on his sleeve and rub some grime from the window pane. Then he said, 'You realise this means … I might have to let you go before the end of the year, Miller?'
'Oh.' I had not realised, and the idea hit me like a Blooded Homer, speed: fast. Such a thing had never occurred to me before. I had difficulty conceiving of a life without this job. 'Is it really that bad?'
'Could be.'
'Oh well.'
'It's not about making a profit, you understand. It's because if these rumours are true, about … about what's going to happen, what my sources tell me … you see, if that's all true, the whole market's gonna change. Snails know we're barely surviving as –'
A noise interrupted him. The typewriter on the table against the wall had rumbled into motion: it clattered and pinged as someone far away typed out a message. I began to get up but Thistler waved me back to work and heaved himself to his feet. He stumped over to the typewriter and watched the message as it rolled out.
In the meantime, I analysed a few more items. Some of the usual favourites: daggers, helmets, amulets with various properties. A small clock with an extra hand whose purpose I could not discern, so I put it aside to examine more closely later. A golden candle whose flame consumed miracas rather than air, so it would continue to burn underwater. I was amusing myself by holding the rainbrella over this when Thistler shoved some pages from the typewriter in my face.
'Read this!' he hissed.
'What is it, sir?' I asked, reaching for the pages only to have them snatched away again.
Thistler scanned the pages as though not sure he had read them right the first time. 'It's an order for several hundred chants. Specifically, miracas chamber items. They want all sorts of things, mostly military in purpose. Have a look.'
I took the pages and read. 'Sleeping bombs, firethrowers, invisibility necklaces, unbreakables … these things could overthrow the government! Are you sure it's a good idea to sell them all to one client? And the order is from Eldermoon, too. That's in Vumarule, isn't it?'
'The vumas ain't all bad,' said Thistler, good cheer returning to his face. 'After all, if it weren't for them, chants wouldn't have been invented and we'd both be out of a job. Besides, it ain't for us to decide, Miller. We provide a service. We are but the humble shopwatchers, and ours is not to judge the people who honour us with their custom.'
'Sorry, sir,' I said sheepishly. 'You're right. Ours isn't to do that. It's not ours at all, really. Here, this is on their list, isn't it? A hundred homing stones – well, one's a start.'
From my out-tray I picked up the one with the reflective green gemstone inside it. I could see my face as I handed the rock to Thistler.
'Yes, this is good,' he murmured. 'This is good. I think … I think I'd better reply to this message right away. I'll bet they've sent it to every supplier in Kyland.'
'Sir,' I said as he sat down at the typewriter and began hammering out a reply. 'Can we get all this stuff? I mean, some of these things are quite rare these days, especially in miracas chamber form. No one uses hollows any more, sir. You know that.'
'I do,' he replied, 'but you just leave that up to me. As I said, the balance is about to be tipped in favour of hollows, so I've already ordered a great number of 'em from various sources. No, don't you worry about that. We'll have enough.'
I turned back to the latest box and absorbed myself in identifying more items. It took me a moment to realise Thistler had paused in his typing and was staring at the wall, lost in thought.
'Oh yes, Miller,' he murmured, though he seemed to be saying it more to himself than to me. 'Big things are about to happen, all right. I'm sure of it now.'
I didn't know how to respond so I just kept working.
Kyland Today
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
The only good grown-up at the Home for Hopeless Children died when I was six years old. I have to mention her, though I don't know if she'll come up in this story again, so I'll keep it brief.
Her name was Edie. She had bouncy, curly hair which I always thought of as the colour of cocoa. She was one of the few members of staff who actually bothered to learn all our names. She was also the one who taught me to read, and she was the one who first pointed out my birthmark, and told me it must mean I was special, though she didn't tell me how she knew, or what could be special about me.
I never really thought about how old she was, but I suppose she probably wasn't much older than I am now.
It was after she died that I began thinking more about my birthmark and what it might mean. For a long time it meant I would escape over the sea. When we still lived at the Home for Hopeless Children, I used to climb onto the north wall of Tarot and watch the ships rolling in and out, and I knew that some day I'd be on one of them, sailing out of this prison and off into the unknown like a character in an adventure story. The tiny mark on my hand whispered to me that I was special, that I did not belong there, that things had been different once and would be again.
But as I grew up, my birthmark became a source of frustration. It was like an egg which I had been protecting for years but which showed no signs of hatching – not the slightest crack in its pearly surface, nor the tiniest sound or movement from within. It taunted me with its silent persistence. Around the time I was cleaning toilets at the Hog and Kitten, I began to have some doubts about whether I was actually special, and soon I felt ashamed that I had ever elevated myself above those other poor people around me. For a while I did not look at my birthmark because instead of promise it gave me feelings of shame and betrayal.
But I could never bring myself to stop believing that it meant something. And early in the 77th year of the Age of Enlightenment, a woman in a dark dress began following me around.
She was short, had blood red hair tied in a bun, and walked with a grace that was out of the ordinary in Tarot. Thinking about her, I tingled. She reminded me of the hope I had felt as a child, that things would change soon.
This woman and I had an unspoken agreement, which was that I would not confront her about who she was, nor would she explain herself, but sooner or later all would be revealed, and she would turn out to be watching me due to a prophecy that said the girl with the question mark on her hand was the only one who could defeat some ancient demon in a sun-baked land far across the sea.
So, walking home from Tarot Bank on the first day of Summer, my mood did not improve when I noticed the woman was gone. I circled idly for a while, giving her the chance to show herself, but she did not. That was when I realised I had not seen her all day.
How could this happen? We had had an agreement. She couldn't just abandon me without anything dramatic happening. It was flagrantly unfair. Gloom descended upon me and landed on my shoulder to pull happy thoughts out of my head through my ears. It found slim pickings.
My route home from Tarot Bank led me through Pinkmeadow, one of the more poisonous parts of town. In Pinkmeadow, children compared knives in the street and men eyed me suggestively. Even the cats seemed poised to prey on strangers; a bedraggled tabby followed me along the street at rooftop level, hissing whenever I looked up at it. Guards didn't tend to come to Pinkmeadow unless its violence began spilling over into other parts of town. The best way to survive was to keep your head down and walk swiftly, or better yet avoid the area altogether. But I was too wrapped up in my thoughts to care about my personal safety, so I returned every menacing glare shot at me.
When I made it to the outskirts of Pinkmeadow I met someone else who seemed wrapped up in thoughts: Miller, fresh from a day of illegal identifying at Thistler's Secondhand Goods.
'I've got to tell you something,' I said miserably, 'but I'd better wait and tell Ellstone at the same time.'
'Hm,' said Miller. 'Not bad news, is it?'
'Might be.'
'Oh dear.' He twiddled his thumbs. 'It's just, I've got some news of my own. Sort of news.'
'Yes?'
'Now, I don't want you to overreact to this, Tay, it's probably not as bad as it –'
'Get on with it, Miller.'
'Okay. Um … the shop. I wouldn't say it's not doing well. But Thistler seems to think it may be in danger. Something about a big thing that's going to happen soon. Might put us out of business.'
'Big thing?' I repeated. 'Were those his exact words?'
'I think he must have been talking about one of those market fluctuations. You know, the price of wheat goes up, the price of coal goes down, it's like a see-saw. I don't know how it works –'
'Because it doesn't work like that at all,' I insisted. 'All that stuff's a load of rubbish. It's what people like Thistler say to people like you when they think you might be thinking of quitting. Tell you your job's in danger and you're lucky to have it at all, then you'll cling to it with all your strength and take cabbage as wages.'
Miller stared at me, unsure what to say. Then he settled for acting as though I hadn't said anything. 'Still, you can't predict these things,' he said, brightening. 'Maybe it'll turn out all right. We got one of our biggest ever orders today. Just a one-off, but it should tide us over for a while.'
'Good,' I said blankly.
On the corner of Cobweb Court lived one of Tarot's newspaper stands, and as usual its occupant was yelling at everyone who passed by. 'Getcher Kyland Today here! Stories from all over the world! What are those foreigners up to in Twycadin? Yes folks, it's a city with walls as high as a stack a giraffes, but we have the exclusive story of one brave girl who's been inside and lived to report back!' In typical Tarot fashion, the man had a sword badly concealed behind a stack of papers.
'I've never understood why they need swords,' said Miller. 'I mean, who's going to steal a load of newspapers anyway?'
I stared at him. Presumably he knew, somewhere behind that charmingly clueless smile of his, that newspaper vendors, like vendors of most anything, usually received money in exchange for their wares and would need to store it somewhere on their person, but he hadn't made the connection.
'I don't know,' I said carefully. 'Fish friers, I suppose.'
'That must be it,' he replied.
I felt something akin to admiration as we walked on. After all, Miller's simple approach to life had seen him safely to the ripe old age of sixteen, which was certainly more than some achieved in Tarot, and he was the only Raining to have what had seemed, until today, a steady job. Perhaps there was some value in not getting too irked by the world.
'Also in this edition, find out the truth about what's going on in Vumarule, straight from the mouth of one of the Ninety! All this for only ten coppers!'
As we passed the stand, a girl of no more than ten, almost hidden beneath a huge coat, reached out, swiped a newspaper from the stand and ran off with it under her arm, splashing through the puddles towards a crowd of others. The vendor burst out of his stand, enraged.
'Oi! What're ya doing, missy? Get back here! Come back! I've got friends in high places, missy!' He gave up his pursuit and put his fine bellow of a voice to use in yelling after her. 'I know people who can find you, missy, and I ain't talking about the guards! Just you wait! You'll see! I know people!'
But the girl had vanished into the crowd of others, most of them my age or younger, and the whole group ran off in tight formation, round a corner and out of sight.
I laughed. 'Must be a new recruit to the children of despair doing her initiation tests.'
'The children of who?' asked Miller as we walked on.
'You don't know who the children of despair are? How long have you lived here?'
'Longer than you.'
'They're thieves. I've heard they have a hideout in an abandoned warehouse somewhere in Pinkmeadow. Didn't you know?'
Miller shook his head.
'I used to want to join them,' I continued. 'I used to sit at home just thinking: I wish they would discover us, enroll us in their group, teach us how to steal and fight and control our own destinies. I read too many stories, don't I?'
'I was just about to say – where did you get that from?'
I had unfolded a copy of Kyland Today from under my arm and was scanning the front page.
'It's a newspaper. I took it from that man's stand when he ran off.'
'You mean you stole it?'
'He deserves to have his papers stolen, making threats like that to a little girl. What are you looking at me like that for? You've no right to complain about people breaking the law.'
'What do you mean?'
'What do you do in that office all day? Glue bristles onto toothbrushes?'
'That's different. Selling chants doesn't hurt anyone, Tay. There's no reason it should be against the law.'
'Agreed, and stealing from people who deserve it shouldn't be against the law either. Look at the date on this thing! The 86th of Spring! It should be called Kyland A Few Days Ago or Kyland Some Time Last Week. Well, it's printed in Merry Mourning, no wonder.' I read the headlines. 'Oh, what a surprise. They're not going to hold the next Champions' Tournament near Redwater after all. They're holding it in Merry Mourning again. Listen: "A member of the Outer Circle remarked with a smile that there was concern over the notorious Mlarwell weather. The constant rain, he said, could not only hamper the enjoyment of spectators, but would likely extinguish the flames necessary for such crowd-pleasing events as the ring of fire and the blazing maze." More like the Ninety don't want to show their faces here because they're scared we might start an uprising.'
'Did you know they use chants for the Champions' Tournament?' said Miller, glad to find some familiar ground. 'The ring of fire is enchanted to reduce the risk of the flames spreading. You see, it's all right for the Ninety and all their friends to make use of new technology, they just don't want normal people getting hold of it.'
'That doesn't surprise me at all,' I said darkly. 'More than likely it was people like our parents who made the decision to ban them. Don't want people like us to have any power. If they could sew up our mouths so we couldn't speak either –'
'Don't start that now,' said Miller.
I glared at him. 'What does that mean?'
'It means I'm on your side but you're angrier and if you get started you're going to take it all out on me. It wouldn't be the first time.'
'Sorry,' I muttered, taking his point. Then I added defiantly, 'But it's not my fault if you never think anything about anything.'
Miller did not reply, which I took to mean he had taken my point as well.
Lamplighters patrolled the streets, carrying out their duties as silently as ghosts, their burning torches casting orange glows into the evening gloom. Before long we arrived at our street, a narrow lane snaking between tenements the colour of burnt porridge. Miller must have sensed that I was in an even worse mood than I was letting on, because we didn't speak as we clattered up the iron stairway to our door.
A History Lesson
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
That evening I told Tay and Miller about the vumas at the west gate. If the vumas were attacking, the human world had to know, even if my human world consisted of only three people including myself. Besides, they needed something to take their minds off the news about our parents and the bank account, which Tay had explained in lavishly profane language the moment she and Miller got home.
For some reason the situation did not bother me as much as it seemed to bother them. I tended to get more annoyed by problems and injustices from history than by those in my own life. I could picture High Sorcerer Volis, the founder of the Brotherhood of Lightning who had died hundreds of years ago; I could see his flashing black eyes and pale violet complexion as though he were in the room with me, and I could feel genuine hatred of him, but somehow our parents' actions did not anger me as they should. Perhaps Tay was hogging all the anger for herself.
My account of the vumas' attack at least shifted her attention for a while.
'He killed a guard,' she said, horrified. 'That's awful.'
'What I don't understand is what they were doing at that gate,' I said. 'It doesn't make any sense. If they wanted to send a message to the human world, why come to the west gate of Tarot? It's not exactly the centre of the Ninety's operations.'
'Maybe it wasn't an attack,' said Tay. 'Maybe the guards attacked them first.'
'What?' I should have known Tay would try to twist the events to fit her version of reality. 'That doesn't make sense.'
'You said the vuman woman was already dead by the time you saw the man threatening the guards. Maybe that's what set him off. The guards caught them and they fought back and the guards killed her. That's why he snapped. She was his friend.'
'But what were they doing in Tarot in the first place? We don't have vumas living here. We never have.'
'They can live undercover,' said Miller. 'They have spells to change their appearance so they look human. You know, adjust their skin pigment a little, change the shape of their claws so they're more like – hold on!' He sat bolt upright. 'What did you say the male vuma was wearing?'
'A brown suit. It was a bit too small for him. And a purple waistcoat, fastened with silver buttons. And black shoes with slightly pointy toes.'
'Did he have sort of a squint nose like this?' Miller twisted his own nose.
'Almost exactly like that.'
Tay shot Miller a suspicious look. 'Do you two know each other?'
'Oh,' said Miller. 'I was being followed to work every day by a man with a nose like that. Didn't want to say anything, you might have … made a scene.'
Tay chewed her lip. 'You were being followed?'
'Anyway, he's gone now,' Miller continued, not wanting to be berated for keeping such an exciting secret. 'Sounds like he blew his cover and the guards found him.'
'The same thing was happening to me,' Tay admitted. 'This woman in a dark dress kept following me wherever I went. She's gone today too.'
'The vuman woman the guards killed?' suggested Miller.
Tay nodded grimly. 'Sounds like it. That's so horrible. Why would they throw two vumas out of town? It's not a crime to be a vuma, surely?'
'It's a crime for them to disguise themselves as humans,' I told her, fighting to keep the nervous tremor out of my voice. 'But I don't understand! Why were you two being followed by vumas? What could they want from either of you?'
They exchanged blank glances.
'I don't know!' said Miller, rather more indignant than seemed necessary. 'I'm nothing to do with the vumas! Never had any contact with them.'
It seemed impossible to unravel the mystery any further at that point. Instead, we fell silent for a long time, all three thinking our own thoughts. Even Miller looked to be mulling something over. After a while I fell half asleep in my chair, as I often did to avoid having to go to bed – or shelf, as Tay called it. The room was tiny, and divided into three basic areas: the shelf at the far end where we slept crammed together in discomfort, the kitchen with a small coal stove opposite a window looking out onto the rooftops, and the area we sat in now, our knees all meeting in the middle. If we needed to use the toilet, we had to go outside to an unappealing little room off the iron staircase. We tried not to go there unless absolutely necessary; it was always full of spiders and flies and sometimes full of much worse things.
Hours may have passed, and minutes certainly had, before through my sleep I heard Miller get up and open the door. This was followed by the sound of Tay stirring in her chair.
'Miller, where are you going?'
'We need money, Tay. I'm going to do some overtime at the shop.'
'No, you're not! You worked late last night. You need rest.'
'I'm fine! I can take the overtime money from the secret compartment in Thistler's desk. He won't mind. Got quite a lot of work to do at the moment, as it happens.' He stifled a yawn.
'No Miller, I won't let you. You won't get to work tomorrow at all at this rate.'
'I don't want you to starve! I don't want me to starve either, come to think of it.'
I heard Tay pull him back into his chair. 'We're not going to starve. We've got enough food to last us the rest of the week if we're careful.'
'And after that? How are we going to pay the rent next week?'
'We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Something will come along.' Her voice faded into thoughtful silence. Then she said, 'Did you say there's a secret compartment in Thistler's desk?'
'Yes. Well, he thinks it's secret.'
'And it's full of money.'
'Yeah. I came across it by accident one day when I was testing an IRV … an infiltration ray viewscope … you know, one of those see-through-things telescopes.'
'How much?'
'Fifty gold or so, why? Oh Tay, you're not thinking of stealing it?'
'I'm thinking of you stealing it. Does that count?' She caught his eye. 'What? I'm sure he's stolen from plenty of people in his time, and worse. Plus he can afford it.'
'I told you, he could be in danger of going out of business.'
'So he says.'
'He's been kind to me,' Miller muttered.
'Okay, okay. That's out then,' said Tay, exasperated. 'Just let us know when the two of you are getting married, so we can all move into his house made of gold.'
There was stress in her voice, which made me uncomfortable. I opened my eyes. Tay was lying back in her chair, eyes closed. She might have been asleep, but she was mouthing words: what can we do, what can we do, what the – I ignored the next word – can we do?
I felt a curious pain in my stomach – something more than the usual hunger. I shifted in my chair but the pain didn't go away. It was strange to see my sister like this. She wasn't the sort of person who gave up. She wasn't the sort of person who liked to admit that, when you took away all the shouting and the little acts of rebellion, she was basically helpless. She wouldn't thank me for thinking this, but maybe reality was finally catching up with her.
I felt a sudden need to protect her from it.
Maybe it was time. I had been thinking about my plan for so long that it had started to seem like mere fantasy, but I knew it could be more than that. I only had to suggest it.
I leaned over and took down one of my library books from above the stove: A Series of Maps Documenting the Routes to be Taken by Ships in Kyland in the Year 77 AE. The cover still felt damp, but there was no permanent damage. I opened the volume and searched for the page I wanted. It was titled 'Sea of Becoming, Merry Mourning (Zoreyi), Redwater, Tarot, Hollince, Qualmgate'. A map of our section of west Kyland sprawled across the paper. It was dominated by the mass of the Sea of Becoming in the middle, but the land around it was thick with mountains, green with forests, laced with rivers and scrawled with place names of various sizes, ranging from the first two huge letters of 'Deurof' disappearing off the right hand side, to the minuscule and almost illegible dots that formed the words 'Old Mills' on the moors west of Tarot. A red dotted line curled from Tarot to Merry Mourning via the sea and then the River Surrund – a common route for ships. Other colours of dotted line marked out other nearby routes, but it was this red one that interested me.
'You read the strangest things,' said Miller, who had been studying the book cover.
'It's just my way of getting through the day,' I mumbled, and moved my finger down to the timetable. Under the heading of 'Tarot to Merry Mourning' were printed dozens of dates, times and ship names. As I already knew, ships carried passengers to and from Merry Mourning frequently – once a week at least. But seeing it there in print gave me more confidence.
'What's he reading now?' asked Tay, opening her eyes.
'Nothing,' I lied, hiding the book under my chair. The problem was Tay. I had to get her on my side. I had to make her understand. 'Let me tell you a story,' I began. It was a silly thing to say, but it got my sister's attention as I had hoped it would.
'I thought you didn't like stories,' she said, yawning.
'Not a made-up story. A true story.'
'Really true? Or history book true?'
'Look, history books are … okay, this one's really true, Tay. Everyone knows it is. All the books agree. At least, they agree on the main points.'
I took a deep breath and tried to arrange all the facts in my head. Miller and Tay watched me indulgently; it had been a while since I had given them a proper history lesson.
'It started thousands of years ago, long before we had a proper government like the Ninety. Back then we just had a lot of kings all over the place. They fought with each other almost all the time. And one of them, in the city of Merry Mourning – which was called Zoreyi then – heard word of some strange power hidden deep within the Irnaya mountain range.'
'Ooooh,' said Tay. Then, 'Sorry.'
I continued, treating this interruption with the contempt it deserved. 'His name was King Engis. One of his subjects returned to the city with descriptions of unholy visions he and his fellows had seen while in Irnaya on a mining expedition. The king led himself to believe that the powers there could change his people's fate, and as it turned out he was right. But he didn't realise the sacrifice they would have to make.'
'Why are we talking about this?' asked Miller, thoroughly confused.
'You'll see,' I said. 'King Engis was greedy and superstitious, and grew more obsessed with the power the longer he went without it. Eventually he gathered a group of his most trusted soldiers along with the greatest scientific and religious minds Zoreyi had to offer. Together they set off to Irnaya on a mission that would claim all their lives. Once they had ventured deep inside the network of caves and tunnels there, a rockfall sealed them in. They never found a way out.'
I stopped.
'Good story,' said Tay. 'So they all died. The end.'
'No,' I insisted. 'It wasn't the end, Tay. In history, someone's death is rarely the end of their story. The point is, they had successors.'
'What, the ones who hadn't gone on the expedition?'
'No. Well, yes – some of them were distant ancestors of the people who live in Merry Mourning today – but there were others as well. For while no sunlight intruded very far into Irnaya, things were growing down there in the darkest depths of the caves – plants that were new to the eyes of humans, whole forests of them. These plants didn't need light to grow. They needed miracas.'
'Miracas?' Tay repeated.
'That's right,' I said. 'Because, as Miller knows, Irnaya is –'
'A magic trap,' said Miller dutifully.
'Explain,' demanded Tay.
Miller sighed; he never liked trying to explain isolated bits of science to people who only pretended to understand. 'Magic traps are places that miracas can get into but can't get out of. You know how miracas is constantly entering our world through Snails' Arch, but it usually fades before it gets too densely concentrated? Well, in the caves of Irnaya it doesn't fade — it just keeps building up and building up until anyone who goes in there has it coming out of their ears.'
'And that triggers some strange events,' I continued. 'In a magic trap, even humans can weave spells, because the miracas doesn't have to be drawn in by their blood as it is with vumas. It just has nowhere else to go but inside them. The problem is, humans don't know what to do with it. They usually end up weaving all sorts of spells without meaning to. One theory is that that was what caused the rockfall that sealed King Engis and his men in. Either way, it was not a comfortable place to be, even for the king's top soldiers and thinkers, especially since they kept waking up with necks like giraffes or green glowing toenails. No one knew about miracas then, so they just thought the place was haunted by mischievous spirits.'
'Not realising they were the mischievous spirits,' added Tay.
'Right,' I went on, a little annoyed. 'It was a hard life for them in Irnaya. All they had to eat were some strange plants that fed on miracas, and some even stranger slimy things that fed on the plants. But it was enough for them to survive, and they survived long enough to have children.'
'I suppose they had to do something to pass the time.'
'I'm trying to tell a story here!' I said, feeling cross. 'Please stop interrupting me!'
I glared at them. Tay stuck her tongue out, and Miller shrugged as if to disclaim responsibility for her. I continued, trying to make my voice too important to interrupt.
'Eventually, those children had children of their own. With every generation that passed, the people learned more about how to control the spells they were weaving, and always they passed that knowledge on. The whole thing lasted hundreds of years. In the world outside Irnaya's walls, wars raged, leaders were overthrown, and life went on as normal. The only ones who remembered the expedition to Irnaya were the historians at Zoreyi library, who thought of it as one of the great mysteries of Kyland.'
I paused. Did Tay's silence mean she was listening to my story? Perhaps it would persuade her that I knew more than she gave me credit for. Perhaps it would change her perspective on a few things. The next part, in particular, I found very significant.
'Meanwhile, the people sealed in Irnaya grew cruel. Cruelty was necessary to survival down in the caves, especially when the plants and the slimy things began to die out. Tribes formed and wiped out other tribes to take their food. Only the most ruthless survived. But other things were happening too, brought about by the high concentration of miracas. People changed colour. Each new child born was slightly more purple, and their blood acquired a peculiar shimmer that suggested it had some effect on the air around it. It took them a while to work out that this new purple blood attracted miracas like metal to a magnet.'
'I think I can see where this is going now,' said Tay. Miller nodded.
'Good. There followed a long struggle to understand the powers that miracas granted, and more than that to master them. Gradually the more adept spellweavers wiped out the less. At one point, one particularly powerful tribe wiped out all the others – they called themselves the Hob, and they developed sharp claws on the ends of their fingers for climbing, and their eyes changed to let them see better in the dark of the caves. But the Hob became so big that they split into multiple tribes, and the fighting began anew.
'The tribes' captivity in Irnaya came to an end hundreds of years later – in the first year of what we now call the Age of War – when the outside world was little more than a myth passed down through the generations. One of the braver men went on a sort of spiritual pilgrimage, venturing far from the ring of settlements his ancestors had established, and disappeared. In fact he had taken a wrong turn, and after days of wandering he stumbled upon a tunnel that led to the outside world.'
'The light must have been blinding,' said Tay.
I continued. 'Once he'd realised that the caves of Irnaya amounted to only a tiny part of a huge world, the man went back to show his people the way out. So thousands of these people all trekked out of Irnaya and made their way to the city of Zoreyi. And they tried to conquer it. They actually tried to conquer it, just like that. It's mad, isn't it? They'd only just seen the sun for the first time, and suddenly they were trying to take over the greatest city on the Sphere. Those people were the first of the vumas.'
'I guessed,' said Tay proudly.
'As it turned out, they didn't manage to conquer Zoreyi. In fact a battle was already raging there, but both sides of it joined together to fight off the vumas. That was basically how the Kyland army formed. One moment the Zoreyans and the Mlarwell rebels were slicing each other's legs off and using them to beat each other over the head, and the next they were screaming and hugging their enemies in terror at this strange new power. But they still won. The battle was long and devastating, but the human army prevailed.'
Tay frowned. 'So what happened to the vumas then?'
'Oh, some of them claimed they didn't want to fight, but only after their side had been decisively defeated. The humans agreed, after long negotiations, that the so-called peaceful vumas should be allowed to settle in Qualmel, a sparsely populated country in the northwest of the continent – the country we now call Vumarule. It's widely recognised as the biggest mistake the Kyland Ninety ever made.'
'Recognised by the history books,' said Tay coldly.
'Yes. What is your problem with history, Tay? It's the truth. It's what really happened.'
'According to the people who write it.'
'And who writes all those nonsense novels you're always reading?'
'There's more truth in those than in all the crap that happens in the real world,' snapped Tay. 'Stories make sense. There's justice in them. There's none in real life.'
'Why did you tell us that story?' Miller asked, clearly trying to derail this familiar argument before it got going.
'I was trying to show you,' I said, 'how dangerous the vumas are. It's in their nature. Even all these centuries later, they still have all the characteristics they developed down in those caves. They still have the sharp fingers for clambering up cave walls, and they still eat slimy things like insects. They eat insects. Can you imagine that?'
'Better than not eating anything,' said Tay.
I ignored her. 'Of course, the worst of it is they've been attacking us on and off for hundreds of years, and the Ninety have barely held them at bay. Now it looks as if they're attacking again.'
'And what does that have to do with us?' demanded Tay.
'What does that have to do with us?' I spluttered. 'What do you – did you actually read further than the front page of this?' I held up the copy of Kyland Today Tay had acquired earlier. 'On page five there's a piece by one of the Ninety appealing for new recruits to the army. Not just soldiers, either. They're looking for servants, healers, cooks, enchantment experts, all sorts of people.'
'So?'
'So we could get a ship there, to Merry Mourning.'
It was out now. My grand plan, condensed into a few unimpressive words. Hanging in the air of our room before the sceptical faces of Tay and Miller, it seemed such a small idea, so obvious and so impractical. I rushed to justify it.
'Merry Mourning is a fabulous city. Everyone says so. It's got huge marble buildings with green courtyards in between, and wooded parks that stretch for miles with the river running through them, and great music halls and libraries.' ('Aha!' said Miller and Tay together.) 'It's always sunny and the river is full of boats and there are skyships sailing to places all over Kyland. They say the Halls of the Ninety themselves are breathtaking – they're so big it takes an hour to walk from one end of them to the other, and the army dormitories have windows that look out over half the city.'
'So I've heard,' said Miller. 'From –'
'You've always wanted adventure, Tay,' I interrupted.
'Yes, but –'
'Then what better opportunity is there to get away from here? We'd be doing our part to hold back the tide of evil. We'd be given comfortable beds and enough to eat. We could all take jobs that suit us. You could learn to fight, and Miller could be an enchantment expert –'
'And what would you do, Elly?' asked Tay. 'I don't expect they need someone to sit around reading history books all day.'
'I could fight,' I mumbled. 'They just lowered the joining age to twelve.' But in truth I had never quite decided where I would fit in this plan.
Tay laughed. 'And how do you think you'd cope with army life?'
Miller interrupted. 'Hold on, let's go back to me being an enchantment expert. Have you thought this through? I mean, do you remember who works in Merry Mourning?'
My plan was falling apart. I had hoped Miller wouldn't make the connection, but there were some connections he could make instantly.
'He's not that bad,' I began.
'He's not that bad,' scoffed Miller. 'He is that bad. I can't work for Alto Bracken. He'd be standing over me constantly, correcting everything I did. "You should look at the chronomirror first, then you can identify some other items while you're measuring the echo delay." That's actually what he said to me once when he came to visit the shop. Can you believe that? As if you can do anything in the few seconds most chronomirrors give you.'
'Yes, okay,' I said. 'But –'
'And just before he left to go back to Merry Mourning, to his big fancy enchantment laboratory of magic and wonder, do you know what he said? He said "You've got quite the talent for identifying, Miller". I wanted to punch him in the face. He said it like he was in a position to judge me, because of course he's a professional, and I'm just a stupid amateur.'
'And it would be dangerous,' said Tay, trying to put a stop to Miller's rantings, 'for us to join the army.'
I stared at her in sheer disbelief. 'Dangerous? I thought that was what you wanted! You said danger and adventure were inseparable.'
She shook her head. 'What I want is to make up my own mind. I won't have it made up for me, and I won't be a slave to the Ninety. It has to be the right kind of danger.'
I felt dejected. 'What kind of danger is more right than fighting against evil?'
'You don't understand, Elly,' said Tay sadly. 'When you told that story I could see the fire in your eyes, but I couldn't feel it myself. What reason do we have to think the vumas are evil? It's never as simple as that.'
'But the Ninety –'
'What have the Ninety ever done for us? I'm sorry, but we're not going. It's not what I want, it's not what Miller wants, and I'm quite sure it's not what you want either.'
Her scornful eyes forced mine to the floor in shame.
'Do you know what else he said?' continued Miller, treating the pause as a window of opportunity. 'This is a good one. Listen. He said, "Hollow unbreakables are often just as effective as blooded unbreakables"! Ridiculous! As if the benefits of an even distribution of miracas are trivial. Next time he comes here, I'm going to challenge him on that.'
Miller too fell silent when he realised neither of us knew or cared what he was talking about. Under my chair, I kicked the ship routes book further out of sight. I felt horribly embarrassed. My plan was a failure, and had been from its conception. What had made me think Tay or Miller would be swayed, or that I was fit for the army? How could I hope to be useful in a war when I couldn't even face a group of laughing children? Tarot began to look more and more like the place we would stay for the rest of our lives, and my dream of one day having access to the greatest library on the Sphere, and of being free forever from the taunts of Tarot's children, slipped ever further away.
*
Later that night as we lay on our shelf-like bed, I whispered, 'I'm sorry.'
Tay rolled over and blinked sleepily in the faint lamplight that seeped through the window. She put her arms around me.
'It's okay,' she whispered. 'You're right. We have to get out of here. But joining the army isn't the way.'
'I'm hungry.'
'I know. Me too. But it'll be better in the morning.'
The Bloodbird's Letter
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
It was a day of rejection, a day when my usual stinging retorts came too slowly to my lips, and I found myself shouting them at slammed doors. Not one but two potential employers spat at me, which is rarely a good sign. The woman at the laundry pulled at my hair, told me it was tangled like a whore's, and said she could recommend me a street corner, but I would never work for her. As if in league with her, two men propositioned me on the street, the second one so persistent that I had to alter my route and walk past the guardhouse on Bunting Lane. When the guards outside just laughed at the man's clumsy but increasingly forceful attempts to buy me, I ran until I lost him, and stood gasping in the street, angrily telling myself to get my breath back.
After that I knew I was in too bitter a mood to have any success searching for work, so instead I found myself wandering the streets in search of dropped coins. But I was looking for a miracle. In Tarot any coin would be snatched up almost instantly by street children, and I wouldn't have the strength to fight them for it. I had not eaten since yesterday morning – my stomach felt hollow and my limbs ached from the effort of walking. A hunched old woman told me in a croak that I looked as though I would be dead before her, then cackled triumphantly as she shuffled away.
I headed back to our room earlier than usual, disheartened and exhausted, but with something nagging at my mind. I can't quite explain it, but I had the peculiar feeling that something was closing in on us. Whether that something was destiny, a trap or both, it was too early to say, but it could hardly be worse than starvation or the poorhouse, which would be the only choices left to us if things did not change soon.
*
Just after seven o'clock on the fifth day of Summer, I stood gazing out our window at the sunset, clutching a scrap of bread and trying to resist shoving it all in my mouth at once. In this town all sunset meant – except that you should get indoors quickly before someone knifed you in the face – was that the dim daylight grew dimmer and streaks of orange and pink clouded the fog in the eastern sky. Nevertheless, it was one of the only pretty sights to be seen in Tarot, so I watched it and thought of all the places far away where other people might be watching the sunset – or watching it rise, or looking at the stars. At that moment, I would have taken any of those places over where I was.
That was when I saw the thing.
At first it looked like a leaf floating in an updraft, but it caught my eye and I watched as it drew closer, its features beginning to emerge from the fog: small fluttering wings like a butterfly's, a sharp black beak. Its colour stood out against the grey: a deep, blood red, an odd colour for a bird. Unlike the other birds over Tarot, this little red one did not circle or swoop for food, but flew straight, skirting over the rooftops without taking its beady eyes off its destination: our window.
Maybe it had known I would be standing there at that time. Maybe I had known, somewhere in me, that it was coming. But whatever peaceful sense of wonder I felt at seeing the bird appear shattered into sharp pieces when it hurtled towards the window –
'Holy piss!'
– and landed, with a click of tiny claws, on top of the stove.
'What's going on?' asked Ellstone, poking his nose out from some supremely boring book about Kyland history.
Not taking my eyes off the bird, I reached out to check the window. My fingers, like my eyes, found it closed and unbroken. The bird had passed right through the glass pane as if it were air. It pecked at the stove with its black beak, dripping a dark substance from its plumage.
'Hello,' I said. 'You're an ugly bundle of feathers, aren't you? Do you want a bit of bread crust?'
I held some out to it, but it did not seem interested. It simply tilted its head curiously.
'Oh, I expect you've already eaten. People don't like to feed other people, but they're always willing to feed a bird, aren't they? Even if they don't, you can fly through glass. Yeah, you've got this whole eating thing sewn up. In fact, maybe you can bring us back some goodies from other people's kitchens some time. I like grapberry pie and coral fizz, for the record.'
Its eyes bored into me, unfeeling as lumps of coal. I shifted uncomfortably.
'Speaking of food, I bet you'd taste pretty good to an empty stomach. You should fly away before I get any ideas.'
My merciful hand thumped the stove top, hoping the bird would take the hint and fly back through the window pane before my joke became a reality, but it just hopped to the side and kept staring.
Ellstone was beside me now, peering at the creature. 'Did you let it in?'
'No, it found its own way. Through the glass.'
'Oh. That's a bit weird.'
'Really? Any more helpful insights?'
Ellstone examined the bird for a few seconds, then his eyes widened and he stumbled backwards.
'What's the matter?'
'I think I know what it is,' he said, almost whispering. 'Look at it. Look closer.'
I lowered myself so my eyes were level with the bird, and noticed a thin wooden tube tied to one of its stalk-like legs.
'It's a carrier bird!' I said. 'It has a message.'
'Yes, but it's not just any carrier bird. What do you think it's covered in?'
For the first time I paid attention to the dark substance dripping from the bird onto the stove. It was deep red, almost black, the same deep red almost black that saturated the bird's feathers. My stomach turned.
'Take the message off its leg,' hissed Ellstone, who seemed frozen with fear. 'It won't leave until we take it.'
The bird watched me as with shaking fingers I gripped its leg and fumbled to untie the message tube. As the tube clattered to the floor, a deafening bang shook the room. In a wave of burning light the bird vanished, replaced by a column of black smoke and a truly disturbing odour.
'What the hell just happened?' I shouted, as if knowing what the creature was made Ellstone responsible for its actions.
Ellstone did not reply – he had leapt onto the bed, and stood covering his ears and muttering to himself. I turned back to the stove and examined the bloodstains where the bird had been, now joined by a streak of scorched black. The stove had not been lit all day, but it felt hot to the touch.
'What happened, Ellstone?' I asked, grabbing my brother and trying to pull his hands from his ears. 'What was that thing?'
'The message,' he mumbled. 'The message.'
I remembered, and retrieved the message tube from the floor.
'Don't open it here!' Ellstone protested, agitation breaking him out of his trance. 'It could be cursed, and I'm probably within the curse radius!'
'Good. I'll get less on me.'
Ellstone watched me through his fingers as I pulled a roll of paper from the tube. It was beautifully brown, crinkled and weathered, just like the ones people send in adventure stories. Large, curly letters in shiny black ink covered the paper, but I could only squint bewildered at the words they formed.
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I slumped into my chair in disappointment, clutching the letter. 'I can't read it! It's in another language! Epa jol eret makas –'
'We cannot explain,' translated Ellstone.
I stared at him. 'You know it.'
'That's ancient Gardurian,' he said, looking at me weirdly. 'Everyone knows it, don't they?'
'No, only people with no lives. Here!' I shoved the letter towards him; he flinched away from it. 'It's not going to hurt you. But I might if you don't stop being a baby and tell me what it says.'
Gingerly he took the letter. His lips moved as he translated the words in his head, and his eyes widened as they scanned further down the paper.
'No,' he said.
'What?'
'It has to be a joke. Only it can't be. Only it has to be.'
'Just tell me what it says, will you?'
'I can only do a rough translation.'
'That's fine! Tell me!'
Ellstone looked apologetic as he read, haltingly. 'Raining family, We cannot explain who we are or our exact purpose in contacting you. Know only that we have great need of your abilities. Power is in the hands of foolish individuals who cannot see beyond their own petty lives. Plans are being made which, should they go ahead, will endanger the world as we know it. It is up to us to make certain that these plans are stopped before this occurs. Be at the Perfect Pitcher Alehouse in Qualmgate as soon as humanly possible. Please come. We need your help.'
He looked up at me anxiously.
I started. 'There's no signature?'
'No.'
'Nothing on the other side? Invisible ink?'
'I can't see any.'
'Must be working then. Give it here.'
I lit a candle and held the letter as close to it as I dared, tilting it this way and that. Nothing more presented itself.
'It's mad,' said Ellstone finally.
'Of course it is!' I said, waving the letter at him. 'It was delivered by an exploding bird! It's all brown and crinkly and torn around the edges! What did you expect?'
'We can't go.'
'Hold on a minute. Where's Qualmgate?'
'Across the sea. In Vumarule. We can't go.'
'Vumarule!' Excitement rushed through me. 'Let's go to Vumarule!'
'No,' said Ellstone, looking at me with his serious eyes. He didn't know I was serious too.
'Why not?'
'Do you want me to make a list of why not? We don't even know who sent it, but they sound like raving lunatics. Honestly! "Endanger the world as we know it" indeed! "Great need of your abilities" – my foot!'
'Don't tell me you think we should ignore it,' I said warningly.
'Don't tell me you think we should do what it says!' rallied Ellstone. 'It doesn't make any sense, Tay! What abilities do we have that they would need? And who are they? And why didn't they just send the letter through the postal service? Stamps aren't that expensive! And – and why is it all brown and crinkly like you said? And why did they write it in Gardurian instead of Alvari? I'm not the only one who can understand it, it's not exactly an uncrackable code, anyone can read it if they have some time and coffee and a reference book in front of them!'
'Don't you want to find out the answers to all those questions?'
'Yes, but not if it means walking into a trap! What else could this be?'
'Stop being so negative,' I said. Then, as an added insult, 'You know what your problem is? You've got no sense of adventure.'
'I don't want a sense of adventure.'
'That's one of the symptoms of not having one. Come on, this is the only ray of light we have. We're going to die here, Elly, we're going to die in this pissing town if we don't get out soon.'
'I can't believe this!' said Ellstone crossly. 'I had a plan. We could have gone to Merry Mourning, we could have joined the army. It wasn't a perfect idea, but it made more sense than going along with this ridiculous game. That's all it is, Tay, a game! And probably a dangerous one.'
'You don't know what it is,' I snapped. 'But whoever wrote this has some sense. "Power is in the hands of foolish individuals" – I've always known that. All my life, but I never thought we could do anything about it. Not until now.'
We glared at each other, breathless from trying to get our arguments out. That was when the door rattled open and Miller stepped in from the cold grey outside.
'You'll never believe what happened at work today,' he began, then saw our expressions. 'What's going on?' he asked, shaking off his coat and sitting down.
Ellstone and I exchanged glances, then joined him. I filled him in on the insane events of the last ten minutes. When I got to the end, Miller continued to stare at me in amazement.
'So … any thoughts?' I asked.
Miller took a deep breath. 'The bird thing was probably summoned from another world by vumas.'
Ellstone looked miserable. 'Why do I always have to be right?'
I blinked. 'Summoned?'
'Yes.'
'From another world?'
'Mmm.'
'By vumas.'
'Probably.'
'Summoned how, exactly?'
'If I remember right, the normal procedure is for eleven vumas to form a circle and chant some ancient –'
'Let me stop you there. Eleven vumas?'
'Normally,' said Miller. 'Any prime number is good, but eleven is standard for most summonings.'
'And why would they want to summon that bird thing?'
'A bloodbird. Amazing creatures. People have tried to replicate them with enchantments, but nothing has come close so far. They can carry a message anywhere you tell them – to tiny shacks on mountaintops, to people trapped miles underground – and nothing in this world can stop them. They're the most reliable way to send a message with no chance of interception. Not that they're used much, of course, because …' He hesitated.
'Because?' I prompted.
Ellstone cut in. 'Because in order to summon a bloodbird, you have to kill someone.'
Miller nodded.
The air in the room seemed to grow thin at that moment. My head spun. Somewhere, probably far away, eleven vumas had gathered just to send us this message. And to make sure no one could possibly intercept it, they had ended a life. We, the Rainings, forgotten by the world, were worth killing for. As horrified as I felt, it was hard not to see this as some sort of chilling compliment. Whatever the point of the message, we could at the very least be sure that it was not a joke.
'That's why those vumas were spying on us!' I burst out. 'Trying to work out if we were the ones they were looking for!'
'What do you mean "the ones they were looking for"?' demanded Ellstone. 'There's nothing special about us.'
'The vumas seem to disagree! And I bet they know better than we do. Chosen ones never know they're chosen from the start. They have to be protected.'
'From what?'
'From the truth! If they knew the truth about themselves, they would be in grave danger all their lives! Don't you read anything, Elly?'
He scowled. 'None of the sort of nonsense you're talking about. What truth could there be about us? Do you really think there's a prophecy that says three poor children from Tarot will save the world? Do we have any dark secrets in our past? Miller, do you have a fiery and fractured soul tormented by inner demons?'
'Not so I've noticed,' Miller admitted.
'Well, maybe they just want me,' I said. 'The letter doesn't say which of us has the abilities they so greatly need. In case you haven't noticed, I'm the one with the question mark on my hand.'
'Oh for – not the question mark again,' Ellstone whined. 'It doesn't even really look like a question mark! It's just a bendy blob! It's more like a banana!'
'You have to squint.' I thrust my hand at his face. He pushed it away.
'I don't want to squint. I want to see the world as it is.'
'Fine then.' I squared my shoulders defiantly. 'If neither of you are willing, I'll go on my own.'
Ellstone started. 'Tay, you can't!'
'Come with me, then.'
'Tay, it's obviously a trap. Only vumas can summon bloodbirds – they're dangerous, remember? Weren't you listening to my story? Even in peace time, estimates say they kill one of us every day. And people are saying there's a war coming.'
Something about what he said irritated me. 'They kill one of us every day? Which one? You, me or Miller?' I glanced around the room. 'Nope, we're all still alive.'
'You know what I mean, Tay. Please don't act stupid.'
'Then please don't talk rubbish, Elly. Do you think for one second that the sort of humans you're talking about would ever admit to belonging to the same species as us?'
'You haven't a clue, have you? The Ninety saved us from the vumas so many times in the Age of War, and you claim that all they care about is themselves!'
'Because that's who they saved,' I said. 'Themselves. Look around. Do you think it would matter to them if the whole of Tarot was destroyed by a vuman attack? No. They don't care that it's destroying itself, so what's the difference? They would use it as an excuse to go and slice up a few more vumas, but they wouldn't have any real complaints about it, except that their supply of cheap labour would dry up. Humans don't look after each other. They look after themselves. And the only "us" that exists is the three of us. Understand?'
'Do you know how many wars the vumas have started, Tay? Eleven. In four centuries! And that's not counting all those vuman rebels always attacking Merry Mourning.'
'I can see how they feel!' I yelled. 'They're descended from the people of Merry Mourning, aren't they? Well, so am I, and I hate them as well. They've done nothing but keep us imprisoned here all our lives, and it's about time we did something about it! And you thought we should go and join with them? You're an idiot, Ellstone Raining, a real idiot.'
'You don't know what you're talking about!' shouted Ellstone, on his feet now. 'The vumas are the evil ones!'
'Let's find out then, shall we?' I yelled, and grabbed the book of ship times from under Ellstone's chair where it lay. He followed my thought process and lunged to seize the book from me, but ended up on the floor. I found the page I wanted and whipped my finger down it, moving my lips. Then I slammed the book and threw it down.
'There's a ship to Qualmgate at half past eight,' I said. 'We don't have much time.'
'You can't be serious!' said Ellstone as I picked up my coat.
'I told you, you don't have to come with me,' I said, 'but I'm going.'
I slung my coat about my shoulders, strode to the door, flung it open and marched out onto the iron staircase, knowing that Ellstone would follow. I was being stubborn, awkward and unreasonable, but so was my brother, and I could not stay in our tiny, airless room any longer if there was even a chance of getting out of Tarot that night.
Ellstone cascaded down the stairs after me. 'You can't do this!' he screamed, grabbing my arm. 'You're making a terrible mistake!'
I fought to ignore him, shaking him free as I reached street level. Black shapes blurred past me as I walked. The high walls of smoke-belching factories and smoke-blackened tenements loomed over the street. The rain fell heavier than normal, drumming a rhythmless beat on every surface, turning to mist as it hit the ground, covering the street in a swirling haze.
Could we have powers which we didn't know about? Had the vumas seen them in us as they followed us around over the past weeks, watching our every move, our every action? Had they seen my hatred for my parents, for Merry Mourning, for human society as it stood? And had they added all this up and realised that we would help them – that I would help them, at least? It seemed that way. There could be no other explanation for the letter. I sped up, looking only at the cobbles before me, turning corners, putting one foot in front of the other. It was happening, we were getting out of here. I felt as though a part of me was already on that ship, making ready to sail away from Tarot — now I had to catch up or it would leave me for good and I would never again have the willpower to follow it.
As I approached the docks I felt Ellstone tugging at my arm again.
'We shouldn't be here, Tay,' he said unhappily.
He was right. The docks were a particularly savage part of Tarot. From where we stood I could see at least three shadowy figures who had probably come here to prey on disoriented foreigners alighting from ships, but would settle for malnourished local children. I put my arm around Ellstone and led him away from these figures, under a dubious shelter where a lantern stood atop a stack of forgotten crates. Even over the rain I could hear the lapping of the sea. It smelled like salt, smog and rotten fish; perhaps this last smell came from the crates.
I examined Ellstone in our little pool of light. I could tell he was crying, though the rain on his face hid most of his tears. It was Tarot that had done this, turned my little brother into a nervous wreck who couldn't hope to look after himself, who fled from real life and hid in books, who put on a learned face during the daytime and cried through the night. It hurt my heart to see him cry at something I had done, but there was no way to help him without hurting him a little bit along the way. All I could do was hold him tight until he stopped trembling.
'It's all right,' I said, fixing his rainswept hair. 'You'll be all right. I won't let you out of my sight, I promise. And if anything bad happens, we'll turn back. But we have to go. This could be our only chance to get out of Tarot. And we have to get out of here. You know that.'
'You're serious, aren't you?' said Ellstone quietly, as if he didn't expect me to take any notice anyway. He was right on both counts.
'Did Miller follow us?' I asked, whirling around to look for him in the hazy waterfalls that surrounded the shelter. 'Of course he didn't. Well, let's find the ship we want, then we can go back for him. Is there anything else you need to bring? Gods, you're not even wearing your coat.'
I removed mine and put it around him. Water saturated even the inside, so the transaction probably made us both colder, but he thanked me in a tiny voice.
A figure stepped into the shelter beside us – when it shrugged off the layer of rain that clung to it, I beheld the features of a tough old dockhand with a white moustache. He lit a pipe and frowned at us.
'You kids shouldn't be here.'
'We're waiting for a ship,' I said.
'What ship?'
'The one at half past eight. To Qualmgate.'
'To Qualmgate?' For a moment I expected the man to launch into a tirade against the vumas, but instead his face softened. 'It's beautiful over there in the Summer. Beautiful. The sea cliffs, and the forests, and the rushing rivers. There's nothing like them in Mlarwell, nothing like them anywhere else in the wide wide world … but you'll see.'
I nudged Ellstone and smiled encouragingly. He looked almost reassured.
The old man continued. 'Mind you, if it all goes bad while you're over there, I'd get the hell out. Run for the hills. Somewhere they won't find you. They'll use their tracking spells, of course. Oh, there's no hiding from them really.' He smiled. 'But have a lovely time. Try their moonwhisky, there's nothing like it anywhere else in the wide wide world.'
Ellstone's hand gripped mine like a vice. I glared at the man. 'Where's our ship?'
'That'll be the Lady Carthine.' The man pointed into the darkness, to a crooked mass heaving and creaking on the waves. It looked as though it may only be staying afloat by happy chance.
'It's perfect,' I said sincerely.
'It's not safe here. You should get aboard and into your cabin before you get robbed.'
'Don't worry,' I said. 'We don't have much –'
The word 'money' melted on my lips like a grapberry. The single most important object in Tarot, and I had forgotten all about it. The thing on which every hope, every ambition, every dream turned, and we had none. Oh, you could try all you liked. You could spend every waking moment trying – trying to protect the people you loved, trying to make the world, or at least your little corner of it, a better place. But without money, what could you do? Nothing. That had always been the way. How had I forgotten it now?
With the few pitiful coins from under our bed, we could do nothing. We could not hope to get anywhere in a foreign land. We could not even board a ship.
The old man finished his smoke, muttered something and wandered off, leaving us alone in the cold. After that we must have stood for ten minutes in silence, as all my helplessness flooded back.
'Tay,' said Ellstone, frightened. 'Tay, please don't cry. I don't know what to do when you cry.'
Fate was not closing in on us. Fate's no good if it's on the other side of an uncrossable ocean. If this were fate, wouldn't it give us the means to reach it? But perhaps fate was not interested in us after all. Perhaps it was just passing and felt like having a joke at our expense, toying with us one final time before tossing us back into Tarot, to sink at last in the sea of human suffering, to surrender to the poorhouse and the life of slavery that awaited us there, to lose ourselves and each other for good.
The Jewelled Money Box
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
Even before I learned about the bloodbird, it had been an odd day.
It began with thinking about Alto Bracken. His smug, unshaven face swam before my eyes as I left for work and clattered down the iron staircase to the street.
I first met Alto shortly after I started working for Thistler. He dropped in at the office one day, introducing himself as one of the most senior scientists from the Halls of the Ninety and claiming to be interested in seeing how a small enchantment business like ours operated. He was in his early twenties, though his lack of social skills and sardonic way of speaking made him seem younger. Instantly I felt like at least his equal, though clearly he never saw it that way.
For some reason he took a particular interest in me, perhaps thinking I saw him as a wise mentor rather than an annoying show-off. He even asked to meet my family, which he did, though Tay and Ellstone took very little notice of him. That was, until he happened to mention that he was our cousin, at which point Tay began badgering him for information about our parents. Alto was evasive, but she did find out that they were enlisted in the military, and that Alto's mother was the genius sister of our own.
From that point on, Alto came to Tarot roughly once a year to check in on the chants trade, and always insisted on visiting us while he was in town. These visits tended to be awkward; Tay did most of the talking while I glowered at Alto and Ellstone sat in silence with a book. When he left, Alto would always say 'And maybe I'll see you in Merry Mourning some time, Miller!' That was what I hated most about him, I decided; he saw me as constantly struggling to get where he was, rather than simply following a different path.
By the time I arrived at Thistler's Secondhand Goods, my brain was boiling despite the icy morning fog. The bell above the door jingled cheerfully as I let myself in. I turned the sign round to say 'OPEN' and clumped through the darkened shop interior that served as the false front for our business. The room was full of secondhand goods which I had never so much as glanced at, but now that Thistler had told me, I noticed they did indeed show signs of having been rescued from dustbins. The shelves were arrayed with dented candlesticks, moth-eaten clothes, battered books and splintered furniture. The sour smell that had baffled me since the false front was set up finally made sense.
A sound behind me broke my reverie. The bell jingled again as someone else stepped into the shop. I turned around, and froze.
'I wonder,' said the vuma, 'if you can help me.'
His skin was the same Mlarwell pale as mine, just as it had been every time he followed me, but his suit and squint nose perfectly matched Ellstone's description of the vuma who had killed a guard at the west gate. I guessed that the reversion of his skin colour back to its natural vuman tones had been down to a lapse in concentration; now, however, he was in control again, and staring at me.
Not quite processing what he had said, I asked, 'Can I help you?'
'I hope so, I hope so,' he said. 'I require a certain service, and I hope you'll be able to provide it.'
My brain, meanwhile, helpfully presented me with several interesting facts: this man could weave spells, he could shoot bolts of lightning out of his fingertips, he had a violent grudge against humans, he had killed at least one, and now he stood before me – he had singled me out for something, but what, what?
'What?' I asked.
'Would it be possible,' he said slowly, 'for me to pawn an item of mine that is of some value, and then to return at a later date and retrieve it for a somewhat higher sum?'
I blinked, caught off guard. I don't know what I had expected him to request, but it was nothing this mundane. Plus I had not the faintest idea how this part of the shop was supposed to work. As far as I knew he was the first customer ever to want to use it. But I decided it would be best to give the lightning-shooting madman what he wanted and worry about procedure later.
'Yes, yes, that sounds possible. I mean yes,' I said. 'We do do that, I think. I mean, I'm sure we do. Let's see what it is then … sir. If you don't mind.'
'Excellent,' said the vuma, and produced a small paper package. He laid it on the dusty shop counter and began to unwrap it. 'I hope you will keep it safe for me. I could not bear to lose it.'
My gaze fell on the glittering item before me. I could not tell exactly what its purpose was, as I could not see past the extravagant decoration that covered it: rubies, rivoras, kingstones, emeralds, sapphires, kerralds – almost every kind of precious stone I had ever seen, and I had seen many in my days as an identifier. This vuma was clearly wealthy; perhaps he owned a successful magic mill, one of the places that made the chants we sold. Who else could afford a jewel-encrusted … a gem-adorned … whatever-it-was?
'It's nice,' I said blankly.
'It is more than nice,' corrected the vuma.
'It … must be expensive.'
This comment seemed to please him more. 'It is a money box,' he said, obviously recognising the uncertainty in my voice. 'I've had it since I was a child. I am sad to be parting with it in such an undignified way, but I must do so. In a few days a large amount of money will come into my possession, but I need a small deposit now in order to facilitate that. How much will you give me for it?'
What should I say? One gold? A hundred? A thousand? We didn't have a thousand. I wasn't even sure we kept any money in this part of the shop. I sidled over to the rusting till and popped it open, trying to look as though I was mulling over the vuma's question. A small heap of coins shone dully up at me. I added them up under my breath.
'Four gold,' I murmured, thinking I would have to go upstairs and raid Thistler's secret drawer.
'Four gold?' said the vuma, his eyes shining.
'No, I meant –'
'That would be acceptable, I suppose. As I said, I don't require much, and the less I take the less interest I will have to pay later, correct?'
'I … maybe.'
The vuma held out a bony hand and I dropped the selection of coins into it. Just as I thought it may be safe to breathe again, he grasped my hand and grinned at me.
'Remember though: I shall be coming back to collect the money box in a few days. Keep it safe for me, will you? But it is quite empty, so you need not concern yourself with the security of what is inside.'
I hoped he could not feel my thundering pulse. 'Fine, fine,' I said. 'Glad to do business with you, Mr …?'
'My name is Tane Ealorman. And it was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr Raining.'
Fear closed around me like a fist as he turned to leave. Mr Raining. Had he deliberately revealed that he knew my name, or had this been a mistake? Would he turn back to me any second, drawling 'Damn, now I'm going to have to kill you'? No. He merely slipped out the door with a merry jingle and disappeared into the rain. Only then did my heart begin the gradual process of slowing to its normal speed.
I sat down on one of the musty old chairs and tried to get my thoughts in order. I pulled the jewelled money box towards me and ran my fingers along its edges. Some of the gems felt rough and sharp and dug into my fingertips. A coin-sized slot on the top revealed only darkness. Carefully I lifted the box to feel its weight, and something rattled inside. I set the box down, located a tiny key protruding from the front, turned it with a click, and slowly opened the lid.
Inside, gold coins glinted up at me, fourteen or fifteen of them, catching the dim light from the window and transforming it into a white that dazzled me.
I closed the lid and gazed around the shop to check that my eyes still worked. At that moment, the door jingled again, causing me to leap from my chair. Thistler peered at me through the gloom.
'Mornin' Miller,' he said in his well-rehearsed way, though with a hint of confusion. 'What are you doing down here?'
I picked up the money box and edged to the side of the room, where I hid it behind a toy bear leaking stuffing onto a shelf. 'Just … trying to clean up this part of the shop, sir.'
'Well, don't go spendin' too long cleanin'. Remember we got that shipment of chamber items to Eldermoon to deal with. That's our priority.'
'Yes, sir. I'll get right to it. Just have to … fix this bear's coat, sir. It's a bit scruffy, isn't it? Might be putting off potential customers, sir.'
'Right you are,' said Thistler, and wandered off to the stairs looking bewildered.
The moment he was out of sight I stopped adjusting the bear's coat and took out the money box again, placing it on the counter. I opened it. The gold coins still lay inside, glinting almost mischievously as if they knew they shouldn't be there. 'It is quite empty,' the vuma had said, 'so you need not concern yourself with the security of what is inside.' What did that mean? That he had forgotten about this little stash of gold? Surely not. Was I being tested? Or were his words an invitation, and these coins an offering of some kind?
Whatever the explanation, we needed money. This looked like more than the amount our parents used to give us every year. And it belonged to a murderer, an immeasurably wealthy murderer at that, a person in no dire need of this measurable sum. If he had forgotten he had this money, where was the harm in taking it? And if he was offering it to me, who was I to refuse?
Perhaps to some people this would have been more of a dilemma. But time was passing, bringing brighter daylight spilling in through the windows, and the creaks of Thistler pacing the office above were growing more impatient. So I poured the gold coins from the jewelled money box onto the desk, shovelled them into my coat pocket, and replaced the box on the shelf behind the stuffed bear. Then I went upstairs and absorbed myself in identifying, until my pocketful of gold coins and my encounter with Mr Ealorman were completely forgotten.
*
Now, walking down the rain-drenched street towards the docks, I reached into my coat pocket and felt the cold hard gold against my fingertips. I did not know quite what I planned to do when I reached the docks, but I assumed my brain had a plan it hadn't seen fit to tell me yet.
None of the day's events felt real, but I had to deal with them all the same. So, after a bit of bewildered sitting around, I had decided I should probably go after my siblings. Tay had threatened to go off on wild adventures before, and usually she returned in time for tea, muttering excuses. But looking back on this evening's conversation, there had been something in her voice beyond the usual petulance. Perhaps it was desperation. Perhaps this time I ought to be worried.
The maze-like terraces of Tarot terminated in a cluster of lively establishments that catered to visitors looking for warm food, warm beds and warm bodies. Passing these, I came to the docks, where the sea met the sky in a haze of salty smog. Sailors shouted in coarse Tindertongue between heaving decks and creaking jetties. I kept my head down.
I found Tay and Ellstone huddled under a shelter with a stack of crates. (I briefly wondered whether these contained any cargo being smuggled to or from Thistler's shop.) Tay stood blinking out at some imagined world beyond the sea fog, while Ellstone kept his eyes on the more immediate dangers of Tarot. He caught sight of me first, and tugged at her arm. She started when she saw me, and wiped the rain from her eyes. It was only when I joined them under the shelter that I realised how utterly soaked I was, from hair to shoes.
'If you're really going,' I said, reaching for Tay's hand, 'you'll need this more than I will.'
I dropped the money into her palm. She gasped, and took a step back, so stunned by the sight that she almost dropped the coins onto the splintered wooden boards under our feet, from where they would very likely have rolled through the cracks and washed away.
'Where did you get it?' was all she could find to say.
'It was in a money box someone pawned at the shop. He's rich, and he's not a very nice person. Didn't you say that makes it all right to steal?'
She nodded blankly and held one of the gold coins close to her eye. Pressed into its face were the pillars of the Halls of the Ninety in Merry Mourning. Even this was not enough to make Tay hurl it into the sea.
'I brought your coat too,' I said to Ellstone, 'and the bloodbird's letter. I couldn't think of anything else you would need. Nothing that we have, anyway. You can always buy supplies in Qualmgate, I suppose.'
Tay put on Ellstone's coat for the sake of symmetry. Then she finally took in what I had said, and glared at me. 'What do you mean "you"? You're coming with us.'
I smiled and shook my head. 'You two layabouts may not have jobs, but I do. What if it turns out to be a trick, or just a dead end? Someone'll have to keep earning money to pay the rent on our room. Who else is going to?'
'But you can't – you're not happy here, are you?'
'I'm happy enough.'
She crossed her arms. 'No, Miller, we are absolutely not leaving you behind, and that's final.'
My smile wavered a little. She thought she believed what she was saying, but I was not so sure. In all her schemes to get us out of Tarot, I had been mentioned, yes – but as an afterthought, a piece that didn't quite fit, just as I didn't fit in Ellstone's plan to go to Merry Mourning. This was not my adventure to embark upon. I was an identifier, and that was all.
'It's not as if we're saying goodbye,' I said. 'Whatever this letter's about, it can't keep us apart for long. Either it's nothing, and you'll come back home, or it's something, and I can come and join you.'
'But we'll miss you,' said Tay.
'You can send me letters.'
'Of course we will!' my sister blurted out. 'Of course! We'll send you letters every day! We'll summon bloodbirds if we have to –'
'Please don't,' I cut in.
'– and we'll tell you everything that's going on, and if it turns out that it's safe, and if … if we find somewhere we can stay somehow – for good, I mean – we'll send you a message and you can quit your job and join us.'
'And you can do the same if you get captured by vumas and need rescuing,' I said, only half my smile left.
'That won't happen,' said Tay, waving her hand dismissively. Ellstone glared at her. 'All right then,' she said, prodding him. 'In that case, you come up with a code word. Something we can put in a letter to Miller if we need him to ride into Qualmgate on a white horse and save us.'
Ellstone's eyebrows wrinkled. 'What sort of code word?'
'A word that looks harmless, but one that we won't put in by mistake.'
My little brother chewed this over for a moment, frowning with intense thought. Then he said, 'Hippopotamus.'
'What does that mean?'
'It's a big grey mammal that they have in Akra.'
'Great,' said Tay. 'Miller, if you get a letter with the word "hippopotamus" in it, you'll know we need help. But we won't!'
'We'll see about that,' said Ellstone quietly.
I smiled. He at least was going to be all right. Or as all right as he ever was.
'Shall we go and look at the ship?' suggested Tay, and we left the shelter and hurried along a rattling jetty to where a ramshackle ship was moored. Painted letters spelling the name 'LADY CARTHINE' lurched back and forth in the darkness as the tide passed beneath its hull. The ship's crew were making ready to sail by doing all sorts of things I didn't fully understand, involving thick, coarse ropes, swivelling wooden beams and the folds of the sails. There seemed to be very few other passengers, but a small group chatted under an umbrella on the deck. From their fine clothing, I guessed they were visitors from some more prosperous locale. Tay made sure to stick her tongue out at them as she handed some gold coins to the ship's purser, but they had already averted their eyes from the three scruffy scrawny urchins on the gangplank. The purser told Tay and Ellstone the ship was already late in departing, and that they had best hurry aboard if they didn't want to be left behind.
And so we said our goodbyes, which were not as painful as they could have been because we knew whatever happened we would not be apart for long. Nevertheless, Tay hugged me, and we shared a look which she probably intended to communicate more than it actually did. Even Ellstone consented to a quick, anxious hug. Then that was out of the way, and Tay looked to the sea.
'Look!' she said. 'You can see the sky is clearer over that way.'
'Can you?' said Ellstone, squinting sceptically into the fog.
'Of course it is. The sun always shines in Qualmgate.'
'How do you know? You never read anything about other places.'
'I know,' she said, with complete conviction, 'because it's somewhere that isn't here.'
Two sailors with thick salt and pepper beards came by to take up the gangplank, forcing us to choose our sides. Tay pulled Ellstone onto the ship before he could protest any further, and I stood back on the jetty as the plank was lifted away.
So, that was that. Perhaps in that moment everything that followed was decided. That was how my siblings ended up travelling to Vumarule when most sensible humans were fleeing from it. That was how they ended up at the heart of the danger when war finally broke out. And that was how I ended up staying behind.
When the ship finally began to move, I walked alongside as far as I could. It heaved its way past the jetty towards the swirls of evening fog that hung over the sea.
'We'll send you a letter as soon as we're there!' Tay promised, leaning so far over the side I thought she was about to topple out. 'Make sure you're all ready to leave! And don't let Thistler overwork you in the meantime! And remember to lock the door when you go to bed! And don't light matches when you're in the toilet!'
'I don't know about this,' said Ellstone from somewhere behind her.
'Too late now!' she called over her shoulder. Turning back to me, she smiled sadly and pressed her hands to her lips. I had reached the end of the jetty, but the Lady Carthine kept on moving.
'Miller,' she said.
'Tay,' I said.
There should have been something more, but there wasn't – it wasn't coming. The distance between us grew and grew, until my sister and brother were little more than ghostly images, becoming ever ghostlier as the ship bore them off into the fog.
The last I heard of them was Ellstone saying, 'Oh crap! I forgot to return my library books.'
Part Two
Rising Tensions
Combat Evaluation
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
Standing in this strange room in this strange city, my bare feet pressing against cold stone, my bare skin warmed by the sun, I suddenly wondered if I was dreaming. The old woman looked at me oddly when I pinched myself.
'I can't believe I'm actually here,' I explained.
The old woman hustled me into a pair of maroon coloured leggings. 'Why not, dearie?'
I gave her a puzzled smile. 'It's Merry Mourning!'
I raised my leg to let her clip two armoured legplates around it: one on the thigh and one on the shin. I tried bending my knee. It felt oddly mechanical, but I could do it.
'I remember when young women in the army wore skirts of leather strips,' said the old woman, sounding a little sad. 'It was so much better for manoeuvrability. That's what they said, anyway. I'm not convinced the designers didn't just want to see a bit of leg.'
A current of cool air wafted in through a window and swept around me, tickling my skin playfully. It was a bright day outside, and every room in the Halls of the Ninety seemed built to let the sun in. This one was high above ground, but you could hear scrapes and grunts from outside, and looking down you could see people practising swordplay in the courtyards. When the swords caught the sun they looked like streaks of white fire. Beyond these courtyards, and beyond the green lawns, the Halls of the Ninety rose again and stretched grandly into the distance. The Halls were almost a city by themselves. I could not imagine what all these buildings could be used for.
The woman told me to raise my arms, then dropped a flowing mass of metal over my head. I fought to surface from it, and when I did I found myself weighed down by a shirt of heavy crimson chainmail. I had no time to breathe before the woman clamped a shell of shining silver armour around my chest and fastened it as tight as a corset. I gasped.
'You'll get used to it,' said the woman unconvincingly. 'Get your boots on and then we'll do your armguards.'
By the time she had finished with me, I felt like an ant carrying an iron. Last of all, she handed me a sword, which almost caused me to topple over on the spot.
'Remember, you don't have to disarm her,' the woman reassured me, tugging the strap of my helmet tighter so the metal almost came down over my eyes. 'No one ever does. You just have to show her your potential.'
She gave me a friendly shove on the backside. It sent me most of the way to the door.
I turned back to her, the end of my sword clanking and sparking on the floor. 'Which way is it?'
'Up the first stairs you come to. Two flights, then the first door on your left and down the corridor until you see the sign.'
'Okay,' I said uncertainly, trying to fit my sword into the scabbard on my belt. 'Thanks. And thanks so much for fitting me. It's really very exciting.'
'Just come back if it gives you any trouble, dearie,' said the woman, already engrossed in repairing another chainmail shirt with pliers.
I felt a wave of fondness wash through me as I left Armoury 16. The Kyland army seemed like a huge, intricate machine which depended on everyone doing their part to keep it moving, yet they still had time to be friendly. It was more than I had hoped for. Now I hoped more than anything that they would let me stay.
My uniform jingled as I heaved myself up the stairs, smiling at the other young soldiers I passed. They wore the same uniform as me but walked with such grace and balance that I felt embarrassed by my own lumbering gait.
When at last I came to the door marked 'Evaluation Room 4', I found myself hesitating. Somewhere beneath the chainmail that dug into my flesh, my heart pounded. I didn't want to be rejected from the army. Despite all the tears I had cried when I said goodbye to my family and friends at home, I didn't want to go back there, not as a failure. More than anything I wanted to stay here, to prove that I could do something on my own.
As I braced myself to knock, the door swung open and a girl a bit older than me walked out, glowing with pride. She wished me good luck and held the door for me, so I had to go in.
Inside stood a woman who greeted me without a smile or much of an introduction, but I knew she was Commander Menx. She led the division I would be joining if I did well in this test — if I could find a way to disarm her or, more likely, if I succeeded in showing her my potential. She was tall, with brown eyes, short, scruffy hair and sturdy arms, and she wore a beautiful set of armour in the same red and silver as my uniform. Her breastplate was carved with those Cochlean spirals that are supposed to look like snails.
'Miss Thomas, is it? I have your application.'
'That's right,' I said, hearing my voice shake.
'You're the last today. Let's get straight to it, shall we?'
The clump of her boots echoed as she walked to the door and closed it behind me. The chamber was square, and empty aside from a desk and two chairs in the corner. A single window painted a hot plane of white across the centre of the room.
'Draw your weapon,' said Commander Menx, drawing her own.
I obeyed, gripping the hilt with both hands, determined to keep the blade from scraping the floor this time. It was then that I noticed how small my sword was compared to Commander Menx's. Yet she wielded hers with such ease, twirling it in circles as she surveyed me.
'Try to hit me,' she demanded.
Uncertainly I raised my sword as high as I could and moved towards her. I swung slowly, giving her plenty of time to step out of the way. She did so, with a cold calm.
'I said try to hit me,' she said. 'Hard as you can.'
I swung again, and her blade met mine in the air, holding it back with a sound that tortured my ears.
'Terrible,' said Commander Menx. 'You're waiting for me to stop you.'
I staggered as she freed my sword from hers. Its weight threw me backwards – it was all I could do to stay on my feet.
'Miss Thomas, are you sure the sword is your best weapon?'
'I've never tried any other sort of weapon, Commander,' I said, swinging again. She parried easily.
'I'm not your commander, Miss Thomas. How long have you been using a sword?'
'Since I was nine … Mrs Menx.'
'That is unfortunate. Everyone's bad at first. But it takes talent to be this terrible after years of practice.'
'I'm not used to using a sword this big, Mrs Menx.'
'That's not your problem. Your problem is you don't want to hit me, even though I've given you permission to. How do you think you would fare against an enemy who didn't give you permission?'
'I – I don't know, Mrs Menx.'
'What have you been practising on all these years?'
'Mostly air, Mrs Menx. I don't like to hurt things.' I aimed another blow, but my sweaty hands slipped on the hilt, sending the sword clattering out of my grasp and across the stone floor.
'Well, you're certainly giving the air in here a good pummelling.' Mrs Menx sighed and lowered her weapon. 'I think we should sit down.'
We sat at the desk, my heart sinking. Mrs Menx thumbed through a stack of paper – I recognised the forms I'd spent five excited hours filling in.
'You understand, Miss Thomas, that we cannot simply welcome every applicant to the Kyland army with open arms. They have to offer us something, some skill that will help us in our endeavours. And unless we can find some exceptional redeeming quality in you, I'll have to recommend –'
A knock at the door interrupted her.
'Yes?'
The man who entered wore a smart dark suit trimmed at the shoulders, waist, knees and elbows with shining plates of armour. His wavy black hair was thinning on top, but he remained quite handsome. As he strolled to the desk he flashed a smile at both of us. Only I returned it.
'What is it, Leonus?' said Mrs Menx.
He did not reply to her, but gazed at me. 'My my,' he said. 'This is good to see. New young recruits. Just what the Kyland army needs. How old are you, if you don't mind me asking?'
'I'm sixteen.'
'Sixteen. My word, isn't that marvellous, Tristis? It's inspiring to meet young people who care so much about human values.'
'Yes, inspiring,' said Mrs Menx flatly. 'Miss Thomas, this is Leonus Menx, director of military operations on the Inner Circle of the Ninety.'
'And your husband,' grinned Mr Menx. 'You always forget that part.'
'The Ninety!' I squealed, before I could stop myself. 'Crapping hell, I never thought I'd be in the same room as one of the Ninety!'
Mrs Menx looked disapproving, but Leonus threw back his head and laughed. 'You like to speak your mind, don't you? That's a fine quality in a young girl.'
'A fine quality it may be,' said Mrs Menx, sounding unconvinced, 'but not particularly helpful in a combat situation. It is my conclusion that Kisli Thomas is not yet ready to serve in the Kyland army. Quite possibly she never will be. Now, if you wish to speak with me about something else, we should go to my office.'
'Oh, come now,' said Mr Menx, leaning on the side of the desk. 'I'm sure there's more to Kisli than meets the eye. Let's have a look at these forms. Perhaps they will reveal some of her hidden talents.'
He winked at me as his wife handed him the stack of paper. I tried to suppress my squirms of excitement. Maybe I would be accepted after all!
'Lived in Qualmgate all your life,' said Mr Menx. 'You haven't travelled much, then?'
'I came here,' I said, blushing.
'On the recruiters' ship?'
'Yes.'
He nodded and went back to the forms. 'Languages spoken: Alvari. Familiarity with world cultures: none. Knowledge of survival techniques: none. Knowledge of vumas: a bit. Knowledge of enchanted items: none.' He looked up at me with a sly grin. 'Now, I don't mean to sound accusing, but is that last one true?'
'Yes,' I said immediately. 'I don't know anything about them.'
Mr Menx hid his disappointment quickly. 'No matter. Reasons for applying: you want to challenge yourself and broaden your range of knowledge and experience.'
I nodded. 'I've been depending on other people for too long. Honestly I don't know very much about the world, Mr Menx, but I'm determined to learn, if the army will give me that opportunity.' I flicked my eyes towards Mrs Menx, but she just glared at her husband.
'What an attitude!' enthused Mr Menx, who I was glad to have on my side. 'Also, you wrote that you like the uniforms.'
'They're wonderful. But a little more uncomfortable than I expected.'
'You'll get used to it,' said Mr Menx, turning over a form. 'Ah, it says here you owned a dog.'
'Two dogs,' I said proudly. 'They're Edran toadhounds. Their names are Smudge and Fudge.'
'I see. Experience with handling animals, then.'
'Leonus, I hardly think that –' began Mrs Menx.
'Excellent,' said Mr Menx, putting my forms aside. 'Well, personally I can see no reason why you should be unsuitable for the Kyland army.'
Mrs Menx stood up, and I realised she was taller than him. 'If you recall,' she said, 'it is not up to you to decide who is or is not suitable. This is my division, and I select all my soldiers personally.'
'I appreciate that,' replied Mr Menx, calmly. 'But at a time when our need is so great, we must look beyond the superficial. By the Arch, we've started letting in people who put "yes please" under "sex"!'
I stifled a laugh at the twinkle in his eye. Mrs Menx shook her head, eyes closed, as if disowning him.
'Leonus, as pure and innocent as her mind may be, Miss Thomas's flaws go well beyond the superficial. There is no room in my division for a soldier who can't bring herself to swing a sword at another human being.'
'I can learn!' I said, standing up to join them. 'I want to learn! You can teach me, can't you?'
'You see that, Tristis?' said Mr Menx. 'Absolute determination. Surely that's all we can ask for in the beginning. Have you forgotten how we started out? Tristis and I were in the same division when we were young,' he explained to me. 'Such a long time ago now. You have a lot to look forward to, girl.'
Mrs Menx looked furious. 'Get out of here, Leonus.'
'Can do,' he said, launching himself off the desk and towards the door. Before he closed it behind him, he popped his head back in. 'Remember what we talked about, Commander. We need all the soldiers we can get. If your division won't take them, it needn't be your division forever.'
When he was gone, Mrs Menx stood glaring after him for a long time, her face creased and red.
Then she said, 'Go and pick up your sword, Miss Thomas.'
I did as I was told, telling my hands to stop shaking.
Mrs Menx advanced on me with animal rage in her eyes. 'Now, hit me before I skewer you.'
I stumbled backwards, shrinking away from her. When she kept coming, I raised my sword across my chest. She attacked it with her own sword, sending sparks flying past my ears. I heard a whimper escape my throat, but this made me angry with myself, and I turned the whimper into as fierce a yell as I could muster, and thrust my sword forward. It was within an inch of Mrs Menx's stomach when she deflected it.
'Better!' she said, still enraged. 'Keep trying!'
She hit me again. I felt her blade glance off my shoulder, driving the chainmail there deeper into my flesh. I tried to make myself angry with her for this, though I knew she was only doing her job. I flailed my sword, but every move was met with a perfect countermove from Mrs Menx. As her blade swiped again at my left shoulder, I sidestepped and bumped into the desk. My elbow sent the stack of papers flying. Dozens of application forms fluttered across the room like bureaucratic butterflies.
The wild animal left Mrs Menx's eyes. 'Now look what you've done!' she snapped, trying to gather up the papers in her free hand.
I started forward to help her, but caught sight of the sword swinging distractedly in her grip. For a moment that seemed to last far too long, I stared at it, wondering.
There was a rule, you see — an archaic rule, the old woman had said, but one the Ninety had yet to revoke — that any applicant who could disarm a captain or commander of the Kyland army in one-to-one combat must be accepted into his or her division on the spot.
I heaved my sword sideways. It collided with the other blade and leapt upwards, striking the crossguard with a sharp clang. Mrs Menx yelped. There was the sound of her sword clattering to the stone floor as a quick trickle of blood crept across her hand.
Regret flooded my heart. 'I'm sorry!' I said again, moving towards her.
'Don't try to help,' said Mrs Menx hastily, nursing the graze on her hand. 'You'll end up amputating my arm. My only concern is you. Was that all on purpose? Sending the forms flying and everything?'
I opened my mouth to tell the truth, and found myself holding it back. Trying to disarm her — that much had been on purpose. It could not hurt to stretch the truth just enough to cover the form avalanche.
'Yes, Mrs Menx, I did it all deliberately. I thought I might be able to disarm you while you were distracted. I'm sorry about the mess, Mrs Menx, and I'm sorry about your hand.'
She looked unconvinced. 'Don't apologise, Miss Thomas. If that was intentional, it was some quick thinking. A nice piece of improvisation. It's things like that that set apart a great soldier from a good one. Or, in your case, a poor soldier from an atrocious one.'
I trembled with fear and hope.
'If, as I suspect, it was not intentional, you may be one of the worst potential soldiers I have ever encountered. Were it not for the urgency of our situation I would not for one second entertain the thought of enlisting you. As it is, I am bound to give you the benefit of the doubt.'
My heart skipped a beat. 'What does that mean, Mrs Menx?'
The merest hint of a sad smile played on Mrs Menx's lips as she stuck out her hand.
'It's Commander. Welcome to the Kyland army, Miss Thomas.'
Three Gold Pieces
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
We arrived in Qualmgate like a bird on the wings of a chilly northward breeze.
That is what Tay wants me to write. We actually arrived in Qualmgate like two very foolish humans on a rickety ship called the Lady Carthine, but apparently accuracy is far less poetic than making stuff up.
The wind whipped my face as I stood on deck looking to the town on the horizon. The sickness and fatigue that had plagued me through my nights on the Lady Carthine seemed to blow away. My recently evacuated stomach throbbed anxiously, but for this moment, as the morning sun cast a cold golden light across the world, even I could not feel truly unhappy to be where I was.
Beyond the remaining expanse of waves, the town was waking up. Smoke spiralled from the chimneypots on limestone houses arrayed along the slope. A bell tolled from the open belfry of a Cochlean church. The surrounding coastal cliffs gleamed blinding white in the sun; I saw scattered figures out walking on them, and wondered if any of the figures were old enough to remember the dangers these cliffs had once concealed, long ago vanquished by a heroic band of Kyland soldiers. Looming above all else on the landscape, and obscuring the horizon, was the southern edge of the vast wood called the forest of Hob.
'It's Qualmgate,' I said to Tay, who had just emerged, bleary eyed, from our cabin.
'It's wonderful,' she said, and proceeded to vomit into the sea for several minutes.
*
She was glad to disembark, having spent much of the journey in a similar state. She seemed to recover the moment her feet touched land.
'Look at the view!' she screamed hysterically, running along the beach, jumping and spinning as she went. 'It's bloody amazing! Look at the sky. Look at the sun! Is that what it looks like? Oh my gods, it's so beautiful!'
'Don't look directly at it,' I warned, walking behind her. 'I've read that it damages your eyes.'
'It does!' said Tay, blinking. 'Like sugar damages your teeth! It's great! Try it!'
I did not try it. I settled for gazing up at the sky, which I had to admit was bluer than I had ever imagined it could be. Our slow emergence from the haze of smog surrounding Tarot had been like surfacing from a murky dream into the clarity of waking life. Here, things seemed more real, though profoundly strange. The sand that shifted beneath my feet when I moved felt crunchy and solid. The smell of salt and seaweed was piercing and sour. The miasma of Tarot seemed worlds away.
Something caught my eye, something glinting in the sand. I bent to pick it up, and discovered it was a gold piece.
'Be careful,' I called to my sister. 'Money is falling out of your coat pockets.'
Tay did not listen; she was spinning again with closed eyes. I turned the coin over in my fingers.
'How many of these do we have left?' I asked, feeling suddenly suspicious.
Tay came to a halt, grinning giddily. 'Oh, I don't know. Who cares? What do we need money for in a place like this?'
'So we can get away when things go wrong,' I reminded her.
Tay sighed and dug into her pockets. Her eyes widened, as though operated on strings from inside her coat.
'Where is it?'
'Where is what?'
'The money! I swear it was here last time I checked.'
'You'd better not have scattered it all over the beach.'
I searched the sand, but it shone rather like gold in the sun, and the genuine article was hard to pick out. Regardless, I found two more gold coins, and stored them safely in my trouser pocket along with the first. After several minutes of searching I had had no more luck, and was growing agitated.
'This is it?' I asked no one in particular.
Tay nodded. 'It's true what they say, then. Money disappears fast when you're on holiday.'
'We'll be stuck here!' I began. 'We don't have enough to get –'
Tay silenced me by laughing with such unhinged intensity that I took a step back.
'We don't need to get home, Ellstone! This is an adventure! Don't you understand? We're free now! We've thrown off our shackles! We're out of prison, out in the real world. Not knowing where we're going and having no money to get there – those are just the thrills of being free!' She kicked some sand at me.
'You've gone mad,' I whispered. 'You wanted this. You threw that money overboard, didn't you? What have you done?'
'Don't be ridiculous,' said Tay, returning to some dubious form of sanity. She hesitated. 'If you must know, I gave some of it to the cabin boy.'
'The cabin boy?'
'He came last night to bring me a new blanket after I was sick on mine. You were already asleep by then, dreaming of books and boring things.'
'I dreamed I was running away from a charging hippopotamus,' I muttered.
'And me and him got talking, and he told me about his mother.'
'Oh, for goodness sake.'
'You, Ellstone,' said Tay, 'do not have a shred of human compassion. He told me his mother was living in a hut out on the Mlarwell moors and she'd caught some nasty disease from a mosquito. He said the only way he could hope to find a cure was to travel to Merry Mourning where they have the best healers in Kyland, so he'd been earning money by working on ships, but when he got there they said the cure was too expensive for him, so he's been trying to get promoted to something better than cabin boy, but the captain of the Lady Carthine hates him, so –'
'Didn't that story strike you as a little implausible?'
'Of course, but I'd rather lose some gold to a good actor than have an orphaned cabin boy on my conscience. I must admit I didn't realise I'd given him so much – I wonder what was in that drink he gave me.'
'This isn't good!' I said heatedly. 'He's probably off spending our money as we speak – on drink and ladies of the night and whatever else.'
'Don't be stupid. He's much too young for either of those things.'
'I don't know. This is Vumarule.' I took a suspicious breath of air and gazed up at the pale town. 'We're actually here. What was I thinking, going along with this? And how are we going to get home?'
'We'll cross that bridge when we come to it,' said Tay. 'Now, where is it the letter told us to go?'
She knew, of course – she had made me read the letter to her numerous times on our voyage – but both of us felt the need to keep checking that the letter was real. For her, every confirmation of this was a fresh source of joy. My own feelings were not so positive.
'The Perfect Pitcher Alehouse,' I said, unfolding the letter from my pocket. 'That's all the information we have.'
'Let's go and find it, then!'
We walked up the beach away from the sea, stepped over the wall separating sand from stone and made our way onto the streets of Qualmgate. These streets were bright and dusty, lined with simple, pretty houses. Alleyways wound from street to street, but not dark dingy alleyways like the ones in Tarot; they too were bright and breezy, wide enough to accommodate two people walking side by side, forming twisting shortcuts past flowering gardens and up little flights of limestone steps. The slope of the town meant that wherever we stood we could see the sea, glittering and dotted with fishing boats, whose recent catches lent their heavy odour to the air on the lower side of town.
The place had an uncomfortable air about it, I noticed now, as if not everything was quite as normal. The few people we passed walked quickly and silently. A group of Kyland soldiers in scarlet and silver uniforms talked in hushed voices on a corner. One of the group held a lead restraining a large wolfish dog which glared at us malevolently. Even the buildings seemed lifeless. We passed a curiosity shop with boarded-up windows and a piece of paper pinned fluttering to its door. I could not read it from where we stood.
'Hmm,' I said.
'What's the matter with this town?' asked Tay. 'Why is it so quiet? And why are these people human?'
'Qualmgate was a human town before the vumas even existed,' I told her. 'There are still more humans than vumas here.'
'But there are no vumas at all.'
'That is strange.'
We came to a square where a young woman was setting up a fruit and vegetable stall for the day. Her wares included several items I had never seen in Tarot, but I guessed their names based on sketches from books. Tay asked the stallholder if the grollfruit was supposed to be furry, and after confirming that it was, bought one. I watched in dismay as she paid with one of our last three gold, and received a handful of silvers along with the fruit.
'I'm not going to eat anything while we're here,' I decided aloud, as she bit into the unsettling reddish fuzzy thing.
'Ood luck with 'at,' she said happily, pink mush dripping from her mouth. 'Oh!' She turned back to the woman at the stall. 'Oo know the way to the 'erfect 'itcher Alehouse?'
The woman gave us directions along with an expression that said we wouldn't be happy when we got there. Tay 'anked her and we walked up the street she had indicated. We were nearing the edge of the forest when we found what we were looking for.
My first impression of the Perfect Pitcher reinforced my darkest fears. A swinging sign protruded from the building, painted with a portrait of a fierce-looking vuma holding up a pitcher of drink. Above the door, rusted metal letters spelled out the name of the inn in sinister curly writing. The windows were boarded up, the gaps between the boards revealing only black space. In places, creeping plants had climbed some way up the dark timber framing that crisscrossed the white stone walls. We stood in the shadow of the upper storeys, gazing up.
'That's a vuman building,' I whispered, pointing. 'You can see how they don't use right angles as much as we do. Look, the timber framing there is squint, and that wall is leaning outwards slightly, and the whole thing just isn't symmetrical. Look at those spikes hanging down above the door! I've read that vuman architecture tries to imitate the shapes of natural underground stone formations, but if you ask me it just doesn't look right.' I shuddered.
Tay munched the last of her grollfruit and approached the crooked door. She read from a plaque that looked relatively new: '"Proprietress: Mrs G. Hunts. Opening Hours: 2pm to 2am." Someone's scratched "CLOSED" across it.'
'That's that then,' I said, not moving. 'Let's go home.'
'Why is it closed? Have all the vumas left town?'
'We're obviously too late. Let's go home.'
Tay countered my suggestion with one of her own. 'Let's find a way in!'
'Tay, you can't just –'
'Yeah I can. I'm impulsive. Haven't you noticed?'
She pushed on the door. It was not properly closed, and creaked open, revealing a hole lined with splintered wood where a lock had once been. She stepped into the shadowy interior. Out of trepidation and common sense, I hesitated. Then, out of the simple desire not to be left alone in this strange place, I followed.
'Why are we doing this, Tay?' I hissed.
'I just want to have a look,' she whispered. 'I've never seen inside a vuman building before.'
Only the door behind us provided light, throwing our shadows far into the hallway. The carpet shed layers of dust beneath our feet as we crept along. I bumped into an unlit candelabra, which rocked menacingly on its brass stand. I glanced over my shoulder, trying to convince myself there was no one behind me and that the door was still open if I needed it.
Stepping through a strangely curving doorway, we came to the main room of the alehouse: a large space crammed full with tables and chairs, split in half by a low wooden barrier, beyond which lay a slightly lower level accessible by a short flight of steps. Piercing rays of light reached between the boards on the windows and glinted off a solitary glass of clear liquid on one of the tables. Grimy mirrors and shelves of spirits lined the wall behind the long oak bar; between them a door led into a back room.
'Look at this place,' whispered Tay, drawing a line in the dust on the bar. 'It's like something out of a ghost story. How long do you think it's been abandoned?'
'Long enough for the dust to settle,' I said, 'but not long enough for that drink to evaporate.'
'Where d'you suppose all the vumas have gone?' said Tay, now experimentally pulling the tap on a barrel. It dispensed a slow trickle of brownish liquid.
'Either they've moved away from Qualmgate or they're in hiding somewhere around town. We're not exactly on friendly terms with them at the moment, even if we're not at war yet.'
'So what are we supposed to do? Just wait here until one of them comes for us?' Tay made a sour face. 'That's boring.'
'I'm not sure that's the main problem with it,' I said, 'but at least we're in a town full of humans, so nothing all that bad –'
The sound of the front door slamming silenced my naive remark. It was followed by the clump of boots on carpet, and a strangled growl.
Hide! mouthed Tay, and I did not need persuading. We vaulted over the bar and crouched behind it. Tay half-crawled to the door to the back room, but found it locked.
'What should we do? What should we do?' I hissed, as the footsteps drew closer.
'Don't panic,' whispered Tay. 'It's probably just the person who sent us the message.'
'Then why are we hiding?'
'No harm in being cautious.'
'You couldn't have started earlier?'
'Show yourself,' snarled a coarse voice from across the room. 'We know you're in here. There's nowhere for you to go now.' The voice was accompanied by a flurry of scrabbling and growling.
Tay reached into the space under the bar and pulled out an empty bottle that could easily act as a club.
'If you don't come out,' said the voice, 'I'm going to release my friend. He's got your scent already, can you hear? Once I let him go, I won't be able to hold him back.'
I risked a peek over the bar. A broad-shouldered figure stood in the darkness, surveying the room. Beside him, a huge dog strained to escape its lead. Its eyes were fixed on the spot where my sister and I hid. Foam spilled from its jaws in anticipation of a kill.
I slumped back down beside Tay, telling myself this was not real.
'I see,' said the man, laughing. 'I see. You think we want you alive. I'll tell you what: your species thinks too much of itself.'
I heard the sound of him unfastening the dog's lead from its collar, then the mad scrabble of the creature's paws as it hurtled across the floor towards us. Tay leapt to her feet brandishing the bottle while I clung to her legs.
'Who in the Under are you?' I heard the man say, as Tay swung for the dog and missed. It leapt over my head and flung itself at the door behind us.
I stood up and stared at the man who was staring at us. I recognised him now: we had passed him and his dog in town. He was not a vuma, but a member of the Kyland army, wearing armour in the red and silver of Deurof.
'What are you two doing in here?' he demanded.
'We could ask you the same question,' said Tay, folding her arms. In confusing situations she liked to say things to confuse them further. I suppose her logic, if she had any, was that the person who created the most confusion could also unravel more of it in her head, and would therefore have a better grasp of the situation in general. But I suspect I am giving her too much credit.
Behind us, the dog barked and scratched furiously at the door to the back room.
'We were just curious,' I said, trying to simplify matters with a lie. 'We saw the door was open and we thought we'd explore. We won't do it again.' I tugged at my sister's arm but she did not move.
'Well, you're lucky I turned up,' said the soldier. 'There's a vuma behind that door.'
We all looked at the door to the back room. The dog growled and paced in tiny circles, pawing at the door with frustrated anger. I edged towards the exit.
Tay spoke up, brashly. 'That's right. He's our friend. What are you doing rounding up vumas anyway?'
'Qualmgate people,' said the soldier with contempt. 'Give me strength. We're going to war, you stupid girl! What do you think will happen if we leave these diabolists living in human towns?'
He rounded the bar and walked to the door that the dog was scratching at. He jiggled the handle. He examined the lock carefully. Then he took a step back and slammed his considerable weight against the door. It shuddered.
'Open up!' he yelled.
'Shan't!' cried a voice from the other side.
We all looked at each other.
'If you don't open this door,' said the soldier, drawing his sword, 'I'll break it down.'
There was a thoughtful silence from the back room. Then the voice said, 'If I do open this door, will you hold your dog back?'
'Absolutely. I've got him restrained now,' the soldier lied, his eyes daring us to speak up. 'He won't give you any trouble.'
'Okay,' said the voice, hesitantly. 'I'm coming out.'
Tay opened her mouth to protest, but before she could get a word out, the lock clicked and the door opened. The dog leapt; there was a flurry of flailing limbs and a confusion of cries and curses. Tay ran towards the bloody scene, but the soldier blocked her way, chuckling.
'Stop it!' she shrieked. 'It's killing him!'
Even my stomach turned. The man beyond the door was on the floor now, thrashing as the dog's fangs tore at his clothes. His hands gesticulated wildly over him, tracing hasty patterns in the air, creating ripples.
Finally, a burst of fiery pink light engulfed both man and dog. When we uncovered our eyes, the man was slumped against the far wall, and the dog lay in the middle of the floor. The dog's tail was a great deal longer than it had previously been, and was coiled around the creature several times, pinning its legs to its body, wrapping it up in a tight little bundle. It barked indignantly and bounced in a pitiful attempt to get free.
'What did you do to my dog?' snarled the soldier, advancing on the man, sword glinting.
'Okay, why don't we just talk about this,' the man urged, stumbling as he tried to get to his feet.
'What did you do?' bellowed the soldier. He raised his sword; clearly he wasn't all that interested in an answer.
The man on the floor stared past the soldier, appealing to Tay and me. 'Hit him!' he yelled. 'One of you, hit him with something! Hit him on the head! Now! Do it now!'
The soldier crumpled to his knees as Tay smashed the bottle over his head. The chainmail of his uniform clattered as he hit the floor, out cold. My sister stood over him looking shocked, though nowhere near as shocked as I felt.
'You knocked out a Kyland soldier,' I whispered.
'You knocked out a Kyland soldier,' grinned the vuma, scrambling to his feet. 'Excellent work! Now, unless you want to face the consequences, follow me!'
Before I could object, Tay had grabbed my arm and was pulling me after the vuma. We were out of the Perfect Pitcher in seconds, and running up the street.
'Where are we going?' Tay demanded, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice.
'Eldermoon!' called the vuma. 'Capital city of Vumarule, centre of all vuman culture! Lovely place! You'll like it there.'
Eldermoon. I felt my heart shrivel in my chest as we came to the end of the street and found ourselves gazing into the forest of Hob. The pine trees bristled menacingly in the wind, their branches quickly engulfing any sunlight foolish enough to enter.
'No, Tay!' I protested. 'We can't!'
'Relax, Elly,' she said. 'We can turn back any time we want.'
I barely had time to say 'Who's we?' before I heard a shout from behind. Turning, I saw a group of soldiers running towards us.
'Come on, Rainings!' said the vuma, beckoning to us from within the forest. 'We don't have all day!'
I began running towards the Kyland soldiers at the same moment that Tay began running into the forest. I suppose I will never know how things would have turned out were she not considerably stronger than me. As it was she pulled me into the forest, and within a minute anyone watching would have said that we too had been engulfed in its grey-green depths.
Gramor Eretol
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
I think it's important that you have a picture of our vuman guide in your head, because if you don't see his face when you read about him, you'll only be getting half the story.
Imagine an old man, short but muscular, the sort of old man who can carry a barrel of beer over his shoulder, and happily would if it meant he could have some. Don't put any hair on top of his head, but give him a bristly grey moustache, an unruly one that dances from side to side when he talks. This old man must be a bit deaf, as he practically shouts every word, pausing from time to time to drill into his ear with a little finger and extract a troublesome blob of earwax. He generally looks a bit grumpy, mostly thanks to eyebrows which rival his moustache in bristliness, but his voice is always cheerful.
Now clothe him in a tweed suit that's been ravaged by an angry dog, set him running through a twisted forest, gasping for breath, and there you have it. There is our guide, as he looked to us while we ran into the forest just outside Qualmgate. Keep his image in your mind, and what follows will seem more colourful. Maybe you'll be able to see why I felt so in awe of him — and why, half the time, he seemed rather in awe of himself too.
'Keep up!' the old vuma barked, and I gripped Ellstone's wrist even tighter as we ran. We followed a dirt path to begin with, wending our way up a shaded incline until the buildings of Qualmgate were lost in the trees behind us. Over the thudding of our feet in the dirt and the rustle of the leaves all around, I could hear shouts.
'The soldiers are chasing us! The soldiers are chasing us!' Ellstone chanted, squirming to free himself from my grasp. I was lucky he was light enough to carry, because his legs were kicking randomly rather than making any sort of concerted effort to go in one direction.
'We noticed,' I told him. 'Why do you think we're running away?'
'Did you see what I did back there?' shouted the vuma. 'Tied that dog up with his own tail! No one's ever done anything like that before!'
'It was brilliant,' I panted.
'Brilliant is what I do,' said the vuma. 'You'll learn that.'
I glanced back through the trees, and thought I saw the glint of a sword in the distance. More yells, angrily coordinating the chase.
'Could you do something else brilliant now?' I asked. 'I don't think they're too happy with us.'
'Us?' cried Ellstone, thrashing to escape. 'Leave me out of this!'
The vuma glanced at him, amusement flickering in his grey eyes. 'Too late. You're officially an enemy of the Ninety now. How does it feel? Nice to get the formalities out of the way early on, isn't it?'
'I am not an enemy of the Ninety,' said Ellstone, horrified. He raised his voice and called back to our pursuers. 'We're here! We're loyal humans! The vumas are taking us prisoner! Please, come and –' my hand slammed over his mouth – 'rff-fff fff!'
'Shut up!' I hissed.
'You might want to listen to your sister,' said the vuma. 'They'll most likely kill us all if they catch us now.'
Ellstone prised my fingers from his mouth. 'They won't kill us! Don't be ridi–'
A crossbow bolt thunked into a tree trunk inches from his head. He gazed at it in disbelief as I dragged him onwards.
'We're getting shot at here!' I yelled to our guide. 'Can't you conjure us a magical shield or something?'
'Conjure you a magical shield,' chuckled the vuma. 'Doesn't quite work like that, my dear!'
Another crossbow bolt whooshed past my ear and off into the distance, and on we ran after it. The voices grew louder behind us. Looking back, I saw a svelte woman with a crossbow pausing to aim another shot, while a man with a sword charged ahead of her.
'They're catching up!' I screamed, pulling Ellstone behind a tree as the next bolt whizzed past.
'I'm going to try something,' said the vuma. 'Don't be alarmed. Just keep running forward, and whatever you do, don't slow down. Understand?'
I nodded. Still running, the vuma flexed his arms, reached out and grasped the air in front of him. With a grunt of effort, he pulled his arms back, and the forest shifted. Like a telescope sliding back to its shortest length, or a rug rumpling up in the middle, the area ahead of us folded in on itself, becoming compressed. What had been a hundred yards became ten. Trees became thin as planks of wood. We darted through the compressed area, dodging dizzily between the flattened trees. When we were out the other side, the vuma relaxed his grip on the air, and I looked back to see the area ping back to its normal size. The pursuing soldiers vanished in the distance behind us.
'What was that?' I gasped.
'The best way of speeding us up,' said the vuma. 'Can't do it again for a while, though. That sort of magic takes it out of you.'
'What would have happened if we didn't get through in time?' squeaked Ellstone.
The vuma turned his eyes upwards as if consulting his brain. Then he smiled uneasily. 'Let's not dwell on that.'
Now out of sight of the Kyland army, we turned off the path and ran into thicker woodland. The occasional shouts of our pursuers grew further and further away, until it was clear that they could have no idea where we were. Only when we were sure of this did we slow down and begin the monumental task of getting our breath back. I slumped onto a mossy log. Ellstone flopped down beside me. The vuma walked some distance before he realised we were no longer with him.
'Oh, for the love of snails,' he said, walking back to us. 'The youth of today! When I was your age, we could run ten miles without breaking a sweat.'
'Well, it's not two hundred years ago any more,' I gasped.
The vuma chuckled. 'Your name is Tay, is that right? The spies said you had a mouth on you. My name's Gramor. Gramor Eretol. Good to meet you at last.'
We shook hands. His felt like an ancient leather glove.
'This is my little brother Ellstone.' I tried to think of an excuse for the weird boy glaring and wheezing beside me, and came up with, 'You get used to him.'
'Charmed,' said Gramor Eretol. 'Now then, shall we move on? We have quite a lot of ground to cover, and too little time to cover it. Eldermoon beckons!' Smiling, he made energetic gestures to indicate that we should get up. When we did not, his smile turned confused, as if not able to understand why we were having trouble breathing.
I tried to move, and clutched at a painful stitch in my side. 'Pardon me for making demands, Mr Eretol, but if you want us to go any further, I think you'd better tell us what all this is about. You make a strong first impression, but the world hasn't given me cause to be overly trusting. Why are we here?'
'Why are we here?' Gramor Eretol gave in and dropped himself onto the log between me and my brother, putting his chunky arms around our shoulders. 'A big question. But in your case, I think the answers are rather simple.' He turned to Ellstone. 'Ellstone Raining, you're here because your sister dragged you along with her, isn't that right?'
Ellstone conceded the point with a small nod, looking exceedingly uncomfortable even by his standards.
'Having grown up as the youngest of nine siblings, I can well understand that,' said Gramor. He turned to me. 'And as for you, Tay, your reason is even simpler. Hate.'
'Hate?'
'Sure as the Arch. Not hatred! Hatred is too flowery a word for what you feel. No, your hate's the sort you can spit, the sort that sticks in your throat like a fishbone, sharp and nasty. Hate for where you come from, for the people who kept you there so long, for the people who brought you into this stinking world in the first place. Am I wrong?'
I could only shake my head.
Gramor Eretol smiled. 'Hate. Our spies could see it radiating off you. They never expected it to be so easy!'
'So easy to do what?' I said, a little indignant.
'To get you to come here, of course! I take it you worked out what the bloodbird was?'
'Yes. Well, Ellstone and Miller did, really.'
'So you knew the letter had to be sent by vumas.'
'Yes.'
'And from that, you could guess our purpose in contacting you?'
I chewed my lip. This was where our knowledge ran out. 'I know you want us to help you,' I said, slowly, 'but I can't see how. There's nothing about us that's special, is there?'
This was it. This could be the moment our lives had been leading up to, the moment when our destinies would at last be revealed to us. Either that, or Gramor Eretol would realise that the vumas had mistaken us for a more important family, and send us home. I silently pleaded with the universe to give us a break, to make us special, just this once.
Gramor studied me with his crazy eyes. Then he reached into his trouser pocket, pulled out two scraps and handed them to me. They were photographic prints, one of a man and one of a woman.
'What are these?' I asked.
'Those,' said Gramor, 'are your parents.'
The words didn't seem to make sense; they sounded impossible, absurd. My eyes flicked numbly between the two grey images.
The man in the first photograph was dark-haired and handsome, with a stylishly trimmed beard and eyebrows that arched slyly over charming eyes. He wore an elegant dark suit bedecked with plates of armour. He was smiling out of the picture at me, a frozen smile that looked warm one second and cold as ice the next.
The woman in the second photograph was not smiling. Her expression was blank and impassive, her eyes giving nothing away. Her hair was short and light – maybe blonde, maybe brown – I could not tell because this was just a photograph. She wore a shining suit of armour carved with splendid patterns. Her face was strange and familiar at the same time, but frozen like this I could not say exactly how.
'The man is Leonus Menx,' said Gramor, 'director of military operations on the Inner Circle of the Ninety. The woman is Tristis Menx, commander of a large division of the Kyland army. Unless I'm mistaken, Tay, these are the two people you hate most.'
I nodded blankly.
'What would you say if I told you the reason you are here is because of your influence over these people?'
My heart sank. My connection to my parents was not the thing I wanted to make me special. 'I'd say, Mr Eretol, that I shouldn't think we have any influence over them at all. They barely know we exist, and they certainly don't care. If you're thinking of using us as hostages –'
'No, you misunderstand me,' Gramor chuckled. 'You humans and your small thoughts. Haven't you ever heard of mindwalking?'
'No,' I said, just as Ellstone said 'Yes'.
'You explain it, Ellstone,' said Gramor, removing a flask from his pack. 'I need a drink.'
'It's a kind of spell that some vumas can do,' said Ellstone levelly, scraping thick curls of moss off the log with a nervous finger. 'It lets them see inside people's minds, walk through their memories, uncover all their secrets and their darkest thoughts.'
'Hold on. How do they get inside people's minds?'
'Concentration and a lot of practice,' said Gramor, swigging from the flask. From the smell, I guessed he was drinking something stronger than water. 'You can get into someone's mind either through sustained eye contact or through a bond of blood. You two will learn to use the latter path to see inside your parents' minds, even across great distances. You can imagine how useful it will be for the vumas to have spies posted right inside the heads of two of our most powerful enemies.'
'But we're humans,' said Ellstone vehemently. 'Only vumas can mindwalk.'
'Don't you worry about that,' said Gramor. 'We've got it all worked out. All you need to do is come with me to Eldermoon. We need a safe place to train you, see, and it's not safe in Qualmgate any more, not since the human army started rounding up vumas for being vumas and so forth. Most of us have been forced to move to Eldermoon, including some of the best mindwalkers on the Sphere. They'll be able to teach you what even I can't.'
'Sounds interesting,' I said, trying to sound cautious even while my heart thundered in my chest.
Ellstone turned to me pleadingly. 'Think what he's asking us, Tay. We can't go to Eldermoon. We can't help the vumas in this war. No matter how much you hate our parents, we can't join with the vumas!'
'Oh come on, we're not that bad!' said Gramor. 'All we want is what's ours.'
'What's yours is only yours because the humans gave it to you!' said Ellstone, to the ground.
'Please, tell me more about vuman history.'
'Quiet,' I said. Too many voices, telling me too many things. I fought to find a quiet space in my head where I could think for myself.
Gramor wanted us to go to Eldermoon, where we would be trained in – what was it? – mindwalking, so we could spy on our parents and help the vumas win the war.
Ellstone wanted us to go back to Tarot, where we would continue to be ignored by the world until we died.
The choice seemed obvious. But there was one thing missing.
'Say we help you,' I said slowly, holding Gramor's gaze. 'What's in it for us?'
Gramor blinked and dug in his ear. 'Upon arrival in Eldermoon you will be the vumas' honoured guests. You will have a comfortable place to stay. More food than you can eat. More drink than you can drink. Adventure.' He paused, inspecting a particularly fascinating sample of earwax. 'And, of course, if you happen to be interested in this sort of thing at all … revenge.'
I smiled what would have been an evil smile if our parents had not been the bad ones. Turning to my brother, I said, 'He makes a good offer.'
Ellstone gaped. 'The vumas will kill us the moment they no longer need us!'
Gramor slapped Ellstone's shoulder. 'Oh, Ellstone. Ellstone, Ellstone. You obviously have no intention of going along with our plans. If I was going to kill you, don't you think I'd get it over with now?'
Ellstone seemed unsure whether to feel reassured or freshly terrified.
'Besides which,' continued Gramor, took another swig of spirits, swallowed, 'you're desperate to prove to your sister that me and my kind are evil. Consider this: if we get to Eldermoon and my friends kill you, you'll have the most satisfying "I told you so" in history.'
Ellstone's lips moved as he processed this. Eventually he looked up and said, 'All right.'
I marvelled. Gramor had met my brother less than an hour ago, and already he knew exactly how that strange little mind worked. Naturally it was more concerned with proving me wrong than with its own safety.
There was a splash off in the distance. I looked back and saw a human soldier fording a stream at the bottom of a slope. In search of the criminals. The traitors to their species. In search of us.
'Shall we go, then?' suggested Gramor, jumping to his feet. 'As I said, we've a long way to travel, and my colleagues don't like to be kept waiting.'
'If we're going to Eldermoon, why are we going through Hob?' Ellstone asked. 'Wouldn't it be safer to go round by Webber's Road?'
'Safer!' scoffed Gramor, his mad eyes twinkling. 'I promised your sister an adventure, didn't I?'
As we began walking, I found I was still holding the photographs of our parents. I tried to hand them back to Gramor, but he shook his head.
'Keep them. And keep looking at them. It'll help you get inside your parents' minds when the time comes.'
Wild grass and flowers rustled around our ankles as we plunged deeper into the forest of Hob.
Looking back, it's amazing not only that Ellstone agreed to come to Eldermoon with us, but that I was willing to place such complete trust in a man I had just met. But something about his scruffy appearance combined with his unwarranted level of self-confidence made it impossible to believe he was anything but an honest man.
Yes, Gramor Eretol had said and done exactly what he needed to say and do to get us to follow him. So we followed him.
Later, I wondered if he had done a little mindwalking of his own.
Special Training
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
Everyone was talking about special training. The rumours spread around the dormitories and the canteens, the courtyards and the training halls, the armouries and the washrooms. The captains disciplined those they caught repeating the rumours, but the rumours themselves didn't give a damn – they kept on going, hopping from soldier to soldier like hyperactive frogs. Soon we all knew: our division was to be the first to receive a new kind of training, top secret training that no one in the army had ever received before.
'It's an ancient martial art from Akra,' said someone at my table, as his friends nodded knowingly over their plates of stew. 'They've discovered it's more effective than the way we fight. In fact, if you angle your hand just right, you can cut straight through the blade of a sword without getting a scratch on you …'
'Don't be stupid,' said someone else as we clashed swords in the courtyard by the river. 'They've finally finished that new kind of skyship. Everyone knows it's been in development for years. It's so small one person can fly it, and it has these big wings made of leather and steel that you flap by pushing pedals. They're going to be training us to use them to drop fire onto enemy towns …'
But other people said, 'It's a way of fighting vumas.'
'Of course it is,' said Hariette, as we lay in our bunks the night before our first special training session. Hers was the bunk above mine – I was used to the sight of her braided red hair cascading over the side. 'Everyone knows war is only weeks away.'
'Really?' I said.
'That's what people are saying, Kisli,' said Olna. Olna was the girl who had held the door open for me at combat evaluation. She had beautiful brown skin and a quick smile, and everything about her radiated gentleness. I liked her very much. I liked Hariette too, though she was a little more blunt in her manner, and I often got the sense that the smiles she gave me were grudging. The other woman in our dormitory, Laralyn, was older than the rest of us, and generally only spoke when there was some practical matter that needed to be addressed. She was tall and athletic and had a rough voice that scared me a little.
'But how do they know?' I asked. 'People are saying it, but that doesn't make it true, does it?'
'I think it can,' said Olna, 'if enough people say it. Words are powerful. We don't just use them to describe things. We change those things to make them fit the words. If we think the vumas are our enemies, they'll be our enemies soon enough.'
Our conversation ended, as our late night conversations always did, with the silent agreement that it was time to sleep. I drifted off uneasily, thinking about vumas attacking my family back in Qualmgate and then worrying in case thinking this made it more likely to happen.
*
Special training was held in a remote corner of the Halls of the Ninety, at a place called the Chalicia Bracken Building. I set out from the dormitory with my roommates, but after having some trouble walking I realised I had fastened my armguards around my legs and my legplates around my arms. Olna offered to stay with me and help put this right, but I waved her on, only worrying when the three of them disappeared around the corner that I may not be able to find the place on my own.
My armour mix-up fixed, I headed outside. A series of directions from a chattering procession of soldiers led me to the sprawl of academy buildings at the western edge of the Halls. The Chalicia Bracken Building itself was easy to spot — it was the largest and newest of the cluster, the marble pillars of its entrance gleaming splendidly, the morning sun just cresting the shiny purple dome that rose from its roof.
Stepping inside, it became immediately clear that this was the domain of scientists, not soldiers. Almost every person I could see wore a white coat, or at least a coat that may once have been white, before it became a journal whose stains documented its owner's previous experiments.
Not sure I was in the right building, I asked one of the white-coated women for directions to the special training room. She accompanied me down a series of corridors lit by electric lamps, then apologetically abandoned me as she remembered some experiment she had to get back to — perhaps some potion she had left bubbling that could burn the whole building to the ground — and sprinted back in the direction we had come.
I tugged restlessly at bits of my uniform as I swerved to avoid crashing into the people hurrying from lab to lab. The word 'lab' is supposed to be short for 'laboratory', but here it may just as well have been short for 'labyrinth' – I passed dozens of doors, some of them sealed with an absurd number of locks of varying sizes and types. Signs pointed off in every direction, but I didn't understand many of them: 'Temporal dislocation', they said, and 'Dense miracas fields' and 'Metabolic correlation research'. The door by this last sign was warped around the edges, making room for green fungus to creep out into the corridor. I could hear sounds from behind other doors: whooshes and clanks and hums and buzzes and the roar of water. My nose was filled with smells like metal and charcoal and nasty medicine. Even my own echoing footsteps sounded alien in this place. After a ten minute walk, and one last set of directions from a large, friendly man with comically tiny spectacles perched on his nose, I arrived at the special training room only twenty minutes late.
The door creaked as I slipped through it. The room was wide and tall, with a vaulted marble ceiling and electric lamps arrayed around the walls. Commander Menx stood at the front on an elevated platform, and watched me coldly as I crept behind the assembled soldiers. Our whole squadron of a hundred and sixty was there, standing in formation as we had been taught. Luckily my roommates were near the back, so I could slip into my space between Hariette and Olna without too much more embarrassment. Olna gave me an amused but sympathetic smile, and I smiled back.
A man I had not seen before was addressing the squadron from the platform. He looked only about ten years older than me, with a square face and dark eyebrows under a mop of brown hair. He seemed uncomfortable addressing such a large crowd – he kept rubbing his stubbly chin with the flat of his palm and looking at the ceiling. But he spoke calmly, in a deep, authoritative voice.
'Some say they will never be able to match the power of true spells,' he said, 'but they've come a long way in the past five years alone.'
'That's Alto Bracken,' whispered Olna.
'Any relation to Chalicia Bracken?'
'I think he's her son.'
'Some day,' Alto Bracken continued, 'we may be able to make lightning guns that effectively emulate the vumas' most deadly attack spell, or unbreakables that truly live up to their name. That day has not yet come, however. What enchanted items we do have are undoubtedly useful in combat, but cannot be expected to win a war on their own. Always remember that true vuman spells are vastly superior to these trinkets.'
Another man stepped forward to interrupt him. It was Leonus Menx.
'If you will forgive me for interrupting, Mr Bracken,' he grinned, 'I think you're being rather too modest. Your laboratories do some amazing work. The enchantments created here are indisputably the best on the Sphere.'
'I am not disputing it,' said Alto Bracken. 'I simply said they're not as powerful as true vuman spells. That is what these soldiers will be up against, isn't it?'
The assembled squadron bristled. We had learned not to speak or step out of line when our superiors were talking, but our agitation could make itself known in dozens of unconscious ways. One of the bolder soldiers towards the front shouted, 'So it's true? We're going to be fighting vumas?'
'Shut your mouth, soldier,' snapped Commander Menx.
Mr Menx raised his hand. 'It's all right, Commander. Your concerns are understandable,' he said, addressing both the soldier who had spoken and the crowd as a whole, 'but you needn't worry about that sort of thing. The Ninety are doing all we can to resolve the situation in Vumarule without unnecessary bloodshed. Carry on, Mr Bracken.'
Alto Bracken shrugged, put off by the interruption. 'There is a great deal more I could say about enchanted items, but it's not strictly necessary that you know everything about them. Your captains will show you the basics, I am sure. That will be about as much as most of your brains can handle.'
'Thank you, Mr Bracken, that will be all,' said Commander Menx hastily. 'We appreciate your expertise, but we will not keep you. You may return to your important work.'
A few scattered people began to applaud as Alto Bracken stepped down from the platform, but Commander Menx's glare silenced them.
'Now,' she said, when Alto had left. 'In this session of special training, you will learn techniques for fighting in scenarios where certain damaging effects are at work. For training purposes, we will use enchanted items to simulate some of these damaging effects.'
The way she emphasised the phrase 'damaging effects' made me sure there was another word in her head that she had been told not to say. Behind her, her husband nodded approvingly.
'Since it will also give you a sense of how these items work, we will begin with the techniques for dealing with these effects. Form into eight lines facing this platform. Leave as much space as possible between the lines.'
We rearranged ourselves according to her orders. Eight of the squadron captains from Commander Menx's division marched out from behind the platform, each carrying a crate. These crates were placed at the foot of the platform, and each captain stood facing the head of a line. My squadron's captain, a no-nonsense, hawk-like man named Captain Dylius, was at the front of ours. I felt grateful to be towards the back of the room.
'Let us begin with the lightning guns,' said Commander Menx. 'First in each line, step forward.'
Each captain retrieved an item from their crate. The lightning guns were made of glass and black metal, and each had three silver prongs extending from the end pointed towards us. I could not see the faces of the soldiers in line ahead of me, but I could see some of them shaking as they stepped forward.
'Soldiers, your aim is to disarm the person holding the enchanted item,' said Commander Menx. 'Begin now.'
Some of the soldiers lunged forward immediately, others hung back. Every one of them was hit by a stream of lightning. The room filled with the crackles and booms of electricity, bouncing off the vaulted ceiling along with flashes so white they made spots swim before my eyes. The people at the front of the lines screamed. Their bodies twitched. Some of them tried to force themselves to walk, but fell sideways instead. Others tried to crawl along the floor, but collapsed breathless after half a yard, lightning crackling around them like swarms of insects.
My eyes met those of Olna, in the next line over. She grimaced. I opened my mouth to speak, but even I could not hear my words in the tumult of rumbling.
As far as I could tell, none of the captains had yet been disarmed. Commander Menx yelled something I could barely hear, and the captains stopped firing lightning and waved their victims to the back of the room. The next people in line came forward, understandably nervous, and the lightning and the deafening noise began anew.
My eyes stung from the flashing light, and my ears ached. Besides all this, the room was heating up. By the time I reached the front of my line, I was soaked in sweat and hoping this would not draw even more of the lightning to me.
When my turn came I took half a step forward. Captain Dylius squeezed a trigger somewhere behind the three metal prongs. I saw blue sparks dance around them in a lazy triangle before a branching stream of lightning burst out and grabbed me by the chest.
It did not feel the way I had expected. It did not sting. It did not exactly hurt at all.
It was worse than that.
I had the terrifying sense that a thorny hand was squeezing my heart, sharp fingers curling around, piercing into the muscle tissue, rattling my nerves, shaking my body, making me jerk and twitch from side to side, completely out of my own control, my arms flapping in spasms by my sides. The room around me blurred – the people I saw seemed miles away. Then my knees gave way, and the stone floor rushed up to meet me.
The next thing I knew, Olna was helping me to the back of the room. One of my legs had not yet woken up, and dragged on the floor limply. My skin tingled like mint. We rejoined our lines near to Hariette and Laralyn. Hariette's face was a shade of red that almost matched her hair. We did not talk – the continuing sounds of thunder and yelling made that impossible – but we shared secret glances that made me feel closer to them.
The noise stopped when all the soldiers had had our turns facing the lightning. The fallen who had yet to regain consciousness were carried out unceremoniously.
'We will return to the lightning guns later,' boomed Commander Menx, 'when you have had some time to develop strategies against them.'
The room exhaled, but our relief did not last long.
'In the meantime, you will be confronted with some other enchantments. Captains, put on your mindwalking bands.'
Shortly the lines were moving again. We took turns facing the captains, who were wielding ordinary swords, but now wore bright blue jewels on their foreheads. It became clear very quickly that the jewels allowed the captains to anticipate every move the soldiers facing them made – they dodged every thrust, parried every swing and took advantage of every hesitation. Even the soldiers who were normally good with their swords found it a challenge to so much as graze the armour of the captains. Each time Commander Menx gave the command for the next in line to step up, the soldiers at the front would stagger backwards, clutching the bruises forming under their armour, and stomp to the back of the hall, shaking their heads in disbelief.
I was second in line, wondering what in the world I would do when my turn came, when I heard a whispered message being passed up the adjacent line.
'Try not looking him in the eye.'
'Lady behind me says don't look him in the eye.'
'Don't look him in the eye!'
At that moment, Commander Menx barked 'Next!' and I stepped forward. We had been trained to check our enemies' eyes for clues to where they might step next, but this time I stared right over Captain Dylius's shoulder to the platform where the Menxes stood, and raised my sword high above his head.
Smack!
I hadn't meant to put so much force into the blow, but concentrating on not looking at Dylius's eyes had thrown off my sense of balance. Thankfully I hit him with the flat of my blade, but still he crumpled to the floor, a small gash opening on his head. The blue jewel tumbled off his forehead and cracked in two on the floor. My sword clattered down after it as my hands flew to my mouth in shock.
I looked up, hoping Commander Menx would call off the exercise so poor Dylius could be taken to a healer, but she just stared at me. Mr Menx jumped down from the platform and came to my side.
'Excellent, Kisli,' he said, grinning down at the moaning captain.
'Is he … is he okay?'
'Oh yes,' said Mr Menx dismissively. He poked Dylius with his foot. 'We have the finest healers in the world here. It takes more than that to kill a captain of the Kyland army.' He gestured to two attendants who walked up beside my bewildered line and carried Captain Dylius away.
I leaned down to look at one of the halves of the broken jewel. The inside was more complicated than the outside. My blade had exposed a network of tiny channels and hollow chambers whose purpose I could not imagine. I was struck then by how little I understood of science. Another area of knowledge that was entirely foreign to me. I vowed to do something to change that if I ever got the chance.
'What are all those channels for?' I asked no one in particular.
Mr Menx shrugged as he walked away. 'You'll have to ask Mr Bracken about that. Can you folks merge into the other lines, please? We're one captain down.'
I headed to the back of the hall and found a place in one of the other lines, but I did not stop thinking about the channels and chambers in that jewel.
It was a long session. The mindwalking bands were followed by guns that shot bursts of flame, bracelets that let the captains move at impossible speeds, even necklaces that made them invisible. By the end, all of us were bruised, in pain and entirely drained of energy.
'What can you take away from this experience?' said Commander Menx, pacing on the platform. 'Quite a lot. First, you are all going to have to toughen up. Second, enchanted items are not toys, and must be handled with extreme care. Third, idiotic tactics such as just charging at your enemy waving a sword become quite useless when miracas is involved. Every one of the effects you have faced needs to be countered in a unique way. You must learn them all if you are to be prepared for every eventuality.'
Everyone exchanged glances, and for a moment I felt the glow of connection to all the other soldiers in that room.
'In future sessions, some of you will be given the items you have seen today. You will learn to use them against the enemy as they have been used against you. Be aware, we have been kind. Used maliciously, these items could have killed you all. If you do not take your training seriously, they still could.' She waved a hand. 'Dismissed.'
We filed out of the hall gloomily. I wondered if we were all thinking the same thing: if the captains had been holding back, the true power of enchanted items must be even more terrifying. And if, as Alto Bracken said, enchanted items were no match for true vuman spells … but there was no use in worrying. If the Ninety thought we could win a war against the vumas, we could. I didn't know much back then, but I knew very well that the Ninety knew better than me.
'Well done smashing old Dylius over the head,' said Hariette, as we left the Chalicia Bracken Building and headed back towards the barracks. 'I wish I could have done the same to the captain in front of my line. He was enjoying himself far too much.'
'Hariette!' I said, shocked. 'Don't say that! The captains are only trying to prepare us for what we'll be facing later.'
'Menx could have given us some indication of what we were supposed to do,' grunted Laralyn. 'Instead of torturing us to prove a point.'
Hariette nodded. 'No kidding. I'd love to turn one of those lightning guns on her one day, see how she likes it.'
'Hariette!' I said again. She and Laralyn looked at me with cold amusement.
I felt Olna's hand on my shoulder. 'It's just their way of coping, Kisli,' she said. 'They wouldn't actually hurt anyone.'
I smiled back at Olna. She was the peacekeeper of our group, intervening whenever Hariette and Laralyn spoke too harshly, translating their aggressiveness into something less threatening, something I could understand. I decided then and there that she would be my new best friend.
'I suppose I'll have to get used to this army humour,' I said, taking her hand, and the four of us walked back to our dormitory together.
The Forest of Hob
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
That afternoon we came to the River Baano. It cut a clearing through the forest, revealing wooded mountains in the distance and puffy white clouds rolling across a perfect blue sky.
Gramor Eretol knelt by the river's edge. He drank from cupped hands, then spat in disgust.
'It's safe,' he said.
'Then why did you spit it out?' Tay demanded.
'It's water. But if you can stomach that, you may fill your flasks here.'
'We don't have flasks,' I pointed out.
'You don't?' blustered Gramor. 'Oh.' He began rummaging in the bag he carried. 'I meant to give you these earlier. Damn you Rainings, you kept me waiting too long in the Pitcher! Now I don't know what I'm doing!'
'Don't try and blame us for long-standing character flaws,' said Tay. A small leather knapsack hit her in the face.
'Take these,' said Gramor, throwing another knapsack to me. I caught it and lifted the flap. It contained some meagre supplies: bread, biscuits, slices of cold meat, apples, a flask and a compass. I pulled out the compass to make sure we were heading in the right direction. There were two needles: a silver one which pointed due north, and a blue one which pointed north-north-east. The blue one wavered and then swung around as Gramor walked in front of me.
'That compass is the most important thing in your pack,' he told us. 'The silver needle always points north, which incidentally is the way we want to go. The blue one always points to your guide, who incidentally is me. If somehow we get separated, follow the blue one first. If that doesn't work — and only as a last resort, mind — follow the silver one. Whatever your thoughts on my potentially evil nature or dubious personal hygiene, I am if nothing else your best shot at getting through the forest of Hob alive.'
Tay and I filled our flasks. I sniffed at the water suspiciously before screwing the cap back on.
'Now, a few rules,' said Gramor, waving a finger at us. 'If you see anything unexpected, stay away from it. If you see anything expected, stay away from that, too. If you see a light, don't go towards it. And lastly, trust those compasses. Trust them more than your own senses. Got all that? Good. It's really very basic stuff.'
Gramor whirled round and walked onto the clattering wooden bridge that crossed the River Baano.
'We're not going to get separated though,' I called, as Tay and I hurried to keep up. 'Are we?' Gramor did not reply, just began to whistle. I kept my eyes wide open as we plunged back into the forest. The roar of the river faded behind us. The trees closed above us. We would not properly see the sky again for more than a week.
At this point, you may think it strange that I was willing to join Tay and Gramor on this journey driven by her delusions and his mad promises. You may think it odd that I did not protest more at the thought of going to the vuman capital to aid the vumas in their terrible schemes, when the best I had to look forward to was saying 'I told you so' to my sister as we languished in the dungeons under Eldermoon.
However, I had a new plan, which had occurred to me when Gramor spoke of mindwalking. If we could learn to venture inside our parents' minds and bring back the Ninety's secret plans, surely we could send messages to our parents as well. From the very centre of the vuman world we would have a direct and private line of communication with the human government and military. Everything we learned in Eldermoon about the vumas' plans, we could secretly, silently pass on to our parents without leaving any evidence that we had done so, all while pretending to be on the vumas' side. If we could be spies for the vumas, we could also be spies for the humans.
I say we, because I felt sure that as soon as we arrived in Eldermoon, the vumas' evil intentions would become so obvious that even Tay would no longer be able to deny them. Then I would tell her my plan and together we would act as double agents, learning all we could about Eldermoon and about the vumas' plan of attack, relaying this intelligence to our parents and feeding back false information to our vuman captors. Perhaps in the process we would even get to know our parents a little. Perhaps they would learn enough about us that they would realise they were wrong to send us away, and would send for us when the vumas were defeated, to come and live in Merry Mourning with them.
I thought about all this as we walked, stealing glances over Tay's shoulder to the photographs she held in her hand. She had not yet let me look at our parents properly, but the glimpses I caught of their magnificent armour made my skin prickle with pride.
Meanwhile, the forest grew thicker around us. Most of the trees on the southern edge of Hob were Qualmel pines, but when we got deeper in they were joined by devil oaks with squat grey trunks and great tangles of branches like the legs of crushed spiders. Here and there, taller pines punctured through the greenery and created extra canopies higher up, so the deepening blue of the sky only rarely surfaced through shifting gaps in the foliage. Strange birds flitted from branch to branch, chirruping down at us scornfully. Occasionally we heard unseen creatures scuttling away from our feet, to watch us with beady eyes from burrows and hollow trees.
For all his warnings about getting lost, Gramor did not seem overly concerned about where we were going; he whistled a cheerfully atonal melody as he strolled. From time to time he would trip over a twining root, curse, and kick wildly at the offending tree for a moment before abruptly regaining his calm. Tay alternated between gazing around at the forest, glaring at the photographs of our parents, and asking inane questions of Gramor. And all the while I lurked in the background, adding fine details to my plan.
'This is amazing!' gushed Tay, tucking the photographs into her knapsack and falling into step beside Gramor. 'I've always dreamed of being somewhere like this. Is all of Vumarule this beautiful?'
'To you, my dear, I think it will be. But to a girl from Tarot, I suspect almost anything looks beautiful.'
'You're right there. So you've been to Tarot?'
'Once – in the year 44, I think it was. I meant to return, but my travels took me to other shores.'
'I don't blame you for not going back. If we could have left years ago …'
'Tell me, is Tarot still home to a group of thieves called the children of despair?'
'Yes, they're still there. Why?'
'No reason. It's just –' Gramor glowed with poorly concealed pride – 'I taught the first of them how to steal.'
'Really?'
'Oh yes. I was browsing the fruit stands on Dock Street – very enlightening for anyone with even a passing interest in entomology –'
'I don't know what that means, but I'll take your word for it.'
'You should buy one of their pumpkins if you're ever back in Tarot. You'll thank me. Anyway – where was I?'
'The children of despair.'
'Oh yes. I was browsing the fruit stands and these two kids came up to me and tried to pick my pocket. Their technique was shockingly poor, I'm afraid to say, but so were they, so I turned round and explained a few things. I explained for a start that they were in the wrong pocket – my wallet was in my inside pocket, and all that was in my outside pocket was some tobacco, and they didn't look old enough to smoke. And they were very indignant, said how were they supposed to get at my wallet if I kept it in my inside pocket? So I shared a few of the tricks up my sleeve, and I had deep sleeves even then. Course, I didn't know they were going to tell all their friends what I'd taught them and form a secret society.'
'They've grown a bit since you met them. They have dozens of members, maybe hundreds. They have secret hideouts all over Tarot. And they don't just pick pockets any more, they hold knives to throats.'
'Really? How interesting. I suppose we never know what manner of ripples our actions will create.'
'Why did you do it? Why did you teach them to steal?'
'It'll sound childish to you, my dear,' said Gramor, 'but let's put it this way. You can lecture me till the yaks come home about the importance of the rule of law, but show me a herd of men in business suits who say things like "There's a culture of laziness and disrespect among the poor of this town", and I'll do almost anything just to irritate them.'
Tay gazed at him in wonder. 'If that's childish, Mr Eretol, I have no desire to grow up.'
I winced. Gramor and Tay were bonding. I could already see her smiling the smile of one who has met an unlikely kindred spirit. After fifteen years of trusting no one, could my sister really be taken in so easily by foolish words and outlandish claims? She was lucky she had me around to keep her in check.
'It is childish,' I said loudly, 'and the children of despair, or a similar group, have been operating in Tarot since before the year 44. Siora Pratt mentioned an organisation of young thieves in The Forgotten Town, published in 38 AE, and there were scattered accounts even before that.'
'Perhaps it was the year 34,' said Gramor, looking at me sorely. 'When you're my age, the decades begin to blur together.'
I gave Tay a meaningful look, which she ignored. Well, that was fine. She was so enraptured at that moment that she didn't mind being lied to. Give her time. When we were far enough from human civilisation that Gramor could drop his pretence of friendliness, she would see.
The day wore on. As dusk closed in over the forest, Gramor waved his hand and the fungi eating away at the bark of the devil oaks began to glow. They illuminated our path through the gloom like eerie street lamps, lighting up as we approached and fading when we passed. Trees loomed like great twisted pillars on either side, giving me the sense that we were deep underground, creeping through a tunnel in the heart of a mountain. My mind jumped to the caverns of Irnaya where the vumas had originated, and I shuddered.
'Time to set up camp for the night,' Gramor announced finally, and with a start I noticed his pupils had dilated to inhuman extremes. This was another item on the list of things that made vumas creepy: their time in Irnaya had trained their eyes to change in the darkness, into glowing catlike spheres.
We travelled some way off the path in case the soldiers from Qualmgate were still on our trail, and found a hollow tucked away within a circle of gnarled roots. Gramor gave us each a blanket, made a fire with a few sticks and a snap of his fingers, and went off to find us some food. Tay and I sat by the fire, not speaking. I thought about telling her my new plan, but the moment was not right.
When Gramor returned he was carrying two dead squirrels and some knobbly root vegetables. He skewered the squirrels on twigs and propped them over the fire while he cut up the vegetables on a flat rock. When at last he handed us wooden bowls filled with dubious stew, he seemed to remember something, and pulled open his pack.
'A traveller's best friend,' he said, taking a pinch of green and black powder from a small pouch and sprinkling it onto his stew. 'Yirian herbs and spices. Carry a tiny amount of these around with you and you'll never have a meal that tastes bad.'
He handed the pouch to Tay, who sprinkled a pinch of herbs onto her own stew. Her eyes watered as she tasted the result, and she let out a great sneeze.
'That's really nice!' she insisted, when she had recovered. 'Try it, Elly.'
I peered into the pouch of herbs. 'There aren't any –' I lowered my voice – 'there aren't any insects in here, are there?'
Gramor snorted. 'We don't put insects in everything, you know.'
'Yeah, Elly,' Tay chimed in, imitating Gramor's scorn. 'They don't put insects in everything. It's not like they put beetles in bread.'
'We don't put centipedes in beer.'
'They don't put caterpillars in fudge.'
'Actually, we do,' Gramor corrected her. 'Caterpillar fudge is quite a popular treat among vuman children.'
'Well, that sounds lovely,' I said. I held out the pouch to Gramor, who shrugged and replaced it in his pack. He began to eat, pausing after every mouthful to swig from his flask, while Tay gulped down her stew and asked for seconds.
I had not realised it, but the day had wrung all the energy out of me, and the fire's crackle began to lull me into an unwise state of relaxation. My eyes were beginning to close when Tay leaned over to me and peered down at my full bowl of stew.
'You have to eat.'
'It could be poison,' I whispered.
'I'll tell you what's definitely poison,' she replied sharply. 'No food. Eat.'
I had a few mouthfuls, but the unfamiliar tastes and textures made me queasy. I set my bowl aside and lay down under my blanket. At least I was used to no food, and had built up something of an immunity.
'The forest of Hob seems okay so far,' Tay said to Gramor. She sounded almost disappointed. 'What is it that's so dangerous?'
'I'm not really s'posed to tell you,' slurred Gramor. 'Vuman secret.'
Tay had dealt with enough drunkards in her time to know how to extract information from them. 'Oh, come on. We're all friends here. We're on your side now, remember?'
'Some of my associates have been a little –' Gramor fished in the air with a drunken hand, searching for the right word – 'overzealous, in their attempts to keep humans away from our capital. In consequence, this forest is full of traps.'
'Traps?' Tay leaned over the fire so eagerly that for a moment I thought she was going to set her hair on fire. 'What sort of traps?'
'Oh, all sorts. Some of them are all right. Some of them'll just get you lost. When we wake up tomorrow, don't be s'prised if this place has rearranged itself like wooden tiles on a child's sliding puzzle. Course, that doesn't matter since we have those compasses. But there's other traps too, ones that'll kill you. There's ones that'll kill you in minutes, bad ones that'll kill you in seconds, and the really bad ones, the ones that'll kill you in days.'
'Well,' said Tay, unmistakably thrilled. 'That's a fine welcome for your honoured guests.'
'It'll be fiiine,' slurred Gramor, 'suh long's you don't go wandering off on your own.'
'Why would we do that, Mr Eretol?'
'Magical forces are at work in this forest, Tay. It takes a while to learn to distrust your senses, and bad things can happen in the meantime.'
I shivered, trying to make myself comfortable among the lumpy roots. I looked across to Tay, but she did not look in my direction. She was laughing at something Gramor had said, twirling a strand of her hair around her finger as she did when she was around someone she admired.
The reality of the situation rushed in on me as I lay there, listening to the crackle of the fire, to Gramor's blatant attempts to win my sister's trust and her giggles suggesting he was succeeding, to the thousands of tiny whispers that issued from every nook and cranny of the forest. We were not going to work as double agents for the Ninety. We were not clever enough for that. Even the idea that we would learn to mindwalk was absurd. Humans couldn't mindwalk. Tay and I were useless, worth nothing to either side of the conflict, and the vumas would decide …
We were not going to work as double agents for the Ninety. The vumas would find out, they would look in my mind the moment we arrived, they would see my plan, they would decide it was too dangerous to keep us alive, and they would …
We were not going to work as double agents for the Ninety. We were walking to our deaths.
All I could do was curl up tight and hope things would look better in the morning.
A Sword Named Vengeance
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
In stories, characters often sleep in the woods, tucked up in woollen blankets, taking turns to stay awake, keep watch and feed the fire. As I gazed up at the waving roof of leaves, the damp stench of nature deep in my nostrils, I felt thrills of adventure to be joining my fictional friends in spirit.
If you have never slept in the woods, you should try it. Even if the side of your body turned to the fire is slowly roasted while your other side trembles with cold, the woods feel more right for sleeping than a room in Tarot. Not a pocket of darkness in a restless town where lights blink off and on all night, but a pocket of light in the midst of a vast, dark, still forest. It makes you shiver to think that your little fire alone is sustaining your bubble of warmth and light. If it went out, you would be plunged into an ocean of total blackness. But that is a nice thought, somehow.
Somewhere overhead, an unseen bird sang a rapid song that went something like 'ickodockodocko, rrrickodockodocko'. It was answered by another bird off in the distance, and then another rather further away, and then another I could barely hear. I wondered how far the chain would carry on, whether the call would eventually reach the edge of the forest and be heard by someone lying awake in Qualmgate or some other town, maybe a vuman town on the north side of Hob.
My stomach gurgled and shifted. I guessed it was having trouble processing the stew that Gramor had cooked for us. I patted it understandingly. It was just not used to real food.
Across the flames, I saw Ellstone turn over and shoot a suspicious glance at Gramor, who was staring out into the blackness, drinking from his apparently endless supply of flasks. My brother did not look happy. Well, he never looked happy. As a rule, he didn't like things. He didn't like Tarot, he didn't like it here and he wouldn't have liked Merry Mourning either, whatever he said.
But give him time, I thought. It's not his fault he's the way he is. It's Tarot's fault. It's our parents' fault. Stuck in Tarot with no sunlight and no food and no one his own age except all the bullies who hit him and called him names even more than the staff at the Home for Hopeless Children used to hit him and call him names. Stuck with only books for friends and no hope of escape to a better life. That would drive anyone a bit … Ellstone.
One of these days he'll find somewhere he likes. Or someone. Maybe he'll even like adventure once he gets over the shock of change.
I gave him an encouraging smile which was met with general glassy-eyed fear, and turned over, brushing some pine needles from my coat pillow before I lay down again. I took the photographs of our parents from my pocket, and was still studying my father's smug face as I drifted to sleep.
*
By the time I awoke, dawn had crept in and turned the forest from black to green. The campfire had burnt out, leaving a spiral of smoke rising to the canopy like the ghost of a snake. I felt that I had overslept.
The photograph of my father was still in my hand. I tucked it away in my pocket along with the photograph of my mother. It was too early in the morning for the level of hate they inspired.
I stood up. Ellstone lay hunched in a ball nearby. Gramor was not around – probably off hunting something weird and knobbly for breakfast. My face and feet felt frozen, so I decided to get the fire going again while we waited for him. I gathered some sticks from the forest floor and began rubbing them together like they do in books.
'That's not going to work,' said Ellstone sleepily.
'Oh, and you're some sort of master of survival now, are you? Watch and learn.' I rubbed the sticks together with increasing fury until my hands felt raw. Not so much as a spark. I flung the sticks away. 'I wish I was a vuma. Everything must be easier with spells.'
Ellstone did not reply. I could tell he wanted to talk to me about something but was afraid that Gramor could reappear at any moment. Well, in that case he could stay quiet.
I circled the burnt out campfire a few times, looking outwards through the trees for any sign of our guide. Then I remembered the compasses he had given us. I retrieved mine from my coat pocket and examined the needles. The silver one still pointed north – or I assumed it did – and the blue one pointed east. The blue one did not seem to be twitching as I would expect it to if Gramor were close by and moving. I began to feel worried.
'What does your compass say, Elly?'
Ellstone checked his compass. 'North is still to the north,' he informed me.
I rolled my eyes. 'About Gramor.'
'Oh, him. It says he's east of here. If we can believe this thing.'
'Do you think we should look for him?'
Ellstone lowered his voice to a whisper. 'Do you really feel safer with him around?'
'Yes,' I said defiantly. 'I trust him. Come on, let's go and look. He can't have gone far.'
After rolling up our blankets and shoving them into our knapsacks, we began to walk, following the blue needle through a thick cluster of tree trunks and down a slope. Perhaps because we were alone, the forest looked more threatening today. I kept squinting into the distance, thinking I saw movement. The cries of a single bird echoed forlornly through the trees. At the bottom of the slope we hopped across a bubbling stream. Ellstone bent to collect some water in his flask, but I reminded him of Gramor's warning. We were not to trust anything we saw, unless he was around to confirm that it was safe. Ellstone nodded sourly and we pushed on.
Eventually we came to a narrow dirt trail. Ellstone pointed out that it led in roughly the same direction that the blue needle pointed, so we decided to follow it for a while. We walked for what seemed like hours, checking and re-checking our compasses and becoming increasingly agitated. Why would Gramor have come this far? Perhaps the compasses had after all led us astray. But there was no turning back now. The needles were all we had to guide us. If they were lying, we were utterly lost.
*
It must have been noon when we heard it — a man's scream, harsh and desperate. It came from far away, off the path. I froze for a moment, then started into the trees.
Ellstone grasped at my arm. 'Tay, it could be a trap!'
I glared at him. 'Yes, and someone could need our help getting out of it.'
'What can we do? We're useless!'
'Speak for yourself.'
The argument over, I charged through the trees towards the source of the scream. Ellstone ran after me meekly.
'Did you hear that?' he called.
'Of course! Why do you think we're running?'
'Not the scream. That! It was like a – a whirring sound, off in the distance.'
I shook my head, and came to a halt. In the grass ahead of us, a man lay on his back. Although he had no obvious injuries, it was clear from a glance that he was dead. His eyes were fixed open, his mouth shut tight in a grimace. He wore a Kyland army uniform, and his left hand gripped a sword.
We lingered some distance away, neither of us wanting to get any closer.
'He's a soldier,' said my brother.
I nodded. 'One of the ones who was looking for us. He must have got lost out here.'
'What could have killed him?'
'I don't know. Some sort of thing.'
Ellstone reached for my hand and held it tightly.
'You're a wimp,' I whispered, squeezing his hand.
'You're shaking too.'
'It's cold in here.'
We stood in silence, listening for a sound, any sound, but the forest swallowed sounds whole, absorbing them into the veins of its leaves and under its bark. Finally I let go of Ellstone and crept towards the body.
'What are you doing?' Ellstone hissed. 'Gramor warned us –'
'He's got a sword,' I said. 'That could save our lives.'
'It didn't do him much good,' Ellstone pointed out, but faced with the choice between logic and a sword, I had already made my mind up.
I approached the man and crouched, gazing at him in wonder. He was a well-built young man with a neatly trimmed beard and a tough, handsome countenance. His army uniform provided armour in all the most vulnerable places, and did not look damaged. Nor could I find any blood or any other sign that he had been harmed. Overall, he looked like the sort of person who ought to have been able to survive in the woods. This did not reassure me of our chances.
I reached for his hand and slowly uncurled his fingers from around the hilt of the sword. The cold stiffness of his skin unsettled me. It was as if he was in the process of turning to stone. I avoided his eyes as I pulled the sword from his hand. Then I told myself this was silly, and made a point of looking him straight in the eyes. They were glassy and faintly accusing, but he had no use for his sword any more. Why shouldn't I take it to protect myself and my brother?
Before leaving him, I decided to search his pockets for any other items, in case he happened to be carrying a letter to his mother or a photograph of a sweetheart back home, but I found nothing so personal, no trace of the man's identity. I would have reached out and closed his eyes then, but I realised I had no idea how people in stories did this, and I didn't want to mess it up. 'Sorry,' I whispered to the man, and I suppose that might have been the last word anyone spoke to him.
I got to my feet, taking the sword with me. It was simple and slender, and shone in the light that filtered down through the trees. But it was heavier than I'd always imagined swords to be, and hard to swing.
'I don't feel any safer,' said Ellstone, as I swung the sword and accidentally embedded it in a tree, sending a piece of bark whirling off into the distance.
'Oh, be quiet,' I said, straining to pull the blade free. 'I just need to learn. Do you think the vumas will let me practise with this as well as taking mindwalking lessons?'
'Do I think the vumas will let a mentally unstable human girl wander round their city swinging a sword about while they're preparing to go to war with all humans?' said Ellstone. 'Of course. I don't see how they could have a problem with that at all.'
'Good,' I said, too enthralled by my new best friend to recognise the sarcasm. 'She needs a name though.'
'Does she really?'
'Yes. How about … Vengeance?'
'That's rubbish.'
'Vengeance it is then. Come along, Vengeance! Let's go and find our friend Gramor.'
With renewed excitement I continued along the dirt trail. Ellstone sighed and followed. Before long, the soldier's body was lost in the woods behind us, never to be found.
*
The next noteworthy thing to happen to us happened a few hours later. I felt less vulnerable with Vengeance to protect us, but even so I was worried. We had been walking for so long and through such familiar surroundings that were it not for the reassurance of the blue needle on my compass I may have suspected that we were going in circles. That was, until we came to a bend in the trail, and something impossible caught my eye.
'We're turning a bit too far north,' said Ellstone, checking his compass. 'I think we need to go –'
'Quiet,' I told him.
He stopped, as we both gazed at the trail ahead. It meandered for a few dozen yards more, then widened as it emerged into an open space. The trunks of the pine trees framed a clear blue sky. Pure, unfiltered daylight streamed in towards us.
I took a tentative step forward, afraid that what I saw would melt away like a mirage, but there was no doubt about it. We had reached the edge of the forest.
'This is it, Elly!' I said. 'We can see the sun again!'
As I ran towards the daylight, Ellstone shouted, 'Wait! We can't be at the edge of the forest yet! We've only been travelling for a day and a half!' But even he could not ignore the evidence of his senses, so like an idiot he ran after me.
The moment I emerged from the trees, I knew something was wrong. The sky was too blue and the grass too green, like in a child's painting. I could smell something faintly unpleasant. My legs felt strange, as if they were being pulled downwards. I looked down, and found that I could not see my feet. My dress simply disappeared into the ground at knee level.
'What the –?' I began.
That was when everything melted.
In a second the entire field of green grass shrivelled and turned brown, collapsing into a revolting lake of mud with me at its centre. The daylight faded as layers of branches reappeared high above, obliterating the unnaturally blue sky. A wickedly foul stench assaulted my nose, almost making me gag. I knew immediately that this was where we truly were – the edge of the forest had been an illusion.
Instinctively I tried to move towards solid ground, but the mud was thick and almost paralysed my legs. It squelched warningly and pulled me down a few more inches.
'Oh my gods,' I heard Ellstone say. I twisted my waist to see him. He stood near the shore, the mud only up to his ankles, but he was struggling to lift his feet.
'Don't move!' I shouted. 'It just sucks you in more!'
Ellstone's eyes widened, and he thrashed defiantly to free himself. The mud gurgled as he sank up to his knees.
'Told you!' I shouted.
'Gramor said!' Ellstone screamed. 'He said if you see a light don't go towards it!'
'I thought he was talking about little mystical twinkly lights like the tears of a baby faerie!' I screamed back. 'Not bloody daylight!'
'Well, it doesn't make any difference. We're going to die now.'
'Do you have to be so negative all the time?' The mud slurped at my sword, trying to pull it from my hand. 'Oh no, mud, you can take my brother, but you're not getting Vengeance!' I pulled Vengeance out and tried to use her as an oar to propel myself towards the shore. This did not work well.
'What do you mean it can take me?' protested Ellstone.
'I mean shut up!' I tugged at my hair, hoping the pain would bring me inspiration. 'There's a way to get out of this, there has to be. Come on, we survived Tarot all those years, we must have been doing something right. Let's just calm down and think! Let's use our initiative!'
Ellstone nodded, biting his lip. We stood still for a moment, the mud sucking at our legs, mulling over our predicament. Then, almost in unison, we began yelling.
'Gramor!'
'Gramor! Where are you?'
'Gramor!'
'Gramor! We're here!'
'We really want to go to Eldermoon!'
'Gramor!'
*
'Right, that didn't work,' I said after five undignified minutes. I took a deep breath, composed myself and scanned our surroundings. 'Of course it didn't. Shouting for help never got anyone anywhere. Let's take stock. What resources do we have at our disposal?'
Ellstone pulled off his knapsack and opened it up. 'Blankets. Water bottles. A bit of food. Nothing!' he wailed, closing the flap again. 'Why don't we have any rope? Why wouldn't he give us rope? It's the most useful thing in the world! He wants us to die here!'
I looked up. Above my head, the long straggly branch of an oak tree reached out over the mud lake, waving its skeletal fingers teasingly. My arm could not reach it. Even Vengeance could not reach it.
A thought struck me. I removed my knapsack and lifted the flap.
'Throw me the stuff from your pack,' I said.
'Why?'
'Because I have an idea.'
I caught the apples he threw, and the water bottle. His blanket dragged in the mud as I stuffed it into my knapsack. After a moment's thought I filled both water bottles with mud too.
'What are you doing?'
'I need all the extra weight I can get,' I said, trying to cram Vengeance in beside the blankets. She barely fit. I fastened the knapsack as tight as it would fasten, leaving the blade poking out through a hole in the bottom.
I looked up again. The branch looked even further above my head now. It took me a moment to realise this was not purely psychological. Slowly but surely, I was sinking. The mud made a wet sucking gurgle and tightened around my legs like a cocoon.
I forced myself to take deep breaths as I created a loop with the strap of my knapsack and held it up in both hands. Taking careful aim, I flung the pack straight upwards. It came straight back down again. I caught it with my hands and face.
I threw the pack again. This time it rebounded off the branch and fell at an angle, landing in the mud several yards from me. I cried out in despair, flailing to make my arms reach before it sank. Flailing and failing.
'Tay, the sword!' I heard Ellstone say. I looked around. Beside me, Vengeance was sticking directly down into the mud. She must have fallen from my knapsack as I threw it, and narrowly missed skewering me through the top of the head. Gratefully I grasped at her and used the flat of her blade to retrieve the pack.
'Hold this,' I said, throwing Vengeance to Ellstone. He caught her in a panicked flurry.
The mud was creeping up over my waist now. Any further and I would be unable to throw.
One last time I aimed the pack and hurled it upwards. When it reached the branch, it caught on the spindly wooden fingers for a moment then began to fall.
But this time the strap had looped around part of the branch, and when the knapsack fell, it came slowly, dragging the branch down with it.
In seconds, the branch was within my grasp. I grabbed it and held on, not caring that it was scratching my arms and my face. I pulled, willing the branch not to break, feeling my feet struggling against the mud down below. Then I was free, hauling myself across the surface of the mud lake like a graceless mosquito. When I reached the shore, I collapsed, wheezing and laughing and caressing the solid ground happily.
'When you're finished,' said Ellstone, 'do you think you could rescue me too?'
Remembering my brother, I scrambled to my feet and ran to the shore closest to him. He was up to his chest now – the mud seemed to have decided that if it couldn't have both of us, it was damned if it wasn't at least getting the little one. I could see it creeping up towards his neck as we spoke.
'Hold on!' I shouted, looking around for convenient branches. Suddenly there were none. I ran to a tree a little way off and pulled at a long branch, trying to rip it from its mother trunk, but it was too sturdy.
'Sword!' I yelled, and Ellstone hurled Vengeance at my feet. I picked her up and swung her at the branch, amputating the tree's limb with one clumsy blow.
'Grab on to this!' I yelled, holding it out towards him. Ellstone did not need encouragement – the mud was up to his shoulders, and he grasped the branch with both arms, shutting his eyes tight and whining with despair. I tugged, but was not strong enough to pull my brother free.
'You're going to have to climb it like a rope,' I told him. 'Let go with one hand and grab the branch further up. Come on, quickly!'
He shook his head. He did not want to let go.
'Come on!' I yelled, shaking the branch to make him move.
The mud was up to his neck. He opened his eyes, which were watery with terror. He slowly let go of the branch with his left hand, and began stretching to reach further. But the wood cracked, and the end of the branch splintered off, sending his arms pinwheeling into the mud.
'No!' I shouted, flinging down the broken branch.
Everything but his head was under now. There was no other choice. I had to go back in.
I left Vengeance on the shore and waded into the lake. The banks were steep, and within seconds the mud was up to my waist again – but this time I could feel firmer ground beneath my feet. I stretched out an arm towards my brother.
'Give me your hand!'
'I don't know where it is,' he said sadly. And his head went under.
Bracken's Basement
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
I took aim and lunged at Olna, screaming and waving my sword like a lunatic.
She disarmed me for the fiftieth time that afternoon, and stood looking apologetic as my sword clattered away across the courtyard, with a sound that had become all too familiar to me over the past weeks. Hariette paused in her battle with Laralyn to laugh, and Laralyn disarmed her in a similar manner. The two of us went to pick up our swords, feeling sheepish.
'Maybe we should train together for a while,' said Hariette. 'Let those two practise with partners who aren't useless.'
'We're not useless,' I said. I thought for a moment. 'We're the ones they'll send in first so the enemies let their guard down.'
Hariette grinned, and I instinctively grinned back. I had almost got the hang of army humour now. It's a lot easier to say these things when you know they are just jokes.
As she picked up her sword, Hariette's grin turned to a scowl. 'Oh, you've got to be –'
'What?' I asked.
'Over there.'
The courtyard we were in was called Peartree Courtyard, because there were pear trees planted in squares of earth around its edges. These trees were tall, well trimmed and just beginning to blossom with beautiful white flowers. Hariette nodded her head towards one of them, to the shadowy space behind it where a strange figure stood.
'Who's that?' I asked, squinting at the man. He wore smart clothes, though he wore them scruffily, as though they had been forced onto him against his will. Over his eyes he wore a pair of oversized goggles which gave him the look of a giant, curious insect.
'It's Alto Bracken,' said Hariette. 'Remember? That guy from special training last week.'
'Oh. What's he doing there?'
'What does it look like?' Hariette snapped, marching back to where Olna and Laralyn waited patiently. 'Bracken's back,' she announced.
Laralyn exhaled furiously. Olna rolled her eyes. 'Really.'
'I don't understand,' I said. 'What's he doing?'
'He seems to like –' Olna struggled for a tactful phrase '– watching female soldiers training.'
'He always wears those goggles,' added Hariette. 'I think they let him see through armour.'
I looked over at insect-like Alto blankly. 'Why would he want to see through … oh my gods!'
Hariette nodded. 'My friend in Commander Ritly's division says he lives on his own in a basement down in the depths of the building where we have special training. He never talks to anyone, and he only comes out to do creepy things like this.'
'That's horrible,' I said.
'Someone should confront him,' said Hariette. 'I mean, we all have swords. Swords beat perv goggles any day.'
'I mean it's horrible for him,' I said. 'I'm going to go and talk to him.'
My roommates stared after me as I walked to the tree where Alto hid, and stood before his goggled eyes, smiling and waving uncertainly. After a moment, he pulled the goggles up onto his forehead and blinked at me from his strange square face. Close up, I could see every individual prickle of stubble on his chin, and the way his dark eyes wandered restlessly around the courtyard.
'You've got rings around your eyes,' I told him, pointing to the red marks the goggles had left. He rubbed at them uncertainly. 'My name's Kisli Thomas, by the way. I know you're Alto Bracken, you talked at special training last week. It's nice to meet you.'
Alto nodded. He didn't seem to know quite what to say. To be fair, neither did I.
'So, what are you up to out here?' I asked, trying not to sound too accusing.
'Research,' he muttered.
I wondered how many girls he had talked to in his life. I had heard people say that scientists didn't get out much. I resolved that I would not leave him alone until he opened up to me. For his own good, of course.
'Can I have a go of those?' I asked, indicating the goggles.
He clutched them to his chest. 'They're rather fragile.'
'What do they do? My friends think they let you see through armour, but I'm sure that's not right.' I attempted to undermine the idea with a laugh.
'No, no,' said Alto. 'Not these ones. These ones allow me to observe electrical impulses as they travel throughout the human body. It's instructive to watch the patterns that form as various muscles are moved. The potential applications of this knowledge in the creation of chants alone are very exciting.'
'That does sound exciting,' I said. 'I don't understand science very well, but —'
Alto looked at his watch, which seemed to have altogether more hands than was normal. 'I have other things to do,' he muttered.
'Wait!' I remembered the channels and chambers inside the broken jewel back in special training. 'Listen, I came over here to ask … do you think you could teach me about science?'
'Teach you,' repeated Alto.
'About science, and miracas, and all that stuff. I'm trying to broaden my knowledge, so I'd like to try and learn. And it could help with special training, couldn't it? If I knew more about the items we were using?'
'It could,' he conceded. 'But the topic is rather –'
'Shall I come and see you some time?' I suggested.
'I'm normally at home after seven in the evening.'
'Okay then,' I said.
We stood for a moment. Then Alto mumbled something that sounded like, 'I have to go and do those other things I mentioned,' and hurried off, still cradling his goggles protectively.
I headed back to my roommates, who had been watching the exchange with disbelief.
'Did you just set up a tryst with him?' demanded Hariette.
'No!' I laughed. 'Not a tryst. I just want to ask him about science.'
My roommates eyed each other.
'We really don't know what he's like, Kisli,' said Olna. 'Be careful if you go to see him alone.'
'Maybe buy some lead underwear first,' said Hariette. 'Just to be on the safe side.'
*
Over the next few days I found myself busy with training exercises, and so my 'tryst' with Alto Bracken – or 'perv goggles', as my roommates had unkindly taken to calling him – was put off until the next week. When I did have a free evening, I hurried back to the Chalicia Bracken Building, not stopping to ask for directions on the way – I was learning. However, it took me nearly half an hour to find the stairs to where Alto lived, and when I did, I was sure there had been some mistake. I had assumed I was already on the lowest floor of the building, but these stairs descended even further, to one small, ordinary wooden door. As I knocked, I realised how far below ground I must be.
'Come in,' called a distracted voice from inside.
I opened the door and was greeted by a vast expanse of darkness. I don't know how I knew it was vast – I suppose there could have been walls just beyond the reach of the light, but that was not how it felt. It felt as though this dark, low-ceilinged room went on forever.
For a moment I wondered if my roommates had been right, if I should turn back, but instead I stepped into the void. Smells surrounded me – mysterious smells, bright blue chemical smells, sulphurous red smells layered on top of pungent yellow smells – which I took to be the product of experiments bubbling in unseen corners. In the midst of the gloom, a pool of light fell on a figure sitting in a great armchair, contemplating the nothing around him.
'Oh,' he said. 'You came.'
'Of course,' I said, suddenly wondering whether I should be here. 'You didn't expect me to?'
'Expectations cloud our judgement,' he said, standing up, 'though they are unavoidable sometimes. For example, I expect that you are a relatively new recruit to the Kyland army. Am I right?'
'How did you know that?'
'You're still asking questions. Please –' unprompted, another light came on, revealing a second armchair – 'sit down.'
He seemed a lot more confident down here in his domain – almost charming, in a slightly cryptic way. If he had ever felt intimidated by me, he did not show it now.
The chair felt as soft as a cloud beneath me. I could sleep here, I realised. Something about the darkness all around us was strangely soothing too. Perhaps that was why Alto kept it that way. Perhaps it helped him focus his great mind.
'Would you like a drink?' Alto asked, wandering into the dark. As he did so, another light illuminated a kitchen-like area around him. He opened a tall cabinet which looked to be filled with bottles.
'Do you have coral fizz?' I asked.
'As it happens, yes. I don't drink the stuff myself, but I keep it here for guests.' He brought me a glass. I sipped from it gladly – I had not had a coral fizz since leaving Qualmgate. It tasted – actually, it tasted almost too sweet. I hadn't thought this possible before. All the mass-cooked stews and unsugared porridge I had been eating lately must have trained my tongue to amplify flavour.
Alto sat opposite me, drinking from a glass of clear spirits and watching me curiously.
'If I recall,' he said, 'you wish to know about science and miracas and "all that stuff".'
'That's right,' I said, shifting my legs beneath me. 'It seemed as though you were the one I should speak to.'
'I can't fault you there. There are people who have been here longer than I have, and their knowledge is vast, but I have been here my whole life, so my knowledge is unequalled in purity. What do you wish to know, Miss Thomas?'
'I told you.'
Alto grinned. 'You did. But you may have to be a little more specific. Hundreds of books have been devoted to miracas alone. When you expand that topic to science as a whole, thousands.'
'Then let's start with miracas.'
'Very well. But where within miracas? Would you like to hear the most popular hypotheses regarding its origins? Conjecture about its physical make-up? The history and secrets of Snails' Arch? The mysteries of the metabolic correlation? The properties of dense miracas fields? The movement of miracas through space and time? The intense speculation over where it goes when it fades? The workings of enchanted items?'
Somewhere within this maze of possibilities I had both lost my way and begun to suspect that there may be a good reason why most people were quite happy to go through life without questioning miracas. Also, while he had been talking, Alto had acquired a small green cat which curled up on his lap happily kneading his stomach, and by his last question looked just as though it had been there since the beginning of time.
Alto was looking at me. I searched my mind for something to say, and found, 'That cat's green.'
Alto nodded. 'I'm afraid she isn't very friendly to people she doesn't know.'
'Cats are like that sometimes, aren't they? That's why I like dogs better.'
Alto made a small noise as if unwilling to dignify my statement with a response.
'Has she always been green?'
'No, that was an accident. I let her roam free around the laboratories, you see, and she does sometimes get into places she shouldn't. But it's good to have a cat about. It lends the place a certain something, a certain … gravity. The only problems come when she throws up hairballs into people's experiments. I'm afraid not all my colleagues appreciate her contribution to our work.'
'Really?'
'I tell them she is nature's way of adding a vital element of chaos to our experiments, but they won't have it. No inspiration, some people, no sense of the bigger picture.'
I found myself utterly unable to tell whether or not Alto Bracken was making a joke.
'There's some cats in the town where I live,' I said. 'Well, used to live. My dogs always tried to chase them, but I held them back.'
'Really.'
'Sometimes the cats would chase the dogs. It was funny. Well, you know, because … it's supposed to be the other way round, and … it was funny.'
'I see.'
Silence settled over us like a thrown blanket, disturbed only by the cat's ecstatic purrs. I took the opportunity to think up with a more intelligent question to ask Alto.
'So miracas comes from Snails' Arch, doesn't it?'
He snorted, then controlled himself. 'Sorry. No. It comes through Snails' Arch. An important distinction. Snails' Arch is a door, you see, though not one that we can walk through. Miracas – how can I put this? It is easiest to think of miracas as a gas. That classification is not quite accurate, but it makes things easier to understand. Under normal circumstances, miracas will spread itself evenly across space, though gravity keeps too much of it from drifting out of our atmosphere. If it comes to a door between worlds, such as Snails' Arch, it can flow through, even where other substances cannot. With me so far?'
'I think so.'
'We know that miracas reaches our world through Snails' Arch. We call the world on the other side of the Arch the mira –'
'Is that the same thing as the Over?' I interrupted.
Alto's mouth twisted into a half-frown, half-smile. 'Sort of. What you might refer to as the Over I would refer to as the mira, but mine is the broader term. The mira is the Over, the Under, the netherworld, the Chaos Plane, heaven, hell, the endless void, the spirit world and the Alter all at once – it is at the root of every one of these superstitions. Perhaps we should say "miras", as there is no reason to suppose there is only one of them. There may indeed be countless unseen worlds existing alongside our own – or they may not be worlds at all, not worlds as we understand them. Sometimes I think we use the term "mira" too loosely, to excuse the gaps in our knowledge. Certainly, some people are eager to throw it around whenever they encounter something they don't understand.
'But that is all academic. We say "mira" because conventional wisdom says miracas originates there, but modern scientists such as myself and my dear dead mother do not see "it comes from the mira" as a satisfactory answer to the question of the origins of miracas. Have you heard the old Oxianist riddle: "If the gods created everything, who created the gods?" It's similar to that – but for the more scientifically minded, of course. There are many theories, but some carry a great deal more weight than others.'
He began outlining some of these theories, but before long I realised how out of my depth I was, and decided to steer him back to more basic territory.
'And vumas can turn miracas into spells?' I said, jumping into a convenient pause for breath.
Alto looked a little thrown off. 'Sort of,' he said again, and I got the feeling this was his default answer to a lot of questions asked by non-scientists. '"Spell" is an accepted term now, but like "magic", it remains problematic. This is the Age of Enlightenment, after all. Scientists don't like the implication that there is something we will never be able to explain. We work under the assumption that miracas is a very exact science, albeit one we have barely begun to understand as of yet. What we do know is that miracas can be used, if one knows how, to reach into other worlds – the mira, if you like – through tiny cracks in the walls: to summon or banish things, to swap things around, and to change their properties. The evidence suggests that it involves an intrinsic, largely unconscious understanding of the physical make-up of the world, at a level even our finest microscopes cannot comprehend.'
'Is that why vumas can do spells and humans can't?'
'It is one of the reasons, certainly. The bigger reason is that miracas is attracted to vuman blood like a pin to a magnet. It thus makes its way into their bloodstreams in quantities many times greater than those found in human blood. That is what physically allows spells to be woven, never mind knowledge and skill. The circulatory system carries miracas to every corner of the body, allowing the body to become the instrument through which it is channelled. Because of this, much has been made of the idea of forcing miracas into the human bloodstream, but those experiments have been notoriously unsuccessful, not to mention dangerous, so the Ninety have become jumpy about research in that particular field. Besides, the way they see it the vumas are the source of enough grief as it is. They don't need a new race of super-humans to complicate matters further.'
'But they're letting us use enchanted items,' I said. 'Doesn't that make us a little bit more than human?'
Alto sifted through his cat's green fur, perhaps looking for green fleas. 'Only a little bit. Not enough that the Ninety thinks you would get any ideas of rebelling, and certainly not enough to pose a serious threat to the vumas. Chants can't compete with real vuman spells.'
'That's what you said at special training,' I said. 'I've been thinking about it a lot. Is it really true? The chants we've been using — they're terrifying. Can vuman spells be worse?'
'Honestly?' Alto took a long sip from his drink. 'Worse than you can imagine.'
My heart sank as Alto continued.
'Of course, some day — if we live to see it — chants will become just as powerful as vuman spells, and that will bring with it a whole new set of problems. That's how it goes.'
'What about guns?' I asked, desperately. 'Some of the soldiers here have guns, I've seen them. They're like a sort of magic, aren't they? The way I've heard it you can just point a rifle at someone and pull the trigger and they just – they just die. That must be at least as powerful as vuman magic. Why can't we all have them?'
'You would,' said Alto, 'but over the course of the Age of War, the vumas perfected the art of jamming their firing mechanisms. All it takes is one tiny spell and bang, you're holding a blackened chunk of metal, or the bullet's fired backwards into your own chest. We've tried to design guns to counter this, but as you can imagine there isn't an unlimited supply of vuman test subjects lining up to be shot in the name of progress. The Kyland army stopped using guns to fight vumas centuries ago. It's too risky. Not that fighting them with a sword is a good idea, but steel blades are a little harder to argue with, in a magical sense.'
'You're making it sound as though we have no chance against the vumas.'
Alto Bracken nodded. 'That is a fair assessment. Honestly, your best hope is that the war does not happen. If it does, and if you are sent to attack Eldermoon, you will be on a suicide mission.'
'How can you say that?' I protested, outraged by this cold man of science, sitting in an armchair in his underground lair, sipping spirits, calmly predicting the deaths of thousands of my friends.
'Rather easily, as I've had practice. But people rarely seem interested in what I have to say, especially when they realise it's not what they want me to say. You're no exception, I suppose. That's okay. We all have to choose one or two aspects of life to ignore, to keep us from insanity. Most people, what they choose to ignore is the truth.'
'What is it for you, Mr Bracken?' I asked.
He did not reply. Instead, he scratched behind his cat's ear and said, 'You had better be going now, Miss Thomas, or I believe you will be late for your dinner.'
'Is it eight already? Oh no!' I leapt from my chair. Alto's cat took fright at my sudden movement and shot off into the dark.
Alto accompanied me to the door, which was just as well as it was shrouded in darkness from this side.
'Do you wish to continue your science lessons at some future date, Miss Thomas?' he asked.
I frowned, not wanting him to feel rejected, but not especially eager for another lesson. This one had left me feeling more clueless than when I had walked in, and besides, I was beginning to see why my roommates felt unsettled by Alto Bracken. How could he speak so coldly about a war that could tear families in half? But in the end, I think the reason I gave him was the truest of them all.
'It was very interesting, and thank you for trying to explain it to me, but I don't know that I'm cut out to understand science. I think I'd prefer just to be in awe of it.'
'Honesty,' said Alto, smiling. 'What a rare thing.'
Something about the way he smiled, and the way he stood as he held the door, made me hesitate at the foot of the stairs. There was a sadness about him, I noticed, behind all the intelligence and the knowing smiles. The cool confidence he had put on for me seemed to melt a little. I felt with a sudden burning certainty that somewhere inside, Alto Bracken was the loneliest person I had ever met.
'Do you – do you want a hug?' I asked him, offering my arms.
'No, thank you,' he replied. 'I hope it goes well for you, Kisli.'
He closed the door after me, shutting himself away in the darkness again. I felt a blush colour my cheeks as I hurried up the stairs. It stayed with me all through dinner.
*
Both the Menxes were missing from our special training session the next day, and the captains seemed distracted – they talked amongst themselves in hushed voices whenever they got the chance. But my mind was too busy to wonder why, and anyway, the mystery did not last long.
That night, Commander Menx appeared at the front of our squadron's dining hall and announced that the Kyland Ninety had declared war on the vumas.
The Blue Needle
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
For a long time, all I saw was the inside of my eyelids. The mud had closed over my head, and now it tightened around my throat, choking me in a slow, heavy grasp like that of a stone statue come to life.
As a way to die, I thought, this was probably preferable to whatever torment awaited us in Eldermoon, but still, it was not ideal.
Close by, a muffled voice screamed my name. Tay was up there, probably telling me to stop being so silly and come out of that mud at once.
Maybe this was for the best. After all, my death would almost certainly make my sister come to her senses. She would feel guilty, she would question everything she believed, and she would reach the conclusion that following Gramor out here had been a big mistake. The vumas would no longer be able to use her as their spy, and our parents would be free to make their plans and defeat the vumas without interference from us. Indirectly, just by ceasing to exist, maybe I would help the humans win the war.
I decided this was the most comforting thought I could come up with in the circumstances, and had just about made my peace with it when a hand pushed through the mud and grabbed my arm. Instinctively I clung to the hand, and it wrenched me to the surface.
I took great gasps of air as my lungs awoke to the possibility of breathing. I barely noticed Tay dragging me back to solid ground and crying as she hugged me.
'Don't ever do that to me again,' she sobbed. 'I thought you'd drowned.'
'I nearly did,' I said, sitting up. 'That would have been sad, wouldn't it? Do you still think it was a good idea to come here?'
She paused in her sobbing and hugging to glare at me. 'What?'
'I mean, that was a trap made by vumas,' I continued hopefully, 'and I nearly died in it. Doesn't that make you think a bit … about … things?'
'Oh, for the love of snails,' snapped Tay, wiping away her tears and walking to the lake's edge. 'Don't start that again. We were careless, that's all. If we'd followed Gramor's instructions we'd have been perfectly safe.'
I looked out at the mud lake. The overhanging branch Tay had used to escape was now being sucked into the depths, along with our knapsacks.
'We've lost all our supplies,' I said. 'We can't go on now. If we head south, we could be out of here in a day and a bit.'
'Or,' said Tay, 'we could keep looking for Gramor, like he said we should. I still have my compass.'
I fished in my pocket. 'I still have mine, too,' I snapped. 'Maybe I'll go back on my own.'
'Go on then,' said Tay. 'Go back on your own. See if I care.'
I made it perhaps a hundred paces into the thick of the forest before my anger turned to fear and my fear turned me back. I followed the trail of mud I had left, and found Tay waiting patiently for me on a log.
'Come to your senses, have you?' she sniffed, standing up. 'Good. Now that's over with, let's go. We're following the blue needle.'
It might have been better for the world if I had drowned, I decided. But looking back at the lake I could not help shuddering at the thought.
*
'Come on, you stupid things,' Tay snarled, as she rubbed two sticks together with increasing fury. 'Light. Please. Light!' I knew it would not work, but telling her so would only redirect her anger towards me, so I stood back and let her get on with it.
We stood in a sheltered area between a steep hillside and a great fallen oak. We had spent the whole day following the blue needle in pursuit of Gramor, but as dusk fell we finally accepted that we would have to stop for the night. After some hesitation we had risked washing ourselves in a stream, but our clothes were still caked with mud and we had nothing else to change into. I had hoped that the mud might act as an extra layer of insulation against the cold of the night, but now that cold was creeping in, my bones shivered.
I decided to distract myself from our situation by counting how many different species I could identify from where I stood:
One: Qualmel pines.
Two: devil oaks, including the fallen tree.
Three: Tay and myself, humans. That counted.
Four: a red squirrel, watching us curiously from a lower branch of one of the pines.
Five: that blue-grey bird hopping around on the higher branch, possibly a nuthatch.
Six: the anonymous, gently humming flitflies that to human eyes seemed able to zip from one patch of air to another without occupying the space in between.
Seven: one of the many nettle patches that had plagued our journey so far, bristling maliciously at the foot of a devil oak.
Eight: the yellow woodsorrel with aspirations to claim this part of the forest floor as its own.
Nine: the rough wild grass that had quietly won this battle many centuries before.
Ten: the ruby ants that scurried to and from a crack in the bark of the fallen oak, back and forth, back and forth in an endless, busy trickle.
Eleven: the fungus bulging out from the bark close to the ants' home, almost certainly –
'Are you going to help me with this or not?' Tay snapped.
'Hold on a minute,' I said, kneeling by the fallen oak. I put my hand to the fungus and carefully broke off a piece.
'This isn't the time for botany!' said Tay.
'Mycology,' I corrected her, turning the fungus over in my hands to examine its papery gills.
Tay threw down her sticks. 'What is wrong with you?' she screeched. 'Actually, don't answer that. We'll have frozen to death by the time you finish.'
'These are glowcaps,' I said. 'Gramor was using them to light our path yesterday. They normally glow when they're damaged, to attract insects to carry their spores and help them reproduce.'
'So?'
I smiled as the fungus grew warm in my hand. 'When they glow, their insides heat up. Hot enough to burn.' I crushed the fungus into pieces and dropped them onto Tay's attempt at a campfire. They glowed like candle flame, and within ten seconds the sticks and leaves below began to catch light.
Tay stared open-mouthed for a moment, then grinned at me. 'Elly, I take back everything bad I've ever said about you. Well,' she amended, 'most things.'
As the fire began to crackle, we settled down to warm ourselves. Thanks to the mud lake, we had no blankets. We also had no food, but we were used to that. We had a fire, and that was something.
Tay dropped off to sleep almost immediately, and began to snore so loudly that I worried what creatures of the forest might hear her. There were wolves in Hob, big ones that hunted in packs and could smell weakness at a distance of miles, ones that dragged children away from forest settlements to their sunken dens. They could be hunting us at this moment, I realised. Their eyes could pierce through the darkness like arrows; they could be out there now in the endless blackness beyond our campfire, circling with a silent tread, nine or ten of them.
Branches rustled in the distance. It took me a moment to realise this was not simply my imagination intruding on my senses; something was moving out there, and it was moving towards us.
'Tay,' I whispered, nudging her.
She awoke slowly, with her customary mumble of incomprehensible curses.
'Tay, something's coming.'
She stared at me for a second, unable to comprehend. Then she reached for her sword.
Close by, two branches parted and a figure pushed through. I leapt to my feet, then let out a huge sigh of relief.
'Gramor!'
Our vuman guide smiled wearily. I had to stop myself smiling back. The prospect of death was more comfortable when it was a safe distance in the future.
Tay had similarly mixed emotions. 'Gramor, where the f–'
Gramor put a finger to his lips to indicate silence and beckoned us to come closer. Cautiously I stepped towards him, thinking I heard a whirring sound off in the distance.
'What is it?' I whispered.
Gramor just beckoned again, more urgently. His eerily dilated pupils shone in the campfire's flicker.
Behind me, Tay whispered, 'Ellstone … the blue needle.'
I froze where I stood. A feeling of dread crept through me, taking down one internal organ at a time. Very slowly, I pulled my own compass from my pocket and looked down at it. The blue needle pointed off to our right, beyond the fallen tree and into the blackness. Nowhere near where Gramor stood.
Gramor twitched. His mouth snapped open and something big crawled out onto his moustache. It was a grey speckled moth the size of a hand. I backed away as it took off and fluttered towards me. Amidst the whirr of its wings, there was another sound. Bzzt. Bzzt. I thought I saw a flicker of light.
Gramor twitched again. Then he exploded in a storm of lightning and wings.
A swarm of moths issued from his body, buzzing and sparking. Tay had already grabbed her sword; she swung it at the moths, but they were all around us now, and she merely cut through air.
I stumbled backwards, my brain whirring faster than the wings that suddenly filled the forest. I remembered the dead soldier we had found earlier that day, how his twisted expression had seemed strangely familiar, how the way he gripped his sword reminded me of another dead man, at the west gate of Tarot …
'Don't use the sword!' I screamed. 'They're electric!'
'Electric moths?' Tay screamed back incredulously.
'Electric moths,' I confirmed, grabbing her arm.
Together we leapt over the fallen oak and plunged into the blackness. We ran, swerving around looming trees and stumbling over roots, our only illumination provided by the flicker of the moths as they swarmed after us. When the flicker grew fainter, that meant we were getting away, but without light we stumbled and crashed into trees until the moths closed in on us again. The whirr of their wings bounced off the walls of my skull as we scrambled onwards towards nothing.
Electric moths did not exist, of course – or they hadn't. It was just a hunch, but I guessed that the vumas had been involved in their creation.
'Look out!' screamed Tay, and I did not see what she was warning me of until it was too late. We ran straight into a bush whose brambles waved like tentacles. Before I could pull myself out, the brambles were around me, tightening, digging their thorns into me with a ripping sound. I felt blood trickle down my flesh.
Tay hacked at the brambles around me with her sword. I tore myself out of their grip and began to run, then realised they had her now.
'Just run!' she screamed, trying to shake off the brambles as they snaked around her arms. 'The moths will get you!'
'No,' I said, grasping the brambles around her shoulders and ripping them to shreds. The awful sound and the awful light of the moth swarm grew closer.
'You're a total idiot, Ellstone Raining! You do know that, don't you?'
My hands bled as I pulled more brambles off Tay. I did not look up at what I knew was coming, but the flickering light became brighter and brighter until I could barely see what I was doing.
Then a voice boomed out, hearty and jovial, cutting through the chaos and seeming to silence all other sounds.
'I don't know, I leave you two alone for one day …'
There was a burst of lightning from somewhere close by; it crackled around the moths, which scattered confusedly and then fell from the air almost in unison. Blackness swallowed us.
'… and you get yourselves all tangled up in grasping brambles, chased by mimic moths …'
There was another burst of light, enough for me to see the brambles releasing their grip on Tay and slumping to the ground, defeated.
'… and covered in mud! What's that about? Don't tell me, you thought you were at the edge of the forest. Were you even listening to my warnings?' There was a snap and the forest lit up like a starry night as all the glowcaps in the vicinity were heartlessly murdered. Gramor smiled and shook his head. 'Humans.'
Even Tay could not think of anything to say. She circled Gramor in disbelief, staring at her compass to check that the blue needle circled with her.
'Anyway, I must apologise,' said Gramor, sounding more amused than sorry. 'I fear I made a bit of a fool of myself. It was when I went to relieve myself, you see, on our first night here. I slipped and fell down a hole — the next thing I know I'm being whisked away to another part of the forest. Accidental teleportation during urination – it happens to the best of us. Since then, I've been trying to find my way back to you before you got into too much trouble.' He chuckled to himself. 'And it seems I've failed. How have you enjoyed your adventuring debut?'
I looked at Tay. She raised her eyebrows at me, giving me permission to answer. I left it to her to answer for both of us. But the words that came out of her mouth were not the ones I would have chosen.
'It was brilliant,' she said, with absolute sincerity.
*
We slept soundly that night. Gramor kept watch, having promised that if he felt like relieving himself he would try to hold it in until morning. As much as I tried to deny it, I eventually admitted to myself that I did feel safer with him around. Something bothered me though, and it was not until the next day that I had the chance to confront our guide about it. Tay was meandering along some way ahead, smiling around at the forest as if it were an old friend, albeit an old friend who had tried to kill her.
I fell into step beside Gramor and spoke quietly. 'Teleportation is only possible over distances of a hundred yards or less.'
Gramor looked straight ahead, wearing a look of deliberate confusion. 'What are you saying, Ellstone?'
'I'm saying I don't think you were teleported away in the night. I'm saying you walked off and left us. And I wouldn't be surprised if you were just ahead of us the whole time we were looking for you, watching what we were doing. You did appear very quickly when we needed you.'
My theory was immediately confirmed by the smug twinkle in Gramor's eye. 'Don't tell your sister, will you? Life-or-death situations don't seem so exciting when they're engineered.'
'Why would anyone engineer a life-or-death situation?'
'Same reason we wrote that letter to you in a strange language. Same reason we soaked it in tea to give it that delightfully brown, crispy texture. Your sister wants adventure. If that's what we have to give her to get her on our side, we're happy to oblige.'
'Oblige?' I squawked. 'We almost died! Twice!'
'Fun, wasn't it?'
'No!'
Gramor clapped me on the shoulder. 'But it did bring out the best in you. Keep that best close at hand. You'll be needing that best.'
He whistled as he strolled off again and struck up a conversation with Tay about his probably fictitious past adventures. I watched him, unable to decide how I felt. On one hand, he was deceiving Tay. On the other, he had just admitted his deception to me, and somehow it did not occur to me to pass his admission on to my sister. Gramor and I shared a secret now; like it or not, we were in a sense co-conspirators.
This thought shook me as we walked on towards the far edge of the forest, towards the hills of Dynia, towards Eldermoon. It seemed that the further we went, the more deeply we became entangled in the elaborate web that had been spun for us. We may not be able to see it yet, but the spider could not be far away.
The Tarot Underworld
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
Plunk, plunk, plunk.
The mystery substance was black, runny, and smelled like mould and sewer water. There was a spot on the ceiling where it seeped in and blossomed into elegant drops which, when they became heavy enough to attract gravity's attention, fell into the bucket balanced on the end of the bed. Every morning and every evening we would empty the bucket out the window. It was an acceptable arrangement, though we had to watch our feet while we slept, lest we knock the bucket over and flood the bed with foul-smelling black whatever-it-was. Again. Such was the glamour of our room in Tarot.
The mystery drops served a purpose though – they gave my eyes something to settle upon while my mind went wandering.
Plunk, plunk, plunk.
I turned the feather over in my hands. I had found it on the floor after Tay and Ellstone's departure, as I had known I would. Bloodbirds always leave behind a single, small feather when they disappear, for reasons wholly mysterious to me and to science at large. If you take one of these feathers and experiment on it, whatever instrument you are using will go completely wild, spewing out preposterous results at random before falling apart, exploding or simply refusing to do its job any more. This knowledge kept me from running to Thistler's shop to examine the feather more closely, though the temptation was hard to resist. This was an object from the world beyond Snails' Arch, where things worked so differently that our technology could not even comprehend them! Surely the ultimate goal of science had to be to understand this world. Perhaps one day we would even be able to step into it, to see for ourselves where miracas came from. This was a long way off, of course, but the prospect of it, running my fingers down the soft barbs of the bloodbird's feather, was enough to make my mind buzz with excitement.
Plunk, plunk, plunk.
I put the feather aside and turned my mind to other matters. I thought of the homing stone I had identified a few weeks back, the one with the reflective gemstone embedded in it. I thought of the order we had received from Eldermoon and wondered briefly if we had done the right thing in agreeing to supply the items. Well, it was too late to do anything about it now. We had already sent off most of the items they had asked for. I yawned.
There were visible cracks in the ceiling of our room, I noticed now. That was how the mystery substance was getting in. It was as though our above-door neighbour had decided that that spot was just perfect for a grand piano. I had seen a grand piano once, an enchanted one, back before chants were made illegal and bringing one of that size into Tarot became next to impossible. The piano in question had keys that played themselves when you pointed at them. This had evidently seemed like a good idea to the enchanter at the time, but in fact the piano had been a lot more difficult to play than a normal one, and with no discernible advantage. Not only that, but it picked up interference from people who happened to be walking by in the street. Because of this, its sleepless owner had called us in and begged us to remove the enchantment. Funny how people worked sometimes.
Plunk, plunk, plunk.
I got out of bed (carefully manoeuvring my feet around the bucket), knelt by the tiny stove and tossed in the last piece of coal. I'd have to get some more tomorrow, I thought sleepily as I lay down again and tugged the blankets tight around me. If I could afford it. Maybe Thistler would let me work some more overtime. After all, there wasn't much else –
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK … plunk, plunk, plunk.
I sat up in bed and stared at the door. The iron staircase outside led to several rooms besides ours, so I assumed the person outside had mistaken our door for that of someone more interesting. There was no one in Tarot who would come knocking on our door after midnight. Not for any wholesome reason, anyway.
There was a silence so long that I assumed the person outside had realised their mistake and moved off. Then, as I lay down again –
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.
I stood up on unsteady bare feet and silently dressed to make myself feel less vulnerable. Then I leaned all my weight against the door and pulled it open a crack.
A narrow sliver of stubbled face greeted me, its nose casting a shadow upwards from the glow of an unseen lantern. A boot forced its way into the gap in the door. It was the boot of a Mlarwell guard.
'Miller Raining?' said the guard.
I nodded, keeping my weight on the door. 'Can I help you?'
'We'd like to have a word with you about your business activities. Could you open the door please?'
I stared into the guard's one visible eye. It looked serious and uncompromising. Perhaps the other side of his face was friendlier, but I did not want to risk opening the door to find out.
'Open the door, please,' the guard repeated.
'What's this about?'
The guard rolled his eyes for the benefit of someone out of sight. 'You're under arrest for supplying enchanted weapons to the enemy.'
'The enemy?'
'The vumas of Eldermoon.'
'Aren't they our allies?'
'Not any more. The Ninety declared war on them yesterday.'
I recoiled. Yesterday had seemed like any other day. Thistler had been absent from the office, but that was not in itself unusual. I suddenly realised that this meant I had not spoken to another soul for the whole day.
Finally I stammered, 'I didn't know.'
The guard shook his head grimly. 'That doesn't matter, I'm afraid. It will be easier for all of us, Mr Raining, if you come with us willingly –'
'Sorry,' I said.
And slammed the door. The guard withdrew his foot with a sharp intake of breath and the locking mechanism clicked into place. It would not hold long.
Now what? I'd almost sounded like someone who had a plan, with my cheeky 'sorry', but that had come out before I could think. Now I was stuck in a tiny room with guards hammering on the only door, having destroyed whatever tiny chance I may have had of getting on their good side. In an attempt to buy myself time, I dragged a chair to the door and spent a few moments frantically trying to arrange it at an angle where it would obstruct the movement of the doorknob. When this proved more difficult than I'd imagined, I gave up, leaned against the door myself and scanned the room.
There was no other way out. Except through the window. Right. Okay.
Our one window opened onto a precarious slope of tiled roof. There must be a way down not too far away, though I would have to be careful. Without further thought I flung on some warmer clothes, ran to the window, heaved it open and struggled out.
The air was cold and sticky. I slipped and slithered on the wet tiles until I found my balance, then clambered to a flatter part of the roof. I could hear the guards still wrestling with the door close by, so I hurried in the opposite direction, hoping they would not see me in the night's darkness.
My hope's lifespan was tragically short, cut off by the unmistakable sound of our door bursting open, spraying fragments of its locking mechanism across the room. This was followed by a muffled curse as the guards realised that I did indeed have every intention of making their jobs difficult. Then another muffled curse and a crash as – I assume – the foremost guard tripped over the chair that lay toppled just inside the door.
I swore silently and crept onwards, trying to balance caution with speed. My eyes strained against the darkness. The landscape I traversed seemed unsettlingly alien. Here and there, the Tarot fog caught the light of street lamps glowing up from the channels of firelight crisscrossing the blue-black darkness of the roofs. Even at street level I did not know the layout of Tarot particularly well, but from up here it was almost unrecognisable. Already I was unsure even what direction I was facing. Off in the distance I could see a looming shape which might be the Beggar's Square clock tower, but I could not be sure.
Footsteps clacked on the tiles behind me. I turned, lost my footing, slid towards a thirty foot drop, hugged a passing chimney and clung on as my body swung out over the precipice. The cobbles of the street below looked particularly hard and merciless from this angle. I struggled to swing my weight back onto the roof, but my foot caught a loose tile and sent it spiralling to the street below with a sharp crash that resounded through the night.
From somewhere above me came hushed voices. 'Hear that? Bastard's close by. Spread out, we'll find him.'
I held a breath full of filthy, icy air until I was sure no one was nearby. Then I manoeuvred myself to the safer side of the chimney and released it from my embrace. The glow of a lantern moved along the apex of the roof above me. No chance of going back up there without being spotted.
I glanced around, fully aware that I needed a plan soon or else things could take a turn for the very bad. That was when I saw the open window. It was not far off, at the end of the stretch of sloped roof on which I now stood. The room beyond, a bedroom, was dimly lit but looked unoccupied. If I could sneak in and find the front door, it would lead me back to solid ground.
Hastily I scrambled along the slope towards the promising window, dreading the yell of an eagle-eyed guard. Most of my progress was so smooth that I began to feel the glow of hope again, and increased my pace until my heartbeat deafened me. Only when I was a few yards from the window did I realise my mistake.
My foot plunged off the edge of the roof and took the rest of me with it. In the darkness that shrouded the rooftops, I had not realised that the window that appeared to be the answer to my prayers was in fact on the other side of a precipitous drop to a narrow, unlit alleyway thirty feet below. Of course, I had ample time to realise this on my way down, but by that point the knowledge had become somewhat redundant. I landed with a crash in the blackness, which was quickly replaced by another, deeper blackness suffused with pain.
*
When I awoke, it was to the sound of voices and the certainty that I was surrounded. Several hands were rummaging through my coat pockets. My first thought was of the guards, but most of the voices sounded too young.
'Did you see? He ran right off that roof. Lucky those barrels were there to break his fall.'
'Only lucky till we showed up.'
'There's nothing on 'im but his clothes.'
'We could take them off him.'
'Why? They're too ugly to sell, even in Pinkmeadow.'
'Yes, but he's not.' Laughter.
'Hold on, we don't wanna sell something we can use.'
'And what are we s'posed to use him for?'
A sweet-smelling hand descended on my face and ran its slender fingers around the curve of my chin. 'I've got a few ideas.'
'Control yourself, Ranette. He could be more important than he looks.'
There was a doubtful silence while the group examined me, then a light kick to my stomach let me know it was time to open my eyes. Blurry images assembled themselves: in the faint light of a streetlamp round the corner, two figures leaned over my crumpled form, only a few years older than me. One was a boy in dark flowing clothes and a hat which cast a shadow over his face, obscuring everything but a malicious grin; the other was a girl in smart but mildly scandalous attire, who eyed me greedily. Crowded around us were about a dozen others, ranging in age from barely eight years old to perhaps twenty.
In my broken state, the best thing I could find to say was, 'Can I help you?'
The scandalous girl laughed. Her freckles and almond eyes added up to a sly, cat-like face. 'Aw, bless him.'
'You could start by telling us your name,' said the boy with the grin. 'You came into our territory. It's only polite, don't you think?'
I groped in my mind for a suitable lie, found 'Miller Raining', and groaned.
'Miller Raining,' said the boy with the grin, 'and your irritation tells me you've accidentally told us the truth. Good boy. You won't get far by lying to us. Tell me, can you guess who we are?'
I opened my mouth to say no, but then to my surprise I remembered a conversation from some time ago. Broken pieces of barrel creaked under me as I sat up. 'You're the children of despair, aren't you?'
'Very good, Miller,' said the boy. 'Specifically I'm Morton Evermore, and this is my sister Ranette.'
'Charmed,' said Ranette, taking my hand and kissing it. Her lips felt tingly and strange but the sensation reminded me to test out my limbs. I was glad to find them all more or less in working order.
'The others you don't need to know right now,' Morton continued. 'The only pertinent fact is that we are a family, and if you are thinking of harming one of us in an attempt to escape, the rest of us will have no hesitation in harming you. Do you understand?'
'I wasn't going to harm you.'
'A good start to our relationship,' said Morton, 'but I fear we have already reached an impasse. You don't appear to have anything of value on your person.'
'You're right there.'
'It's troubling, y'see. We like to get something out of those who stray into our territory. Otherwise we'd be sending the message that it ain't our territory any more.' Morton chewed something and widened his grin.
'In that case, I'll certainly remember not to mention this to anyone,' I said, stumbling to my feet. 'Must be off now. Nice meeting all of you.'
As I made towards the end of the alley a loop of rope slipped around me and pulled my arms to my sides. Ranette, who held both ends, tugged the rope tighter, drawing me to her. She eyed me with an unsettling mix of sweetness and ferocity.
'Didn't you hear my brother?' she said. 'We like to get something out of everyone who comes here. If it isn't money, it might have to be you.'
'When we encounter pretty boys, Ranette tends to favour holding them for ransom,' Morton explained, from the shadows.
'What? I – no,' I stammered, looking everywhere but at Ranette. 'I don't think anyone would – I don't know anyone with the money to pay a ransom.'
Ranette stroked my cheek happily. 'That's okay. I often forget to send out the demands anyway.'
I strained as best I could to avoid her caresses. 'I didn't come here on purpose!' I protested. 'I fell off the roof! I was running from the guards!'
At this last word, I felt the mood of the group shift. In an instant they became less like cats toying with their prey and more like cats listening with pricked-up ears for sounds no one else could hear – not quite afraid, but wary. Morton put his face close to mine, excitedly.
'So there is more to you than meets the eye,' he murmured. 'Why are the guards after a good boy like you, Miller Raining?'
'It's a long story –'
Morton wheeled round, instantly losing interest. 'Then it can wait. For now we need to hide you.'
He strode to the entrance of the alley and scanned the street; Ranette pulled me into the shadows and put a warning fingers to my lips; the rest of the group spread themselves out so as to conceal me from anyone who might be passing.
Before long, there came a shout. It sounded like one of the guards who had been chasing me. I heard Morton speaking in a low voice and the guard replying, but their words were lost to me. I strained to see over the heads of the children of despair, and caught sight of the two conversing at the end of the alley. If the guard was aware that Morton was one of the leaders of an infamous group of thieves, he did not seem to care.
After a few minutes, the guard walked away, and Morton's footsteps came back up the alley. 'Well, that was interesting,' he said. 'It seems our new friend has more to offer us than he was letting on.'
'Do I?' I said with real surprise.
'That friendly guard told me a bit of your history, Miller. Asked us if we could keep an eye out for you. Apparently there may be a few coins in it for us.'
'So why didn't you hand me over?' I asked. Not that I was complaining.
'Because I think you could be worth more than a few coins. The guard told me about what a naughty boy you've been. Quite despicable, really. Don't get me wrong, I've been on the wrong side of the law myself from time to time, but selling illegal weapons to the vumas in the lead-up to a war?' He tutted. 'I've got to hand it to you, that's bold. Profitable too, I suppose, until the guards found out.'
Ranette's eyes had widened. 'They'll string you up in the square,' she whispered, walking her fingers up my face. 'A pretty hanging ornament.'
I shook my head vigourously, trying to dislodge the mental image as much as anything else. 'String me up? People don't get strung up for selling chants! This is the Age of Enlightenment.'
Morton smirked. 'There's a war on, Miller. How enlightened do you think the human world will feel when the vumas start killing its children with the weapons you provided? Trust me, you don't want them to catch you. Perhaps we can help you out, if you give us something in return.'
'What sort of something?'
'The sort of something only you can offer. In the past, y'see, we've tried on a few occasions to break into the office at your place of employment, but it's more secure than it looks. You're going to get us in there and let us have our pick of the chants.'
'I – I can't do that.'
'Yes, Miller. Yes you can. Because if you don't, we'll hand you over to the guards. And they'll treat you a lot rougher than Ranette would.'
'They don't even have scented candles,' said Ranette scornfully. 'Or nice feather cushions.'
Morton began directing the young thieves around him: sending a small boy ahead to make sure our route was clear of guards, telling others to form a circle around me to make me harder to spot on our journey to Thistler's shop. Ranette reluctantly released me from her loop of rope, but I had no hope of escaping anyway, and no idea where to go if I did.
A New Old Friend
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
The rest of our journey through the forest of Hob was as uneventful as, I suspect, any journey through the forest of Hob can be. Mostly this was because Ellstone and I refused to let Gramor out of our sight. I suggested to Ellstone that we take turns staying awake to make sure our guide did not break his vow of bladder control, but my brother mumbled something about how Gramor was sure to be more careful from now on. Our journey was so tiring that I was perfectly willing to accept this unlikely idea, and I slept soundly through all our remaining nights in the forest.
Gradually, on what could have been our eighth or ninth day in Hob, the ups and downs of the ground under our feet became more up than down. By the time we emerged from the forest we had been climbing for several hours straight. As we crested the hill, the forest thinned and the trees became scattered, revealing a patchwork landscape spread out before us.
Rolling hills lay ahead, yellow with corn or spotted white and brown with sheep and cows. Snow-capped mountains rose in the west and north, white streams tumbling down their rocky faces, their tops veiled in pink cloud. The sun blazed a slow arc across the pale blue sky to the east, where forests and lakes covered the land. Though there was a chill breeze over the hills, it came as a shock to feel the sun scorching my face.
'This is Dynia,' said Ellstone, sounding not altogether as miserable as he usually did. 'It leads into the foothills of the Febel mountains. That's where Eldermoon is.'
I felt suddenly weary as I looked upon this sea of hills. It seemed to me then that we had already been travelling forever, but there was still a long way to go.
Shortly we joined a wide dirt road which bounded over hill after hill and off into the distance. Farmhouses were visible now, most of them far from the road in the midst of their fields. One of these houses in particular caught my eye, as it appeared to be hovering several yards off the ground. I squinted at it from afar, thinking I must be seeing things.
'That wasn't like that when I passed this way last,' said Gramor. 'Curious.'
'Why do these cows have beards?' asked Ellstone, eyeing some cows in a nearby field.
There was no doubt about it: the animals' chins were furnished with thick black beards. They regarded us lazily, chewing their grassy mush.
'Good question,' said Gramor. He leaned on the fence that separated them from us, and stroked the nearest cow's beard. 'Who gave you this thing? The same person who levitated that house over there, I suspect. But why? Oh well.' He turned away from the cow, accepting the strangeness astonishingly quickly. 'Questions for another day.'
As evening fell we saw further strange sights. We passed two more levitating farmhouses; in the distance a vuman farmer climbed inside one of these with the aid of a ladder. We were mooed and baaed at by a selection of farm animals with most unnatural features: cows with three tails, sheep smoking pipes. When I beheld a field of corn growing in all the colours of the rainbow, shimmering in the breeze, I had to stop and stare.
'What is going on here?' I breathed.
'That's just rainbow wheat,' laughed Gramor. 'It's what they use to make rainbow bread.'
'We don't have rainbow wheat in Mlarwell,' said Ellstone haughtily, 'so obviously Tay hasn't heard of it.'
'You haven't even heard of rainbow wheat?' Gramor chuckled. 'My dear, Eldermoon is going to seem very strange to you.'
I scowled as Ellstone smiled along with Gramor. But I told myself not to get angry – at least they were getting on a little better now.
The wind picked up as we pressed on over the hills. It caught in the branches of trees and howled to break free from them. Once, when it blew from the north, I thought I caught a whiff of something burning, but the scent quickly passed, and I decided it must have been my imagination.
Eventually we reached the crest of another hill, which gave us an overview of the valley ahead. It contained several more farmsteads, and a two-storey white building nestled between the road and a winding river.
'We will stop for the night in that guest house,' said Gramor. 'The owner knows me.'
'But I suppose they might let us in anyway,' muttered Ellstone.
We crossed the river on a pretty stone bridge and approached the house. The evening air grew colder, and I curled my hands up in my sleeves as Gramor rattled the door knocker.
The door was opened by an astonishingly enthusiastic old human in a wheelchair, whose face was hidden behind a wide grey moustache that put Gramor's to shame. He hugged Gramor and said how wonderful it was to see us all again, despite the obvious fact that Ellstone and I had never met him before in our lives. Before we knew what was happening we were standing in a cosy hallway while the man propelled himself about at some speed, brandishing a huge jinglesome bunch of keys and preparing rooms for us. He had built a pulley system which allowed him to launch himself up the stairs faster than most people could walk them.
'Don't worry about a room for me, Fergus,' said Gramor as Fergus sped past for the fourteenth time. 'I'm sure we both have enough tales to fill a night. What do you say we get out a pack of cards and some moonwhisky? Like old times.'
Fergus grinned – Gramor was one of the few men who could make people see sharing their own whisky with him as a good deal.
'Let me fix you all a little something for supper,' he said. 'I'm afraid my pantry is rather depleted, what with everything that's been going on, but I'm sure I can rustle you up a few morsels. In the meantime, why don't you two get yourselves washed and changed?'
'We don't have anything to change into,' I said, feeling for the first time in my life ashamed of my scruffy clothes.
'Oh, that's no problem,' said Fergus. 'The wardrobes in your rooms are filled with old clothes. Anything you want, it's yours.'
We thanked him sincerely. As we made our way upstairs, I noticed that every door was open – every room was empty. I got the sense that we may be the first guests to stay here in some time.
My room was spacious and grand, containing a bed with crisp, inviting sheets. I resisted the temptation to dive straight in and cover it with mud, and instead opened the wardrobe. Sure enough, it was stuffed full with an eccentric collection of clothes that must have accumulated there as their previous owners left them behind, either by mistake or to be rid of them. I chose an agreeably simple and comfortable dress, and took it to the bathroom next door.
I spent a moment fiddling with the water taps, which were a novelty to me as well as to most of the population of Tarot. Then I flung my mud-caked clothes aside and climbed into the cold white bathtub. When I was settled the hot tap chugged into life, delivering a sudden burst of scalding water. I yelped and turned it down a little. Not too much though. I had not properly bathed since we had left the Home for Hopeless Children years ago, and the water there had been lukewarm in Summer and freezing in Winter. The hot water here may burn my skin a little, but it gave me a delightful sensation inside, awakening all my nerves, warming my bloodstream until I had no sense of where the water ended and my flesh began. I scrubbed my arms with soap and was so satisfied by the sight of the layers of dirt peeling off that I just had to move on and scrub all the rest of my body too. The detailed description of which I will spare you.
Suffice it to say I could have stayed there all night, but eventually the water grew cool, and so clouded with mud that I could not see my toes, and so reluctantly I got out, dried myself and put on my new dress. After a moment's deliberation I decided it would not be polite to take my sword to dinner, so I stashed it under the bed and headed downstairs to join Gramor and Fergus, feeling better and cleaner than I had in years.
'It's not much,' Fergus fretted as he showed me into the dining room.
I saw immediately that he and I had very different notions of 'not much'. Not an inch of table was visible beneath the mass of food that had been laid out. A juicy slab of beef cosied up to a roast chicken. A gigantic wooden bowl was stacked with apples, grapberries, cherries, pears, grollfruits, bananas and even oranges. An array of pies and cakes waited patiently on the side, communicating their flavours only through their seductive smells. But my eyes instantly gravitated towards a loaf of fluffy white bread, two thick slices of which were already cut and waiting to be spread with the butter, jam and honey sitting in pots beside the plate.
'Well, tuck in,' said Fergus. 'No need for formalities among old friends.'
He rolled himself up to the end of the table, while Gramor sat at the other end. Ellstone was already present, seated opposite me, though I could barely see him over the spread between us.
'How did you roast a chicken in the time since we arrived?' he asked Fergus suspiciously.
'No idea,' said Gramor. For an instant fire flashed in his hands; he quickly hid them behind his back, his mouth forming an 'O'.
I laughed. 'Oh, for gods' sake Ellstone. What does it matter? Look at this stuff. Eat. Just … eat.'
My brother stared at me, biting his lip anxiously.
Then something went click in his mind, and he began shovelling food onto his plate and into his mouth as though he would never eat again.
The rest of us joined him. I spread a ridiculous quantity of honey over a piece of bread, placed it on my tongue and basked in the flavour. The setting sun still shone bright enough to cast a hot light, fractured by shadows, across the table. Aside from the smells of the feast before us, the room we were in smelled of old books in old bookcases.
'So what brings you lot to my humble guest house?' said Fergus, when we were all past the opening sprint of our meal and had slowed down in our chewing enough to talk. 'I hope you'll stay a while. It's been ages since I had guests. My neighbours are fine folks, of course, but they know little of adventure. I miss your tales, Gramor.'
'I know,' said Gramor, 'but sadly we can't stay long. My orders are to escort these two to Eldermoon with as much haste as vumanly possible. They may be a vital part of our plan, you see.'
'What do you mean may?' I said indignantly. 'The letter said –'
'Fine, okay, of course you are.'
'I couldn't believe the news,' said Fergus, shaking his head. 'This is a bad time to be alive, old friend.'
'What news?' said Ellstone.
'War,' said Gramor, munching at a chicken leg. 'It was declared while we were in the forest of Hob. Bit of a news vacuum in there.'
'War,' repeated Ellstone, morsels of food tumbling from his mouth. 'Between the Ninety and the vumas? It's really happening?'
I shrugged, buttering another piece of bread. 'It did look sort of inevitable, didn't it?'
'I just hope it's over quickly,' said Fergus. 'Those friends of yours, Gramor. Do they know what they're doing?'
'Oh, we know,' said Gramor. 'Our demands will be met one way or another. Don't you worry about that.'
'So long as good prevails,' said Fergus.
'Good?' said Ellstone, but it came out as a splutter I hoped only I could decipher.
'What's the matter, little brother?' I said icily. 'Choking?'
'A bit,' said Ellstone, frowning. 'And … now you're crushing my foot with yours.'
'Am I. Am I really.'
'Yes, you are really. Is it because you don't want me to tell Fergus the real story about the vumas and the humans?'
I released the pressure on his foot and looked from Gramor to Fergus with an indulgent smile. 'My brother is a little confused about which side is the good one. Sorry he has to be so blunt about it. He's got issues, it's not his fault.'
Gramor did not respond; he was cutting himself a generous slice of pie, his knife revealing juicy chunks of pork inside. Fergus, however, leapt into the conversation with great feeling, addressing Ellstone imploringly.
'Listen, son, I may be human, but I learned long ago that if being human ever meant anything, it doesn't now. Look at our history! Massacres, oppression, inequality … one mistake after another. Humans as a species are beyond evil, we're beyond redemption. The vumas … they're simply better. They don't share our values, of course, but holding that against them only shows how self-obsessed we are. They have a code of honour and no delusions. Plus of course they are several steps ahead of us in terms of evolution. It's time the human race faced facts: we cannot be the stewards of this world forever. The vumas are poised to take over, and I for one will have no complaints when they do. They are better than us in every possible way.'
'You didn't mention how hugely attractive we are,' munched Gramor.
Ellstone was giving off a strong air of scepticism. I glared at him, knowing he was doing it on purpose.
'The Ninety see it already, of course,' continued Fergus. 'That's why they're so worried. They'll do any petty thing they can to extend their reign just a tiny bit. They'll be clinging to their crown even as it's wrenched from them, even if it means death. Because believe me, the vumas will win eventually. They're bound to. Our time is coming to an end, son, mark my words. Hear that clock ticking in the hall? That tick is measuring out the last seconds of humanity's dominance. The best thing the Ninety could do would be to surrender and trust that the vuman leaders are merciful enough to let us share their world.'
'You have such faith in us,' said Gramor.
'Of course! I've fought alongside you!' Fergus was gesticulating wildly. 'And nothing I could do with a sword could match what you can do with those spells! No matter how big the Kyland army gets, it'll never have lightning on its side!'
'It has other things, though!' Ellstone burst out. 'Even if there's no chance it'll win, it'll still win! It'll – ow!'
'Sorry,' I said, retracting my foot. 'As your sister it's my duty to stop you acting like a total parsnip in front of other people.'
'You don't think it's your duty not to drag me into the middle of a war zone for no reason?' he shot back.
'Oh, be quiet. You don't know what you're talking about. These are people who do. You may want to pay attention to them.'
Fergus smiled. Gramor grinned, wiping crumbs from the bristles of his moustache with a napkin.
Ellstone stood up. 'If no one listens to me, why should I listen to them? I'm going to my room.'
He was angry, admirably angry. Some contrary part of my brain was quite impressed until my own anger quashed it.
'It's rude to leave the table without first being excused,' I called after him. His footsteps faded as he stomped up the stairs.
Fergus looked flustered. 'I'm very tempted to go after that young man and set the record straight.'
'You wouldn't get past the outer perimeter of his brain,' I assured him. 'Let him sulk for a while and he'll give up trying to argue. He always does.'
Gramor shook his head – he had not paused in his eating, except to get a head start on drinking Fergus's whisky. 'Leave him alone. There's no reason for him to trust the vumas yet. In fact, there never will be. We're a whole species, Fergus, not a branch of the Do Gooders' Society. You think too highly of us.'
'I get carried away sometimes,' Fergus mumbled. 'I know there are bad vumas, but … with all the stuff my species gets up to, it's hard not to cheer for the other team in this war.'
'Agreed,' I said.
I remained at the table until my stomach was full, a sensation I had never experienced before. Then, inexpressibly happy, I left Gramor and Fergus to their card games and tales, and retired to my room. As I removed my dress and slid between cool, smooth sheets I felt certain that tonight would provide me with the best night's sleep of my life.
It was not the first time during our adventure that I had been wrong, and it certainly would not be the last.
Mrs Arkin's Children
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
'Do any of you feel homesick?' I asked my roommates.
We walked up the front steps of a handsome home overlooking the River Surrund. Merry Mourning looked beautiful. The sky was blue. The river shone. The sun was hot and the air was cool. Everything seemed as it should be. But somewhere far in the distance, I knew, beyond the blue sky and the glittering river and the friendly bustle of the city's markets, the world rang with the vibrations of war.
'Homesick?' Olna considered this as she knocked on the door of the house. 'Not really.'
'No,' said Hariette and Laralyn together.
'I suppose I don't have much of a home to feel sick for,' said Olna. 'That's why I'm here.'
Hariette nodded. 'Isn't that why we're all here? This isn't a place for people with loved ones waiting for them at home.'
'What do you mean?' I asked, shocked by her words.
'I mean why would you come here if you thought you had anything to offer the world but your sword arm? It's a last resort, isn't it? If I thought I was capable of anything good, I'd leave here in a second.'
The others nodded their assent.
I tried to wring the confusion out of my hands. 'But we are doing good. The army –'
I fell silent as the door was opened by a grey-haired, grey-faced footman. Olna launched into her speech for the fortieth time that day.
'Good morning sir, we are with the Kyland army. We must ask that you let us enter this building and scan each member of the household. It won't hurt at all, and with your cooperation it should take only a few minutes.'
The footman protested, but we had already stepped past him into the hall. Hariette ran the enchanted staff up and down the length of his body, but the ruby on its tip did not so much as flicker. 'If you would fetch the rest of the household?' she requested, and the footman hurried away, muttering his disapproval.
Our squadron, you see, had been given the task of scanning the residential areas of Merry Mourning, looking for vumas in disguise as humans. My roommates and I were assigned the row of houses looking onto the River Surrund from the north bank. It seemed mad to think that any vuma would dare to stay in the capital after the declaration of war, but I was beginning to realise that perhaps I had never understood vumas as well as I'd thought.
'Remember, these are rebels who have deliberately circumvented the law in order to infiltrate the city,' Captain Dylius had barked as he handed out staffs in front of the Halls of the Ninety. 'They may be extremely dangerous. If the ruby glows, call for back-up immediately. Don't let them know you've found them out.' He handed the final staff to Hariette and gave me a deliberate glare. 'But if they do give you trouble, have no hesitation in killing them.'
'We were eating lunch,' said a round woman sourly, emerging from the next room with a boy and a girl. Soup dripped from the small girl's mouth as she forced a bread roll into it.
'Won't take a moment,' said Hariette, unceremoniously scanning them with the staff.
'Is this about those vumas?' demanded the woman. 'The newspapers have been saying the most frightful things about them. Is it true that they're massing an army of sorcerers to march on Merry Mourning?'
'I wouldn't believe everything you read in the papers, madam,' said Olna.
'It's true though, isn't it?' the woman persisted. She watched her children's eyes follow the ruby as it swept around them. 'What are you doing?'
'No need to concern yourself, madam,' said Hariette. 'We're just making sure everything's in order.'
'You're looking for vumas, aren't you? Oh, I understand, you aren't allowed to say. But I know they can make themselves look human.' She lowered her voice. 'I'll tell you who I think might be one. Mrs Arkin next door. She's a strange beast. She hardly ever goes out, doesn't speak to anyone, and she has far too many children. Even if she isn't a vuma, she's definitely from some funny foreign place. No offence to you, dear,' she added to Olna.
Olna smiled with false sweetness. 'None taken, madam.'
'Do make sure you give Mrs Arkin an extra going over with that stick,' said the woman. 'Are you certain it works? You might want to take her in just in case, and her children. I don't like the way they look at me. It gives me the shivers to think we may have vumas living right here in our beautiful city, especially with my dear little children out playing in the streets every day.' She clutched them to her impressive chest. 'Please, keep us safe. Snails bless you.'
'I thought we'd just be fighting for our lives in the army,' said Hariette glumly, as we stepped out onto the street. 'I didn't know we'd have to talk to people.'
'She did have a point though,' I said. 'I mean, we are at war. We can't be too careful.'
My roommates gave me a collective look that said they may not agree with this sentiment.
I was struck by a sudden terrible thought. 'Oh my gods, what if there are vumas still hiding in Qualmgate, too? You don't think they would … attack, when they heard war was declared?'
'You would know better than us, Kisli,' said Olna, knocking on the next door. 'You're the only one of us who's lived in a vuman town.'
I shook my head. 'Qualmgate isn't all vumas. Most of my friends were human. I didn't really talk to vumas all that much — mostly just to buy things from them and dance with boys during the festival of falling leaves. Then they all moved away. But what if they came back after I left, and turned on the humans? I haven't had any letters from my family yet.'
'We'd have heard if something happened to Qualmgate,' said Olna, but she did not sound convinced. From the way members of our squadron kept being called off to far-flung locales, and from the snatches of news that reached us, it seemed that conflict was breaking out all across Vumarule, and beyond. But the Ninety gave us only our orders. They did not keep us informed of the bigger picture – in case, I suppose, one of us were captured and repainted that same picture for the vumas. As it was, there were probably only a few people on the Sphere who knew exactly what the Ninety were planning, and there was no way the vumas could get to them.
Olna knocked again. There were noises from within the house – feet scrambling up and down stairs, some high-pitched cries – but the door did not open.
'Open up!' Hariette yelled, hammering more forcefully. 'Kyland army!'
At last the door was opened a few inches by a scrawny middle-aged woman.
'What do you want?' she asked.
'Mrs Arkin, is it? We must ask that you let us enter this building and scan each member of your household.'
'Scan us? What for?'
'It's nothing to worry about,' said Hariette, holding out the staff towards Mrs Arkin. 'Just a bit of routine – err.'
All our eyes fell on the glowing ruby at once. The next thing I knew, I was flying backwards through the air and hit the ground at the bottom of the steps with a thud that seemed to crack my spine. When the blackness receded from my mind, I dragged myself to my feet and checked that my sword still hung in its scabbard. My roommates lay groaning nearby. At the top of the steps, the house door slammed shut.
'Get up!' I shouted, running to help Olna to her feet. The others followed, stumbling and disoriented.
'Hari, run and get reinforcements,' said Olna, returning to her organised self in seconds. 'Lara, you go round the back of the house and make sure she doesn't try to run. Kisli, you're with me.'
None of us disobeyed. I followed her to the door and we battered it until it crashed from its hinges. Inside, children from ages five to ten ran back and forth like headless chickens. They did not look like vumas, but the ruby staff – which Olna had picked up – pulsed with light whenever one of them ran past. There was no sign of Mrs Arkin.
'Stay close,' she whispered. 'Keep your back to mine.'
'We should keep our swords sheathed,' I said. 'We don't want to frighten the children.'
Olna hesitated a moment, then nodded. My heart pounded as we proceeded into the house, scattering the children in all directions.
'Where's the lady who was here?' Olna asked them, but they did not reply. Some of them peeped at us from doorways, while others just stood and laughed at our hesitation. I tried a smile, and a shy-looking girl with long pearl-white hair smiled back.
Above us we heard Mrs Arkin's voice call out, and with a glance we agreed to climb the stairs. Each stair creaked under our feet, even as the children bounded past us, up and down, up and down, as if only to consume the rush of energy that our arrival had sent flowing through them. When we reached the top of the stairs, we turned on the spot, still back to back – and there was Mrs Arkin, hunched in a doorway, her fingers flexing instinctively.
'Don't you dare hurt my children!' she hissed.
'We don't want to hurt anyone, Mrs Arkin,' said Olna, 'but you have to come with –'
Mrs Arkin threw out her hand, sending fingers of lightning crackling through the air to converge on us. Before it hit, I pulled Olna to the floor and we rolled through an open doorway. Footsteps thudded past our ears, pausing at the top of the staircase – I heard muttering, then the door slammed and we were sealed in the upper floor room.
I got to my feet and tugged at the doorknob, then began battering at the wood of the door itself. It quickly became obvious that this would have no effect. The door was thick and sturdy, and Mrs Arkin's spell had melded the wood of the door with the wood of its frame to form one smooth surface. Olna had already given up and run to the window which looked out over the river. Beneath us I could hear the clamour of Mrs Arkin hustling the children out the front door.
I joined Olna at the window as she wrenched it open, but I instantly knew we could not jump down from this height without breaking some bones. 'Laralyn!' Olna yelled. 'They're here! Out the front!'
Mrs Arkin came into view, running with her gaggle of children towards the river. They reached the water's edge just as a crowd of soldiers appeared, running over King's Bridge with Hariette in their midst, and just as Laralyn rounded the corner of the house and charged towards them from the opposite side. It seemed that Mrs Arkin could do nothing to escape, and for one horrible moment I thought she was going to jump into the river, taking the children with her. But she just stood, gazing out onto the water, as the soldiers closed in on her. At the last moment, in the blink of an eye, she and the children vanished.
'Where did they go? Where did they go?' came the desperate chorus from below. The soldiers fanned out, scouring the area for any hiding place the vumas could have teleported to. From our vantage point, Olna and I scanned the city. Then I saw it.
'There!' I pointed to a small sailing boat bobbing on the river, whose previous occupant, a portly sailor, bobbed beside it like a splashing, cursing buoy. In spite of the calm of the day the sail billowed, sending the boat barrelling westwards down the river towards the Sea of Becoming, Mrs Arkin and the vuman children pressing themselves flat against its deck.
The soldiers below had seen them now, and signalled furiously to a guard post atop a turret some distance downriver. The guards there, already watching, began aiming crossbows at the vessel, the bolts thudding into the wooden hull and tearing through the fabric of the sail like razor sharp hailstones. Seeing a flash of yellow, I realised that some of the bolts were alight. The children cowered on deck while Mrs Arkin leapt up to return fire with spells.
'Stop them!' I yelled, to the soldiers watching from below the window. 'There are children on that boat!'
A crossbow bolt slammed into Mrs Arkin – I saw an arc of blood and she fell. The guards continued firing.
'Hariette!' yelled Olna. 'Get them to stop!'
I don't know if it was from one of the flaming bolts or a poorly aimed spell by Mrs Arkin, but a fire had begun to spread on board the boat. The sail was the first thing to burn, a blackened hole spreading from the middle of the pristine fabric, but before long the hull was engulfed and the vessel began to capsize. I saw several small bodies flop from the deck into the water. The guards at the post did not stop firing on the boat until it had sunk below the surface and its ripples dispersed, leaving the river eerily calm and undisturbed. No one came back to the surface.
On the street outside Mrs Arkin's house, Hariette looked up at us blankly. I stared back, realised I was holding my breath, and breathed again, my lungs emptying shakily. My eyes met Olna's. No tears there, just the white glaze of shock.
There was a noise behind us. Olna and I turned, and for the first time examined the room we were in. It was an open room furnished mostly with cushions, and with paintings pinned up on its walls. These were clearly painted by children: they were of smiling stick figures holding balls of rainbow-coloured light. Each was marked with a name: TORANCE, LYDIS, SARIA, JON, HECTY, LOCUS, CLAYRE. Clayre had painted herself with long white hair, and I realised she must be the shy girl who had returned my smile downstairs. Before …
We heard it again: the creak of wood. It did not come from the door, but from a great wardrobe which stood on its own in the corner of the room. Olna crept forward. I took a deep breath and put my hand on the hilt of my sword as she pulled the wardrobe doors open. Inside crouched a small figure.
'Hello,' said Olna softly. 'It's okay. We're not going to hurt you. I'm Olna, and this is my friend Kisli. What's your name?'
She was addressing a vuman boy of no more than six years old, not disguised as a human but with his claws and purplish skin in full evidence. He did not look especially scared – he simply regarded us with big round eyes that betrayed no feeling but curiosity. I stepped backwards towards the window – I had braced myself for something worse, and now I did not know what to do.
'Do you want to come out of there?' Olna asked, offering her hand. The boy did not speak, but retreated behind a hanging fur coat. Olna knelt between the wardrobe doors and tried to coax him out with her sweet voice.
I turned away, feeling a sudden sickness in my chest. My eyes strayed over the walls, lingering on the innocent smiles of the stick figures, the simple black strokes that formed the children's names. A spasm seized me and I ran to the window, thinking I was going to vomit, but instead I found myself sobbing. A vision flashed before my eyes – something sinking down and down into increasingly cloudy water until it hit the bottom, rolled once and then lay still, still as a boulder in the darkness, lifeless and forgotten.
For a long while, the world seemed strangely empty. I watched the soldiers below as if they were players upon a stage: someone important arrived to ask what had happened, and they punctuated their replies with gestures that seemed unnatural and absurd. I felt the breeze chill my tears as they dropped from my face and out the window. I let Olna's voice soothe me, though her words were meant for someone else. The world moved around me, but for those minutes I was no part of it.
Then I heard the door of the room open. I had not realised that the spell binding it shut had been broken. Perhaps it had been broken by Mrs Arkin's death. I shivered, and kept staring out at the city. Whoever had entered, I did not feel like facing them.
There was the tramp of several pairs of boots, and a familiar voice said, 'Thank snails you girls are safe! Your roommate told us you were up here. Is everything all right?'
I heard Olna stand up and answer coolly. 'Quite all right, sir. But would you mind staying back? I'm dealing with a situation here.'
'What is it, my dear?' said Mr Menx. 'Perhaps I can help.'
Olna explained as quickly and simply as she could: what had happened when we entered the building, the events we had witnessed from the window, the boy we had found in the wardrobe. Mr Menx mm-hmmed along knowingly until this last point, but when she mentioned the boy, he barked at the soldiers to surround the wardrobe. Boots clumped on the floor as they rearranged themselves.
'There's no need for force,' said Olna. 'He can't be more than six years old.'
'I appreciate that, but nothing is certain where vumas are concerned. Come out of there, boy. You don't want to go the same way as your friends, do you?'
There was a silence. Then I suppose Mr Menx gestured for the soldiers to advance, as I heard hangers being pulled down from the wardrobe followed by a brief struggle.
'That wasn't so bad, was it, little one?' said Mr Menx jovially. 'Now, go along with these nice people and you can tell us all about what that nasty Mrs Arkin was planning, hmm?'
There were further boot clumps and the sounds of the boy's feet kicking the door frame as he was carried from the room.
'What are you going to do with him?' demanded Olna.
'We'll be kind,' said Mr Menx.
'Perhaps it would be best if I were to stay with him, sir.'
'That won't be possible, I'm afraid. We have very capable people to deal with situations like this. Rest assured, the boy will be well looked after. Now run along, my dear. I would like to speak to Miss Thomas alone for a moment.'
Olna seemed to hesitate before she left the room. Then Mr Menx strolled to my side and joined me in staring out the window. I kept my eyes fixed on a skyship turning slowly, far up in the blue of the sky. He stood next to me a while before speaking, gently nodding his head as if confirming that the city out the window was still the one he ruled.
At length, he said, 'We need our soldiers to be strong, Kisli. Can you do that?'
I did not reply because to be perfectly honest I did not know the answer to his question. He put a hand on my shoulder.
'Sometimes we have to do things that don't seem right,' he said. 'Sometimes that's the only way to achieve something bigger that definitely is right. Do you understand, Kisli?'
I shook my head.
'Well, that's okay,' said Mr Menx. 'You are a soldier. A soldier's job is not to understand. It is to obey orders.'
'How do we know?' I whispered. 'How do we know that what we're doing is right?'
He turned me to face him, and cupped my cheeks in his hands. I looked deep into his brown eyes and saw a kindness there, a natural warmth. 'Because the Ninety are some of the cleverest people in the world, Kisli. Unlike the individual soldier, we are in a position to consider the sum of the information we have and make a careful judgement based on all the facts. We do not take any decision lightly. If we order our soldiers to do something, it is because we are absolutely sure it is the right thing to do. All we ask is that our soldiers trust us, and do not let their own discomfort get in the way of doing the right thing. What you did here today was exactly what you were trained to do. Do not feel any guilt or shame over what has occurred. It was unfortunate, yes, but also unavoidable.'
'Those children …' I began to cry again. Mr Menx stroked my cheek, wiping my tears away with his thumb.
'Come on Kisli, I need you to be stronger than this.'
'I'm sorry,' I cried, 'but I don't know if I can be strong. Maybe I'm not fit to be in the army after all.'
'Kisli, you know you can't leave the army. There's a war to be fought.'
'I know, Mr Menx. But what if my family needs me, and my friends? They're in Qualmgate, that's in Vumarule, what if … what if something has happened …'
Mr Menx bit his lip. 'I understand, Kisli. I'll tell you what: Commander Menx will shortly be leading an expedition to the south coast of Vumarule, looking to round up more undercover vumas. How would you like to be a part of it?'
'The south coast?' I gasped. 'Will it stop at Qualmgate?'
'Absolutely. I'm sure I can pull a few strings to get you on that ship.'
'Would I be able to see my family?'
'Perhaps. I can't make any promises, of course — you will be there to do a job — but at the very least it will give you a chance to see for yourself the state of things in Vumarule. It may help you understand a little better just how important it is that we stop the vumas.'
'Oh, thank you, Mr Menx, thank you!' I hugged him, only later realising how inappropriate it may be for a soldier to hug a member of the Inner Circle of the Ninety. Mr Menx did not seem to mind, though – he returned the hug with a chuckle. When I released him, my tears had already dried on my cheeks, and I managed a smile. He grinned and gave me a hearty slap on the shoulder.
'We'll make a soldier of you yet, Kisli Thomas.'
At that moment, more than I had felt anything since leaving Qualmgate, I felt determined to prove him right.
The Darkening Night
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
The pillow was soft and fluffy, but not quite the right shape to mesh with the thoughts in my head. Every time I felt on the verge of falling asleep, the silence became very loud, ringing in my ears like an explosion, jolting me out of my thoughtless state.
I got up. The cold floorboards creaked beneath my bare feet as I walked to the window and drew back the curtains. My room looked out onto the hills to the north. In the moonlight they were merely black shapes beneath a sky dotted with stars. Somewhere beyond those hills, Eldermoon slept, awaiting the arrival of its young saviours.
'We're coming,' I whispered. 'Just hold on a little longer.'
There was no reply from the great city.
I was about to turn away from the window when I noticed a faint glow emanating from beyond the horizon. It flickered on a passing cloud, briefly turning grey to red. I stared for a moment, trying to decipher the meaning of this, then opened the window. The cold of the night came rushing in. I took a deep breath of it. There, carried on the breeze, was a hint of the same burning smell I had noticed earlier in the day. Far off, I thought I could hear shrieking voices, but these were so distant that they might be my imagination.
I closed the window, drew the curtains together and stood shivering against them.
The war had begun, then. And the field of the first battle lay between us and Eldermoon. As terrible as it was, this excited more than it scared me. The vumas would win, after all – they were in their own territory, they knew the land, and unless the Ninety had managed to sneak the entire Kyland army through the forest of Hob, the vumas would have vastly superior numbers. It was quite stupid of the Ninety to strike here and to strike now. It was surely a suicide mission for those involved, but the Ninety were never concerned about throwing human lives away if it suited them. Perhaps they had sent a small force to the south of Eldermoon to draw the vumas' attention while they attacked with a larger force from another direction. Whatever the case, the vumas would not be bested as easily as the Ninety hoped. Especially not with their secret weapons to help them.
I should tell Gramor about this, I realised. Even if the vumas were bound to win, the battlefield would be dangerous, and he may want to change our course to avoid it. Scratch that – knowing Gramor he would probably want to charge straight into the danger. But still, better to tell our guide and let him judge. His wisdom had seen us this far.
I put on my new dress, opened the door and followed the corridor to the stairs. As well as wanting to discuss this new development, my devious self wondered if Gramor may be more open with me after having drunk a glass or ten of somebody else's whisky. I liked Gramor, but I suspected he may not have told us everything there was to tell about himself and his associates. And in my experience, if you want someone to give up absolutely all their secrets, the best form of interrogation is to sit them down with a generous supply of alcohol and let them drink and talk while you sit soberly by, taking notes.
As I approached the little dining room I heard loud, raspy snoring from within. On entering, I found Fergus slumped across the table, his face obscured by darkness, his mouth open against the oak. The plates from dinner were piled up along the far edge of the table. Two drinks stood between the sleeping Fergus and Gramor's empty chair, along with two hands of cards and the remainder of the pack. Out of what some would call nosiness I picked up both hands and worked out what game they were playing (Lionfish) and who was going to win (Gramor). I evened the odds by swapping two of Fergus's cards for more useful ones from the pack, and was about to tiptoe away and leave him to sleep when I noticed a strange glow coming from one of the glasses on the table.
It was Fergus's glass. I picked it up and swirled the liquid inside uneasily. Unless this was some strange type of drink I had never encountered in my time at the Hog and Kitten, there was something more than moonwhisky in this glass. The liquid was clear, but when I tilted the glass the ripples were pink, and instead of the harsh stench of alcohol it gave off a scent that brought to mind rose petals. I felt sleepy just sniffing it. Gramor's drink, however, had none of these qualities.
'Why would he send you to sleep?' I asked, peering into Fergus's unconscious face. 'And where has he got to now?'
Explanations flashed through my mind … each one more ridiculous than the last. I dismissed them all – there had to be some perfectly obvious and innocent one, lost to me in these small hours of the morning. I patted Fergus on the shoulder and began to leave the room, but stopped when I heard the front door of the guest house open.
Heavy, slightly drunk footsteps clumped into the hall. Gramor had returned.
Without knowing why, I slipped into the shadows behind the dining room door. Gramor did not see me as he walked to the table where Fergus snored. He leaned down to Fergus's ear and said, 'Sorry about this, old friend. My Brothers are on their way. If I leave you alive, it just looks bad. I'm sure if anyone can understand that, you will.'
I barely dared to move my eyeballs in case they made a sound. Gramor picked up Fergus's drink and made a few impatient passes over it with his clawed hand. Something about the liquid in the glass changed. The ripples were less pink now, more deep scarlet, and I caught a whiff of a peculiarly strong and offensive smell. Gramor reached out and lifted Fergus's chin with his free hand. The snoring subsided.
'Wake up,' said Gramor. 'Here, get this down you.'
'Don't want to,' Fergus murmured indistinctly, his eyes not opening.
'Trust me, friend, it's the most painless way. This isn't easy for me either. But you have to drink.'
Some of the liquid dribbled from Fergus's lips as Gramor forced the glass to them. Within seconds, Fergus was slumped forward again, not snoring this time. His body fell still and silent.
Gramor bent down and hoisted him from the wheelchair onto his shoulder. He paused to drain the last of the whisky from his own glass, then turned towards the door. I backed further into the shadows as Gramor, his old friend slung across his shoulder, staggered back into the hall. I waited until I heard the front door slam, stood for a moment, then bolted back upstairs.
'Ellstone!' I cried, hammering on the only door that was closed. 'Are you in there? Wake up! Wake up now!'
There was no response. I pressed all my weight against the door handle and the lock sprang open. Ellstone stared at me with horrified eyes from in front of the wardrobe. I came to a halt, caught off guard.
'Why are you wearing a dress?' I asked.
'It was the most comfortable thing in here,' he mumbled.
'Okay, no judgements. There isn't time. Listen.' I closed the door and leaned against it, getting my breath back. 'I just saw something. I went downstairs and Gramor …'
I found my tongue getting caught in my teeth, and started again.
'Gramor's killed Fergus.'
'Killed him?'
'It looked like it.' I told Ellstone what I had seen. As I talked, he slumped onto the bed in disbelief, even forgetting his embarrassment at being caught indulging his curiosity.
'Are you sure you didn't dream it?' he said at last.
'I'm sure. I wish I wasn't, but I am. He said something about it being the most painless way –'
Ellstone's eyes glistened with fear. 'I don't know about you, but I'm ready to run away now.'
'We can't!' I paced the room. 'There's something more going on here, I know it! And we stayed in Tarot for longer than this before running away.'
'It never threatened our lives,' said Ellstone.
I hesitated. There is a downside to fiercely protecting your little brother – he can end up with a very warped view of what the world is like.
'It did, you know,' I said gently. 'It may never have shot lightning at us or made us drink poison, and your books may not tell you that starvation is a great evil that must be crushed at all costs, but the danger's always been there. Remember the days after your birthday?'
'That was our fault,' he mumbled. 'We were stupid. We shouldn't have spent money on my cake. I didn't need one.'
'Of course you did.'
'I don't even like cake.'
'That's hardly the point, Elly. Everyone needs cake on their birthday. It's a basic human right.'
'More basic than having any food at all for a week afterwards?'
'Well, if you're going to starve to death you may as well have some cake while you're at it. Makes it more fun.'
Ellstone gave me a funny look. 'You've spent too long around Gramor already. His madness is rubbing off on you.'
'Whereas you're a model of sanity, as always.'
'Thanks.' Ellstone smoothed down the fabric of his dress. 'What are we going to do now?'
'We're not running, that's for sure. We're going to confront Gramor, show him we're not going to follow him until he tells us the truth. First step: I'm getting my sword.' I opened the door. On the way out I turned back to my brother. 'And you might want to change. You don't look very intimidating, even by your standards.'
He nodded vigourously. 'Do you think we could not mention this?'
'Mention what?' I closed the door and hurried to my room. Vengeance lay where I had hidden her under my bed. I pulled her out and admired her shine. I also put on a pair of clumpy black shoes from the wardrobe before heading back to Ellstone's room. Though my dress offered little in the way of armour, with shoes and a sword I felt a lot less vulnerable.
Ellstone closed the wardrobe, now wearing oversized brown trousers and a crumpled green shirt. 'I have a question,' he said. 'When Gramor said "my Brothers are on their way", did he say Brothers with a capital B?'
'Ellstone, how should I know? You're the only person who can tell things like that from hearing someone speak.'
'If he said Brothers with a capital B, we definitely need to get out of here.'
'We don't,' I said, taking hold of his shoulder. 'Whatever happens, we can take care of ourselves. We proved that in the forest, didn't we?'
Ellstone looked doubtful.
'Stop looking doubtful. I've got Vengeance. And you've got me. With all three of us together, nothing bad is going to happen. I promise.'
'That's a bold promise to make,' said Gramor's voice. I spun to face the door – the hinges creaked, and there was the old vuma standing in the doorway, looking as menacing as I had ever seen him look. He took two steps forward.
'I'm afraid our good night's rest is over,' he said. 'I hope you've both had enough sleep to be going on with, for we must leave immediately.'
'We're not going,' I said, stepping in front of Ellstone and holding up Vengeance in a trembling grip. 'Not until you tell us what's going on.'
'What's going on?' echoed Gramor.
'You killed Fergus,' said Ellstone.
'Oh, that.' Gramor adjusted his sleeve and took another step towards us. 'You weren't supposed to see that.'
'Stay back!' I demanded, pointing my sword at Gramor's chest. He looked amused, and kept advancing.
'Interesting that you think you can threaten me, Tay, after all you've seen me do. It makes me wonder if you truly understand the difference between stories and reality. In reality, the weak don't win. Why do you think they needed to invent stories in the first place?'
He waved his hand – Vengeance flew from my grasp and clattered against the wall.
'You wouldn't kill us,' I said. 'Your orders are to bring us to Eldermoon. You would get in trouble. You need us.'
'My master would settle for one of you,' said Gramor. 'Whichever one seems more willing to help us. That would be you, Tay. You're the one we need. Your brother's life is a matter for negotiation.'
'No it isn't,' I said, shoving my face into Gramor's, 'because if you harm one hair on his head, I will never work for the vumas, never in a million years. I won't lift a finger for you, no matter what you do to me. I won't learn to mindwalk. I won't spy on our parents. I won't so much as breathe if it's in your interests to keep me alive. If you kill my brother, you kill us both, and the vumas' secret weapon dies with us. Do you understand?'
Gramor nodded thoughtfully. 'I understand. But in your turn, you must understand that nothing you just said matters. Because every time I do this –'
He made a violent motion with his hand – I flinched and grabbed Ellstone's arm.
'– all that bravery of yours is going to disappear and you'll do anything I tell you to do, because you're afraid. You're afraid that you're wrong, that I would kill your brother – to punish you, perhaps, or just on a whim. And maybe you're right. You still can't quite make up your mind about me, can you?'
I gripped Ellstone's arm tighter. For once, I had no words.
Gramor smiled. 'It's nice to get these things out in the open, isn't it? To think, I used all my gentlest persuasion and charm to get you here when I could simply have threatened you from the start. Funny.'
There was a whooshing sound, followed by a sharp crackling. A wave of heat rushed into the room, bringing with it the stench of smoke.
'What was that?' quivered Ellstone, behind my back.
Gramor closed the door then strode to the window and wrenched it open. 'That'll be the house catching fire. Did I mention we need to leave immediately? Out the window, quick as you can. There are people at the front door who would be bad for your health. Out you go!'
We did not argue. I held onto Ellstone as we clambered out the window and into the waiting branches of a cherry tree. The branches sagged and we tumbled down into the dirt of a vegetable patch. Gramor landed calmly beside us.
'Now, move away from this building quickly,' he said, 'and don't look back.'
The night air pulsed with the hot breath of fire. By the time I did disobey Gramor and look back, Fergus's guest house was up in smoke.
The Brotherhood of Lightning
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
The three of us headed north, climbing the slow rolling slopes of Dynia towards the vuman city of Eldermoon, which was nestled some four thousand feet above sea level in the lower reaches of the Febel mountain range. We kept some distance from the road, creeping through the fields in darkness and silence. The golden glow of dawn hung in the west, but its light did not promise to bring with it any brighter thoughts. I simply felt miserable, and judging from the way she slumped along beside me, so did Tay. I thought about feeling sorry for her, but that would have been absurd at best.
We came to the top of a hill where a windmill creaked in the night breeze. Ahead of us, spots of fire danced on the blue landscape. Dark figures, some of whom appeared to be wearing black cloaks, scurried between them. The detail of the cloaks renewed my sense of dread as we proceeded towards the chaos.
'They're burning farms,' whispered Tay.
I could see that now. The spots of fire were destroyed farmhouses and blackened barns and fields of flaming wheat. The cloaked figures – vumas, of course – were striding from one to another, fanning the flames with spells, pausing to kill farm animals with bolts of lightning. Doing everything they could to ensure that the destruction they brought was total.
As I watched this with morbid fascination, we passed close to one of the more benign but strange spectacles we had been seeing since our emergence onto the Dynian hills: an island of dirt and grass which hovered in the air several yards above our heads, and from which a herd of cows mooed down at us. Scanning the landscape, I saw several similarly unusual sights, but none of them were close to the fires. Something clicked in my mind.
The vumas in the black cloaks were only burning the farms that belonged to humans. That explained the strange and conspicuous spells that had been woven around certain properties. The effects of the spells were unimportant; cows did not grow bigger and juicier if they wore beards or lived on floating islands. No, the spells were a message to the ransackers the farmers knew were coming. They said: we're vumas. Leave us alone.
Gramor's voice spoke from up ahead – had he been mindwalking? 'To some of us, it is acceptable to work with humans if they are willing to help us. But to many of my Brothers, the idea is repugnant. They hate your kind, and desire nothing less than the complete annihilation of the human race. It seems these human haters have convinced our master that it is wise to dispose of all humans within a certain radius of Eldermoon.'
Tay and I exchanged glances, both rapidly extrapolating what this meant for us. I twitched my eyes sideways to communicate the idea of escape, but Tay shook her head. I nodded imploringly.
'It won't work,' she mouthed.
'We have to try,' I mouthed back.
As if in response I felt a tightening around my ankle, and looking down I saw something hazy and red shimmer into existence on the ground in front of us. Two magical ropes trailed from Gramor's hand to our ankles. Gramor did not demonstrate their power, but he did not need to. Their purpose was clear: if we strayed too far from our captor, these ropes would drag us back.
Feeling wretched, I kept walking, stumbling over bumps in the ground. What else was there to do? I said nothing more to Tay, not because I was angry with her but because I was angry with myself. How had I let things get this far? Somehow, throughout our journey, I had bought into the idea that we could turn back whenever we wanted, and now it was too late. A forest full of deadly traps lay between us and human civilisation, our guide was a murderer, and even if we escaped from him, the hills were crawling with people even more eager to kill us than he was. Our situation seemed hopeless, our options non-existent.
After a stretch of time that could have been five minutes or five hours, we came to the edge of a small lake whose ripples reflected the burning farms all around; a wooden sign declared it Lake Ibb. It was clear that we would have to loop around one side or another of the water, but dawn was breaking, and doing so would leave us exposed and clearly visible to anyone who happened to look in our direction. Gramor hesitated for a moment, then evidently decided there was no other option; he led us left along the bank of the lake. Sure enough, we had barely gone a hundred yards before we were spotted.
A group of vumas converged on us with unnatural swiftness, their black cloaks rippling behind them like bat wings. Within seconds of being seen, we were surrounded.
'Children,' rasped a bony man with huge ears. He lumbered forward and peered down at Tay, taking her chin in his long slender hand. 'Human children.'
Tay did not snap 'I'm fifteen' as was her habit when somebody called her a child. Instead she turned her head away from the man, biting her trembling lip.
'They're with me,' said Gramor. 'I am to bring them to Eldermoon.'
'They're your prisoners?'
'Of course. They have a small but significant part to play in High Sorcerer Daurum's plan. A letter was sent to them by bloodbird just a few weeks ago, and I was sent to meet them in Qualmgate. We fooled them into believing they were to be our honoured guests, but once we were through the forest of Hob I dropped the pretence.'
'And who are you?'
'You mean you don't know? Why, I'm Brother Gramor Eretol, of course! Forgive my attire, but excursions into human territory can be dangerous enough without drawing attention to oneself. A Brotherhood of Lightning cloak would definitely raise eyebrows in Qualmgate.'
'The Brotherhood of Lightning,' I choked.
I would say that my darkest suspicions were confirmed, but I had never in my wildest nightmares imagined that I would hear that name. I looked at Tay, who had frozen. Even she knew. Everyone knew about the Brotherhood of Lightning, the things they had done a hundred years ago, the things they did to humans, to whole towns, to men, women and children. Their name was synonymous with hatred, destruction and murder, with the closest thing to pure evil that Kyland had known since the Age of Fear. I knew, of course, that all the vumas from the original Brotherhood of Lightning were dead, but the fact that this new generation had chosen that name surely said some very bad things about them.
'Brother Gramor,' said a voice dripping with spittle and loathing. 'Well well. Fancy bumping into you out here.'
An old man pushed into the circle, grinning a rotten-toothed grin. One of his eyes appeared to be made from glass, though something green in the centre of it squirmed as if alive.
Gramor looked at the old man levelly. 'Good morning, Brother Garn. How go our preparations for war?'
'Very well, Brother, very well indeed.'
'Have the marnagore wranglers arrived from Xylo's Ridge?'
'They have, Brother. They have taken up residence in the former College of Non-Magical Arts and Sciences.'
'Excellent. Have the recruiters returned from their missions to Deurof and Mlarwell?'
'Only the party sent to Mlarwell has returned, Brother. We believe the other may have been captured and taken to the human capital.'
'Tragic. And Grenlia Hunts.' Gramor's attitude became more casual, and he took an interest in the dirt under his claws. 'Has she … mentioned me at all while I've been gone?'
'Who?'
'Doesn't matter.' Gramor looked a little disappointed. He nodded cordially to the vumas assembled around us and made to continue on his way. 'Keep up the good work out here, Brothers! We must be off now. Sorry we couldn't stay to chat longer.'
'Hold on, Eretol,' grinned old Brother Garn. 'You have not properly introduced us to your friends.'
'They're not my friends,' said Gramor impatiently, coming to a halt. 'They're my prisoners.'
Tay glared a confirmation at the other vumas. They glared back. I did not need to be a mindwalker to recognise the contempt in their eyes.
'And what is their purpose in Eldermoon?' demanded Brother Garn. 'How are they to be of use to us in the war? Don't tell me – does the boy perhaps possess the strength of a hundred Kyland soldiers?'
There was a chorus of laughter. I squirmed as one of the vumas pulled up my arm to show off my lack of muscle.
'Does the girl have a great tactical mind behind those delicate features?' said the bony man, stroking Tay's cheek.
'Good one, Brother Kelamis,' said Brother Garn, grinning around at the others as though our imminent fate was a private joke they shared. 'Give us a clue, Brother Gramor. Just what is it that's special about these children?'
'On that matter, I am sworn to secrecy,' said Gramor. 'If word of this were to reach the human government, they could take measures to counteract us. Only the most trusted among the Brotherhood are to be told.'
'You may be of a higher rank than us, Eretol,' said Brother Kelamis, 'but you are far from trusted by most of us.'
'That's irrelevant,' said Gramor. 'High Sorcerer Daurum trusts me, and I was deemed the most suitable candidate for the job of escorting these prisoners.'
'Brother Gramor, how do we know that this is not an act of rebellion against High Sorcerer Daurum?' asked old Brother Garn. 'Your loyalty and reliability have been called into question on numerous occasions. Now we find you attempting to lead two redbloods across vuman lands to our great city, and we have only your word that our master ordered it. Why should we not stop you?'
Gramor was starting to look exasperated. 'Have you actually looked at these two? Take a good look. He won't make eye contact with any of us. She has weak buttocks. Do you think they are capable of toppling our great leader from power? After all, is High Sorcerer Daurum not the greatest power in Kyland?'
'Great power can come in many shapes,' said Brother Garn, 'even human. We will not be taken in by your word tricks, Eretol. Unless you give us a damn good reason why we should let these scum into the heart of our civilisation, they will die here, and perhaps their bodies will serve as sufficient evidence of your treachery to have you executed.'
'A damn good reason?' said Gramor. He thought for a moment, scraping at the dirt under his claws. 'Here's one for you. If you do try to stop me, you will not only be obstructing a senior Brother of Lightning in the course of carrying out a direct order from High Sorcerer Daurum … you will also need to find a quick and effective way to prevent your nose wrapping itself around your neck and throttling you.'
'If you try anything like that,' said Brother Garn, raising his hands, 'we will all put our heads together and you will be dead before my nose has grown one inch.'
'Oh, I shall hardly have to make it grow,' said Gramor.
Put our heads together, murmured my mind through all its throbbing anxiety. I guessed that this term referred to the technique by which several vumas could cooperate to weave a spell that would be too powerful for one on his own. I filed it in my archives for later, if there was a later.
'Now, let's see,' muttered Gramor, scanning the vuman mob and appearing to weigh the odds. 'One third-rank Brother, a fifth-rank Brother … what are you? Seventh? Sixth. Oh, hello Brother Lorius. What rank are you now? Seventh?'
'Eighth, still,' piped up the embarrassed young vuma at the back of the crowd.
'I could defeat most of you in my sleep,' said Gramor. He turned to the final two vumas, who were big and bulky and almost certainly twins. 'And what rank are you two friendly chaps?'
'Fourth,' they replied in identical growls.
'Crumbs,' said Gramor, flexing his fingers. 'I'll need a stiff drink after this, I can tell.'
'Are you sure we should be doing this?' quavered the eighth-rank Lorius. 'What if High Sorcerer Daurum did –?'
'High Sorcerer Daurum would never enlist the help of redbloods, eighth-rank imbecile,' snarled Brother Garn. 'What use could he have for them? This is either a test of our true loyalties set to us by our master, or a feeble act of rebellion by a contemptible traitor.'
'That's no way to refer to the second in command of the Brotherhood of Lightning,' said Gramor.
'What?' I hissed. It was Tay's turn to shoosh me. I took her point; I had no desire to draw the mob's attention away from Gramor again.
Thankfully, Gramor continued before his Brothers could react. 'And I would appreciate it if you would explain to me, since explanation is the order of the day, why you are burning down the human farms out here to the south of Eldermoon. I don't recall High Sorcerer Daurum issuing any orders to that effect.'
'He issued them after you left,' said Brother Garn. 'In his wisdom he saw that it is not right for us to leave humans alive so close to our capital in a time of war.'
There was an awful screaming close by. No heads turned.
'I see,' said Gramor, 'and it did not occur to him that these humans have been friends of the great city for decades?'
'The great city will maintain friendships with humans no longer,' said Brother Kelamis.
On the side of the nearest hill, a man and a woman burst out of a burning building: both humans, running hand in hand, clearly hoping against hope that they would not be seen. The vuman mob observed them with much amusement. A sixth-rank Brother of Lightning raised his hands, but Brother Garn signalled him to stop.
'Here is a test of your loyalty, Brother Gramor,' he said. 'If you are still loyal to High Sorcerer Daurum and to the Brotherhood, you will kill those humans before they are out of sight.'
Gramor looked at him for a moment; then he turned, waved his hands in the air leaving multi-coloured trails, and muttered something I could not hear. Fifty yards away, the running figures were struck down one after the other by bolts of lightning. Their bodies slumped to the ground without so much as a shriek of pain.
'Good enough?' said Gramor. 'May I move on without resorting to violence against my own kind?'
The crowd of vumas shared conspiratorial glances.
'Of course you may, Brother,' said Brother Garn, feigning innocence. 'That was never in question. Just you be on your way. We will not stop you.'
We began moving, but Garn spoke again, bringing us to a halt.
'Your little human friends, on the other hand – they will go no further.'
Gramor sighed and raised his hands. 'This is not how I wanted this to go, Rainings,' he said, tracing patterns in the air, 'but I'm sure your experience in Hob will serve you well.'
'What? What's that supposed to mean?' shouted Tay. She had to shout because a sound was gathering around us, a sound like the roar of a waterfall. The other vumas looked around warily.
'I'm afraid you'll have to cover the last stretch to Eldermoon without me,' said Gramor, his face wracked with concentration. The magical rope around my ankle loosened and dissipated. 'Don't worry, it's only a dozen or so miles from here. Run all the way there and stop for nothing. At the gates, tell them who you are and demand to speak to High Sorcerer Daurum.'
'What are you doing?' asked Brother Garn, alarm rising in his voice.
'Start running now,' said Gramor.
Tay hesitated. 'Who? Us?'
'You. Yes.'
'Right at this second?'
'Well, first Brother Kelamis is going to try and stop you, so you might think about kneeing him in the crotch. But after that – run.'
Tay took some satisfaction in following Gramor's advice. As Kelamis crumpled to the ground with a gurgle of agony, I took Tay's hand and we ran. We dodged through the grabbing arms of the remainder of the vuman mob and sprinted up the hill so fast my legs ached. As we ran, I felt the splash of water on my back, and heard a strange wet sound followed by a lot of muffled shouting and the whooshes of various spells. When we were nearing the top of the hill, my curiosity got the better of me and I risked a glance over my shoulder.
Behind us, Lake Ibb lay considerably lower than before; waves rolled across it as though it had recently been disturbed. The vumas were still there on the bank, angrier than ever, jumping up and down with rage, trying without success to aim spells at us – but now the entire mob was sealed inside an enormous bubble. The spells they attempted simply burst off the inside of the bubble in showers of colour. Also inside, casually deflecting the spells his Brothers aimed at him and cheerfully waving us on our way, was Gramor.
Menx and the Hag
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
It was a ridiculous thought, of course, but in the dead of night Thistler's shop seemed almost sinister. Long shadows spun across the floor in the light of the lantern. The click of the office door unlocking echoed down the staircase behind us.
'You go first,' said Morton Evermore, 'and don't try anything.'
'I wouldn't know what to try,' I said, and that was the truth. I wish I could say I had come up with a brilliant plan during our walk from the alleyway where I had met the children of despair to the shop I was about to help them rob, but I had never really made a plan before – I had never needed one – and they did not seem to come naturally to me.
As the door opened, I caught sight of a figure standing in the darkness at the end of the room. For a moment I thought the guards had broken in and were lying in wait. My blood froze in my veins, until I recognised the figure's stiff pose.
'It's okay,' I told Morton, who had drawn a small blade from his belt at the sight. 'It's only Cris.'
'Cris?'
'He's our mannequin. Well … sort of ours. We sort of stole him, I suppose.'
'I'm disgusted, Miller,' said Morton as we walked into the office, the others fanning out behind us. 'Disgusted. Is there anything dangerous in here?'
I squinted. 'Dangerous?'
'Any traps? Anything that's going to kill us if we go near it? Anything like that?'
'Shouldn't be, unless you go fiddling around with things. There are quite a few enchanted weapons on my desk over there. Be careful of those.'
Morton gave me a shrewd glance. 'Ranette, do your magic with that rope again. We don't want Miller getting his hands on anything more dangerous than our knives.'
That would have been a good plan, I realised dully as Ranette's rope slipped around my chest for the second time that night. She kept me close to her, close enough that I could smell her perfume. It had a tang of jasmine and honey. Possibly it had once belonged to the same department store as Cris.
A tiny, tinny voice spoke from a corner of the room as we ventured deeper into the darkness. It sounded as if it belonged to a man not much older than me, but with a posh whiny inflection that would have irritated Tay to no end. 'Our conversation is to be kept under wraps,' it said. 'These are things Mr Menx wishes to know, but the other eighty-nine don't need to hear them yet. Do you understand?'
'Yes, yes,' said a woman's voice in the same tinny timbre, but with the added scratchiness of advanced age. 'Though I don't know why he's so concerned. He's the only one who listens to me anyway.'
'That's because Mr Menx is the only one who knows your true methods. Only he sees your value to the Ninety. You should be honoured.'
'What is this?' demanded Morton, approaching the source of the sound: the horn of a phonograph whose needle spun and sparked in the empty air.
'It lets you listen in to conversations people are having on miraphones.'
'And what's a miraphone when it's at home?'
'They let you talk to people across great distances. They're not very common though, so there's nothing to listen to most of the time.'
'Boring,' Morton proclaimed, moving on. I lingered, listening to the distant conversation with vague interest, as I did whenever the device crackled into life during office hours.
'– start with the basics,' the young man's voice was saying. 'What can you tell us about what the vumas are doing right now?'
'Which vumas?'
'There is no which vumas. Stop wasting our time, hag. I know Mr Menx pays you by the minute, but his patience has its limits.' The young man's voice was full of glee – he seemed excited by the opportunity to push someone around.
'Let me consult my cards.' There was the sound of cards being shuffled and dealt, followed by a sigh from the other end of the line.
'Stop stalling. You don't have to put on a show for me. We both know those cards are useless.'
'Force of habit, dear,' the old woman apologised, chuckling to herself. 'Tourists like the cards. They keep my claims safely in the realm of fantasy. Shall I tell you that the doom of the human race is at hand? That always gets a good reaction, and it may be more accurate than you think.'
'I'd rather you tell me about the vumas before I tell the Mlarwell guards you've been using an illegal miraphone to exchange information with Eldermoon.'
'Very well, very well.' There was a noise that sounded suspiciously like a card being turned over. 'As you know, the Brotherhood of Lightning has been reformed, under a sorcerer named Daurum. Their powers go far beyond what we have seen in the past.'
'Mr Menx is not paying you to repeat what he already knows. You said you had new information.'
The hag carried on, unfazed. 'They are using the church of fire.'
I heard the scratch of a pen as, I assumed, the young man noted this down. But he said, 'Even I could have guessed that. Give me something new. What else do the Brotherhood have up their sleeves?'
The hag hesitated. 'Well, one of their number is currently leading two humans into a trap. They are something of a trump card for the vumas.'
'There you go with your cards again. What's so important about them? Some old "doom of the human race" type prophecy about them, is there?'
'No, no, nothing so grand as that. It's their connections that make them important. As I'm sure you know, family ties are powerful, and these two children are tied to some extremely influential people.'
I felt a knot in my stomach. Two children. Tay and Ellstone? Behind me, Ranette tugged at the rope impatiently, wanting to move on. I gripped the table and held my ground.
'Well,' said the young man, when his pen stopped scratching. 'How significant can they be?'
'You would do well to heed my words,' said the hag, and there was something akin to amusement in her voice. 'These children could yet be the key to a vuman victory. Stranger things have happened.'
'Could,' said the young man. 'But why would humans do the vumas' bidding?'
The hag became dismissive. 'Perhaps they won't. More likely, they will attempt to defy the vumas. Most likely of all, they will be killed and that will be them out of the picture.'
The knot in my stomach tightened, forcing a gasp out of me. Or perhaps it was the rope that tightened.
'Come on,' Ranette complained. 'I want to look at the good stuff. You must know where it is. Weapons. Skeleton keys. Love potions.'
Reluctantly I walked away from the phonograph, keeping my ear in its direction for as long as possible. But the young man and the hag had begun renegotiating over the identities of the children in question, which swiftly turned into general bickering about the price of their consultation, so I heard nothing more that related to Tay and Ellstone.
Ranette sat me down in Thistler's armchair, perched on my knee and demanded I tell her about each item on the table before us. This was easy enough, so I set my vocal cords to automatic while I tried to arrange my thoughts.
Leading two humans into a trap. That's what the old fortune teller had said. Most likely of all, they will be killed. My mind grasped at these words, turning them over and over but unable to truly comprehend their meaning. All I knew was that this office in Tarot was not where I needed to be.
My hand fell on a blooded firethrower. I picked it up with a clumsy attempt at being casual. 'This one lets you shoot fire.'
'Can I have a go?' said Ranette, her almond eyes glowing.
'I can show you,' I said, and aimed it at her.
She stared into the barrel for a moment before bursting out laughing. She pushed it away and patted my shoulder consolingly. 'Sorry Miller, you don't have it in you. No offence, but I can read boys like books, and you're one of the ones with pictures and not too many words.'
I wasn't sure how to respond to this, and my hands refused to raise the firethrower again for fear of further humiliation. However, my actions had been noticed.
'Did you just point that thing at my Ranette?' demanded Morton, snatching the weapon from my grasp.
'Leave him alone,' said Ranette, wrapping me in a rapturous embrace. 'He's just scared of me.'
'No I'm not,' I protested.
'Oh, don't try that,' she purred. 'You haven't been able to look me in the eye this whole time. You don't know much about girls, do you?'
'I know they exist,' I said, a little indignant.
'Anything else?'
'A few other things.'
'For instance?'
'Oh, leave the poor thing alone, Ranette,' said Morton. 'There'll be plenty of time to play with him later. Right now, we have to choose our spoils and get out of here before the guards come looking for him.'
'It ain't the guards you should be worried about, chum,' said a familiar voice.
The room itself seemed to turn to face the speaker, a figure half in shadow and holding up an imposing contraption which I immediately recognised as a novelty coffee grinder. Ranette leapt from my lap warily.
'Thistler,' breathed Morton.
'That's right,' replied Thistler, 'and you must be the children of despair. Mornin', Miller,' he added, nodding to me, and I nodded back just as Morton pulled me up by the neck and pressed the barrel of the firethrower to my skull.
'Put that thing down or I'll melt your boy's face off,' said Morton.
Thistler laughed. 'Go ahead. Given that he's just let a band of thieves into our office, he's hardly on my shortlist for employee of the year. But that thing sprays farther and wider than you expect. If any of my merchandise gets so much as licked by a stray ember, you're all gettin' it.'
'Getting what, exactly?' said Morton, eyeing the coffee grinder uneasily.
Thistler leaned forward with a manic glint in his eye. 'Dis-int-e-grat-ed,' he declared, one juicy syllable at a time.
'How does that work?' asked Ranette.
'Glad you asked, love. This handle here, see, if I turn this, the miracas in the chamber below is spun into a frenzy, which creates a deadly spiral.' I nodded along, trying to look knowing. 'This spiral whirls through the air like a corkscrew until it reaches solid matter, at which point it pops open all the connections that hold your molecules together, like a fat man's belly pops open shirt buttons. I never tried it on a real person before, but I'm just itchin' to.' He pointed the coffee grinder in Morton's direction. 'Want to be the one to scratch my itch?'
The room was deadly silent as Morton weighed his options. Then slowly he lowered the firethrower away from my head, causing me to release a breath I had not realised I was holding.
'Everyone put everything back where you found it,' he said, though he said it so slowly and deliberately that I suspected his meaning was closer to 'Discreetly stuff your pockets with as many items as you can get away with'.
Thistler glared at the children as they made a show of replacing various objects around the office while furtively tracking his eyeline to make sure they did not put back anything they didn't have to. I saw several of them palm new items as they put their previous pilferings back, but I did not feel brave enough to point this out.
'Well,' said Morton, smiling at Thistler as he set the firethrower down on my desk, 'this has been disappointing for us, but as I'm sure a man such as yourself appreciates, it was worth a try.' He tipped his hat to me. 'Nice meeting you both.'
'We should do this again some time,' I replied.
Ranette turned to me, delighted. 'I'm so tempted to take you with me.'
'No you don't,' growled Thistler. 'He's my identifier. You want one, you get your own. Now, get out. All of you.'
The children of despair trooped out of the room, many of them blatantly swiping items from shelves as they went. One boy lingered behind, rummaging for one last trophy in an open drawer, but he scuttled out as Thistler advanced on him, beginning to turn the handle of the coffee grinder. Thistler slammed the door.
'Bloody cheek,' he muttered.
I leaned on my chair, exhausted by the night's events. Only my fear of the consequences of what I had done kept me from relaxing.
'I had no choice, sir,' I said. 'I had to lead them here, or they would kill me.'
'Quite right,' said Thistler, pacing back to his desk where he plonked down the coffee grinder. 'I'd'a done the same, Miller, don't you worry about it. I'm more concerned about how you fell in with that group to begin with.'
'Fell in is right,' I said, and told him about the guards at my door, the rooftop chase, my plummet into the alley and my meeting with the children of despair. He nodded along, and when I was finished he said, 'I'm sorry I didn't warn you, Miller. Only found out myself a couple hours ago.'
'Found out what, sir?'
'Seems one of our messages to Eldermoon was intercepted. Put together with war being declared, that spells trouble for us. It's only a matter of time before the guards come to the shop. I suppose they thought it'd be safer to take us from our homes in the night, but luckily I've been here listenin' to the miraphones. They're buzzin' tonight, Miller.'
'I heard.'
He looked down at the broken chants and scorch marks that decorated the floor. 'I'm sorry, son.'
'What? Why?'
He waved a hand, as if trying to hasten along his own words. 'I'm sorry I got you into this business. It's dangerous, and I forget, sometimes, how young you are. How much you still have to learn.'
'I can handle myself, sir.'
He met my gaze with a slight wince. 'I'm not sayin' you can't. But I could have helped you more, helped you learn what there is to learn about the world, not just chants. And now your brother and sister are off on some crazy wild goose chase in Vumarule, and you're still here all on your own.'
'I don't mind, sir.'
'That's the thing, Miller. You don't mind, do ya? You never mind. You just get on with it. Just keep on workin' and not mindin' what's goin' on around you. That sorta thing can get you into proper trouble before you even realise it.'
He fell silent. When he spoke again, it was in a softer tone. 'If I were you, Miller, I'd get outta here before the guards arrive. I know some of 'em, I might be able to make 'em see my side of things, but they'll want someone to blame, and if you're here you can be sure it'll be you, no matter what I say.'
'Where can I go? They broke into my room.'
'Leave town. Head somewhere safer. Granted, I'm not sure where that is in these troubled days, but getting outta Tarot is a fine start. Unless your love for the place is too strong, that is.'
I shook my head. 'I don't have any love for Tarot.'
'Good. Because it certainly ain't got any love for you. It's been a hard life for you, Miller. You deserve a fresh start.'
He seemed to think for a moment before opening his desk drawer and sliding away the divider that hid the secret compartment. I gasped as he dropped a handful of gold coins onto his desk with a clatter. 'Here. Have these. They'll be more than enough to board a ship to anywhere you care to go.'
'Sir, I can't take –'
'Think of it as compensation for bein' underpaid all these years.' He grinned. 'Tell you what, go get a good job in Merry Mournin'. Show that cousin of yours what a real chant expert is.'
I picked up the coins and grasped them firmly in my hand. I thought of what I had heard on the miraphone, of what the old fortune teller had said to the young man.
'No,' I said, staring at my fist. 'I've already decided where I'm going.'
'Then go,' said Thistler. 'Look for your brother and sister if you must. Just be careful. Those are some nasty weapons we've just sold the vumas.'
I smiled. 'I'll be careful.'
Thistler leaned over his desk to shake me by the hand. 'Good. Goodbye, Miller. And good luck. Hurry now.'
I looked at him for a moment, my employer and best friend, his eyes shining fondly from his battlefield of a face. Some of their shine remained in my eyes as I thudded down the stairs and out the front door of the shop into the approaching dawn. I knew as soon as I stepped onto the street that I would never return to that shop, and that I would never see Thistler again.
I hesitated, glancing around for enemies, of which I now had more in Tarot than I could ever have imagined. Then I began running, north this time, towards the docks and the ship that would take me to Qualmgate, Vumarule. The sun was rising, along with smoke from the chimneys of waking households, smoke that poured up into the big soup pot of the town's sky. And somewhere out there, in a far off land across the sea, my brother and sister were in trouble.
The Last Stretch To Eldermoon
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
'Where are we going?' Ellstone hissed, as we dodged behind a great oak tree.
I had been asking myself the same question ever since we left Gramor, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew what the answer had to be.
'Eldermoon, of course. Where else?'
'Oh, I don't know. How about literally anywhere else on the Sphere?'
'Anywhere else, Ellstone?' I was not in the mood for any of his whining. 'So you'd be happy to go back through the forest of Hob, without a guide this time? Or do you want to keep wandering these hills until the Brotherhood of Lightning find us again?'
He glared back at me. 'I see. That's clever. That's very clever. To get me here you pretended everything was going to be fine, and now you're using the obvious fact that everything's not going to be fine to make me keep going.'
'If you can think of a better course of action for us, I'm open to suggestions.'
'Anything's better than going to Eldermoon!' Ellstone shouted. I clamped my hand over his mouth, but fortunately his raised voice had coincided with a boom of thunder, and the vumas passing on the road some distance away did not seem to hear him.
'They need us,' I told him, cautiously unpeeling my hand from his mouth. 'If nothing else, the people in Eldermoon need us. They're not going to kill us.'
'They need you,' he muttered. 'Gramor said. They don't need me. Why would they?'
'All right, so Gramor may have said that. Do you remember what I said to him?'
Ellstone averted his eyes. I shook him by the shoulders.
'Do you?'
He nodded grudgingly. I took his hand.
'Come on. Keep a hold of my hand. They won't split us up. If they try, I'll – well, something bad will happen to them. I'll fill in the details later.'
The vumas were some way past us now. As we scurried from our hiding place, I wished I still had Vengeance. But she was probably just a molten puddle in the ruins of Fergus's guest house by now. Maybe it was for the best. She had belonged to the human soldier killed by electric moths in the forest of Hob. Though it had not occurred to me at the time, perhaps she had never been mine to take.
We had been sprinting and creeping, dodging and stumbling over the hills for many hours now, and the sky had grown dark again. Whether this was from the waning of the day, from the storm clouds that had rolled in, or from something else entirely, I could not say. All I knew was that my heart was as swollen with worry as the clouds above us with rain.
I was afraid too. But I could not say it. All I could do was focus on the little things and hope they added up to something.
'At least we've had something to eat and we're in comfortable clothes,' I said as we conquered another hill.
This at least was true, even if they weren't the most practical clothes for hillwalking. My dress was so long that it trailed in a patch of mud left by a recent shower. If I had been thinking straight I may have stopped and splashed some mud onto both our clothes to help us blend in a little better with the murky green grass. But I was far from thinking straight.
'We'll get to Eldermoon soon,' I said, 'and then everything'll be all right. We'll find that most vumas are perfectly reasonable people, you'll see.'
Ellstone remained silent. Probably hoping that the vumas we had met so far were not a representative sample.
We hastened on, past the smouldering remains of more farmhouses. A few close escapes had taught us that the safest way to traverse these hills was not on the road but alongside it, creeping behind the crumbling walls and tangled hedgerows that encircled fields of animals and crops. Occasionally we had to run across the road to the fields opposite to avoid fires and groups of roaming vumas, and these were the most nerve-wracking moments of all, as we darted across the exposed road, listening for the shout of a wary Brother of Lightning. Once we crossed just as a yak-drawn carriage came rumbling around a corner, and I felt sure that we were done for. But the vuma holding the reins of the yaks was an ancient man who squinted right past us from behind thick but seemingly ineffective spectacles, and thus we were saved by kind chance, though one of the yaks eyed us suspiciously as we vaulted over the wall into a field of rainbow wheat.
On another occasion, the field we chose to hide in turned out to be home to a gigantic insect as bulky and menacing as a bull. Ellstone was still clambering over a stile in the fence when I caught sight of it cleaning its shining mandibles in the centre of the field. The first he knew of it was when I pushed him back over the stile where he toppled into a sloppy patch of mud.
'What is it?' I hissed, as we cowered behind the fence, peeking through at the monster beyond.
'Vuman experiment,' he gasped. 'It's not all rainbow wheat, you know.'
That much was becoming painfully clear.
Overall, though our limbs ached from running and crouching, our progress over the Dynian hills was slow. But at long last we crested a craggy rise and found ourselves looking down over the great city of Eldermoon.
My first impression was of a most peculiar city, peculiarly divided into several distinct parts. The fringes of the city were more ruined castle than townscape. High walls missing great chunks crisscrossed the land, cloaked figures who looked like guards walking among them. Beyond these outer walls, closely packed houses created a maze of narrow cobbled streets like those of Tarot. Far beyond was laid a distant, sprawling array of fine architecture, wide streets and huge stone structures, some falling apart but no less breathtaking for it. Slicing blade-like through the central part of the city was a wide grey canal set deep into the ground, along whose banks the very grandest buildings stood.
In addition to the city on the surface, other streets and buildings wound in and out of the ground, passing under hills in tunnels and great sculpted hollows, snaking under jutting clumps of rock through gaps that brought to mind one of those weird cheeses from Loam with all the holes in them. The line between what was above ground and what was below would have been so blurry there seemed almost no point in drawing it.
Even leaving this particular strangeness aside, there were buildings which, like the bearded cows and floating islands of Dynia, made it clear that this was not the domain of humans. There was a tower whose very walls seemed alight with flames. There was a great domed structure which appeared to be breathing in and out, expanding and shrinking in a lazy rhythm. Some distance away, a great castle hovered heavy and impossible in the sky.
I was awe-struck. Ellstone seemed struck with something too, but I guessed it was not awe.
The smell of moss on old stone drifted to us from the city walls. Around us, thunder boomed. Above, an indecisive black cloud suddenly made up its mind to rain, battering the hilltop with such violence that the grass was flattened in seconds.
'I expect our accommodation will be somewhere in that nice middle bit,' I said. 'Seeing as we're so important and everything.'
My brother gave me a look that was almost of pity. I had to turn away.
There was no obvious way through the outer walls of the city. The stone may be crumbling but most of the gaps had been plugged by barricades and wire fences. Only one large gateway remained on this side of town, and that was guarded by four vumas in Brotherhood of Lightning garb.
'They'll be the people we talk to to get in, I suppose,' I said.
'We're going to die,' said Ellstone.
I turned on him angrily. 'For the last time, we're not going to die! The only way you're going to die is if I strangle you, and even then I'll still be alive. Do you hear me?'
The slope that led down to the gate was jagged and treacherous. As we began to clamber down, it became clear that gravity had no interest in being our friend. I hugged a tree to steady myself, but Ellstone's hand slipped from mine and he stumbled and slid downwards, away from me. I let go of the tree and scrambled after him, but he picked up speed as he descended, and soon he was out of control, rolling down and down and down towards the gate below.
The guards must have seen us by now, I knew as I ran after him, but I did not look in their direction. My eyes were fixed on my brother, who came to an awkward halt at the bottom of the slope. When at last I reached his side, I saw with a rising sickness that his eyes were shut, his head resting against a rock.
I reached over him and felt his neck to see if he was breathing. He was. But his eyes stubbornly refused to open.
Behind me, voices shouted, footsteps advanced. Unfriendly voices. Ominous, muddy footsteps.
'Maybe this wasn't such a good idea,' I whispered to myself.
Shadows fell across my brother's unconscious body. I looked up. Two vuman guards stood over us, dark silhouettes against a sky in turmoil, their features lit only for split-seconds by stray lightning.
'Humans,' said one of them.
'Why have you come here?' demanded the other. 'Explain yourself.'
I cleared my throat. It was time for my best impression of a girl who was not afraid.
'My name is Tay Raining,' I said, 'and this is my brother Ellstone. I wonder if you've heard of us. We are the children of Leonus and Tristis Menx of Merry Mourning. When we were young we were sent away to Tarot and forgotten by the world until we received a letter sent to us by bloodbird from the Brotherhood of Lightning. We have travelled to your great city across the Sea of Becoming, through the forest of Hob, and over the Dynian hills. I have a birthmark shaped like a question mark on my hand, I think it might mean something but I'm not sure what. My brother is probably important too, though I can't imagine how. I'm rambling now, sorry. The point is … the point is, we are the Rainings, and we're here to save you.'
The first vuma laughed slowly, making sure to milk every drop of humour from the situation. 'Save us,' he said. 'Perhaps we will allow you that honour. Perhaps we will not. That all depends.'
'Depends on what?' I demanded.
'On whether you pass the tests,' said the second vuma.
'Pass the –' I began, but the first vuma had raised his arms and as I spoke a great wave of tiredness washed over me, pushing me back against the ground, which suddenly didn't feel cold and wet like a rain-drenched hillside; no, it felt warm and soft like the bed in my room at Fergus's guest house. In my last lucid second I turned to Ellstone and reached out my hand to his, but before I could see if it got there, my eyes fell shut, and all sound and sensation was closed off to me.
Part Three
The Great Cities
Hippopotamus
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
The vumas stood all around me, cackling out incomprehensible words in voices that seemed to come from deep underwater. Shapes moved in the dark: horrible unseeable shapes with glowing catlike eyes.
Something lifted my hand and turned my palm up. A sharp pain stabbed my fingertip. A gush of red caught the light. They were taking my blood. They were taking my blood!
I could not move. Grasping hands reached down towards me and scrabbled at my chest and stomach until the flesh gave way, tearing like cheap fabric. Clawed fingers plunged in, pulling at my organs. My intestines unravelled before me; my lungs abandoned their post and flapped pathetically as they were thrown aside. Other sets of hands produced a hose and pointed it into the hole in my stomach. I felt the hiss of some substance pouring into me, filling me up. A fiery sensation told me that this was miracas.
I tried to shut my eyes but invisible fingers held them open. So I remained there, unable to breathe, watching as the vumas pulled out my insides and replaced them with miracas, until a figure, its features lost in shadow, held up a heart slick with bodily slime, and I knew I had less than one heartbeat left to live.
*
I woke up screaming 'Hippopotamus!', thrashing from side to side. Bedsheets tangled around me; I caught a glimpse of a brightly lit room before I fell to the floor with a thump.
My face pressed against a rough carpet with a maze pattern in shades of red and brown. I flopped onto my back, pressed my hands to my chest and felt the welcome beat of my heart. I inhaled and exhaled, felt my lungs expand and contract, and laughed a hollow, sobbing laugh. I was all in one piece.
I lay for a while in my nest of sheets next to the strange bed in the strange room. A bronze chandelier hung from the ceiling directly above me, though this was not illuminated. The light that filled the room flowed instead from a barred window that looked out on a bright blue sky; thousands of motes of dust drifted restlessly in its beams. The aroma of old oak filled the room.
Shakily I stood up, letting the sheets fall around me, and discovered I was wearing pyjamas. I had never worn pyjamas before, but they felt all wrong and I did not like them. I especially did not like the implication that someone had taken off my clothes to get them onto me.
I stumbled to the door and tried the handle, but it was locked. Of course it was. The vumas had not become humanity's greatest adversaries by letting their prisoners escape so easily.
I looked around the room, taking stock of my dire situation. The bars on the window looked dishearteningly solid. There was a fireplace, but its flue was far too narrow for me to even attempt to squeeze through. The only items of furniture in the room were my bed, with its sheets sprawled halfway onto the floor; another bed, which was pristinely made; a wardrobe in the corner; two chairs by the fireplace; and, between these, a low wooden table. On this table sat a jug of water and a plate of food. I approached them gingerly, realising how hungry and thirsty I was. I did not recognise the food, so I steered clear of it; however, I flattered myself that I could recognise when water was water and when it wasn't, so I poured myself a glass and drank.
Feeling a little less delirious, I took my water to the window and tried the bars, just in case. When none of them so much as jiggled, I settled for looking out at the city I, for some unfathomable reason, found myself in.
I was on the upper floor of what I assumed to be a fairly large mansion. The lawn below, which was walled off from the surrounding streets, incorporated a few trees and outbuildings, but was beginning to become overgrown. Beyond the walls I could see some of the same ridiculous vuman architecture we had seen from the hilltop; in fact, if I squinted past all this I could see the hilltop itself, the craggy summit where we had stood looking down on Eldermoon just … well, I did not know how many days ago that had been. Despite what Tay had said, we could still have run away, then. We could have tried. There was no chance of that now.
Oh yes, Tay. I should have been worrying about her, I suppose. But she could look after herself better than I could, and besides, this whole thing was her fault. If anything bad had happened to her, it served her right. I clung to this thought like a buoyant fragment of a wrecked ship, while desperately hoping I would not need it.
The door handle rattled. I turned to see a vuman girl of around my age entering the room. She had black hair that fell wildly about her cheeks, and wore an expensive-looking blue dress, but with a wry manner that suggested this was something of a novelty to her. Even from across the room, though, it was her eyes that stood out, shining green like emeralds as they caught the light from the window. She fixed these eyes on me as she approached, until I had to look away, feeling slightly dizzy.
'Hi,' she said. 'You're Ellstone, right?'
I did not reply. The vuman girl took this as a yes.
'We heard you crashing about up here, so we knew you were awake. Did you have a good sleep?'
I shook my head, which was still filled with images of vumas leaning over me in the dark, of hands reaching into my stomach and yanking out my insides. The most disconcerting thing was that I could not to my satisfaction separate these dreams from reality.
'That's a shame,' said the vuman girl, sounding indifferent. 'I'm Crystal. I'll be your examiner today.'
I found my voice, a little shakier than when I had last heard it. 'What do you mean you'll be my examiner?'
'I mean I'll be administering the final test.' She tilted her head with the hint of a patronising smile. 'Do you want to sit down? You look a bit pale.'
In truth what I wanted was to run away as fast as possible; I glanced over at the door she had left open, but my legs had turned to jelly and it was all I could do to reach the disorderly bed I had woken up in before they gave way altogether.
Crystal sat on the pristine bed opposite me, watching me as someone might watch an animal doing something amusing. 'You're wearing my pyjamas.'
I started. 'Oh. I don't know who put them on me –'
'That would be my mama.'
'Oh,' I said again. Suddenly I felt very uncomfortable. 'Were you there when she did it?'
'Don't you think I have better things to do than look at unconscious human boys with no clothes on?'
'I … don't know. Do you?'
'That's none of your business.'
A silence ensued, which I used to contemplate the pattern of cream and light brown curls on the wallpaper, while Crystal fixed her eerie green eyes firmly on my face.
'Whose house is this?' I asked when silence became more unbearable than talking.
'This? This is August House. I suppose it's Mama's now. High Sorcerer Daurum gave it to her as a gift for our services, after the previous owners met a bloody end.'
'Who is your mother?' My voice was regaining its strength now; my head pounded with questions. 'What services? What happened to the previous owners?'
'I happened to them,' said Crystal. 'Now, stop asking questions and let me concentrate. It would be easier for both of us if you'd look me in the eye.'
I risked a glance. 'What would be easier?'
'Getting into your mind.'
I recoiled so fast I almost toppled off the bed, shaking my head vigourously.
'I know, no one likes having other people tramping around between their ears,' said Crystal, 'but I can get in and out in two minutes if you let me. Otherwise we could be here for hours.'
I gazed over her shoulder, out the window; some birds were circling in the sky, making loud 'fleet, fleet, fleet' noises. What were they? Seagulls that had strayed inland? Qualmish skyrats? Or something I had not heard of?
Crystal sighed. 'You don't want to be here. I don't need to mindwalk to tell that. But if you don't pass this test, they'll kill you.'
'Fine then.' I still did not look at her. 'They can kill me. I don't care.'
Crystal leaned forward and put her hand on my shoulder, causing my whole body to freeze. 'Ellstone, I'm going to be honest with you here: I don't care that much either. But if you're killed because of me, my mama's going to give me hell about it for weeks. So I'd rather we got this done.'
At last I returned her gaze. Her eyes may have been enchanting, but her smile was so empty of compassion, even fake compassion, that I believed every word she had said.
'Well, I don't care about you either,' I retorted. 'Why should I do you any favours by staying alive?'
'The Brotherhood won't just kill you, Ellstone. They'll do horrible things to you. Some of them already want to. Some of them think it's disgusting that we're letting humans help us at all. Give them a chance to take out all their anger at the human race on one helpless child, and they will. I could see it in their eyes when they were running the other tests on you.'
'What other tests?'
'They happened while you were unconscious. The most important one was to make sure you really are related to the people they say you are. High Sorcerer Daurum is adamant that he won't waste time with useless humans.'
'And am I related to them?'
'If you weren't, you wouldn't have woken up at all.'
I had a sudden horrific realisation and grasped my finger, remembering the stream of blood I had seen gushing from it in my half-dreams. 'You did take my blood!'
'No, they took your blood. Not me. Get your pronouns straight.'
'But you're in the Brotherhood of Lightning!'
'No.'
'Then what are you?'
'I'm just a simple mindwalker. Now –' impatient, Crystal pointed into the depths of her eyes – 'focus here –' she grabbed my wrist and held on, taking my pulse – 'and sit still. This won't take long.'
The green of her irises swirled before me, seeming to grow bigger and deeper, drawing me in and further in.
'What are you looking for?' I asked, helpless to look away now.
'Anything. Everything,' murmured Crystal. 'The sum total of you and all your potential. Your thoughts, memories, talents, emotions – whatever you have tucked away in that little mind of yours. I'm getting it all.'
'Really?' I was far too scared to be impressed. 'All of it?'
'Well, I would be if you weren't distracting me.' Crystal waved a hand. 'Hush now.'
My thoughts rippled as though a stone had been thrown into them. Memories stirred and rose to the surface of my mind. I thought about falling out of the bed I was now sitting on, then I thought about rolling down the hill towards the walls of Eldermoon, then about fleeing from the Brotherhood of Lightning while Gramor waved from a bubble, then about Fergus's guest house, then the forest of Hob, then Qualmgate, the ship from Tarot, the bloodbird's letter …
She was flipping backwards through my life as though it were a book! I shook my head, trying to dislodge her from my mind, but she smiled a small malevolent smile and clung on.
The vumas at the west gate. Reading. My job at the funeral parlour. Reading. Moving into our room. Reading. Mealtimes at the Home for Hopeless Children. Discovering the People's Library. Crying. Being kicked and mocked by the other children. All these and a thousand more images, slowly becoming misty and indistinct, until they were no more than vague impressions: the need for food, the need to be hugged by Tay, the need to get away, get away, get away …
This was unforgivable. I vowed to let her see no more – if nothing else to keep her from discovering my idea about secretly gathering information for the Ninety while pretending to work for the vumas.
'Oh, so you're planning to secretly gather information for the Ninety while pretending to work for the vumas? Excellent idea. But I'd keep it as an idea, if I were you. The Brotherhood aren't quite as stupid as you think.'
I cursed myself for letting the plan float to the forefront of my thoughts.
'Language,' tutted Crystal.
I would have cursed again, but already she had moved on. She was into the important stuff now, the parts of my mind where I kept my knowledge about the world and about history. Hundreds of facts rushed across my mind, each one bursting like a bubble before I could fully grasp it. In the 55th year of the Age of War, High Sorcerer Volis founded the – pop! The first siege of the city-state of Twycadin lasted from 517 AC until – pop! The assassination of Fane Debris set in motion a chain of events which led to the eventual dissolution of – pop!
I opened my mouth to protest the way Crystal was casually skimming over all these valuable facts, but before I could, my mind shifted again. The images and facts faded into the background and I was looking purely at Crystal's eyes. Those eyes looked as though planets could fall, and perhaps had fallen into their depths, to orbit there forever, embodying some powerful otherworldly intelligence. I got the impression that if anyone could extrapolate the whole truth about me from a mere few minutes inside my mind, it was this girl.
I heard Crystal mutter something, and blinked myself back to sense. What was I thinking? Planets orbiting in a girl's eyes? She had obviously intruded into a part of my mind that I usually kept well under control, and for good reason – the imagination, perhaps. I made one last effort to shut her out, but with those eyes so close to mine it was all I could do not to fall into them myself.
Finally, Crystal sat back and released my wrist; my mind was my own once more.
'Congratulations,' she said, without much enthusiasm.
'Have I passed?'
'Yep.' Now that she had finished her mindwalking she did not seem eager to look me in the eye. 'You'd better come downstairs. My mama wants to see you.'
I stood up, trying to order the thoughts Crystal had left in disarray. 'Shouldn't I get dressed first?'
She regarded me indifferently. 'Fine. There's clothes in the wardrobe, I think. I'll wait outside.'
The wardrobe smelled a bit musty, but most of the clothes I found were quite distinguished, and fit me better than Crystal's pyjamas. I pulled on the first items that came to hand, checked myself in the mirror to make sure nothing was obviously inside-out or back-to-front, then joined Crystal in the hallway. She led me left, past an array of doors concealing potentially frightening rooms, until we came to a landing bathed in sunlight from a huge multi-paned window, and descended a grand curling staircase to the mansion's entrance hall. The front door was right there, beckoning me to make a run for it, but I suspected things would be even more dangerous outside. Outside, people may feel more than mere indifference towards me. Whatever mistrust I felt towards Crystal, she did not seem to be actively trying to kill me – not yet, at least – and this made me reluctant to leave her side.
'Mama's in that room there,' she said; perhaps she had picked up on my reluctance and decided to torment me further by abandoning me. 'I'll leave you to get acquainted.'
Abruptly she withdrew through a doorway opposite the one she had indicated. I felt a strange desire to call after her, to ask her not to leave me or to ask her more of the many questions she had left unanswered, but my mind was still too addled to turn these questions into words. I turned to the doorway she had indicated and edged towards it, bracing myself for whatever horrors lay in wait on the other side. Chattering voices grew louder as I stepped over the threshold.
On the other side was a sumptuous sitting room arrayed with finely upholstered seating and lined with display cabinets full of crockery and ornaments. A fire crackled merrily in a stone fireplace, bigger than the one upstairs. Sitting on a sofa was an older vuman woman, and opposite her, on an identical sofa and scoffing from a plate of biscuits on her lap, sat Tay.
The vuma saw me first and stood up, spreading wide her arms and smile. Not long ago her hair had probably been the same inky black as Crystal's, but now it was streaked with grey. Reassuringly, she was also not in Brotherhood attire; instead she wore a woolly, unthreatening cardigan over a blue and white dress, and large, thick-framed glasses which almost disguised the fact that she was slightly cross-eyed.
'Ah, you must be Ellstone!' she gushed, shaking my hand in both of hers. 'So happy to meet you! I'm Crystal's mother, Grenlia Hunts. Call me Grenlia.'
'Ellstone!' Tay greeted me, holding aloft a half-munched biscuit. 'You're alive! You're not worthless!'
'Apparently not,' I confirmed, shakily.
'I do hope Crystal was nice to you,' said Grenlia, frowning with displaced disapproval as she looked me up and down. 'I tell her she comes across as cold, but she's at that age where she won't listen to her silly old mama.'
'We all go through that phase,' said Tay cheerfully.
'How long have you been awake?' I asked her.
'Oh, ages. You took long enough to wake up. Grenlia wouldn't let me start my training until you did.' Tay turned to Grenlia, her eyes glowing with eagerness. 'Does this mean we can start now?'
Grenlia shook her head. 'Absolutely not. I insisted to High Sorcerer Daurum that we give you both time to recover from your ordeal before we begin your training. You sit yourself down and have some biscuits.' She took me by the shoulders and sat me on the sofa next to Tay. 'Tay, do share them now.'
'Do I have to?' Tay complained, through a mouthful of crumbs. 'They're so nice.'
'Of course you have to,' said Grenlia Hunts. 'He's your brother. Oh, you poor little urchin, you look absolutely starved!'
'Don't worry about him,' said Tay, handing me the biscuits. They looked almost edible, so I took one. 'He always looks like that. Don't you?'
'Yes,' I said, turning the biscuit over in my hand to check for suspicious bits of insect poking out. I could not see any, so I nibbled the edge with utmost caution.
'Sorry they're a bit bland,' Grenlia fretted. 'Normally I'd put more spices in them, but all this rationing! We get odd shipments in from time to time, but nothing consistent, especially now the war's started. Still, making them keeps my mind off things. How is it? Is it okay?'
I nodded wordlessly.
'Good! Come to think of it, it must be about time to take the next batch out of the oven now. I'm sure you two have some catching up to do. Gossip about me if you want, I promise I won't listen in!' She turned to leave the room, then stopped in her tracks and spun around. 'Oh! There is one thing you two can do today.' She pulled a sheaf of paper out of a drawer and set it on the table in front of us along with a black fountain pen. 'Tay, you said your older brother is still in Tarot.'
'That's right. He sends his regards to the Brotherhood of Lightning, wishes he could be imprisoned here with us, but he's got a job to hold down, you see.'
'Well, I spoke to High Sorcerer Daurum last night, and he was very insistent that we must have all three Raining children here. So I thought it'd be good if you two could write your brother a letter, telling him how nice it is here and inviting him to join you.'
'How nice it is here?' I spluttered.
Tay snatched up the pen with a grin. 'Will do!'
Grenlia smiled back at her. 'Such good children,' she murmured. 'Tell him to head to the Perfect Pitcher in Qualmgate, just like you did. I'd better go and get those biscuits now, before they catch fire and burn the whole house down. That wouldn't be a good start to your time here, would it?'
She giggled and careened out of the room like a dazed butterfly. I gazed after her for a moment, wondering how she could have confounded my expectations any more.
'She's the one who's going to be teaching us to mindwalk,' said Tay, doodling on the top sheet of paper. 'She's nice, isn't she? A bit more … domestic than I expected, but I suppose she knows her stuff. How are you feeling, anyway? I was worried about you.'
'You could have fooled me,' I snapped.
'What do you mean?'
'I mean I was upstairs in a – in a coma, or a magical trance, or whatever you want to call it, and you were sitting down here laughing and eating biscuits with her! With – them.'
'They're nice! Well, Crystal's a bit odd sometimes, but when you get to know her –'
'Not the Huntses. The other them.'
'Oh, here we go,' my sister sighed. 'The vumas are evil, the vumas hate humans, the vumas lured us to their city and imprisoned us.'
'And have you seen any evidence at all that I'm wrong about them?'
'You can't think Grenlia's evil? Surely even you –'
'Have you forgotten what happened with Gramor Eretol? You thought he was nice until he murdered his old friend, threatened to kill me and turned out to be in the Brotherhood of Lightning. This is exactly the same as that! It's like … it's like one of those dreams that you know is going to turn into a nightmare but you don't know when or how.'
Tay tilted her head. 'You have nightmares? I always imagined your dreams were about old men with grey beards signing historical treaties.'
'No, I have nightmares too.'
'What about?'
I gestured to the room. 'Mostly about this.'
Tay shoved the last biscuit into her mouth and smacked her lips. 'You need to get a better imagination.'
'No I don't. Haven't you even thought about trying to escape? Don't tell me you didn't jiggle the bars on the window to see if they moved.'
'Of course I did.' She put the plate aside and leaned over the table, pen in hand. 'It's good to keep your options open.'
I stared at her in disbelief. 'You're actually enjoying this, aren't you?'
'What a ridiculous thing to say. Ten minutes ago I didn't know for sure that you'd ever wake up. What's enjoyable about that? Now, let's get on with this letter. How about this: "We're enjoying warm vuman hospitality and biscuits in the great city of Eldermoon, at the cultural heart of Vumarule." What else should we say?'
I thought for a moment. 'Tell him to take my library books back and apologise to Miss McKilver.'
'No. Anything important?'
I remembered the code word we had agreed with Miller. 'Have you put the word hippopotamus in? So he knows we're prisoners?'
'I've been thinking about that. How do you suggest we slip in the word hippopotamus without it seeming suspicious?'
'It can't be that hard.' I paused to think. 'How about "it's quite boring here in Eldermoon, I wish they had a zoo with a hippopotamus"?'
'You're right, that's not forced at all.'
'Can you think of anything better?'
'It was your idea, Elly.' Tay nibbled the top of the pen for a moment, then wrote a new opening line. I peered over her shoulder, and sighed.
'I suppose it'll have to do.'
As Tay was signing her name at the bottom of the sheet, Grenlia returned, bringing with her a wave of baking smells. Heat radiated off the tray of biscuits in her oven-gloved hands.
'How are you getting on?' she asked, setting them down on a mat on the table.
'Finished!' said Tay, thrusting the letter at her. She took one of the new biscuits and immediately dropped it, flailing her hand in pain.
'Oh, that was quick!' Grenlia set aside her oven gloves, took the letter and read. Her smile faltered after the first line; she lowered the letter and looked at Tay.
'You call your brother Hippopotamus Breath?'
'It's an affectionate nickname,' said Tay, nursing her fingers.
Grenlia frowned and resumed reading. She was more enthusiastic about the rest of the letter. 'Oh, how lovely! I'll have the Brotherhood send it to Tarot first thing tomorrow. Someone will escort him here from Qualmgate and before you know it you'll all be together again. Won't that be nice?'
'Yeah!' said Tay. 'It must be weeks since we've seen him, mustn't it, Elly?'
'I suppose,' I muttered.
In honesty, I had almost forgotten about Miller. I had forgotten that of all the people on the Sphere, he was the one we had appointed to rescue us if things went bad. I thought about our brother struggling through the forest of Hob, running away from over-eager Brothers of Lightning on the Dynian hills and trying to sneak past the guards of Eldermoon into the city. These images did not fill me with confidence. Miller's heart was in the right place, of course, but in the end he was still … well, he was still Miller.
Where To Go Next
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
In the time it took to walk from one end of Qualmgate to the other – taking in its unfamiliar sights, sounds and smells – a few worrying facts dawned on me. I realised that Vumarule was big. I realised it was likely fraught with dangers hitherto unknown to me, and that Tay and Ellstone could be almost anywhere in it. I realised I was friendless, vulnerable and extremely chilly, in a hostile foreign land with no possessions but the clothes I was wearing and the handful of coins that jingled loosely in their pockets.
In other words, I realised I needed a cup of coffee.
I found a small shadowy coffee house that did not appear to have a name, the anonymity and gloom of which appealed to me. I ordered a drink from a bald man with an earring and a permanent squint and took a seat by the window, clasping my hands around my mug to keep them warm. It was while I was sitting there that my ears, looking for something to do besides feel raw and cold, picked up on a hushed conversation at the next table.
'I think we all got swindled on that switchover thing,' a woman muttered, to the macaroon she was eating. 'Everyone said it was the right thing to do. They're cheaper, they said, and more flexible and they last longer and all that crap, and we bought it. Literally. A cartload of it, and threw our old hollows away like everyone else. Then last week, my friend from Merry Mourning told me …'
The woman's voice dipped below the ambient sounds of coffee being ground and the crackles at the end of a phonograph record the staff had neglected to take off. The man sitting opposite her, who was reading a broadsheet with sheets so broad they hid everything but his gloved hands, confirmed, 'It's true. No one expected it, least of all me. Based on the market reality of the time, you were quite right to make the switch, but –'
'But based on the actual reality of now, I've just paid through the nostrils for a pile of junk, right?'
'It is still only a possibility,' said the newspaper.
'How possible, exactly?'
'Well, we are talking about a leak here. From one of the less influential members of the Outer Circle, I daresay, but what leaks out of the Ninety is often more trustworthy than what it openly announces. And it's been keeping worryingly tight-lipped on this matter. There will be fireworks when the public finds out. I can't say I'm too happy myself, to be frank. I've been dealing with complaints like yours all week, and I can't possibly afford to refund everyone who's ever bought a blooded item from me.'
'I don't give a flying fig what you can afford! I'm running a business too!'
'I can sell some of your hollows back to you if you like, but I'll have to mark them up a little.'
'Forget it,' the woman said, standing and gathering her possessions. 'I shall take my business elsewhere. Goodbye.' And she strode out of the coffee house, a hefty bag swinging by her side.
What is everyone talking about lately? I thought, feeling left out. Stealthily I moved myself and my coffee over to the place the woman had just vacated, and spoke to the newspaper man in a whisper.
'Can you get me some enchanted items?'
There was no surprise in the man's voice. 'Absolutely. You're in luck, my friend. There happens to be a sale today on all blood-infused chants. Every one half price.'
'I don't want them. I'm looking for miracas chamber ones.'
The newspaper looked at me. 'Are you sure? Everyone's using blooded ones these days. They're –'
'Cheaper, more flexible, longer-lasting,' I recited. 'I know what I'm talking about. Really. Now, just listen to what I want and don't try to cheat me.'
I listed some chants I thought may be useful on whatever journey lay ahead. Some I knew to have been discontinued in miracas chamber form, but I hoped the man may be in possession of stragglers from an old batch. His replies in the negative frustrated more than they surprised me.
In total he was able to provide only four out of the dozen or so items I asked for. He produced these from a large trunk under the table – I guessed he must be something of a permanent fixture at the coffee house with no name – and slid them discreetly across to me. I distributed them strategically among my coat pockets. At the end of our transaction, I paid the man nearly all my remaining gold pieces and took my coffee back to my own table.
First thing: I had to find out where Tay and Ellstone had got to.
Trying my best to look like someone merely enjoying a warm beverage whilst sheltering from the cruel sea winds, I reached into my pocket and retrieved one of the chants I had bought: a seeker's cylinder. It was about the size of a clothes peg and roughly the same shape, with one end that tapered off into a point and another that split into two.
I set the item in my palm, made a fist tight enough to give me splinters, and shut my eyes. Now I had to focus my thoughts.
Tay and Ellstone. The only family I had ever known. The ones I loved. The ones for whom I worked all day every day, the ones for whom I pretended to eat while really slipping the food back into the cupboard when they weren't looking. That time I saw Tay doing the same and we both pretended I hadn't seen it. Tay, with her birthmark and her certainties and all the fire in her eyes. Ellstone, with his books and his history lessons and his well-meaning plan of moving to Merry Mourning to get away from the children who tormented him. The determination in both of them – Tay's insistence that whoever had written the strange letter was on our side, and Ellstone's equally strong determination to prove her wrong. The family I loved.
No, this wasn't enough. What the seeker's cylinder needed was more vivid and truthful. I bit my lip and scrunched up my eyes.
Their sense of self. The sense that they knew who they were, what they were doing, and where they wanted to be, even if they could sometimes be wrong about all those things. The way they laughed sometimes, when they understood something I didn't, and I didn't quite know why. The way they both knew they had to leave Tarot and they knew, somehow, that I had to stay behind. Well, it had been my idea, but they hadn't taken much convincing. They loved me, of course, but I was vaguely aware that they didn't want me around all the time. After all, they were a lot closer to each other than they had ever been to me.
I opened my eyes and my palm. The seeker's cylinder was glowing softly. This meant that, like a sponge, it had soaked up my thoughts of Tay and Ellstone; now it would point me to them. I dropped it into my coffee with a splash. It bobbed a moment, unsure of which way to go, then settled on the surface, pointing – I squinted through the dusty window to get a sense of which direction was which – southeast.
This immediately struck me as odd. I was no expert on the geography of Kyland, but I was fairly sure there was no land in that direction, or when there was it was just Mlarwell or Deurof, not Vumarule. Why would Tay and Ellstone be summoned to Vumarule only to be taken somewhere else?
I gave the cylinder a nudge with my teaspoon. It spun for a moment then settled just as decisively on west. I frowned and spun it again, and it stopped at due south.
I lowered my head into my hands. The seeker's cylinder didn't work. Not only did this mean I had no way of knowing where Tay and Ellstone had got to, but it did not bode well for the other chants I had bought. I glanced over at the table where the man with the newspaper had been sitting, and was not surprised to find him gone. Maybe he had a talent for disappearing quietly, or maybe he had simply strolled out while I had been concentrating on my siblings. It didn't matter. I doubted I would see him again, and if I did I would not know it.
I spent the next half an hour or so staring out the dusty window, drinking the rest of my coffee and feeling incredibly stupid. Though Thistler and I had always been honest in our dealings, I knew perfectly well that many blackmarket traders were not to be trusted. Yet I had been so eager to get my hands on some chants that I had trusted the newspaper man anyway.
Where the hell do I go from here?
When I began to feel I had stayed as long as I reasonably could without buying another drink, I stood up, flashed the bald man behind the counter an awkward smile and stepped out the door, buttoning my coat once more against the cold.
I walked aimlessly along the street, past limestone houses with blue-grey rooftiles, past little grassy squares planted with tall pines that seemed to shiver in the sea wind. The town felt eerily quiet, I realised now. It was as if half the population had just disappeared. Come to think of it, I had not seen any vumas yet. Maybe they had all been chased out by human soldiers. Whatever the reason, I was quite glad there were not many people around to see me wandering around town eyeing buildings like a burglar scouting out targets.
The forest caught my eye through the gap between two buildings, looming in the north like a great green wall. Maybe it would help to go for a walk somewhere more sheltered, to clear my head and think about my next move. Maybe I could find a quiet spot to test out the rest of my chants and see exactly how useless they were and thus how much trouble I was in. Trying to be decisive, I turned onto a street that would take me up the slope towards the forest.
As I drew nearer to the tree line I passed a strange abandoned building called the Perfect Pitcher Alehouse. It was strange enough at least to make me pause, look it up and down and make a small curious noise before I continued towards the forest.
It was not until I was about to step off the cobbles and onto the dirt path that wound into the trees that I suddenly remembered where I'd heard the name before, and froze.
I ran back down the street and came to a halt in front of the building, gazing into the cracks of its boarded up windows. How could I have forgotten? But Tay and Ellstone could not still be here, could they? It had obviously been abandoned for a long time – even the door was boarded up, though I noticed that the planks there looked newer than those over the windows.
Glancing around to make sure the street was still deserted, I crept round the corner of the building and came to a small but wildly overgrown garden. It contained several metal tables and stacks of chairs, as well as a patently sinister children's swing set which was now home to at least two hand-sized scarlet spiders in glistening webs. There was another boarded up door, and embedded in the ground against one wall was a set of cellar doors sealed together with a chunky padlock. I jiggled the padlock experimentally but could not remove it. With the right chants I could have got through these doors or any of the others, but my current selection was embarrassingly meagre and unreliable.
I walked around the building a few more times looking for a way in. On the north side stood a large oak tree whose boughs reached invitingly close to an upper floor window, but that window was just as thoroughly boarded up as the others. The one exception was a window around the back, which had a gap between two boards that looked about big enough to squeeze through, but was too high off the ground and too far from convenient trees to reach.
Eventually I decided to give up on the Perfect Pitcher for the moment and go for my walk in the forest after all. I was coming round the north side of the building when I bumped into a man — quite literally, since neither of us had expected to encounter another soul there.
We stood staring at each other for a moment, and a disbelieving breath left my body. The man had a crooked nose and glittering purple eyes with eyebrows sharp enough to cut butter, and I had met him before. This was the man who had followed me to work for weeks back in Tarot, and who had come into the shop to pawn a jewelled money box. He was the man I had stolen from, though I suspected there may have been more to that transaction than I had understood. I knew he was a vuma, though as before he looked human.
'You're early, Mr Raining,' he said.
'Who are you?' I demanded. 'Your name isn't really Tane Ealorman, is it?'
'Does my name matter to you? You need only know me as your guide. I am here to lead you to Eldermoon, that is all. Forgive me if I've got you wrong, but I don't think either of us is interested in pursuing a friendship.'
'Lead me to Eldermoon? Hold on a minute, is that where my brother and sister are?'
'You do not know? I assumed you had received their letter, though it was sent only recently.'
'No, I –' I fumbled to get the conversation back on track. 'Why are they in Eldermoon?'
'They are to be trained in mindwalking.'
'Mindwalking? Why?'
The vuma sighed. 'They warned me that asking tedious questions runs in your family, but that does not make them any less tedious. Give me a few minutes to prepare for our journey and you can get the rest of them out of your system while I do so. Then you won't have to witter on at me while we are on the road. Does that sound fair?'
He led me into the back garden and I watched as he opened the cellar doors with a spell and descended the damp stone staircase below. I hesitated before calling down into the darkness.
'Why were you following me, back in Tarot?'
'They were my orders.' His voice came back echoing and accompanied by the clatter of him gathering up his possessions. 'I was to spy on you. I was not told what makes you so important, and I still cannot see it, frankly. Nor did I find out much about you, so do not worry. I do not know your intimate personal secrets, nor do I have any desire to.'
'Good,' I said, flattered by the implication that I had intimate personal secrets. 'Then … what was all that stuff in the shop about?'
'The business with the money box?' The darkness chuckled. 'It served several purposes. Firstly, it acted as a test of your character. My colleagues have no use for people with too rigid a moral code. Secondly, it was a piece of manipulation, designed to get enough money into your possession that you and your family may board a ship to Vumarule. And thirdly, perhaps to make your childish little sister think that fate had some interest in her journey. It worked rather well, I am told.'
'My brother saw you at the west gate, a few days before the money box. He said you killed a guard.'
The vuma emerged from the cellar with a pack on his shoulder and glared at me. 'No more talk!' He slammed the cellar doors and clicked the padlock back onto them. 'You have asked your questions. Now you will follow me, if you ever want to see your brother and sister again.'
'I'll follow you,' I said innocently, checking the chants were still present and correct in my pockets. Some of them may be defective, but it was comforting to have them with me, like a little piece of the life I had left behind.
*
The nameless vuma kept up his disguise for our stroll through the streets of Qualmgate. I kept my head down as we passed a small cluster of guards telling rude jokes. The vuma did not seem remotely worried by them, and even risked flashing them a look of contempt.
Before long we were past the last of the town's houses, and hiking up a steep path that led us to the top of the sea cliffs. Ahead, the path wended along the coastline for what looked like some miles. Once we were a sufficient distance from Qualmgate, the vuma relaxed a little, letting his skin revert to its natural colour and his claws reemerge from his fingers, and I plucked up the courage to ask him another question.
'Sorry, why are we going east? Isn't Eldermoon to the north?'
'If we set out north from Qualmgate, we'd be going through the forest of Hob,' said my guide. 'No sane person would try to lead a human through there. Better to go by Webber's Road which loops around the eastern edge of the forest. It is inconvenient, but that is one of the prices we must pay for inviting redbloods into our heartlands. Now, if you say another word, I will fuse your lips together. Do you understand?'
'Ye—' I began, then stopped and nodded. The vuma scowled at me, but thankfully did not seem to count my truncated syllable as a word.
'Just keep up,' he snapped, and pushed on ahead.
Jagged rocks and rabbit holes dotted our path, and it was all I could do to keep pace with the nameless vuma while not tripping and tumbling off the cliff edge into the rocky waters below. We walked for hours – we walked until my feet ached, but the forest to our left showed no sign of thinning.
Eventually the sun began to set before us, turning the horizon into a dazzling mess of rosy orange while the light drained from the rest of the world. The milk moon rose and cast its ghostly glow over the water, catching the sails of boats some distance out to sea. Strange cries echoed from the forest. Occasionally something would cry from the trail up ahead; in these instances my guide would mutter something and twitch his fingers, and an unnatural light would flicker ahead of us. A few times, I glimpsed shapes scuttling, shambling or soaring away from these spells, into the forest or over the sea. The vuma seemed unfazed by these, even a little cheerful.
'It would be death for you to venture out here alone,' he informed me. 'Even hardened warriors of your race have been killed on the many winding trails of Vumarule. I believe we should rest a while and let light return before travelling much further. There is an inn just beyond the next headland called the Trout's Head. It is run by humans, but it has always been welcoming to vumas, and I am willing to tolerate your kind so long as you are serving me drinks. We will stop there for the night.'
By this time the effects of my coffee had all but worn off, so I had no complaints about the prospect of a soft bed. We trekked on to the headland as the blood moon rose, and found the inn illuminating the roadside with a welcoming glow. I rubbed my hands as we walked up the path, looking forward to warming them by a fire. The vuma smiled to himself and licked his lips as the scent of roasted meat floated out the windows to greet us.
In our eagerness to get inside, we did not notice the army ship anchored just a few hundred yards from the shore.
Mindwalking
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
When Crystal Hunts looked into my eyes, she saw fire.
I heard her gasp and she was out of my mind just like that. She released my wrist. Her emerald gaze broke away from mine and strayed to the wallpaper.
'I've seen anger before,' she said, 'but not like that.'
'That was amazing,' I told her, in a bit of a daze myself. My heart was pounding – I noticed my left fist was clenched. 'I could feel you drawing it out. How did you do that?'
'You'll learn.' She stood up. 'Congratulations, Tay. You've passed. You work for the Brotherhood now. Lucky you.'
It's an odd thing, but I'm proud of that. I'm proud that all the rain in Tarot could not put out the fire my parents started when they sent us away all those years ago. Crystal saw this fire's potential. Put it together with the incredible mindwalking skills she had displayed, add a dash of cunning and you had the perfect recipe for revenge, served blazing hot.
*
'Mindwalking is a delicate art,' said Grenlia Hunts. 'It takes an extraordinary amount of patience and perseverance to learn, and a lifetime to master … for most. Even those who've been at it for years have to be very careful if they don't want to risk their sanity. It's not unheard of for a careless mindwalker to go wandering off inside someone else's head never to come back.'
'Amateurs,' muttered Crystal.
We were sitting around the sitting room, as you do – Crystal and I on one sofa competing to eat more biscuits than each other, Ellstone and Grenlia opposite us. Ellstone still looked afraid, but the few days he had been awake had reassured him that neither Grenlia nor Crystal posed an immediate threat to his life, so he no longer shrank away from Grenlia when she sat beside him. Baby steps.
'But how are we supposed to mindwalk at all?' asked Ellstone, in a tone that suggested he hoped this was a flaw in the vumas' plan that they had foolishly overlooked. 'We're humans. We can't use miracas.'
'Ah,' said Grenlia, reaching into the mysterious box on the table, 'that's where these come in.' She pulled out two red ribbons, each with a small azure-coloured gem attached in the middle. She handed one to me and another to Ellstone, who held it as far away from his body as possible. 'They may not be too comfortable, I'm afraid, but I daresay you'll get used to them.'
I touched my finger to the gem. 'What do we do with them?'
'Oh, you tie them around your forehead, dear. As I understand it that gem has a little chamber full of miracas, and the enchantment channels it into a certain part of your brain. I'm sure your brother Miller can explain better, when he gets here. But our sources tell us these are quite effective at allowing humans to mindwalk.'
I wasted no time in tying mine on, so the gem pressed coldly against my forehead. I rather enjoyed the sensation. 'So I can mindwalk now?'
'No, no,' Grenlia laughed. 'You'll still have to learn. It'll take weeks, at least, before you'll be able to be of use to us.'
'Weeks?' I said in dismay.
'Weeks?' said Ellstone hopefully.
'At least,' said Grenlia. 'Weeks and weeks of just practising on each other.'
Ellstone sat bolt upright. 'What?'
Even I was taken aback. 'Ellstone gets to go inside my mind?'
'No way,' said Ellstone. His expression said the rest: I could bully him into accompanying me on a dangerous journey into hostile lands, I could laugh whenever something bad happened to him and tell him to be quiet whenever he spoke. But all of this was on the understanding that I stayed the hell out of his mind. If I went in there and tried to bend him to my will from the inside out, all previous agreements were null and void.
For a moment I wondered if the mindwalking band had helped me with this interpretation, but deep down I knew my brother was just pitifully easy to read.
'Surely you two already know each other's secrets, don't you?' said Grenlia, smiling.
'That's not the point,' snapped Ellstone. 'The point is, they're my secrets, and this is my mind. If I start letting other people in, how do I even know it's mine any more?'
'I've already been in there,' said Crystal, munching a biscuit, 'and if it makes you feel better, it's not as interesting as you think.'
'How did you get into our minds, anyway?' I asked her. 'You're not related to us, are you?'
'For goodness sake, Tay,' muttered Ellstone. 'Don't you ever listen? Gramor told us –'
'Good question, Tay,' interrupted Grenlia. 'You see, there are several paths into a person's mind. The two primary ones are through a familial connection and through prolonged eye contact. Crystal was taking the latter path. You two are lucky, as you'll have both paths open to you when you practise on each other. That should make it much easier to get started. Then you can move on to practising without eye contact, since you won't have that luxury when it comes to getting into your parents' minds.'
Ellstone and I shot suspicious glances at each other and then looked away very quickly.
'Well,' said Grenlia, clapping her hands together, 'shall we give it a go?'
'What, now?' said both of us.
'Why not? The practical approach is the only one that works. Put on your mindwalking band, Ellstone. It doesn't hurt.'
Reluctantly my brother tied the ribbon around his head and adjusted the gem into place with a grimace. Crystal applauded sarcastically. Ellstone scowled at her.
'Why is she even here?'
'Crystal is one of the most talented mindwalkers in Eldermoon,' said Grenlia. 'Better than me, I daresay. That's why the Brotherhood turn to her when they need to scan someone's mind.'
'How often do they do that?' I asked.
'All the time. High Sorcerer Daurum is always concerned about traitors in the Brotherhood, working for the Ninety.'
'Dreaming up stupid little rebellions,' said Crystal, smiling at Ellstone with biscuit-crumbed lips. He blushed.
'Crystal will be helping you two connect with each other,' said Grenlia. 'She'll be able to pop inside your minds and hopefully tell you where you're going wrong. Now, shall we start with a game?'
'A game?' I said, impatient to get to the serious stuff. 'Is that really the best way?'
'I know it sounds silly, dear, but it works. Ellstone, you think of an object. Something simple, like an apple. Empty your mind of everything else.'
'Empty my mind!' said Ellstone, appalled. 'I can't just empty my mind!'
'It's a figure of speech, that's all. Focus on just the object you choose, and don't think about anything else. It'll make it easier for Tay to get inside your head. Are you focusing on your object?'
Ellstone closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 'Yes.'
'I bet he isn't,' I said. 'Thinks too much, this one.'
'Only you would use that as an insult,' snapped Ellstone.
'Now now,' soothed Grenlia. 'You must push everything out of your head, including sibling squabblery. Can you do that, Ellstone?'
'If she does,' he mumbled, glaring at me.
'Now, Tay, you have to work out what he's thinking of.'
'It's an apple,' I said.
Grenlia threw her hands to her mouth in delight, then her expression soured.
'He doesn't have an imagination,' I informed her.
'Not an apple,' she told Ellstone calmly. 'The apple was just an example. Can you think of another object?'
Ellstone gazed around the room. His eyes settled on a large potted plant by the bookshelf in the corner.
'That potted plant,' I said.
'You're good at this,' said Crystal, getting up. 'You don't even need me.'
'Sit down!' said Grenlia, and Crystal obeyed. 'It has to be a random object. No cheating! Okay, let's try it the other way around. Tay – you think of an object, and Ellstone will try to discover what it is.'
I nodded, and tried to empty my head. It was actually harder than I had imagined, and in the process I found all sorts of things in there that I hadn't even noticed before: questions I still wanted to ask Grenlia, concerns about what would happen to Ellstone if he didn't cooperate, the urge to take another biscuit. But I shoved all these aside and thought of an object: Vengeance, the sword I had found and then lost on the journey to Eldermoon.
'I'm thinking of something,' I said.
'Excellent,' said Grenlia. 'Now, Ellstone. Stare into your sister's eyes. Look as deep into them as you can. Find the tiniest pinprick of light in their depths and focus on that with all you have.'
He obeyed, shifting uncomfortably. He was not generally a fan of eye contact. I suppressed a smile at the awkwardness of his gaze.
'This is where it gets a bit … hard to explain,' said Grenlia, shooting a glance at Crystal, who nodded and ate another biscuit. 'You have to … imagine you're being pulled forward towards that little pinprick of light. Imagine it's expanding to fill your whole mind. Tay, it'll help if you do the same.'
I nodded. Ellstone's eyes were brown and murky and anxious, but I found a point of light and imagined it growing. I kept the image of Vengeance clear and strong in my mind, willing it to cross the divide between me and my brother. But he just squinted unhappily and shook his head. Without any need for mindwalking, I could tell what he was thinking: this is ridiculous.
Then his expression changed. A mixture of fear and indignation came over him, and he held up his hands in front of his eyes.
'Stop that!' he said.
'You stop it,' I demanded. 'I can't see your eyes.'
'She was in my head,' snapped Ellstone, nodding towards Crystal. 'She told me you were thinking of a – a – something rude.'
'I wasn't!'
'Crystal!' said Grenlia. 'If you won't behave yourself –'
'I got bored,' said Crystal, 'and he was thinking about how ridiculous this is and how he's never going to manage it, and then he started thinking that's good because that means we won't be able to use him for our evil schemes.'
'Elly,' I said warningly.
'I didn't even say anything!' he protested. 'It was in my head!'
Crystal shrugged. 'It's better than composing poetry about planets orbiting in my eyes.'
'I – I wouldn't do that!' Ellstone bleated.
'Tell that to your brain.'
'That does it!' said Grenlia. 'Crystal, go to your room until you learn to be respectful towards our guests. You're not as indispensable as you seem to think. We can carry on without you.'
'Finally.' Crystal stood up, crunching one last biscuit. She gave me an amiable wave and a sardonic 'Good luck!' and strode out of the room.
Ellstone and I spent the next hour and a half staring into each other's eyes, trying to see something there that wasn't our own confused faces staring back. We had absolutely no success, but Grenlia remained patient. Even Ellstone had an air of quiet resignation about him. It was me who became infuriated, more with myself than with my brother.
'I can't believe I can't do this!' I snapped, rubbing my temples viciously. 'You make it sound so simple. I'm imagining myself moving forward, and the light expanding in his eyes, but nothing's happening! Is it these? Are you sure these things work?' I pulled the band off my head and glared at it.
'Don't be disheartened,' said Grenlia. 'It's like trying to see an optical illusion. You can spend hours listening to someone try to explain it, but until you actually manage it yourself, it's very hard to comprehend. Let's try again.'
There was the sound of the front door of August House opening, followed by a pair of rowdy voices, followed by the door crashing shut. Grenlia looked troubled, and called out to the entrance hall.
'Violette? Is that you?'
Two pairs of boots clumped into the sitting room. They belonged to a girl with ink-black hair and a pointy nose over a perpetual sneer, and a boy with hunched shoulders, whose scowl sucked all the handsomeness out of his chiselled jawline. They both wore Brotherhood cloaks, and were about the same age, a few years older than me. The two of them looked like they belonged together, two scowling sneering disdainful young creatures.
'Well well,' said the girl, her impressive nose swishing through the air as she looked from me to Ellstone. 'These must be the little humans from Tarot, come to save us.'
'Oh, thank the Arch!' said the boy with the scowl. 'We've been lost for so long, but these human children will show us the way.'
'Violette,' said Grenlia sternly. 'Where have you been? You were supposed to be here when these children arrived.'
'We've been out of town on a Brotherhood assignment,' said the black-haired girl – Violette, I supposed. 'Flushing out the humans living within a fifty mile radius of Eldermoon. It seems ironic that at the very same time we were doing that, you were inviting these humans into our home and offering them biscuits!' She swooped down on the plate of biscuits and flung it at the far wall with a smash. Fragments of biscuit and porcelain rained to the floor.
'Violette,' pleaded Grenlia. 'We're in the middle of a mindwalking lesson.'
'Oh, you're learning to mindwalk, are you?' Violette shoved her face close to Ellstone's and squeezed his cheeks in her hand. 'How's that going? Are you going to save us, boy? You going to help us poor wittle vumas defeat the big bad Ninety?'
'No,' said Ellstone, squirming to free his face.
Violette held it tighter, her claws close to drawing blood. 'No?'
'Let go of him,' I growled, fighting the urge to vault across the table to my brother's defence.
'He said he's not going to help us,' said Violette, turning to her friend in mock disbelief.
'Maybe he'll change his mind if we take him to the dungeons,' said the boy with the scowl.
'Good idea,' said Violette. 'See how he gets along with your friends. Howell here is a contritionist, you see. That means it's his job to deal with your kind, when you're not being pampered like a rich old bag's cat. That time will come, believe me. You won't be the first human guest we've had to forcibly squeeze the last drops of value from.'
Ellstone seemed frozen with terror, and for once I could not rightly blame him.
'None of that!' Grenlia snapped. 'How dare you come in here and threaten these children? They're our guests, invited here by High Sorcerer Daurum himself!'
Violette let Ellstone go and turned her vicious attention to Grenlia, pointing her nose snootily towards the ceiling.
'How dare we? How dare you speak to a member of the Brotherhood of Lightning in that tone? You are not one of us, Mama, you merely serve us. You do not get to tell us what is High Sorcerer Daurum's will. He would never approve of showing these human scum such hospitality.'
'Violette, you are an eighth-rank Sister of Lightning,' said Grenlia. 'You do not get to make decisions about how High Sorcerer Daurum's guests are treated. Now, get out of this room immediately or I'll tell him you've been obstructing his plan regarding the Raining children.'
Violette's eyeball quivered with rage. She backed away from Grenlia, grinning and shaking her head as though dreaming up a million methods of murder and dismissing them all as not quite horrendous enough. At last she addressed me and Ellstone. 'Well then, we'll leave you to your studies. But don't think your stay here will be all soft sofas and biscuits. If you do not obey the Brotherhood unquestioningly, if you do not make quick and steady progress with your mindwalking, if your toenails stray outside the boundaries High Sorcerer Daurum draws for you – you will suffer grave consequences. That is your first and only warning.'
She strode from the room, her cloak billowing behind her like black flame. Howell shot us a menacing glare and followed in her wake. The room creaked before settling into a slightly stunned silence.
'She seems nice,' I said finally.
'My other daughter,' Grenlia explained, a little shaken. 'She's a nice enough girl when you get to know her, but I'm afraid she's going through a bit of a phase at the moment. It's all melodrama and bravado, of course. Honestly she wouldn't hurt a fly.'
I was not sure I believed her. I don't like to judge people on first impressions, but Violette seemed to me like the sort of person who had grown up pulling the legs off insects and had now graduated to higher forms of life. I did not share this thought with Grenlia.
'Who was the boy?' I asked.
'That was Howell.' Grenlia smiled shakily. 'Crystal calls him Howell the scowl. I shouldn't approve, but I must admit she can be quite witty when she's not being vulgar.'
'They want to send me to the dungeons,' moaned Ellstone.
Grenlia folded her arms in a no-nonsense manner. 'Now, you mustn't listen to their silliness. As long as I'm here, no one's going to the dungeons. Okay? Where were we with our lesson?'
'Nowhere very much,' I reminded her.
As we continued our futile attempts to mindwalk, I noticed a new urgency in Ellstone's gaze, mixed with something else. What was it? Smugness, that's what it was. Part of him was actually smug because he thought Violette and Howell's behaviour proved him right about the vumas, proved that we should never have come here, proved that I was wrong to trust them so blindly.
But my brother was mistaken, if not about Violette and her friend then at least about me. I was not going to go along with the vumas' plans unquestioningly. Though I had tried to keep it from Ellstone, seeing Gramor kill those people on the hills by Lake Ibb had shaken me – it seemed that although the Brotherhood and I shared a common enemy, we did not always share a moral code. But my views were less black and white than Ellstone's – my misgivings did not mean I would not accept Grenlia's tuition. Mindwalking was a skill which, once learned, I could turn to my own purposes. Not to give information to the Ninety as Ellstone was planning, of course, but for something. For the moment, I decided to keep the details of my own plan vague, in case Crystal felt like going for another walk inside my head.
The Boy From The Trout's Head
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
The floorboards creaked and sagged beneath my feet. My sword was readied, but I did not share its confidence.
Beside me, Orris's eyes glinted with anticipation. His head glinted too, though he was an extraordinarily hairy man from the nose down. Like many of the others on this expedition, he seemed to enjoy all the things about army life that I did not: laying siege to buildings, doing battle with enemies, interrogating prisoners. A tiny drop of saliva ran from the corner of his mouth, fled through the maze of thick brown curls around his chin, and tumbled to the old wooden floor with a thump. We reached the final door. I gripped my sword harder and held my breath as Orris tried the handle.
The door swung open.
'Excuse me! Do you mind!'
Orris did not close the door – instead he grinned and watched as the two occupants of the room hurriedly disentangled themselves. I looked away, blushing.
'There's a – um, everyone's to go downstairs,' I told them, shielding my eyes.
'What is this?' demanded the man, pulling his trousers up as he glowered at Orris. 'I paid for her, fair and square.'
'He did an' all,' the large woman on the bed confirmed, making no effort to cover her voluptuous form.
'Not a problem, sir,' Orris grinned, 'but we must ask you to go downstairs, if you'd be so kind. We're looking for vumas, and we need a tally of everyone in the building. You too, madam.'
The man wrestled a shirt onto himself while the woman buttoned up a dress that would have made a serviceable parachute. Together they left with as much dignity as they could muster, leaving me and Orris to check the room. I looked under the bed, trying to ignore the ropes and other suspicious items that lay there. Orris knocked on each wall in turn, checking for hollow sounds, for hidden rooms. Then we both stared around us in case we had missed anything blindingly obvious.
'Nice room for a quick tumble,' said Orris, pointing his grin at me.
'I'll meet you downstairs,' I said briskly, and withdrew to the landing.
The expedition had not been all that I had hoped. It had been filled with barked orders, kicked-down doors, swords pressed to necks and cursing, spitting vuman prisoners. The rocking of the ship as we lurched from one stretch of Vumarule's coast to the next had filled my head with nausea, and in this nausea unpleasant thoughts thrived – thoughts of the ship catching fire and tipping over like the boat full of vuman children on the River Surrund, thoughts of my family running screaming from vuman sorcerers who swarmed from the forest of Hob like a plague of wasps …
That was the worst thing of all about the expedition: the reason I had jumped at the chance to join it was so that I may have the chance to visit my family in Qualmgate, but our schedule had been too tight. When we had made our brief stop in Qualmgate to investigate suspicious activities around certain buildings, Commander Menx had refused to release me from duty even for an afternoon.
'Soldiers do not choose their own hours,' she said, as I gazed longingly at my childhood home just two streets from where I stood.
Thinking about how close I had come to seeing everyone in Qualmgate again almost brought me to tears, before the army discipline kicked in and I told myself to toughen up.
You're fighting to defend them, said army Kisli. You had it easy for the first sixteen years of your life, safe in your nice house in Qualmgate with your parents and others like them protecting you. Now it's time to pay the price for those easy years. If that means you can't see your family for a while, that's a sacrifice you're just going to have to make.
But when I clumped down the stairs in the Trout's Head and saw the line of purple faces scowling at me, their hatred made my heart shrivel.
'Thomas!' barked Commander Menx. 'Is the upstairs clear?'
'It's clear,' I said.
'Good. The cellar?'
'Cellar's clear,' called a soldier coming in through the front door.
'And the kitchen and pantry?'
'Aye,' said another soldier.
'Good.' Commander Menx strode along the line of vuman prisoners. Their hands were clamped together behind their backs by some sort of cuffs designed to dull their spellweaving abilities, and behind each one stood a soldier with orders to kill at the first sign of trouble. Close by, scattered around the bar, a few dozen humans watched with bemusement. 'Listen to me. From this moment forth you are all prisoners of the Kyland Ninety. This means you will be treated with mercy only as long as you show respect and obedience to your guards and to any other humans you may meet during your internment. If you do not –'
'You bitch!' snarled one of the vumas. A blade burst from the front of his chest, slick with purple blood. The vuma looked down at this blade, gurgled, then toppled to the floor as the soldier behind him withdrew his sword. My nausea rose again like a serpent in my throat, but I pushed it down.
'Thank you for the demonstration,' said Commander Menx, regarding the vuma's body with distaste. 'Now, when we leave this building you will be marched in groups to two small boats moored a few hundred yards from here. If any one of you attempts to run, to weave a spell – whatever its nature – or to incapacitate any one of us, you will all be killed. Do you understand?'
One by one the vumas conceded.
'Good,' said Commander Menx again. 'We will begin with –'
The front door opened. Every head in the room turned to see two figures standing there, paralysed by the scene they had stumbled into. One was a tall vuma with a squint nose, who stared from Commander Menx to the line of vuman prisoners with an air of grim realisation. I did not get a good look at the second figure before the spells started flying.
There was a flash of light. A wave of heat roared across me, stinging my flesh. I doubled over in pain, and by the time I looked up the line of vuman prisoners was broken and they were scattering throughout the room – some fled under tables, others out the door. A select few stood their ground, helped each other to break free of their enchanted cuffs and began shooting spells in all directions. One was cut down almost immediately by a vigilant soldier, but the other soldiers had been caught off guard and now ran for cover as spells whirled through the air. Tables were flipped and bottles smashed. The humans who had been watching from the bar scattered, some joining the fight, some cowering in corners.
A swirl of hot red and orange light bore down on me – I sidestepped it and saw another coming my way. I retreated onto the staircase and flattened myself against the wall, fighting to remember what we had learned in special training. They had taught us the way certain spells tended to move through the air: some flew straight as crossbow bolts, others zigzagged erratically, some arced like stones, others spiralled, some passed straight through solid objects, others bounced off walls, and still others homed in on the spellweaver's intended target. But the spells flying around this room were moving far too rapidly to identify and avoid.
'Help!' yelped Orris's voice.
I peeked around the corner of the staircase and saw Orris pinned on the floor by a vuma who had broken free from his cuffs and was working his hands wildly to weave some deadly spell out of the air. I charged towards them and shoved the vuma off Orris – we tumbled sideways and I ended up on top of the vuma, my sword pointing to his throat. Before I knew what was happening, Orris's sword plunged into the vuma's chest, spraying purple blood all over me.
'Thanks,' said Orris through his usual hairy grin, and ran off to rejoin the fray.
I slumped to the floor, gasping for breath amid the stench of blood. I wiped it from my face, shoulders and neck, and told myself that it was all okay.
'Thomas!' yelled Commander Menx. 'Get up!'
I looked up to see her, Orris and a few others facing down the newly arrived vuma who had sparked the chaos. He appeared to be the only vuma left who had not fled, hidden or been killed, and seeing the line of weapons, including several crossbows, pointed at him, he did not seem to fancy his chances. I scrambled to my feet and added my sword to the array.
'Well,' said the vuma, 'this is inconvenient.'
'What is your name, vuma?' demanded Commander Menx.
The vuma arched an eyebrow. 'Does that really matter at this point?'
'We like to have a record of these things.'
'A record of who you kill? How civilised. I can give you a name if you wish, but I'm afraid it would not be my real one.'
'Where is the human you were travelling with?'
'Human?' said the nameless vuma, feigning confusion. 'I wouldn't travel with a human.'
'He's here,' called a conscientious bar patron from under a table.
All eyes turned to the boy crouched beside him, who looked back at us with an apologetic smile. Orris strode over to him, yanked him out from under the table and pressed a sword to his chest.
'Ugly bugger, isn't he?' said Orris, which was strange because I had been thinking the opposite.
'Look, this whole thing's a bit of a misund—' the boy began, but Commander Menx interrupted.
'Where are you from?'
'Tarot, but –'
'What brings you to Vumarule?'
'I'm … I'm looking for my brother and sister. I think the vumas … captured them, or something.'
'And this vuma is your guide? Where is he taking you?'
'Eldermoon.'
'Eldermoon.' Commander Menx turned to the nameless vuma. 'Are you a member of the Brotherhood of Lightning, by any chance?'
'I've never heard of it.'
Commander Menx nodded to a woman with a crossbow, who discharged her bolt into the nameless vuma's leg. The vuma cried out in pain and clutched the wound, but remained defiant.
'No, I still don't think I've heard of it. What did you say again? Motherhood of –?'
'We've seen dozens like you,' said Commander Menx. 'Too low rank to know anything, dressing up their ignorance as feigned ignorance in the hope that we'll think them important. I've heard enough.'
'No, wait!' said the nameless vuma, but he was cut off as several more crossbow bolts slammed into his chest, sending violet blood issuing from his mouth. He convulsed a few times, then fell down dead.
There was a scuffle as those few vumas who had dived under tables were rounded up again, though they seemed to have little talent for spellweaving so they did not put up a fight. In the skirmish we had gone from having nearly a dozen vuman prisoners to having only three – the remainder lay dead on the floor or had fled from the building. An unlucky human bar patron had been caught in the chest by a rending spell and lay coughing out his last breaths on the floor while others tried in vain to stem the blood. Otherwise, everyone seemed to be okay.
When the vuman prisoners had been led out, Commander Menx regarded the human boy, who was still being held at swordpoint by Orris.
'Thomas,' said Commander Menx. 'Test this young man.'
'I don't have the ruby, Commander,' I said, still trying to wipe the blood from my face.
'The ruby is fallible. Use the other method.'
I winced – I had seen other people do this, but I had not been made to do it myself before. I stepped towards the boy and our eyes met. 'Hi,' I said awkwardly.
'Hi,' he replied.
'Give me your finger,' I said. 'I just need to …'
I took his hand and very gently put my blade to his finger. I felt him wince as I moved the sharp edge just enough to draw blood.
'Sorry,' I whispered.
'Just doing your job,' he whispered back. I withdrew my sword as two scarlet drops trickled down the blade.
'Red,' I announced. 'Should we let him go?'
'Certainly not,' said Commander Menx. 'If he is not a vuma, he may still be a traitor. He'll certainly have some explaining to do when we reach the city. Bind his hands. You do know how to tie knots, Thomas?'
'Yes, Commander Menx.'
I tied the boy's wrists together with a double knot just to be safe, and walked behind the other soldiers as Orris marched him out the door of the Trout's Head and along the coast to the inlet where the boats were moored. I kept glancing around to make sure none of the vumas who had escaped were lurking nearby, ready to take their revenge on us. But we reached the inlet without incident, and I stood in the dark while the prisoners were arranged in the boats. Around me, people were laughing.
They were laughing.
How many deaths had we seen in the last half hour? They flickered before my eyes like the pictures in a spinning zoetrope:
The vuma stabbed from behind when he swore at Commander Menx.
The vuma Orris killed while I held him down.
The vuma shot with crossbow bolts when he refused to talk.
The man gasping for breath on the floor in the aftermath.
Not to mention the other prisoners whose deaths I had not witnessed. All alive one moment and dead the next, sinking into some unknowable darkness. Every one of them dragged off, alone, to where no living person had ever been.
Back in Qualmgate, my parents used to tell me there was another life waiting for us when this one was over, but in Merry Mourning people laughed at that idea. When I first noticed this, in conversation with my roommates, I just laughed along, because I didn't know what else to do. But later I started really thinking about what it meant if there was no other life, and it terrified me. If I died, would it just end? Would I no longer be aware of anything, like when I went to sleep?
But you are still aware of things, even when you're asleep. You don't think in the same way, but things creep into your mind regardless. Little discomforts that can be shooed away by moving a leg. Hazy anxieties that look small in the daylight but at night feel big enough to swallow you whole. Bad dreams, full of shapeless horror and sadness and hundreds of voices screaming at you from inside yourself.
Maybe death is like that. Just lying there in some space that isn't a space, with all these horrible thoughts floating around you, and you can never grasp them, not even long enough to understand them properly. You can only run away, over and over again, and they always catch you, like a monster in a nightmare.
But even that idea isn't as scary — isn't half as scary — as the other possibility. The possibility that when you're dead, you're just gone, and you're gone forever.
The people I had seen die tonight. In the end, had all their lives added up to nothing?
I glanced around at the people laughing in the dark. People keep their feelings so deep inside, so locked up and secret. They hardly ever say what they mean. So how can we really know each other? 'I can give you a name if you wish,' one of the vumas had said, 'but I'm afraid it would not be my real one.' And now he was dead and soon he would be forgotten, and no one would think of him again – none of us would know how, as the few words we had heard him speak got all jumbled up in our minds, and his face became blurrier and blurrier until it faded altogether. That, somehow, was even sadder than dying.
And yet, around me, in the dark, people were laughing. I knew then that I did not understand army humour at all, and I never would.
I felt so alone with these thoughts that it was a surprise to look up and see the human prisoner, his face lit up momentarily by a lantern, glancing in my direction. I caught his eye and he smiled at me, a quick, instinctive, nervous smile of a kind I had not seen for a long while. It was a smile that seemed to say 'Yeah, I don't know what I'm doing here either'.
I tried to smile back but he was already being shoved down into the boat by the rough hairy hand of Orris, and I don't think he saw.
Undercover in Eldermoon
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
Vumas swept past us as they hurried up and down the street to wherever it was vumas went. I pulled in my shoulders, trying to make myself as small as possible, and checked the enchanted ring again to make absolutely sure it was secure around my finger. I needn't have bothered, of course. If my skin returned to its normal human tones, I would surely know by the reactions of the vumas around me.
'It's okay, Ellstone,' said Grenlia, walking between me and Tay, holding our hands. 'Once we get off this street it'll be a lot quieter.'
A yak-drawn carriage rumbled past, carrying a group of laughing vumas in Brotherhood cloaks; the flow of foot traffic forked apart to let them through. At last Grenlia led us off onto a side street where only a scattered few vumas walked, and I could concentrate on something other than trying against all odds to make myself invisible.
The day was humid in spite of the snow that remained on the surrounding mountains, and our short walk had already made me sweat more than I ever had in Tarot. We had passed at least a dozen mansions as grand as August House, their iron gates looming high over the streets. Some were guarded by Brothers of Lightning, whose eyes tracked everyone who passed with dark suspicion. We saw a fountain which shot jets of crystal clear water into the air, where they danced in loops like mating sky serpents before splashing back into the mythically carved basins below. In the grassy square around this fountain, vuman women congregated, washing clothes in the basins, splashing water on their faces and exchanging greetings and gossip. I caught a few snatches of this and found it to be rather more bland than I had expected.
'Nice weather to weave a breeze, that's what my mama always said!'
'I told him joining the Brotherhood would only lead to trouble, but did he listen? Did he muckdollops!'
'That reminds me, did I ever get that butterscotch recipe from you? I tried again last night, but mine always comes out lumpy.'
Grenlia greeted the women, but the smiles they returned looked forced. It occurred to me then that perhaps she did not quite fit in with other vumas. I gripped her hand tighter.
'This is the Fountain District,' she told us as we passed through a graceful arching tunnel of rock lit by street lamps. 'It's the part of town where High Sorcerer Daurum's favourite people live. We must be grateful that that includes us. We need to cross the canal now, so you'll get to see some interesting buildings.'
'Why are we out here?' asked Tay, in a tone that cast doubt on whether such things as interesting buildings could exist. 'Shouldn't we be carrying on with our lessons? I felt like we were starting to get nowhere just a little bit faster.'
Grenlia ignored her tone. 'Crystal's gone wandering off again. I need to find her before she gets herself into trouble. As for why I brought you with me – well, I told you a mindwalker needs a sharp mind, and a sharp mind needs stimulation. Better to take you out in the fresh air than leave you alone with Violette and Howell. Make the most of it! This is quite a wonderful city, and you might learn something.'
Tay made a face as if she had said we might catch something. 'Do Violette and Howell know we're out here? I can't see them approving of you giving us a guided tour of the city.'
For once I had to agree with her. Since Violette's return, she and Howell had been staying at August House, and when they weren't out on Brotherhood business they took great pleasure in tormenting us with insults and threats, and proposing ways to make our living conditions less comfortable, all of which Grenlia rejected with a dismissive laugh.
Now, as always, she seemed oblivious to the danger they posed. 'Don't be silly. I don't need Violette's permission to take you outside.'
'Then why are we disguised as vumas?' I asked.
Grenlia waved away a persistent street salesman trying to convince her that a paper cone filled with dried insects would make a great treat for her delightful vuman children. 'It'll save us a bit of bother, that's all. You may not have noticed, but not all vumas like the idea of letting humans help us.'
'We've noticed,' Tay assured her.
I nodded, deciding that the most fascinating thing about Grenlia was her definition of the term 'a bit of bother'. I pictured hundreds of vumas descending upon me and my sister to tear us limb from limb.
Shortly the street opened onto a wide plaza overlooking the canal. The canal's banks were high stone walls, meaning anyone who fell in would have to swim to a jetty to climb out. A few boats bobbed gently upon the water; vuman fishermen adjusted their lines. Several bridges spanned the water to the east and west; Grenlia led us onto the nearest of these, a narrow iron bridge which connected to a gloomy square on the opposite bank.
Rising from this square was an imposing black tower which stretched to the sky. At its uppermost point was an open door which looked straight out into the air. At the same height as this door, though separated from the tower by a gap of perhaps thirty yards, a grand black castle hung in the air, its every parapet displaying the brutal spikes and sinister curves of vuman architecture. Its majestic entrance faced the upper door of the tower across the gap.
'That's High Sorcerer Daurum's home,' said Grenlia with a hush in her voice, as we crossed the bridge into its shadow.
'Why is it floating?' asked Tay, who always had a tendency to ask the most obvious questions.
'That's the way it has always been. Or was, until the last war. When the Brotherhood were defeated the castle came crashing down. It wasn't until High Sorcerer Daurum's ascent to power just a few years ago that the castle rose again. It's a symbol of power, you see, and of dominance. The Brotherhood of Lightning are ascensionists, and –'
'What does that mean?'
'It means,' I interrupted, 'they shun their origins in the caves of Irnaya. They believe the vumas should be the rulers of this world, and that means rising up and taking their place above humans in the power structure.' I waved my hand disdainfully at the floating castle. 'I suppose this is meant to symbolise that.'
'That's right, Ellstone,' said Grenlia, 'but that isn't the only reason that castle exists. It is also intended as a sort of test. The very act of living there proves the occupant worthy to lead the Brotherhood. Not only must High Sorcerer Daurum and his followers work constantly to sustain the spell, but every day he must cross that gap.' She traced the non-existent but implied walkway between the tower and the castle with her finger. 'That kind of levitation takes an incredible amount of power, and courage.'
'What would happen if he fell?' I asked.
'Well dear, unless he managed to weave another spell on the way down, he would die. But even if he did save himself at the last minute, the Brotherhood may turn on him. It is a tenet of the Brotherhood that a leader who becomes too feeble to make it across that gap is no longer a leader. That same philosophy means assassination attempts are only frowned upon if they are unsuccessful. Anyone who can defeat the leader of the Brotherhood by fair means or foul has earned the right to take his place. It is quite a shocking philosophy, I'm afraid.'
Tay's boredom had subsided; she watched Grenlia closely. 'It sounds as if you don't approve of the Brotherhood.'
Grenlia shook her head. 'No, it's not that. Well, I suppose … we have our disagreements.'
'But someone has to stand up to the Ninety.'
Grenlia gazed down to the water, where a fisherman was reeling in a furiously flapping glimmerfish. 'Quite.'
We reached the end of the bridge and turned down an angled street away from the tower and out from the shadow of the castle. By degrees this led us into a more densely built area of the city, where houses seemed to have been piled on top of each other, and narrow streets snaked between dirty timber-framed frontages. Only the toughest businesses survived here: a tattoo parlour, a betting shop, a menacing bar, a piercery, a grimy barbershop which promised to use the most fashionable, and I quote, 'hair spells', and which was presumably responsible for some of the more unnatural hair colours and styles I had seen around Eldermoon. Within a few moments we were lost in a maze of such streets, and I felt an intensely strange sensation of familiarity. It was not until Tay spoke that I realised why.
'This is Tarot,' she said.
I saw her point immediately. The architecture was rather more eccentric, there were streets that dipped into underground tunnels, and the people who shuffled about were of course vumas. But the sense of being lost in a warren of shadows and squalor was unmistakable. We could have been in the heart of Pinkmeadow if it weren't for all the claws.
'Why are we here?' I asked, glancing down a side street to where two dead owl eyes glowed from above a taxidermist's. If Tarot was dangerous, its vuman equivalent had to be many times more so.
'Crystal comes here, some days,' said Grenlia. 'I think she does it just to make me worry.'
We came to another square, which was home to yet another unsettling building. This one, however, I recognised from a description I had read in Lorman Erstwhile's Undercover in Eldermoon: One Brave Human's Journey into the Heart of Evil, as well as from the hilltop where we had stood and looked down on the city. It was a slender, twining tower that would have cast a long and black shadow were it not for the flames that licked out from every crack in its stonework, casting instead a fiery light that flickered off the walls and cobbles of the square. The entrance arch was carved with snails spirals in a grotesque parody of the Cochlean religion; it dripped with long spikes like stalactites and, as if I needed any further incentive not to go inside, it was guarded by two imposing Brothers of Lightning.
'That's the way into the church of fire, isn't it?' I said.
Grenlia nodded.
'That's where High Sorcerer Daurum brainwashes people into following him,' I told my sister.
Grenlia looked troubled. 'That's not quite true. He uses it to ensure total loyalty in members of the Brotherhood who may otherwise be unreliable.'
'How does it work?' Tay whispered, turning her head to keep her gaze on the tower as we crossed the square.
'That tower leads down into an underground chamber with hundreds of braziers inside. They're called firebonds. Each one that's lit represents a person who has been taken there and been made to swear an oath. As long as the brazier remains lit, the oath remains unbreakable and the Brotherhood controls them.'
'Sounds like something a perfectly reasonable organisation would do,' I said, eyeing Tay meaningfully, but she did not look at me.
The guards glared at us as we left the square. I hoped they were not skilled enough to see through our enchantments.
We climbed a flight of steps to a street on a higher level, and approached a house so narrow it looked as though the two on either side had edged inwards over the years and squashed it. Grenlia was about to knock on the door when Tay noticed something.
'Up there!' she said, pointing.
We looked up to see four legs dangling over the edge of the roof. Two of these legs belonged to Crystal, the others to a skinny boy with unkempt blond hair. They were taking turns drinking from a bottle half full of clear liquid.
'Crystal!' called Grenlia. The two looked down. When Crystal saw her mother, she rolled not just her eyes but her entire head.
'I thought I'd find you here,' snapped Grenlia. 'Just what do you think you're doing, running off like this when we need you?'
'You sent me away, remember?' Crystal called back. 'I thought you didn't need my help after all.'
'I told you to go to your room, not come here and mess about on the roof getting yourself killed. What is that you're drinking?'
'It's not tea, Mama,' said Crystal, with half a laugh.
The boy whispered something in her ear and retreated from the edge of the roof, taking the bottle with him.
'Look, you've scared him off now,' Crystal complained.
Grenlia glared up at her daughter. 'Why do you keep hanging around with that boy?'
'His name's Rol,' said Crystal, 'and he's my boyfriend. Well, sort of boyfriend,' she amended.
'Sort of boyfriend? Crystal, you're thirteen. And he's – what is he? Three years older than you?'
'I'm mature for my age,' said Crystal, 'and he's not, so we balance out.'
Tay and I stood well back from the situation.
'So this is where she is when she's not at our mindwalking lessons,' I mumbled.
Tay looked at me with an infuriating little smile. 'Aw, are you jealous, Elly?'
'Why in the Under should I be jealous? I hate her more every time I talk to her.'
'Maybe you're jealous because you want those planets in her eyes all to yourself.'
'Shut up forever.'
'Come down from there at once,' Grenlia was saying, 'or I'll tell the Brotherhood you've been refusing to help train the Raining children.'
'Yes, you'll tell the Brotherhood to kill your daughter,' said Crystal sarcastically. 'That seems like something you'd do.'
'I won't need to tell them,' said Grenlia. 'If you're not around when they need you to scan someone's mind, you'll be in a great deal of trouble. They didn't give us August House out of the kindness of their hearts. They expect us to be there when they need us.'
'Need us?' said Crystal. 'Why would they need me? Nobody does, apparently.'
Grenlia's eyes grew misty. 'Please, Crystal,' she implored. 'You promised you would help with these children's lessons, and we do need you. I'm sorry I said we didn't.'
'We're really rubbish at this mindwalking thing,' Tay added. 'Aren't we, Elly?'
I looked at Grenlia then nodded.
Crystal regarded us wearily, then slid from the edge of the roof. A small shriek escaped Grenlia's throat, but her daughter scuttled down the wall like an insect and jumped to the ground.
'I'm not going to stop seeing Rol,' she announced, straightening her dress.
'We'll talk about that later,' said Grenlia. 'Right now, let's get back to the house and try some more mindwalking, shall we? Hmm?'
She squeezed Crystal's shoulder, at which Crystal grimaced. As we began walking back towards August House, I was disgusted to hear Tay whisper to Crystal, 'To be fair, he was pretty.'
*
I spent most of our lesson that afternoon trying to shove images of Crystal and her sort-of-boyfriend out of my head while Tay shouted out the names of random objects with dwindling enthusiasm and Crystal watched, seeing everything. When the sun went down, Grenlia said we'd better call it a day, and I gasped in relieved agreement. Our class dispersed: Tay and Crystal wandered off somewhere to talk – maybe about how pretty Rol was, or about the hilarious images in my mind – while Grenlia went to put some more biscuits in the oven. I slumped on the sofa in the sitting room, listening to the sounds of August House and feeling numb to the absurdity of my situation. Violette and Howell were out on a Brotherhood assignment, for which I supposed I should be thankful; I did not know what they would do if they found me alone.
Shortly, Grenlia returned and sat down beside me. She removed her glasses and massaged her eyelids. 'Ah, Ellstone, it's been quite a day.'
'Yes,' I mumbled.
She blinked at me, her eyes looking small and fishlike without her glasses to magnify them. 'I know you don't want to be here, dear, and I'm sorry that you have to be. But you should know you're not the only one who feels that way. I know it must sometimes seem as though all vumas hate humans, but that's really not the case at all. Some of us just want this war to be over as quickly as possible.'
Part of me wanted to argue – to say 'you only want that if you win it' – but she looked so tired that I did not. Instead I decided to ask her about something that had puzzled me.
'Grenlia … that stuff you told us earlier, about High Sorcerer Daurum's castle? How did you know all that?'
'Oh.' Grenlia replaced her glasses, looking both pleased and slightly embarrassed to be asked. 'I'm afraid it wouldn't be very interesting to a young man like you.'
'I'm interested,' I said. 'It's just, I didn't know much about that castle until today. And I don't think you're old enough to have been around during the Brotherhood's last reign.'
Grenlia laughed. 'Not quite.' She looked at me appraisingly for a moment and then stood up. 'Follow me.'
She led me out of the sitting room and through a series of hallways that twisted into the depths of the mansion. Eventually we came to a big oak door. Grenlia hesitated before it, flashing me an anxious smile.
'Promise not to think I'm boring,' she said, and pushed open the door.
Beyond was a room two storeys tall, with wooden walkways all around its upper level. Every wall was a bookcase, and every bookcase was stuffed full with books. It was not quite as vast as the libraries in Merry Mourning, but it was three times the size of the People's Library in Tarot. There must have been thousands of books there, more than I had seen in my life. I hovered on the threshold, hardly daring to enter in case the whole library should vanish like one of the mirages in Hob.
'This is amazing,' I whispered.
Grenlia beamed. 'Go on then, you're allowed to go in.'
I stepped inside the library and gazed from shelf to shelf. Close by was a large section entitled 'HISTORY', so I headed for that. I saw books I had never heard of before, whose very titles filled me with wonder and excitement. I ran my fingers along the spines of a fifteen volume history of Kyland bound in leather as old and wrinkled as Miss McKilver.
Grenlia walked behind me, almost skipping with joy. 'I didn't realise you were a bookworm too, or I would have brought you here sooner! It's not exactly my collection – most of it came with the house – but I've spent a lot of time in here.'
I paused and pulled a book from the shelf next to me. It was a book about what it called the two 'great cities' of Kyland: Merry Mourning and Eldermoon. It promised to draw parallels between the two cities and show how each one's development was influenced by the development of the other.
'Feel free to borrow any books you like,' said Grenlia. 'Oh, that one's by Navan Deressi! He's one of my favourites.'
'I've never heard of him,' I said, flicking through the pages and gazing enraptured at the appendix, which featured maps of the two cities at various points in their histories.
'He's one of the great vuman historians. Well, he was – he's been dead for a few years now, but a man's death is rarely the end of his story, isn't that right? Have you heard that saying before? I think it was – what's the matter?'
My thumb had reached the end of the book; I stood frozen by her words. My eyes came to rest on the final paragraph, which began:
Navan Deressi studied at the Elementarium in Durroc for seven years before transferring to Eldermoon College of Non-Magical Arts and Sciences in 34 AE. Since then, he has established himself as one of the wisest and most prolific vuman historians, writing dozens of books on both vuman and human history, and on the complex convergences of the two. Thousands of children throughout Vumarule owe their knowledge of history to his friendly introductory texts –
I closed the book with a snap. It had not occurred to me until this moment that vumas could write books, and the thought filled me with a peculiar sort of dread. I saw Grenlia's library then for what it was: a repository of malicious lies, a dark temple of misinformation; every shelf home to a thousand falsehoods, every page dripping with twisted words.
'Do you –' I hardly dared ask the question, but I forced it out – 'do you believe what these books say?'
Grenlia nodded. 'Most of them are quite well sourced. Of course, written records can never capture the whole picture, but they're the best we have in most cases, don't you think?'
I shoved the book back onto the shelf and turned away, feeling almost sick.
'Don't you want to borrow that book?' said Grenlia, sounding a little hurt. 'It's very good if you're interested in getting a vuman perspective on the rise of Merry Mourning.'
'No, I don't feel like reading,' I said, and for the first time in my life, I left a library without checking out a single book.
The Invisibility Necklace
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
Damp seeped into my shoes. When the ship rocked I could hear the worrying sound of water trickling from one side of the floor to another, though I could see nothing in the blackness. Some preliminary groping around told me the room I was in was no more than five feet by five feet, and unfurnished apart from the hard bench to which I was tied. There was a faint suggestion of light around the door, but when I pushed my foot against it, the wood was revealed to be firmly locked in place.
Despite the apparent direness of my situation, I had a plan.
The soldiers had checked my blood, but they had neglected to check my pockets. If they had, they would have found the four objects I had bought from the vendor in the coffee house with no name: namely a seeker's cylinder, a heat ring, a sleeping bomb and an invisibility necklace. Had they found these, I would have been in even more trouble than I was now, though it was hard to imagine exactly how – at least, it was hard until I remembered what had happened to my guide.
I strained to get my bound hands into the pocket where I had stashed the sleeping bomb. If I could only get this out and pop the immunity capsule into my mouth – assuming both the bomb and the capsule actually worked – everything else should be easy. I would wait until a soldier came to check on me, then set the bomb off, sending everyone in the immediate vicinity to sleep, use the soldier's sword to cut my bonds, put on the invisibility necklace and heat ring – assuming they worked – then go up on deck and hide in some out-of-the-way nook until we docked, at which point I would slip off the ship undetected and reevaluate my plan from there.
It was almost a perfect plan. Only almost though, because when I finally managed to retrieve the sleeping bomb from my pocket, the immunity capsule slipped out of my grasp and bounced onto the floor. I heard the fizz of the capsule dissolving in the water, and groaned, painfully aware that my plan was dissolving along with it. There was not much point in setting off a sleeping bomb if it sent me to sleep along with everyone else.
I was sitting there in the dark wondering how many other almost perfect plans had been foiled by such fiddly details when I heard footsteps outside and the door opened, blinding me with lanternlight.
'I'm to give you this,' said a voice. 'It's a bit fishy, but I'm sure the cooks did their best.'
The haze cleared and I saw the soldier who had tested my blood, the girl with the blue eyes that shone brighter than her armour. Most of her raven black hair had been tucked into her helmet back in the Trout's Head, but now she had set it loose and it tumbled about her shoulders. She was holding out a plate of stew with an uncertain smile. Maybe it was just because she was lit from behind by a light that seemed blinding, but in that moment she looked like the most beautiful person I had seen in a long time.
'You might have to untie my hands,' I said apologetically, when I found my voice.
'Oh! Of course. Sorry.' The soldier put the stew down next to me and fumbled to undo the knot she had tied several hours earlier. When my hands were free, they instinctively reached for the stew – as appetising as it didn't look, I was starving.
The soldier hesitated a moment, then set about untying the ropes that secured me to the bench.
'Are you letting me go?' I asked, surprised.
'No,' she said, looking round nervously, 'but what's the good in you being tied up in here? The door's locked anyway. And you're not going to do anything. You're human.' She undid the final knot, brushing my side with her hand, and the rope fell to the floor.
'Last time I checked,' I said, moving my limbs to get the feeling back. 'Thanks.'
'I'm Kisli, by the way,' said the soldier. 'It's nice to meet you.'
'I'm Miller,' I said. 'Nice to meet you too.'
We shook hands rather awkwardly. Hers was soft and cold and inexplicably comforting.
'You'd better eat that before it gets cold,' said Kisli, nodding to the stew. 'Well, colder. I don't think they're planning to give you much more before we reach the city.'
I wolfed down the first few mouthfuls, then paused, a forkful of silvery dregs halfway to my mouth.
'What city?' I asked.
'The city of Merry Mourning. You'll like it there. Everyone does. The weather's always lovely, and the people are friendly, most of them. What's the matter?'
'Nothing,' I said, fighting back the start of a choke. 'I know someone who lives there, that's all. But I don't suppose I'll be seeing him. I need to get back to Vumarule as quickly as I can.'
Kisli hesitated a moment, then sat down next to me and hugged her knees. 'Miller,' she said, 'why were you with that vuma?'
'It's a bit of a long story.'
'You're not going anywhere,' Kisli pointed out.
It was my turn to hesitate. After all, I didn't really know her, and no one I had met since leaving Tarot had seemed particularly trustworthy. A sweet face meant nothing. Probably.
'You can tell me,' she said, her blue eyes flashing. 'I mean, I did sign a bit of paper saying I'd tell them everything I know that could be useful for them, but that's only a bit of paper. I can keep secrets.'
'Well … you've got to really promise not to tell anyone. It might cause trouble for my brother and sister if you do. And I have a feeling they're in enough trouble as it is.'
'I promise.'
My instinct was to trust her. I followed it.
'Okay … um, where do you want me to start?'
'Where were you born?'
I blinked, disoriented. 'I don't know.'
'You don't know where you were born?'
'It doesn't matter really. My parents were in the army, I think, and they sent me and my sister and brother away to Tarot when we were too young to remember.'
'What do you mean sent you away?'
'I mean they didn't want us, so they sent us to be looked after in Tarot while they got on with their lives.'
Kisli's hand flew to her mouth. 'Oh Miller, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to be insensitive.'
'That's okay,' I said, a little puzzled. The thought that she was insensitive had not crossed my mind. 'It was when we were very little, so we don't miss them or anything. My sister hates them, but I don't see the point. I mean, Tarot's the only place we've ever known, it's not as if they robbed us of anything better.'
'And what about your brother? You said you had a brother.'
'Oh yeah, Ellstone. He was sent to Tarot a few years after us, to the Home for Hopeless Children where we lived. He was only a baby, and we were only small too, but we looked after him as best we could.'
'It sounds like you had a tough childhood.'
'Oh, it wasn't too bad,' I said. 'We got by. We lived at the Home for Hopeless Children for a while, and then me and my sister got jobs and made just enough money to move into our own room.'
'What jobs did you get?'
My instinct may have been to trust her, but it did not demand that I tell her the whole truth. 'I worked in a secondhand goods shop. My sister went through a few jobs, but her main one was as a barmaid. Eventually she quit, and our parents stopped sending us the money they'd been sending, so it looked as if we were going to end up in the poorhouse.'
Kisli nodded, gazing at me with what looked to my untrained eyes like real interest. I swallowed and continued.
'And then one day … there was this letter.' And I told her more or less what I've written here so far, but in fewer words, and leaving out the parts about my profession and about the chants I had purchased in Qualmgate. When I got to the part of the story where I was sitting in the brig of an army ship talking to a pretty soldier, Kisli stopped me.
'If you keep going, you'll end up telling me the whole thing again,' she said. 'Now you're safe, and that's the important thing. Oh no, you won't be in trouble. I'm sure you won't. You didn't even know that vuma's name, did you?'
'No,' I said. 'In fact, you're the only person I've met since leaving Tarot who's told me their name.'
We smiled at each other for just a moment, before I told myself to look away. This was a dangerous world, and Tay and Ellstone may be at the centre of the danger. I could not let my guard down under any circumstances.
'My story isn't as good as yours,' said Kisli, rocking. 'My childhood wasn't tough at all. I was born in Qualmgate, and my parents have always been nice to me, but I'd started to feel like a burden to them, so I joined the army back in Spring. What is this thing?' she asked, abandoning her story as she picked up the sleeping bomb that had fallen from my pocket onto the bench.
'Careful,' I said slowly. 'It could be dangerous.'
'They wouldn't put it in here with you if it was dangerous,' said Kisli. She held the bomb next to her ear and shook it. I winced away.
'Kisli, I wouldn't mess about with that,' I said, briefly reverting to enchantments expert mode. 'It's a –'
She raised her arm and threw the sleeping bomb against the wall, probably expecting it to bounce back into her hands like a kickball. Instead it burst like a rotten tomato, producing a loud bang and releasing a puff of pink smoke into the air. I held my breath as the smoke dispersed in our direction. Kisli yawned.
'What the crap just happened?' she asked me, her eyes a mixture of fear and wonder.
Tiredness clouded my brain, fogged up my thoughts, but sleep did not come. Sleeping bombs were supposed to act within five seconds: the man in the shady coffee house had sold me not one but two substandard products! Of course, from my point of view, and Kisli's, this was probably a good thing. Being discovered curled up asleep together in my cell would do neither of us any favours.
'I don't know,' I lied.
'I feel tired all of a sudden,' said Kisli, yawning again. 'Oh – I wonder if they heard us?'
Footsteps were approaching now, clumping down the wooden steps just beyond the door. This could be my last chance of escape. Shaking the fog from my head I pulled the invisibility necklace from my pocket.
'It was nice meeting you,' I said, and slipped the necklace over my head. I felt the chant's field slip down over my skin, quickly tracing the outline of my clothes and wrapping me up in an invisible bubble.
At first Kisli stared at me so directly that I thought the necklace must be faulty too, but then her eyes refocused onto the wall behind me, strayed, and filled with fear. 'Miller?' she called, to what must have seemed a suddenly empty room. 'Miller? What did you do?'
It was an immense relief that the necklace worked. Perhaps the man who had sold me the chants was not wilfully selling products that didn't work – he may simply not have bothered to test them all. For a moment I felt slightly proud of Thistler's little operation and our policy of testing every item that passed through our shop. Then I remembered where I was, and where I should be, and that the two were not the same, and that I ought to get moving.
I tiptoed out of the cell and flattened myself against another cell's door as the Commander from the Trout's Head stamped down a flight of steps from above, accompanied by the hairy soldier who had manhandled me into the boat. The hairy soldier waited at the bottom of the steps while the Commander confronted Kisli in my open cell.
'What have you done, you stupid girl?'
Kisli looked too stunned and frightened to answer. The Commander grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. 'What have you done?' she repeated, in a voice that resounded woodenly from the walls.
'I – don't know what happened –' said Kisli, trying to pull out of her grasp.
'You untied the prisoner, didn't you? Where is he?'
The hairy soldier looked around suspiciously. My heart jumped when his gaze passed across me, and I wondered exactly how good this necklace was. There was no such thing as complete invisibility; a faint trace of my image would be left on the world, to be seen by anyone who looked closely enough, but just how faint would that trace be? Would there be little corners of my clothing that poked out of the invisibility bubble, or would it start to eat into other nearby objects? I should have tested all these items before leaving Qualmgate, I realised. It was too late now. All I could do was try to stay completely still, which naturally made me aware of a thousand discomforts throughout my body.
'Really, Kisli Thomas,' the Commander was saying, 'you're the stupidest girl I've ever met in my life, and I've met more stupid people than anybody deserves to.'
'Please, Commander, I'm sorry –'
'It's too late for that, Kisli. Orris,' she barked, to the man obstructing the steps. 'Go on deck and tell the others to begin a search of the entire ship. The prisoner must still be here somewhere, unless he's superhuman, and he most certainly didn't look it.'
The hairy soldier nodded and hurried up the steps. I began to follow him, piecing together a hasty new plan in my head. If they were searching the ship, I had to get off as soon as possible. This may mean diving into the water, but fragments of overheard conversation had told me the ship was sailing east along the south coast of Vumarule until it reached the River Surrund, which meant we should not be far from shore. Plus I had a heat ring, which would keep me from freezing in the waves. It was not a prospect that cheered me, but it could be my only hope of saving my brother and sister.
Still, something made me hesitate then. Maybe it was the thought of the numerous creatures and even more numerous teeth that likely inhabited the waters around Vumarule. Maybe I realised it would be next to impossible to find my way to Eldermoon alone. Whatever the reason, I paused on the steps, listening as the Commander threatened Kisli with every method of discipline the army had to offer – and as she pointed out, there were plenty to choose from.
'On our return to the city, Kisli, I would not be surprised if you are dismissed from the Kyland armed forces. The lack of sense you have shown today is quite astounding. Frankly I've known since your combat evaluation that you were not destined for greatness, but had I known what a hindrance you would turn out to be, I never would have accepted you into my division. Yes, I've made up my mind. I'm going to recommend that you be stripped of your rank and sent home in disgrace.'
'You can't!' cried Kisli's voice, from the depths of despair. 'What will my parents say?'
'They can give a recital of choice passages from the works of Birming Tinia for all I care. I will not change my decision. In fact, though it is not up to me, I believe you may be prosecuted for sabotaging a mission of the Kyland army. Is that what you were trying to do? Sabotage us?'
'No, no, Commander, you don't understand — he –'
I couldn't see the tears streaming from her eyes, but I could hear them in her voice.
'Kisli, tears do not solve problems,' said the Commander firmly. 'Wipe them away and don't make any more.'
I took a deep breath, not knowing what I was about to use it for, then reached up, removed the necklace from my neck and walked back down the steps.
'Phew!' I said. 'That's better.'
Kisli stopped crying instantly and stared at me, wide-eyed. The Commander turned to face me with an expression that suggested if she had not given up being surprised by anything, I may have surprised her.
'I hope you don't mind,' said my mouth – it seemed to know what it was doing so I let it continue. 'I needed to get out in the fresh air for a bit. This room isn't very … roomy, you know. I had to untie those knots and pick the lock to get out, but I'm sure there's no permanent damage done.' I pretended to notice Kisli for the first time. 'Hello, you're that girl who tested my blood, aren't you? Nice to meet you again. My name's Miller.'
I reached out my hand to her. Her eyes widened further in sheer confusion, her lips moving soundlessly apart and together. For one horrible moment I thought she was about to undo the quickest thinking I had done in my life. But then she said, 'I'm Kisli. Nice to meet you again too.'
We shook hands, even more awkwardly than the first time.
The Commander glanced from Kisli to me to the steps I had come down to the bench to which I had been tied, and finally to the plate, still greasy with the remnants of my fishy meal.
At last, she said, 'Who ate the stew?'
'I imagine Kisli must have eaten it.' I injected a tone of good humour into my voice, hoping it would disguise the tremor. 'It's hard work, this army stuff, and the portions aren't very big, from what I've heard. She was probably hungry. Weren't you?'
Slowly, ever so slowly, Kisli nodded.
The Commander glared at her. 'And why did you sit here and eat a meal that wasn't yours when you should have been hurrying back to report the prisoner missing?'
'I panicked,' Kisli blurted out.
'That's understandable,' I said, maintaining eye contact with Kisli. 'She probably thought you'd blame her for my escape. And she was right, wasn't she?'
'Shut up, prisoner,' the Commander snapped. She glared at Kisli for a moment, then said, 'Get out of it, Thomas. I'll deal with you later.'
Kisli scurried away, glancing back at me with confused gratitude. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, then she was gone. The Commander regarded me warily, almost as if I had earned a measure of her respect.
'What is your name, prisoner?'
'Miller Raining.'
'Miller Rai—' she began, then came to a sudden halt and stared at me. Despite what I had thought earlier about her being hard to surprise, I got the impression I had somehow succeeded. 'Raining. That's a Mlarwell name, isn't it?'
'I'm from Tarot, yes,' I said. 'Sort of, anyway.'
She regained her composure and began talking again, twice as fast.
'Well Miller, I don't know what you were doing with that vuma, but I don't think you're plotting against the Ninety. When we get to Merry Mourning, answer all our questions honestly and I doubt you'll get much more than a telling off. I'll station a guard outside your cell door. No, it won't be Thomas. Please don't go wandering off again. You will not be harmed by us. I promise you that.'
She indicated the cell, and dutifully I stepped back inside. She took one last look at me and shut the door. Darkness engulfed me, and I heard the click of the lock followed by the Commander's retreating footsteps. After a few minutes, I heard another soldier – perhaps the hairy one – descending the steps and making himself comfortable outside my cell door.
My hand gripped the sharp jewels of the invisibility necklace. If I could get the guard to open the door, this item may still allow me to escape, but I didn't feel like escaping any more. Actually, it could be interesting to see Merry Mourning, even if Alto Bracken did live there. Perhaps I could even witness some of the great experiments that took place in the Halls of the Ninety, if they were as great as my cousin always made them sound. Maybe I would see Kisli again.
And surely Tay and Ellstone could look after themselves, at least for a little while. They were considerably better at it than I was – Tay, at least. It wasn't as if I would be staying in Merry Mourning for long. As soon as I had been found not guilty of being in league with the vumas, and come up with a reasonable strategy for rescuing them, I would head straight off to Eldermoon, refreshed and ready for anything. It was almost a perfect plan.
Humans at the East Gate
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
Our mindwalking lessons dragged on as we settled into the rhythm of life at August House. I had expected Eldermoon to be buzzing with activity, and I suppose it must have been, out beyond the garden walls. But inside, our little world was weirdly serene, like the eye of a storm. Even Ellstone could not keep up his state of panic all the time, and settled into a less energetic form of sulking.
Several weeks on, there was no sign of Gramor returning from his adventure in the hills of Dynia. I could not make up my mind how to feel about this – after what he had done I was not sure I wanted to see him, but there were questions I had to ask. As lovely as Grenlia was, she was evasive. She told us no more about the Brotherhood's plans or our place in them, and I began to wonder if High Sorcerer Daurum, or whatever his name was, had simply forgotten about us like everyone else in the world always seemed to. But if he had, at least he had done so after providing us with a proper home and enough food to live on, which is more than I can say for certain other people.
One of the comforts provided to us was the endless supply of biscuits baked by Grenlia, using whatever ingredients the Brotherhood had been able to get their hands on recently. There were biscuits that filled my mouth with a warm and delicious sensation, made with a wonderful thing called cinnamon which you really should try if you ever get the chance. There were ginger biscuits, which were all wrong, and biscuits infused with chunks of chocolate, and others dotted through with raisins. When Ellstone first bit into one of the raisin ones he went into shock and rocked behind the sofa for almost an hour, convinced that Grenlia had given us biscuits full of insects. I finished off the plate before I got round to telling him the truth.
'Of course they're not insects!' Grenlia laughed shrilly, when I explained the situation. 'I've lived with humans before, so I know some of you can be a bit squeamish about that sort of thing.' She patted Ellstone on the shoulder as she left the room. 'I keep all my insects on a completely different shelf.' Ellstone's expression, which had been cautiously brightening, took another turn for the traumatised.
Meanwhile, Violette and Howell continued to provide a steady stream of new and imaginative threats, and I could not help but see Grenlia's insistence that they were just joking and would never really hurt anyone as that special kind of delusion only a mother can have. I may not be able to mindwalk yet, but I could see the malice in their eyes. However, the only times I really worried about them were when, every day or two, Grenlia and Crystal were called away on Brotherhood business, and would be gone for hours while we sat locked in our bedroom, hoping they would get back before Violette and Howell's next unsolicited visit. When they did at last return, Grenlia generally answered my queries about what they had been doing with nothing more illuminating than an agitated smile and an offer to make us more biscuits, and Crystal just smirked and disappeared into the winding passageways of the house, as was her habit when she was not needed for our lessons.
It was not until I had almost given up on mindwalking altogether that I began to make any progress.
One sunny morning, Ellstone and I were sitting on the front steps of August House, which looked out through the high barred gates to a quiet street in the Fountain District. Grenlia had left us to practise out here in the hope that the fresh air would stimulate our minds. The sounds of city life buzzed all around, and the breeze presented us with a diversity of stenches. After so many lessons shut indoors soaking up the smell of home baking, these were at least interesting novelties.
'It's a luthel tree,' said Ellstone, eyes glazed.
I started. 'That's right!'
'Really?'
'Yes! That's amazing! What did you see? Did you see a luthel tree in my eyes? Or did you hear my voice in your head saying luthel tree, or did the concept of a luthel tree just drop into your head?'
Ellstone put on his sceptical face. 'None of those. I said luthel tree because I thought the air smelled a bit like luthel blossom for a moment. You probably smelled the same thing and that's why you chose a luthel tree as your object. I wasn't even thinking, really.'
'That's just it, Elly, you're not supposed to think! This is it! This is our first success! Come on, let's go for another round.'
We tried a few more times, and failed spectacularly. The familiar impatience came back and beat my skull like a drum. Finally I snapped, 'We were there! We had it! You just have to do the same thing again! How hard can that be?'
Ellstone folded his arms. 'How many guesses have we made in the last week? Thousands? Tens of thousands? One of them was bound to be right sooner or later. It doesn't mean we're getting any better.'
'Why are you so determined that we'll never be able to mindwalk?'
'Because it's not right, Tay!' He ripped the mindwalking band off his head. 'Even with these stupid things, humans aren't supposed to mindwalk! It's not natural! If humans start mindwalking, where will it end? That and the disguise rings! Can't you see what's going on? They're trying to turn us into them.'
'I think you're being a bit overdramatic.'
'I don't care! This whole thing is ridiculous! We'll never be mindwalkers! We both thought of luthel trees because we both smelled luthel blossom, end of story!' He hurled his band across the garden, where it vanished in the overgrown lawn.
I raised my eyebrows and smiled at him cruelly. 'Do you want to be the one to tell Violette and Howell that we're not going to help the Brotherhood?'
He did not reply, though his eyes flickered.
I stood up, stretched, walked to the doorway of August House and leaned into the empty hall. 'Violette!' I called, hand cupped to my mouth.
'What are you doing?' Ellstone fretted, trying to pull my arm down as if that would make a difference. 'Stop it!'
'Violette!' I continued. 'Howell the scowl! My brother says he's not going to help the Brotherhood! You'd better come and get him!'
'Taaay,' Ellstone whined.
I lowered my arm and stood pretending to wait. Crystal had told me that Violette and Howell were out of the house at a Brotherhood meeting, but Ellstone didn't know that. I watched him squirm as if trying to escape from his body, until I just had to feel sorry for him.
'It's okay,' I laughed. 'They're out at –'
'What's all this about?' boomed Violette, bearing down on us from the staircase with her scowly friend in tow. 'The boy's decided to come clean about his own worthlessness, has he? How considerate. This'll save us a lot of time.'
Ellstone took a few steps backwards out the door. I moved between him and the advancing hoodlums.
'It was just a joke,' I said.
'Oh no, too late now,' said Violette, pushing me aside with a steely arm. 'Now he belongs to us.'
She nodded to Howell, who thrust out his hand towards my retreating brother. The spell lifted Ellstone a foot off the lawn, an invisible hand gripping the front of his shirt. Howell kept the spell active while he and Violette circled Ellstone like wolves.
'Scrawny little thing, isn't he?' Violette observed. 'I wonder how long he'd last if we just threw him in the dungeons and left him there.'
'I bet he'd last a week at least,' mused Howell, poking his stomach. 'Look, he's been filling up on your mama's biscuits.'
'Still, we should think of something more imaginative for him,' said Violette. 'Something fitting.'
'Excuse me,' I interrupted. 'As much as I enjoy threatening to kill my brother, I can't help but worry that you're taking it a bit too seriously.'
It was at that moment that we heard cannon fire. It came from far beyond the grounds of August House, but it was loud, clear and unmistakable. We froze in a strange vignette to listen – only Ellstone moved, slumping to the ground as Howell's concentration lapsed. Shot after shot thudded in the distance, echoing out over the entire city. Before long, other sounds joined the chorus: screams and shouts and the faint whooshing of spells.
After a moment Grenlia rushed out onto the lawn. 'Oh, children, thank goodness you're all here! Get inside now!'
'It's the humans,' said Howell. 'Attacking the east gate. It has to be.'
Violette nodded with grim drama. 'We'd better go. The Brotherhood needs us.' She looked down at Ellstone who lay in the grass at her feet. 'We'll deal with you later, after we've dealt with your friends.'
She and Howell ran off across the lawn, ignoring Grenlia's pleas for them to come indoors. The gates swung open as they approached and clanged shut after them.
Grenlia called Violette's name one final time, then turned away with a sigh. 'Come on, Rainings. Let's get inside where it's safe.'
'Nowhere's safe around here,' Ellstone moaned, as we helped him to his feet.
Once we were inside, Grenlia locked the door with two keys and a quick spell. In the sitting room, Crystal stood peering out the window. 'What the hell's going on out there?'
'I'm not sure,' said Grenlia, 'but most likely a contingent of the Kyland army has made it to the east gate of the city.'
'Can I go and watch?'
'Absolutely not.' Grenlia grabbed her arm and held it in an iron grip.
'Can I?' I asked.
'No.' She held my arm with her other hand, and gave Ellstone a challenging look. He shook his head.
'I don't want to.'
'Good. Then we'll all stay in here and have a mindwalking lesson.'
The three of us groaned in unison. Grenlia looked slightly offended.
'What's wrong with mindwalking lessons?'
'Nothing,' said Crystal, then added, 'except that these two are boring and I'm bored with being in their minds.'
'I don't even want to mindwalk,' said Ellstone, glaring at her.
'I see,' said Grenlia levelly. She turned to me. 'And what do you have against mindwalking, Tay? I thought you were excited to learn.'
'I was,' I said, 'and I still am. Sort of. I know it's important, and I know it's going to be amazing when I can do it. But at the moment I can't. I've tried and tried, and I just can't.'
Grenlia looked at me thoughtfully. 'Maybe we're approaching this in the wrong way. When it comes to mindwalking, there's no single approach that works for everybody. You have to find your own path, one that uses your entire personality to your advantage. Some people, like me, treat mindwalking as a science, and pour our intellect into it. Others, such as Crystal –'
'– are just naturally brilliant at it,' Crystal finished.
Grenlia hummed and tilted her head this way and that as if she wanted to argue, then nodded. 'Others approach it in a more … intuitive, emotional way. I think that approach may be your best bet, Tay.'
I raised an eyebrow. 'Are you saying I'm stupid?'
'No! No, of course not, but your strengths may lie –'
'It's all right,' I grinned. 'I don't care if I'm stupid. As long as I can mindwalk.'
'We'll see,' said Grenlia hesitantly. 'What would you say is the strongest emotion you've ever felt?'
I didn't have to think. 'Anger.'
'And what makes you angry?'
'Everything,' muttered Ellstone.
'Shut up!' I snapped.
Grenlia clapped her hands together. 'Of course! Your brother makes you angry! Perfect. You two stand here and face each other.' She positioned us uncomfortably close together, glaring into each other's eyes. 'Now, imagine you're very angry with him. In fact, you're so angry you want to charge towards him and wring his neck.'
'You want to rip out his throat and eat it,' added Crystal.
Ellstone stared at her, concerned. 'Eyes here,' I said, turning his face back to me.
'Stay completely still,' instructed Grenlia, 'but imagine yourself charging forward like a bull, right into his eyes. This might be tricky, but imagine … imagine there's something back there that inspires such rage in you that you just want to tear it apart.'
'There is. It's called his brain.'
Grenlia frowned at my joke. 'You're not angry enough,' she decided. 'Ellstone, you're going to have to make her angrier.'
My brother bit his lip. He had no difficulty in making me angry when he wasn't trying, but now he had been given the task, he didn't know what to do. This in itself made me slightly angry.
'Tay,' he tried eventually, 'your birthmark doesn't mean anything. It's just a blob, it doesn't even look like a question mark, and if you still think it means you're some sort of chosen one, you need to grow up.'
'Can I hit him?' I asked.
'No,' said Grenlia. 'Keep going, Ellstone.'
Ellstone obliged. 'The reason you think the Ninety are bad and the vumas are good is because you want someone to blame for everything that happened to us in Tarot. You never bothered to think that it could have been our fault. That maybe if you didn't sleep in so much you wouldn't have lost so many jobs.'
'You're saying I didn't work hard enough?' I spluttered. 'You little – you never even –'
'Save it up, Tay,' Grenlia warned.
I forced my mouth shut and the torrent of abuse jammed in my throat.
'You think you brought us to Eldermoon for all the right reasons,' said Ellstone, 'but really you're just being selfish. You chose to come here instead of Merry Mourning because there you'd just be another soldier in the army, an unremarkable human among unremarkable humans. Here, with all the vumas telling you how important you are, you can live out your fantasy of being special.'
Something exploded in my mind. I surged forward, an incomprehensible sound flowing from my mouth. I passed through fire and a pair of brown eyes and found a calm space where everything was in order.
Mindwalking is easy, as it turns out. It's like walking through a door that's always been there but you've never quite noticed it. But whenever I try to describe where exactly this door is, I end up saying it's just — it's just sort of there.
In the calm space through the door I couldn't see any books, but I felt strangely as though I was in a library. I took a step forward.
'Oh my snails, she's in my mind,' I thought.
'No, I'm in his mind,' I corrected myself.
'My mind,' I corrected myself again.
'Wait, my mind?'
'No, mine. I'm here, so you should say yours not his.'
'This is confusing.'
'I don't like it,' I agreed. 'My head hurts. Crystal is much gentler when she does this.'
'Excuse me?' I said.
'Wait, who are you?'
'It's me, Crystal,' I said. 'Thought I'd pop in for a visit. Tay, you have to learn to separate us out. We're not all you.'
'Sorry,' I said, 'but usually I can only hear myself think. This is new to me. Everyone say who they are. I'll try to remember.'
'I'm Crystal,' said one of me. A blurry version of Crystal appeared in the blank space before me, and waved.
'I'm Ellstone,' said another. He appeared, frowning, next to her.
'And I'm me,' said the real me.
'Now you're getting it,' said Crystal, gesturing to the blank space around me. Details were slowly being filled in. The edges of objects appeared and spread out, as though an invisible someone was pencilling them in before my eyes. 'See, your brain learns quickly.'
I turned to Ellstone, still a little annoyed with him. 'Elly, what was all that about out there? Fantasy of being special? That was uncalled for.'
'She told me to make you angry,' said Ellstone.
'I can help you can get back at him,' said Crystal. 'Follow me.'
She walked through the space towards a tall object shrouded in haze, which grew clearer as she approached. I followed her, though the floor shifted like sand beneath my feet. By the time I arrived at the object, it was a bookshelf.
'Wait, what are you doing?' Ellstone panicked.
'Don't worry, petal,' said Crystal, 'I just want to show her something funny.'
'No!' said Ellstone. 'You're not reading my poem!'
'Poem?' I said. 'Well, now I'm interested.'
'It's hilarious,' Crystal confirmed. 'Come on, he keeps it in here.' She pulled a book from a shelf and opened it at the first page.
'No!' said Ellstone. 'I don't even know how it got there! It's not me! It's stupid.'
Crystal turned the book so I could see. There, written in my brother's immaculate handwriting, were the lines:
Eyes like a galaxy, glowing with light
Planets move restlessly, in and out of sight
'No!' said Ellstone again. He shoved me and I fell backwards – fell backwards onto the carpet of the sitting room in August House. Three faces looked down at me. Hysterical laughter burst from my lungs.
'Did you do it?' asked Grenlia.
I tried to get to my feet, but my laughter pushed me back to the floor. 'It was amazing! I actually felt like I was walking around in another space! But it was all sort of fuzzy, like a dream, and I couldn't walk properly …'
'It begins that way,' said Grenlia, beaming. 'With practice your brain will become better at interpreting his, and things will be clearer. But this is a great start!'
'Yes, great.' Ellstone rubbed his temple. 'There must be ways to keep people out too. I refuse to let her pop into my head whenever she feels like it.'
'You can use your imagination to build defences,' said Grenlia, and my brother's face fell at the word imagination. 'Imagine a locked door or a moat or even a dragon, and whoever's trying to read your mind has to imagine a way past it before they can get in. But that's another discipline that takes a lifetime to master. Let's not get ahead of ourselves.'
'Can we do it again?' I implored. 'I want to see the rest of your poem!'
'If that's what you want to do, don't expect me to cooperate,' Ellstone snapped.
'Oh, don't be upset! That was a side of you I thought I'd never see, and it's nice to know you have it.' My glance met Crystal's, and we shared a smile. 'Eyes like a galaxy, glowing with light –'
'I'll kill you!' screamed Ellstone, charging at me. I fended him off, laughing, until Grenlia thrust us apart.
'Stop it, both of you!' she commanded. 'Ellstone, sit down and have a biscuit. Tay, you have to understand that being a responsible mindwalker requires a certain … delicacy. There is an unspoken code among mindwalkers, which says that while we may find some unexpected and often unsavoury things in people's minds, we must not judge the person by them. We do not choose our thoughts, after all, only our actions. It is often better to quietly move on rather than bring up things which aren't relevant to the matter at hand.' She shot a glare at Crystal, who returned a defiant smile. 'Of course, some of us follow this code less strictly than others.'
'Okay, okay,' I said. 'I'm sorry, Elly. Can we try again? I promise I won't look at anything you don't want me to.'
Ellstone sat in a defensive position on the sofa. I knelt in front of him and gripped his hand.
'Come on, will you let me in again? You can call me whatever you like to make me angry.'
He looked me straight in the eye for a moment. Then he mumbled, 'The Ninety are going to win.'
Grenlia and Crystal joined me in staring at him. Grenlia began, 'We don't know –'
'They are,' he interrupted. 'The Kyland army are here already, can't you hear them? And they're going to come and rescue us before long, and nothing else bad will happen to us.' He nodded to Grenlia and Crystal. 'You two should get out of here, because they're going to be looking for the ones who kidnapped us. I don't know what they'll do to you, but it won't be nice.'
In the silence that followed, the boom of the cannons could be heard softly through the walls. Ellstone did not move, but I could tell he was listening with something akin to satisfaction.
This time I couldn't feel angry. Not with my brother. All I felt for him was pity. The anger that bubbled up in me was for those who had made him like this, those he so blindly put his faith in.
'Perhaps we'd better take a break from mindwalking lessons for today,' said Grenlia. 'At least now you know you can do it, Tay, and you can practise as often as you like.'
We dispersed without another word, leaving Ellstone sitting silent and defiant on the sofa.
*
Later, I looked out our bedroom window and beheld the destruction to the east. It was clear that the humans had broken through the city walls and begun laying waste to everything in their path before they were stopped. Houses lay destroyed and smoking. Figures dragged figures across streets leaving trails of violet blood. There was no fighting now, so I could only assume the human attackers had been killed or driven back, but I got the sense that they had succeeded in delivering their intended message: if you vumas don't get back in line, we will kill you. We don't care which of you we kill, because it doesn't matter. What matters is that we will kill you.
I went to my bed, lifted the mattress and removed the two photographs tucked underneath. In the time I had been at August House, I had allowed my anger to lie dormant. I had let myself be spoiled by biscuits and comfortable sofas, and for a while I had almost forgotten why I was there. But no longer. If anger was what it took to get inside my parents' minds, I would give them anger. Let the children they had thoughtlessly abandoned be the ones who finally sealed their fate. And let the very fire their callous actions had sparked in me be the weapon that brought them down.
Unwelcome Guest
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
The boy from the Trout's Head haunted my thoughts from that day forth. Commander Menx kept me busy and did not let me see him, so for the rest of the voyage to Merry Mourning I was left to imagine conversations we might be having. In sillier moments I daydreamed that he was daydreaming of me too, and our daydreams were meeting in the air so we actually were talking to each other after all, though neither of us knew it. I told daydream Miller all about my family and about my time in the army so far, and daydream Miller told me again about his mission to rescue his brother and sister from the vumas. I listened ever more intently each time, looking in the story for some key to understanding this boy, but still I could not find one. All I knew was that I would like to talk to real Miller again. But when we docked in Merry Mourning, and I saw him being dragged off towards the courthouse, I decided with a sigh that I should probably try not to think about him any more.
Over the next few days I poured my energy into training. Commander Menx had let me off the hook for the incident in the ship's brig, but I was terrified of what she might do if I did not make steady progress, or if I stepped out of line again. In my few free hours between scheduled training, duties, sleeping and eating, I exercised to try to build up my muscles. My roommates did not appreciate me doing this in the dormitory, so every evening at eight o'clock I went down to the big courtyard in front of the barracks and did my exercises there, savouring the feel of the sinking sun on my skin, listening to the birds and to the chatter of other soldiers enjoying their leisure time.
When I told my roommates how pleasant this was, they nodded indulgently and said they would love to join me but their schedules were packed. Come to think of it, ever since my return from Vumarule their behaviour had been quite strange. They were often absent from training sessions, with dubious excuses — a trip to the healer with a sprained ankle, an errand they had to run for the captain of another squadron. When I spoke to them they seemed distracted, as if they knew something big that made anything I might have to say seem unimportant. Though I tried not to feel hurt, I got the sense they may have decided while I was gone that they didn't want to be friends with me any more.
Then, one day, something happened that changed everything.
*
'It's this bit here,' I said apologetically.
The old woman in Armoury 16 frowned as she pinched the piece of broken chainmail that poked out from my uniform. 'How did this happen?'
'I was at sword training, and we were doing that exercise where you have to pair up and fight until one of you draws blood. Me and Hariette got quite into it, parrying and riposting and all that sword stuff. She won, but it was only a graze on my arm. Then on the way out of the room I walked into one of those big wooden doors and my armour smashed into a metal stud. Why do they have those, do you think? Those little metal studs on the doors?'
The woman got me to raise my arms and pulled off my uniform. 'You poor dove,' she murmured, her eyes fixed on the broken links. 'You're not getting any better, are you?'
I was a little taken aback by her bluntness, so I didn't reply. Instead I laughed, a pathetic little laugh of agreement. Army Kisli was furious with me. I was getting better, and I knew it.
The old woman had no uniforms left in my size, so she gave me one two sizes too big. The chainmail shirt almost reached to my knees.
'It's only until I repair your uniform, bunny pie,' she said, squeezing my cheek, and went back to her work. I slumped out of the room, humiliated and overburdened.
I felt too tired to do my eight o'clock exercises, especially with extra chainmail weighing me down, so I headed up to the dormitory instead, thinking I could have a chat with my roommates and maybe start to make things better with them. What actually happened was as far from that as I can imagine.
I found the dormitory door locked. At first I thought I had gone to the wrong room, because my roommates never used to lock the door, but no, this was dormitory 9801. I knocked three times.
'Are you in, Olna?' I called. 'Hari? Lara? It's only me!'
After a moment the door opened, just a crack. Hariette looked out at me uncertainly.
'You're back early,' she said. 'Are you not doing your exercises in the courtyard?'
'I'm too tired today. Can I come in? This armour's killing me.'
Hariette consulted with someone else in the room – I heard Olna's voice, and Laralyn's. Then Olna came barreling out the door and grabbed both my hands in hers.
'Kisli!' she said. 'Of course you can come in! But let me say something first.' She glanced up and down the corridor as if for inspiration.
'What is it?' I asked.
'Just don't panic, okay. Give us time to explain.'
'Explain what?' I broke free of her grasp. 'Olna, what are you talking about?'
'Promise you'll listen to what we have to say before you do anything,' she implored me.
'Okay, I promise.'
Olna stepped back inside the dormitory. 'Come in, then. Close the door after you.'
With a sudden nervous energy I followed her in and closed the door. Hariette and Laralyn stood by the bunk beds watching me cautiously. My boot sent a tiny round object rolling across the floor.
'We were playing marbles,' said Olna. 'Sorry about the mess.'
'Marbles,' I echoed, as the object I had kicked clacked against another marble in the middle of the floor, which went spinning off diagonally and hit two more. The floor was covered in marbles. And crouching amidst them was a small figure who gazed up at me with big round eyes.
'This is Jon,' said Olna, kneeling by the boy's side. 'Jon, this is Kisli. Do you remember her?'
An uncomfortable memory rushed back, a memory from the upstairs room at Mrs Arkin's house. This was the young vuman boy we had found hiding in the wardrobe after we witnessed the boat sinking in the River Surrund, taking all the other children with it. This was the boy who had been taken away for questioning at Leonus Menx's insistence — Olna had asked then if she could go with him and Menx had said no.
Now, in army dormitory 9801, Olna comforted him as he gathered up some of the marbles I had scattered. Behind them, Olna and Laralyn's wardrobe stood open, blankets forming a small bed inside.
'This is your secret?' I said finally. 'You've been keeping a vuma in the wardrobe?'
Olna straightened. 'He's been keeping himself in the wardrobe really. He goes in there every night to sleep, so we put some blankets in there for him. We have to coax him out in the mornings. It seems to be the only place he feels safe. I suppose it makes sense. If he hadn't hidden in that one in Mrs Arkin's house he could be …'
At the bottom of the river, I thought.
Sinking … sinking … gone.
'We were going to tell you,' said Olna, looking around at the others with her hands clasped before her.
'Does Commander Menx know he's in here?' I asked, pulling myself back to the situation at hand.
'Of course not,' snapped Hariette.
'Then what's he doing here?' I said shrilly.
'Shh,' said Olna. 'You'll scare him.'
'We're hiding him,' said Hariette.
'From people like you,' said Laralyn.
'People like –' I began, but broke off, confused and angry. When I spoke again it was in a much clearer tone. 'What were you thinking? Vumas are supposed to be the enemy!'
'Jon isn't,' said Olna. 'He's just a kid. He can't even speak, never mind weave spells. What possible harm could he do anybody?'
'Well, he could get you into a lot of trouble!' I said, feeling colour flow to my cheeks. 'What do you suppose Commander Menx would do if she found out?'
'She won't,' said Hariette.
'How can you be sure? If she or anyone else finds out about this I should think you'll all be dismissed from the army altogether – or worse. What were you thinking?' I said again, and glared at Olna who I took to be the one most responsible for this. She looked back with no trace of hostility. Hariette and Laralyn, meanwhile, watched me with not so much fear or anger as simple contempt. I felt a rush of hurt, and fought the urge to break down and cry again.
But crying did not help anybody. I knew that now.
'How did he get here?' I demanded.
'Lara and Olna were supposed to be escorting him to the dungeons,' said Hariette. 'As if he needed two armed guards.'
'As if he needed guards!' piped up Olna. 'Instead of someone to take care of him!'
'We told them he just waved his hands and disappeared.' Hariette shot me a poisonous look. 'People will believe anything you tell them about vumas.'
'And how do you know that won't actually happen? Do you have any idea what vumas are capable of?' I caught a tear creeping down my cheek and flicked it away angrily. 'How do you know he's as young as he looks? They can – they can weave spells to make themselves look less threatening, so you let your guard down!'
'Kisli,' said Olna, 'we've been looking after him for more than a week. There's no way he could keep up a spell for that long.'
I felt helpless. 'You – you haven't been watching him dawn till dusk. He could be changing back into his – his fully grown, seven-foot-tall self when he goes into that wardrobe.'
'Oh, Kisli,' said Olna softly. 'Really, you can be quite small-minded sometimes. Does all that seem any more likely than him being an innocent child?'
'No,' I said, 'but it's possible. Do you even know for sure that he can't speak?'
'Oh for –' began Laralyn, but I continued.
'No, I'm serious! What if he's just pretending? He could be spying on us and reporting back to his masters.'
'And saying what?' snapped Hariette. '"Be wary, my vuman masters, the humans have marbles"? We haven't told him any of the Ninety's plans. Why would we?'
'We've talked about our orders!' I said. 'In this room! While the vuma's been living in the wardrobe! And he could've been listening to every word, plotting and planning how he was going to use the information to bring down the human race!'
'Stop calling him the vuma,' said Hariette. 'He has a name.'
'Don't listen to this, Jon,' said Olna, squeezing the vuma's shoulder. He looked quite nonplussed by the whole thing. 'She doesn't mean it. She's very sweet really. She'll calm down soon, and then she can join in our games. For now, why don't we finish this one? Hmm?' Olna looked in dismay upon the destruction I had wreaked. 'Oh dear, it looks like Kisli's moved some of the marbles by mistake. Never mind, we'll start again, shall we?'
Hariette and Laralyn joined them in the middle of the floor as they gathered up the marbles for a new game. I watched them with the growing sense that I was drifting away from reality. Here was a vuma, potentially a soldier in the army of darkness that the Ninety had declared war on just weeks before. Here he was at the centre of all human military operations, unguarded and unchecked. And here were my three roommates – soldiers in the Kyland army! – sitting with him, taking turns to roll little glass balls across the floor to hit other little glass balls.
Of course part of me could see why they were doing it. If things had been different, I would have joined them in their game without a second thought. But the way things were, I imagined I could see something menacing lurking just beneath the boy's harmless appearance.
'Are you planning to keep him here forever?' I asked. My throat was dry, and my voice came out hollow and strained.
'There's no way for us to get him out without being noticed,' said Olna, rolling a marble. 'It was risky enough getting him in here – and where can we take him? There's no one out there we can trust not to turn him in.'
'What's the point in him being up here, then? I'm sure the soldiers on dungeon duty would look after him just as well as you.'
'Of course, our dungeons are known for their friendly atmosphere and comfortable furnishings,' snapped Hariette. 'The guards down there love a good old game of marbles with the prisoners.'
'He's scared of his own shadow,' said Olna, 'never mind all the ones he'd find in the dungeons. He stays here with us.'
'For how long?' I demanded.
'Until I can get out,' said Olna.
'Out?'
'I've been looking for somewhere to go, far away from all of this. Some sort of sanctuary.'
'You can't quit from the army!' I said, shocked.
'That's why I need a sanctuary. And wherever I end up going, I'm taking Jon with me.'
No. This could not happen. My roommates may think they knew better than the Ninety, but there were thirty times as many of the Ninety as there were of them. And they were all clever, and they all knew what was best – that was why they were in charge.
'I'm not waiting around for someone to find out about this,' I said, my voice shaking but my resolve firm. 'They'll think I was involved from the beginning.'
My roommates were not listening to me any more.
'You call that a shot? Watch this!'
'Lara! You knocked mine under the bed. I'll get you for that.'
'Try and hit that orange and blue one, Jon!'
The Ninety. They would know what to do.
'You'll thank me for this later,' I said, and made for the door. Olna and the others leapt up to stop me, shouting that I didn't know what I was doing. But I slipped free from their grasps and flung myself out the door, pounding down the corridor as fast as my oversized uniform would allow. My roommates' cries of protest echoed after me, but I made myself deaf to them. I ran up three flights of steps and along a winding corridor until I reached a big door opposite a row of statues. Then I came to a halt, cleared my throat and knocked three times.
'Yes?'
I entered breathlessly. 'Commander Menx, I have something to report.'
A Wary Reunion
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
A week or more went by with no more cannon fire and no sign of the Kyland army coming back to rescue us, though for long spells I gazed out our bedroom window to the eastern side of the city, watching as vumas patched up the holes the human cannons had blown in the walls, and hoping to see thousands of figures in scarlet and silver cresting the hill beyond. Grenlia mostly left us alone; she brought us a few meals and checked that we were comfortable and had everything we needed, but she did not insist on any further lessons. Most of the time, we were left in the bedroom with the locked door and the barred windows and the fireplace with the flue too narrow to squeeze through.
Tay kept herself amused with mindwalking. She now seemed able to conjure up all the necessary anger at will, and thus could pop into my mind whenever the fancy took her, even when I was not wearing my mindwalking band or looking directly at her. She did not venture too far inside; she would go just far enough to see what I was thinking about at that moment, then she would slip back out again. She got better at not disturbing me, though I always knew when she was there, and learned to quickly hide away any thoughts I didn't want her to see. The rest of her time she spent staring at the photographs of our parents in the hope that they would provide her a path into their minds, but so far this quest appeared to have been fruitless.
Our most frequent though unwelcome visitors were Violette and Howell, who barged in two or three times a day to torment us. They assured us that the attack on the eastern wall meant the Brotherhood's tolerance for humans had plummeted and that soon we would be seen for the worthless gutterlings we were. They took great pleasure in pondering aloud how they might dispose of us when that time came. I had become almost numb to these threats, so I kept quiet and let them wash over me, trying not to dwell on any of the grotesque images they presented. Tay, for her part, tended to stare at our parents' photographs twice as intensely when Violette and Howell were in the room, only looking up once they had stomped away, angry at us for not taking their threats more seriously.
However, one day when their mood seemed fouler than usual, they took things a little further.
'It's comfortable in here, isn't it, Rainings?' said Violette, dancing across the room in slow motion, looking around as though she had never truly taken it in before. 'All this fancy furniture. You must be very cosy.'
'Soft cushions on the chairs,' said Howell.
'Springy springs in the mattresses,' said Violette, sitting and bobbing on Tay's bed.
Tay and I eyed each other, wary of the rehearsed routine playing out before us.
'But there's one thing missing,' said Violette, hugging her shoulders in an exaggerated manner. 'Aren't you cold in here, Rainings? Howell, could you get the fire going? I think I'm going to freeze.'
'Of course,' said Howell, and knelt by the fireplace. With a few waves of his hands, a fire sprang up from the coals and soon was crackling merrily.
'Good,' said Violette, 'but I think it needs a bit more fuel. What do you think, Ellstone?'
I fell to the floor as she pulled the chair from under me and smashed it to pieces on the frame of my bed. She fed the broken bits of wood to the fire while Howell did the same to the chair Tay had just wisely vacated. Violette picked up the plate of food Grenlia had brought us half an hour ago and tossed that into the flames too. Then she and Howell began to break the table.
'What's your reasoning behind this?' asked Tay. I noticed she had pocketed the photographs of our parents; as long as she had those, she probably didn't care what happened to anything else in the room.
'Our reasoning is,' said Violette, throwing half the table into the fire, 'even if on this occasion humans can be of some small use to us, they certainly don't need to live in comfort. After what happened to the eastern side of town, it seems appropriate to remind you of that.'
'It wasn't us who fired those cannons,' Tay protested.
Though I would if I ever got the chance, I added internally.
'I couldn't care less,' said Violette. 'My responsibility is to ensure my prisoners are treated as prisoners should be. Help me with the mattresses, Brother Howell.'
Together they hoisted Tay's mattress off her bedframe, carried it to the fireplace, discovered it would not fit, then with some difficulty folded it in two and crammed it into the fire. The white sheets that still clung to the mattress blackened as the flames licked them. Tay and I watched the pile burn with bemusement.
'We'll do the rest when that stuff's all burned,' said Violette, whose glee seemed disproportionate to our muted reactions.
'Okay,' I said.
Violette glared at us as if we were spoiling her fun. 'You don't seem all that bothered.'
Tay shrugged. 'This room without furniture is still nicer than our room in Tarot. At least the ceiling doesn't leak.'
'And the insulation's better,' I added.
'And the neighbours aren't such reprobates,' said Tay, 'present company excepted.'
Violette stared at her, then grabbed her arm and pulled her to her knees by the fireplace. 'Do you want me to make your stay here even less comfortable? Is that it? How about we burn away that hair of yours, see how pretty you look then? Something to help you remember who you're working for.'
'Do it!' growled Howell, his eyes flashing with excitement.
At that moment the door opened and Grenlia entered, already muttering to herself, though these mutters quickly turned to shrieks.
'What's going on up here? I heard noises – Violette! Stop that at once!'
'Mama!' Violette whined, maintaining her grip on Tay. 'Why do you always try to ruin everything?'
'Your idea of everything is seriously twisted, young lady! Get our guest away from that fire immediately.'
'She's not our guest, she's our prisoner!' Violette thrust Tay's head towards the fire, but Tay kicked her in the shin and she cursed and released her grip.
Grenlia strode into the room and pulled Violette up off the floor. 'Is that a mattress in there? How dare you do this to our guests' room!'
'Howell, burn her arm,' snarled Violette, as Tay tried to run away. 'She needs to know we're serious.'
'I know that,' Tay snarled back. 'Believe me, I'm serious too!'
'Get out of here this minute!' Grenlia screamed at Violette, who squirmed from her grasp and slapped her. Grenlia recoiled in shock.
'How many times have I told you, Mama? When you address us, you're addressing the Brotherhood of Lightning. And no one speaks to the Brotherhood of Lightning like that. We will not be ordered around by a civilian.'
Howell held Tay now, and moved her arm towards the fire. 'Go on then, just do it,' Tay hissed, sweat trickling from her forehead. 'If it means I can get on with what I came here to do, just do it!'
I'm not proud of what I did then: I covered my eyes. I heard my sister cry out in pain … and then a voice spoke from the doorway. It made me uncover my eyes to be sure I wasn't hearing things.
'Looks like quite a party in here,' said Gramor Eretol.
Howell pulled Tay away from the fire; she clutched her reddened arm and gasped for breath on the carpet. Violette stared at Gramor with undisguised loathing, but Grenlia greeted him with a mixture of relief and fury.
'Where in the Under have you been?'
'Away,' said Gramor. He pointed to Violette and Howell. 'And that's where you two need to go. Away. Now.'
I thought I heard Howell mutter the words 'human-loving' on his way out the door. Violette gave me an evil look as she passed, and paused in the door to glare at Gramor.
'You're no Brother of Lightning,' she spat, 'and when High Sorcerer Daurum sees that, you'll go the same way as these children.'
'Thank you for your input,' said Gramor, and shut the door in her face. He walked over to Tay, took her arm and blew on it sharply through puckered lips. The redness dispersed into the air like a fine layer of dust, revealing cool, unharmed skin; Tay replaced clutching her arm in pain with staring at it in awe.
'All better!' Gramor barked, clasping his hands in self-admiration. He wore a Brotherhood cloak; now that we were away from human territory he had no reason to hide his affiliation. I tried to speak, but my voice caught in my throat.
'Why are you here?' Tay demanded, rubbing her arm.
'I was in the neighbourhood and I thought I'd drop by to see you,' he replied cheerily. 'I brought caterpillar fudge.'
He held up a brown paper bag, waiting for a euphoric reaction which did not come.
Grenlia sought to fill the silence. 'You know Gramor. He was your guide on your journey to Eldermoon, wasn't he?'
'Most of it,' Tay corrected.
Gramor arched a querying eyebrow. 'Don't tell me you're still bitter about me abandoning you on the hills.'
'And in the forest,' I reminded him.
'Oh come now, that was only for one day. And it's not as if you made any progress without me, you just bumbled around lost and fell in a swamp and got attacked by electric –'
Grenlia's arms were crossed; her steely glare tripped Gramor up.
'But that's all water under the bridge now,' he mumbled.
'Honestly,' said Grenlia, 'I don't know where you get your reputation as a human-loving fool if you abandon humans who are supposed to be under your protection.'
'Human-loving?' I said in disbelief. 'He killed three humans just on the way here!'
'Did I?' Gramor rumpled his moustache as if trying to remember.
Tay nodded. 'First Fergus,' she said, 'then those two on the hills.'
'You killed three humans in front of the children?' said Grenlia. 'Well, that's just exceptional, Gramor. Is that why Ellstone's got it into his head that all vumas are evil?'
'No, he thought that already,' said Gramor, avoiding her eyes. 'I merely … confirmed his worst fears.'
'Children.' Grenlia addressed us solemnly. 'Something you must understand about Gramor is that he's a practical joker. Only, most of his jokes aren't funny, and sometimes he forgets to explain that they're jokes at all, so people think the worst of him.'
'Practical jokes,' I repeated, not believing my ears. 'Killing humans is a practical joke?'
'No, no.' Grenlia waved an agitated hand and slumped onto the hard frame of Tay's mattressless bed. 'Explain to them, Gramor, for goodness sake.'
Gramor sighed. 'All right. You've heard, I suppose, that vumas can weave spells to make themselves appear dead? Well, I taught myself to do that to other people. Happy?'
Tay's features twisted like a puzzle cube she was trying to solve. 'So – hold on, are you saying you didn't kill those people? You just made them look like they were dead?'
'Had to,' said Gramor. 'It was the only way to save them from my more aggressive Brothers. That's why it took me so long to get to Eldermoon after you. Had to get those people to safety – or as close as I could find to safety around these parts. Especially Fergus. I'd left him stuffed inside a bush and I just had to go back for him. I owe him my life several times over, and he's not much of a walker these days.'
'You could have told us the truth that night at Fergus's,' said Tay, 'instead of threatening us.'
Gramor shrugged. 'Would you have believed me if I'd told you the truth then? You'd have thought I was lying to make you trust me, which I would have had every reason to do, since I still needed to get you to Eldermoon. Plus when your minds were scanned upon arrival in the city, my reputation among my Brothers as a human-loving fool would have been cemented for good. It was easier and safer to play the role of the classic human-hating dark sorcerer your brother was so determined to cast me in.'
'But why did you save those people?' I demanded. 'The Brotherhood don't have any qualms about killing humans.'
'I like to be contrary,' said Gramor.
'Isn't that the truth,' Grenlia muttered.
So it seemed Gramor and Grenlia knew each other; judging by their familiarity they had been friends, or something close to friends, for many years. I could not decide if this made me trust Gramor more, or Grenlia less.
'Anyway,' said Gramor, 'enough about how great I am. How are you two? Are the mindwalking lessons going well?'
'Yeah, fine,' muttered Tay.
'Okay,' I seconded. It was unsettling to make small talk with the second-in-command of the Brotherhood of Lightning, even if he had saved our lives on a few occasions. How could he reconcile his supposed 'human-loving' side with the Brotherhood's long-established hatred and violence towards humanity? Something still did not fit.
'Excellent,' said Gramor, apparently feeling that this was enough talk about us to justify more about himself. 'I can't stay long, I'm afraid. Lots of Brotherhood business to attend to, as I'm sure you can imagine. We're still recovering from the attack on the eastern side of the city. Which brings me to another reason I'm here: High Sorcerer Daurum is hosting a memorial banquet next week, in aid of all the vumas killed in that attack.'
'A memorial banquet?' Tay said, as if the words tasted wrong together.
'Yes. It's a vuman tradition when tragedy strikes: mourn in the morning to get the boring stuff out of the way, stuff your face in the afternoon to forget about the mourning, then drink in the evening to forget that you've forgotten anything. But the banquet is the bit you're invited to. I suppose High Sorcerer Daurum wants to show off his secret weapons.'
'Will High Sorcerer Daurum be there?' I quavered.
'Of course he will! And me, and Grenlia here, and all the highest ranking Brothers of Lightning in Eldermoon. It'll be fun!' Gramor enthused, oblivious to my stomach trying to eat itself in fear. 'What else? Oh! Fudge.' He handed me the paper bag. 'Caterpillar fudge, from a little farm on the outskirts of Penge. I remembered you said it sounded lovely, so I thought I'd pick some up for you.'
'Thanks,' I muttered. I don't think I was very convincing, but Gramor had proven himself oblivious to the tone in which I said things.
His eyes twinkled as if he had done me a huge favour. 'Oh, and I have something for you too, Tay.'
Tay looked rather worried as he swept aside his cloak and reached down his trouser leg, but was delighted when he produced the sword she had stolen from the dead soldier in the forest of Hob. He had also procured her a belt with a scabbard attached, which she immediately put on over her dress before parading up and down the room, practising pulling out her sword in a dramatic manner while I looked away in disgust. Gramor smiled and began to leave, but Grenlia stepped into his path.
'Gramor, wait! Before you go, could you speak to Violette and her friends about their behaviour? They won't listen to me, but a warning from a senior Brother of Lightning may scare some sense into them.'
'Will do,' said Gramor. He tried to step past Grenlia but she blocked him again.
'And drop in on Crystal too. She's inconsolable, but I'm sure she'd be happy to see you.'
'Of course. Who wouldn't?' Gramor left, popping his head back into the room to say, 'See you around, Rainings!' Then he was gone, leaving the room feeling at least two hundred percent quieter.
'What's wrong with Crystal?' I asked, realising we had not seen her since the day of the human attack.
Grenlia frowned. 'She hasn't come out of her room for the past few days. I'm afraid her friend Rol was killed by a cannon shot during the attack on the east wall.'
'Her sort-of-boyfriend?'
'That's right. I suppose I never quite understood what was going on between them, beyond Crystal striving to earn my disapproval. But she's terribly upset, so perhaps they were closer than I realised.'
'You should have told us,' said Tay, who had stopped dramatically drawing her sword. 'I would have gone to see her.'
Grenlia shook her head. 'You mustn't feel responsible for what happened, Tay. I know it must be hard, seeing people of your race being so –'
'It's not that,' said Tay. 'Crystal's our friend.'
It did not seem appropriate to dispute this. Grenlia smiled at us sadly, and for a moment I felt ashamed for not being the person she thought I was. Then I pulled myself together.
'Hopefully the funeral won't be too hard for her,' Grenlia was saying. 'It's going to be a bit of a rush; it's on the morning of the banquet along with all the others.'
'I'd like to go,' said Tay.
Grenlia and I shared a moment of surprise. 'To Rol's funeral?' said Grenlia.
'I'll understand if they don't want us there,' said Tay, her eyes shining with a rare sensitivity. 'But if I can't go to the funeral and pay my respects to the dead, there's no way I'm going to the banquet afterwards to stuff my face in their honour. It's not right.'
'I'll see what Rol's family say,' said Grenlia doubtfully. 'In the meantime, I'd better look for a spare mattress.'
As she withdrew from the room I looked in Tay's eyes and saw without mindwalking what was behind them. She wanted to be there for Crystal, yes, and to show that not all humans were on the side of the attackers – but there was another reason she wanted to go to the funeral, a selfish reason she would not admit to anyone.
She wanted more anger.
Sulphur and Antagonism
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
The extravagantly armoured judge squared up the folder of documents on the edge of his desk and looked over his spectacles at me. 'Miller Raining, on the charge of conspiring with the vuman race against the Kyland Ninety, I find you innocent. You are hereby cleared of any wrongdoing and released from the custody of the guards.'
'Really?' I tried not to show all the relief I felt. 'Thanks.'
'Guards, please undo his bonds immediately. Mr Raining.' The judge leaned across the desk to address me in a less official capacity. 'I feel it appropriate to reassure you that the Ninety are doing everything in their power to ensure that prisoners in vuman territories may be returned home safely. No good will come of you setting out on your own in a misguided attempt to rescue your siblings. Do you understand?'
'Yes, your – your –'
Fortunately I never had to remember what you're supposed to call judges, as the guards were already jostling me out of the courtroom. Outside the door, two more guards waited with a vuma whose hands were clamped into magic-suppressing cuffs. I nodded to him awkwardly as I passed.
My few nights in the holding cell had not been pleasant, but the hearing itself had lasted only a few minutes. I got the impression there were a lot of cases to get through, most more serious than mine. After all, the Ninety had no real evidence on me; the Mlarwell guards did not seem to have informed them of my former occupation, so as far as they were concerned my only crime was placing too much trust in my vuman guide. In case they searched me I had left all my recently purchased chants hidden under the bench in the ship's brig, so now I was back where I had started: alone and unequipped in a foreign land. Only now that foreign land was Merry Mourning.
A wide hallway stretched before me, terminating in an archway streaming with sunlight. I headed for this and stepped outside, taking my first taste of Deurofian air as a free man.
So these were the Halls of the Ninety. They were grand, certainly, but I had expected them to be imposing and closed off. Instead people breezed in and out of the great stone buildings without so much as a glance from the guards stationed at their entrances. I suppose a government based in the same complex as the bulk of its armed forces doesn't need much in the way of additional security.
I wandered along a shaded path between two rows of blossoming trees, passed a walled area where soldiers fired crossbows at sun-faded targets, and crossed a beautifully kept courtyard towards the largest building of the Halls. I paused, taking in the majestic expanse of this building, and asked myself where I was going.
There was only one answer, and I did not like it.
You're going to have to ask Alto Bracken for help, said my brain, as though it had been secretly mulling over the situation for some time.
'No way,' I muttered. The thought of turning up on my cousin's doorstep asking for help was too humiliating for words.
Perhaps I could drop in on him for another purpose, though. He might know of some small job that needed doing, something that would pay for my safe passage to Eldermoon – if there was such a thing as safe passage to Eldermoon. He might show me around the laboratories in the Halls of the Ninety, which I had always secretly desired to see. At the very least I would cause him some inconvenience by intruding on his life as he so often had on mine. I decided to pay him a visit.
As I passed the main barracks, two soldiers thrust a form at me. 'Here to join the Kyland army, sir?' I brushed them off and continued towards the science building that had caught my eye as I was dragged to the courthouse several days previously. The dome on the roof was, to my annoyance, just as impressive as Alto Bracken had made it sound: a great half-sphere of purple metal, rippling like mercury in the afternoon sun. Under that dome, some of the most exciting experiments in Kyland could be taking place right now.
The words 'Chalicia Bracken Building' adorned a huge silver sign in front of the building's main entrance. I pointedly ignored it and pushed through a revolving door into an entrance area lit by bright electrical lamps. Confronting me was a huge marble space lined with a daunting array of doors, arches, staircases and poky corridors.
'Excuse me please,' I said to a man whose frizzy grey hair gave him a distinct air of science. 'Could you possibly direct me to the office of Alto Bracken?'
'Alto Bracken?' The man's eyes bulged. 'What d'you wanna go and see him for?'
'He's … he's my cousin,' I said, as the man backed slowly away.
'Long lost cousin, surely? You've not met him before?'
'No, I have. I came here to visit him.'
'Well, I suppose you know best,' said the man without conviction, and jabbed a gnarled finger towards a staircase leading up. 'He'll be upstairs with the compression chambers. You want to go up that staircase as far as it'll take you. Then find another one and go up some more. When you smell sulphur and antagonism, that means you're close.' He clutched my arm and looked me in the eye solemnly. 'Listen son, you sure it's Alto Bracken you want to see?'
'I'm sure. Thanks,' I said. The man made a dismissive noise with his lips and retreated, shaking his head in bewilderment. I felt strangely validated. So I was not the only person who found Alto's company disagreeable, even if the Sphere at large did see him as a genius.
I went up several floors, passing a group of laughing scientists on the stairs. Emerging dizzy and out of breath at the top, I found a narrow corridor leading to another staircase, which took me still further up. All around me, strange sounds teetered on the edges of my perception, buzzing and throbbing and tickling my eardrums. In spite of who I was going to see, I could not help but feel excited to be where I was.
Finally, on what felt as though it must be the top floor unless some spatial distortion experiment was taking place, I met a blue-aproned scientist who told me that Alto was in the laboratory beyond the next door. I waited for her to show me in or go to fetch him, but she just smiled at me and after a moment's hesitation I swung open one of the double doors and walked through.
The laboratory was vast, and several floors high. The level I entered on was a forest of great bronze cylinders, each of which could comfortably have housed an elephant or two. Above me, people hurried about on glass walkways which provided access to the tops of these cylinders and to control panels arrayed around the walls. High above them, the ceiling bulged downwards in the middle, a huge curving plain of purple metal, from which numerous pipes descended, twisting away on meandering journeys to snails knew where. It took me a moment to realise that the dome I had seen from outside was not merely a dome – it was a complete sphere, its lower half contained within the Chalicia Bracken Building while its upper half protruded grandly from the roof. An oddly sterile tang filled the air; I could not quite discern whether it was the smell of some corrosive chemical or the unfamiliar absence of any smell at all. When I stood perfectly still I could feel the floor vibrating with a low thrum.
Feeling rather out of place – though I was getting used to this sensation – I wandered around getting in people's way until I spotted Alto. He was talking to a small, red-haired woman in smart clothes – or rather, she was talking at him while he nodded distractedly and glared through a thick window set into the side of one of the cylinders.
The past few years had not changed him much. His hair was still a mess of floppy curls, his eyes lined with dark sleeplessness and his chin stubbled in a there-are-more-important-things-than-shaving sort of way. He still carried himself with the swagger of a man who knows he is the finest in the world at what he does. Thinks he is, I corrected myself.
Having been reminded of the reality of Alto Bracken, all my instincts told me to walk away before he saw me, to find some other, less aggravating way to pay for my journey to Eldermoon. But my curiosity got the better of me and I let my eyes follow his through the window. I had to blink away the disbelief: inside the great bronze cylinder a goat sat on a pile of straw, its legs curled under it. It chewed lazily, meeting my gaze with a defiant look that seemed to say 'yes, I'm a goat, what were you expecting?'.
As though seeing my reflection in the goat's eyes, Alto turned to me. 'Miller Raining,' he said, spreading his hands and smiling a slightly manic smile. 'What an unexpected pleasure!'
His sarcastic tone made me wonder if he had in fact foreseen my arrival somehow, but I pushed this thought aside, irritated. Already I was letting him play mind games with me.
'It's been a while,' I said neutrally.
'One year, forty-one days, seventeen hours and thirty minutes,' said Alto.
'How in the Under do you know that?'
'My wristwatch keeps good time,' he said, squeezing his left wrist tight. 'Don't ask me about the seconds though. I made this watch without a second hand, so I'm hazy about the seconds. I'm not a seconds person.'
'I'm a seconds person,' I said.
Alto took a deep breath, then walked straight past me. His red-haired colleague raised her hand in an attempt to halt his departure, then sighed and bustled off in a different direction. I hesitated a moment then hurried to catch up with my cousin.
'What brings you to Merry Mourning?' he asked, not looking at me. 'Are your delightful brother and sister with you?'
'No, they're not,' I replied. 'But as a matter of fact, they're the reason I'm here. We got a letter one day, you see, and you'll never guess how –'
'This sounds like the beginning of a long story,' said Alto Bracken. 'Shall we go somewhere we can have a drink? I have some Montanian mist spirits in my basement. Good stuff. Not legal in the strictest sense, but I doubt that'll bother you. You do still work at Thistler's shop, don't you?'
'Not … exactly.' I didn't know the term for the way in which I had left my job. I hadn't been fired. Had I? If so, I certainly wouldn't be telling Alto.
He attempted to hide a smirk. 'What happened, then? Have you finally been recognised for your identifying talent and sent here to work for me?'
'Urgh, no! I mean, no.'
'Oh well. It's not the recognition that counts. Many of the best identifiers sit in the shadows all their lives, just quietly helping the world tick along, and no one ever notices them.' He paused just long enough to let this less-than-flattering compliment sink in. 'If you don't mind, we'll have to make a quick stop on the way to my basement. I need to check something.'
We descended several floors, sharing a silence that someone who did not know us may have described as companionable. As we walked down a wide flight of stairs under buzzing electrical lights, Alto cracked his knuckles. 'So what do you think of our compression chambers? I don't suppose you've encountered anything like them before.'
It was his first truly aggressive move. I knew what it heralded: a knowledge duel. The two of us would now spend some considerable time circling each other, wielding jargon like a weapon, trying to provoke each other with accounts of all the exciting discoveries we had made or heard about, coming out with rare scraps of knowledge in the hope that the other had not stumbled across them – all this with the badly concealed goal of exposing the other's ignorance. Alto always won, sending me slumping into a moody silence that lasted the rest of the day, a day spent averting my eyes from his smirk and convincing myself that my knowledge of the things that mattered was far superior.
Not this time. Bring it on.
'Of course I have,' I said. 'They're just miracas compression chambers. There's no real difference between them and the ordinary ones in chants, apart from the size.'
'I suppose you're right,' said Alto, a smile flickering on his lips. 'There is no real difference apart from the size. If your only interest is in selling chants on the black market, chambers as big as the ones we have here are useless. If, however, you are truly in pursuit of knowledge, they are invaluable.'
'I'm sure,' I said, 'but the principles are the same.'
'The principles are the same, the potential applications very much broader. As you saw upstairs, we have built chambers big enough for people to live inside for extended periods of time. I don't know if you're aware, but being exposed to such concentrations of miracas has interesting effects on human physiology.'
'Of course I know that,' I snapped. Too blunt and defensive – that surely lost me a few points. 'But where exactly does the goat enter into the equation? Wouldn't it be more fruitful to use human volunteers?'
Alto let a little regret show on his face, and I counted this as a small victory for me. 'I'm sorry to say the Ninety have been stifling our progress on that front. Have you ever heard of an ethics committee? I don't suppose you have – that is one advantage of working in a small, underground enchantments operation. Here, everything we do is under scrutiny, it all has to be approved. And putting people in chambers filled with highly compressed miracas has proven a little … messy, in the past. So we're running some tests on animals until the Ninety are satisfied that we know what we're doing. Until the animals stop exploding, essentially.' He scratched his ear irritably. 'Some people have no concept of how science is supposed to work. But despite these hurdles, we are making some significant discoveries. Did you know that pigs are capable of weaving spells?'
'What?' Either Alto had stooped to making up nonsense just to toy with me, or this knowledge duel was not going my way.
'It's true. Other animals can too, but pigs seem to have a particular talent for it. The other day, we had one start levitating, just floating around in the middle of its chamber kicking its little trotters in the air and looking thoroughly surprised. Another one a few weeks back melted the glass out of the window of its chamber and escaped. Of course, they have no idea what they're doing, but even in vumas the ability to control miracas appears to come largely from the unconscious, so it makes sense that it's not exclusive to the most intelligent animals.'
By this point we had descended so far that I was sure we must be underground. We came to a halt before a wide bronze panel mounted on a wall. A row of gently glowing keyholes ran along the panel, some with silver keys sticking out. Alto took a key from his trouser pocket and inserted it into one of the keyholes, then removed a key from another.
'We even have a mollusc chamber,' he added.
'Molluscs?' I snorted. 'As in snails?'
Alto inserted the key into another slot and removed the one next to it. 'It does contain snails, yes. Is there a problem with that?'
'It's just – snails are a bit of a triviality, aren't they? I thought all the real scientists had given up on studying them.'
'Why should we do that?'
'I dunno,' I said modestly. 'I never really saw why people thought them worth studying in the first place. The old stories may say they were different once, but as far as I know there's no evidence that they were ever intelligent enough to move one stone on top of another, never mind build an arch.' I felt as though I had found a weak spot in Alto's armour, and had to shove the blade in before he could run. 'I get the impression the interest they hold is more religious than scientific?'
Alto stood still for a moment without replying, tapping the key he was holding against the fingernails of his other hand. For a few glorious seconds I thought my implication that he was thinking religiously had won me the duel.
Then he said, 'You're saying I'm being illogical. Yet your lack of ambition cripples your own logic.' He inserted the key into another slot, and a door close by clicked and swung open of its own accord. 'What does it mean for something to be of religious interest? It means science has not yet advanced to the point that we can explain it to people's satisfaction.' We stepped through the door into a dark space. 'If we wish to call ourselves scientists, we must not shy away from these things – we must rush to them, strive towards understanding them, devote ourselves to their mysteries. Perhaps you are content to circle the stagnant waters already claimed by science, but I have a greater calling.' Lights began to flicker on one by one, illuminating the shelves of a vast store room. 'I am the chief scientist of the Halls of the Ninety, and I will not be satisfied until every corner of this universe has been explored, every wrinkle in space explained, every stone, every leaf – and yes, every snail – broken down into its tiniest component parts, each of these parts individually mapped and the fundamental principles that govern them all understood. This must be the ultimate aim of our species, and if you don't agree, perhaps that little shop in Tarot is the best place for you after all.'
We stood in a gallery overlooking a store room that could have swallowed some villages whole. Glowpearls hovered, bobbing softly in the air above countless aisles, casting a ghostly shifting light over storeys-high shelves that stretched far into the distance. I could not begin to process the sheer number of crates or the quantity of chants that must be inside, but there were many times more than I had seen in my days as an identifier — which I suddenly realised were behind me.
'This is our chant store room,' said Alto Bracken, careful to keep all traces of pride from his voice. 'I came here to – oh.' He adjusted his gangly frame and smiled crookedly at me. 'You know what? I have quite forgotten why I needed to come here. I do apologise. How silly of me. Shall we head down to my basement for that drink I promised you?'
I muttered something, and he led me wordlessly from the store room, granting me a small silence in which to come to terms with my defeat. He had outdone himself this time – despite my earlier determination not to fail, he had succeeded in making me feel very small indeed.
'You still haven't told me what brought you here,' he said, as we continued our journey down into the bowels of the building. His tone suggested that our duel was over, so I relaxed a little in my shame.
'Oh, that,' I mumbled. 'I'd forgotten that.'
'Well? Don't keep me in suspense, Miller.'
'As a matter of fact … I was arrested.'
'Not the sort of thing I'd forget,' said Alto, hiding his amusement behind a tissue-thin layer of surprise. 'Arrested for what?'
'Being in league with the vumas. I was found innocent, of course.'
'And were you?'
'Was I what?'
'Innocent? I understand certain vumas have shown an interest in procuring enchanted items lately. Funny, they used to hate chants, said they were pale imitations of true spells. Now they can't get enough of the things. I thought perhaps they'd gone to Thistler, looking to buy.'
'No! Well, yes, actually, that did happen, but that wasn't why I got arrested. Some soldiers caught me travelling with a vuma near Qualmgate. They had nothing on me, so the judge let me go. I came straight here from the courthouse.'
'I am flattered you would think of me.'
I grunted. My dignity was already in tatters. Asking could only reduce it to finer shreds, and that did not seem to matter any more. 'Actually I was wondering if you might be able to help me. You see, Tay and Ellstone are in trouble.'
Alto's ears pricked up. Yet again I explained the situation with the bank account and the mysterious letter, the departure of my brother and sister and my own journey just a few weeks later. I left out a few select bits – mainly my encounter with Kisli in the brig of the ship, which for some reason I didn't feel like sharing. Alto betrayed no emotion when I told him that Ellstone and Tay may be the vumas' prisoners. He did wince when I mentioned the references I had heard to blooded chants becoming worthless, but I was in no mood to ask him what it all meant.
When my tale caught up to the present, Alto interrupted me. 'So you came here to ask for the money to pay your way to Eldermoon. I'm sorry, Miller, but I can't let you go there. It is an incredibly dangerous place, and I care about you too much to fund this suicide mission of yours.'
'So what would you do?' I demanded, glaring at him. 'Just leave your brother and sister to the mercy of the vumas?'
'I don't have a brother or a sister,' said Alto, 'but if the vumas want Tay and Ellstone for anything they'll want them alive. Why go to all the trouble of luring them there just to kill them? The human body has considerably more applications before death, which is also a good reason why you shouldn't charge into Eldermoon without a plan.'
'A plan,' I echoed.
'A good one,' Alto added. 'In the meantime, you're welcome to stay with me for as long as you're in town.'
The prospect was in no way enticing, but it was preferable to sleeping on the streets. Anyway, I wouldn't be staying long. Just long enough to come up with a plan and gather whatever supplies I needed to carry it out. That was what I told myself.
'Do you have a spare bed?'
'Sadly, no, but my floor should be comfortable enough if I bring you plenty of blankets. Comfier than your shelf in Tarot, I daresay.' We descended a narrow staircase to a final, unmarked door. 'The only thing to watch out for is Miracas sticking her claws in you as you're about to drop off.'
'I'm sorry?' I said, bewildered. 'Miracas has claws now? Is this another weird experiment of yours?'
'No,' said Alto, speaking slowly as if to an idiot, 'Miracas is not a weird experiment. She's my cat. She is green, but I am only partially to blame for that.'
He opened the door and we passed into a room just as dark as the chant store room. Glowpearls began to light up above us, revealing various items of furniture. Alto crossed to a kitchen-like corner where he opened a cupboard and began pouring drinks. I gazed around the room, taking in his living space, even more eccentric than I had always imagined. The glowpearls' light was not quite enough for comfort – we must be many storeys underground, and the place felt suffused with a profound, dusty darkness. Again I felt the urge to run out of there and up the many winding flights of stairs to the surface, though I was fairly sure I would only end up lost in the labyrinthine laboratories.
I wandered to an innocuous looking sitting area and plonked myself down on a sofa. It was soft and springy, by far the most comfortable chair I had sat in since leaving the office in Tarot. Suddenly, rather than running, all I wanted to do was curl up and sleep.
After a moment I called out, 'Alto? Can't I sleep on the sofa instead of the floor?'
Alto did not look round from the kitchen corner. 'No, Miller, I'm afraid the sofa is already taken.'
'What?' It had been a strange day, but this revelation made my mind hurt more than anything so far. 'What the hell? Who else do you have sleeping down here? Who else would be mad enough to –'
Off in the darkness the basement door creaked. With a jingle of chainmail a figure walked in.
'Alto!' she called, stepping into the light of the glowpearls. 'Is that you? Training was insane today, we had to climb up the outside of the old skyship tower out by the woods. I almost fell to my –'
She stopped as she saw me, looked away to recalibrate her eyes, then looked again in astonishment, swishing her hair out of her face.
'Miller!' squealed Kisli Thomas.
Suddenly, Alto's basement seemed a whole lot brighter.
Mistle Hill
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
On that still, cold morning, the many odours of Eldermoon hung in place like banks of fog. Woodsmoke, fish, luthel blossom, filthy water, ancient moss, fried street food – we passed through all these and more as we climbed the sloping streets to our destination.
The cemetery on Mistle Hill stood high above everything else, looking down on Eldermoon, reducing it to a sprawling model city of cardboard houses and matchstick trees. Only High Sorcerer Daurum's great hovering castle occupied the same level, shrouded in mist, its black mass visible faintly in the distance like a reminder of who we must work for if we wished not to see another day like this. A faint whisper of wind disturbed our hair as we crunched up the gravel path to the hill's crest.
Ours was a small group, led by an old vuman woman with broken teeth and leaky eyes. Behind her walked a young vuman couple who looked as though they had been robbed of their sole purpose in life, and behind them Grenlia, holding Crystal's hand. Ellstone and I walked at the back, wearing the enchanted rings that gave us the appearance of vumas. Grenlia had insisted on these, though she had of course informed the grieving couple of who we were. I was glad they had allowed us to attend, but I felt terribly out of place regardless.
We were met by a vuman holy man in white and violet robes, who first said a few quiet words to the young couple, then pulled back a sheet from a raised slab to reveal their son lying peacefully within a rectangular wooden coffin. He did not look as I remembered him, though I had only seen him once and at some vertical distance. His face looked softer, his blond hair was neatly brushed and he wore the sort of clothes that a family in Tarot could save for a season to buy.
Rol was a remarkable boy, said the holy man. Caring towards his family, his friends and even strangers. He had been unloading cargo from Durroc in a warehouse near the eastern wall when the human army attacked. The sound of cannon fire had drawn him outside. He had heard a small girl screaming, and without a thought rushed to defend her. As he ran, a cannonball had smashed into a building and he was crushed under falling stones. As he lay dying, he had called out to others for help – help not for himself, but for the girl lying close by. By the time anyone could get them out, both were dead.
In turn, each of us was invited to go to the coffin and say some last words to Rol. The old woman went first, and gripped the boy's hand and muttered something through a stream of tears. The young man and the young woman both displayed such grief that I had to look away for fear of crying out loud myself. Crystal was next – she walked to Rol's side and held his hand, her beautiful green eyes shining and sad. She was there for what felt like an eternity, though it could not have been more than a few minutes. Then she kissed him clumsily on the forehead and walked back to us, trying in desperation to look like something, anything other than a crying little girl. Grenlia, Ellstone and I shook our heads when our turns came – Grenlia had told us this was perfectly acceptable, if we had no words to say worthy of the departing soul.
Now, said the holy man, Rol would be carried through the stone arch that stood over the path to our left. As he passed through, his spirit would return to the realm from which the souls of all vumas originated and to which the souls of all vumas returned. His spiritless body would then be placed in the ground where it would break down and return to the earth beneath our feet, the earth from which the bodies of all vumas originated and to which the bodies of all vumas returned.
The parents, the old woman and Grenlia each took a corner of the coffin and lifted it from the slab. Crystal, Ellstone and I followed them through the stone arch and down to where dozens of graves lay open and waiting. A narrow-eyed gravedigger nodded his sympathies and attached a strap around the coffin. It was lowered into the ground without much ceremony; Rol's spirit had already departed, and besides, there were others waiting to be buried and we could not linger long.
Rol's parents and the old woman – his grandmother, I guessed – hugged each of us and thanked us for coming. I watched with some concern as they hugged Ellstone, but even he was not so insensitive as to pull out of their embraces.
Of our party of seven, only Ellstone had made it through the funeral without crying. I sensed even he was holding back emotions, too confused and afraid to let them out. We walked back down Mistle Hill, my cheeks stinging and swollen. Grenlia handed me a handkerchief, but I did not dry my tears.
*
At one o'clock we arrived at one of the very grandest buildings in the city, on the bank of the canal. Rol's three relatives had left us and returned to their modest home in Eldermoon's equivalent of Tarot. I burned with shame to be attending a great feast while I knew they must be going hungry, but I tried to put this out of my mind.
'We must wait for him to arrive,' said Grenlia. 'The leader of the Brotherhood must enter the dining hall before his inferiors.'
So she, Ellstone, Crystal and I waited between the stone columns in the partial shelter of the building's overhang. The steps swarmed with Brothers of Lightning and other important vumas formally and beautifully attired. We ourselves wore smart black clothes picked out by some clever official to be just as suitable for dining in esteemed company as for attending the funeral of a boy. A few vumas either guessed who we were or could see through our disguise rings, and shot us hateful looks. I could not blame them.
Predictably, Ellstone was the most nervous among us – I could sense his disturbed, twitchy presence out of the corner of my mind like an embarrassing memory. Over the past weeks I had become skilled enough at mindwalking that I could pick up on his moods even when not looking at him. This had happened gradually, but it was an important step. It meant I could mindwalk without eye contact – as long as I had on a mindwalking band, as I did now under my cheerless black bonnet. It meant I could, in theory, get inside our parents' minds right here, right now. I only had to find the key inside my own.
I closed my eyes and tried again. I no longer needed the photographs of my parents in front of me; after staring at them so long I could see their faces in the black of my eyelids. Ellstone's presence could be my starting point. Our family tree materialised before me, the sorry, dying sapling that it was. I positioned Ellstone and myself at the bottom like fallen fruit, and traced the skeletal trunk upwards to where I imagined my father sat. I pictured his charming brown eyes opening wider and wider, letting me in, letting me in …
No luck.
I opened my eyes and exhaled with force. Ellstone heard, and looked up at me like a meek kitten. He was easy to mindwalk into. In some sense I had always been able to do it, simply because I knew him so well. Mindwalking lessons had only helped me read his thoughts with greater clarity. It would have been a lot harder to achieve my recent successes without the advantage of knowing ninety percent of what my brother was thinking to begin with.
This thought gripped me with a sudden certainty: the only way to enter someone's mind was to understand them. But how was I to understand someone I had never met?
Whoever my father is, I said to myself, I know this about him: he is willing to send his own child to live in poverty in the worst town in Kyland. He is willing to do the same again to two more unwanted children. And he is willing to dispatch a group of his own soldiers to Eldermoon to throw their lives away in exchange for those of many innocent people.
The group about me stood silent; the poignancy of Rol's funeral had not yet been broken by any frivolous talk. This allowed me the concentration I needed. I screwed up my eyes and tried, tried a thousand times harder than before.
I am one of the leading political figures on the Sphere. I have inconceivable power and more money than I will ever need. I have a beautiful wife. I am charismatic, handsome, influential and prosperous. Fate has been unusually kind to me. Why then do I insist on causing misery to others? What have they ever done to me?
It hit me like the first punch of a fistfight. The better question is, why should I care if I'm causing misery to others? It's simply not my problem. Let's say I'm walking down a path in the woods. Is it my fault if I step on a few snails? Am I expected to keep my eyes on my feet as I walk? Surely it is the snails' responsibility to avoid my boots. After all, fate has not been kind to me at all. There is no fate – that is not the way things work. I am powerful and respected because I am a better person than most. I was raised to work hard, and that is what I have done, every day of my life. Though it is none of my concern, those who wish to survive must fight death with every ounce of strength in them. They must prove themselves worthy if they are to live in my world.
And that latest batch of soldiers – well, I'm sorry but they weren't worthy of anything. A few dozen vumas dead? Give me a break, we got more than that on my first expedition to Vumarule, and we weren't even at war then. It wasn't as if they'd be met with much resistance in a civilian area. A pathetic display all round, and another fine mess for the Ninety to clean up. I need a drink. I need some –
'Tay,' said Grenlia's voice.
And I was out, surfacing as though from a lake of poison. I opened my eyes, found myself shivering. The poison still clung to my skin, hissed in the air around me, invisible as the wind.
'You were muttering something,' said Grenlia, 'and gritting your teeth. Are you okay?'
'I think I did it,' I whispered, almost to myself. 'I think I saw into my father's mind.'
Ellstone and Crystal stared at me in surprise. Grenlia gripped my shoulder. 'Really? That's amazing progress, Tay, it really is! What did you see? Oh, we mustn't talk about it here. We'll wait until we're back at August House. But this is most promising!'
'Well done, Tay,' said Crystal quietly.
I could not feel proud of my achievement. The thoughts that had invaded my head a moment ago were not ones I wanted to invite in under any circumstances. I had to purge the poison from my system – I turned away from the group to spit, but the glaring eyes on all sides made me restrain myself.
Suddenly the vumas on the steps below us ruffled like grass in the wind. Murmurs swept through the crowd before fading to silence. 'He's here,' said Grenlia. I pulled the front of my bonnet up out of my eyes and fixed my gaze on the street for my first glimpse of High Sorcerer Daurum.
He was old, that was the main thing about him. He came around the corner just as bent over as the oak stick he carried. His cloak billowed behind him, Brotherhood black but adorned with a pattern of stars sewn in silvery thread. Groups split apart to let him pass, vumas eyeing each other warily across his path. Every head bowed, some more theatrically than others. He did not speak, just grinned at his subjects through wrinkled old lips and ascended the steps with a grace and speed that seemed at odds with his decrepit appearance. I thought he was going to sweep straight past us into the banquet hall, but his eye snagged on our group and he came to a halt in front of us.
'Grenlia Hunts,' he said, in a voice steady and controlled.
'High Sorcerer Daurum,' said Grenlia, inclining her head. 'It is an honour as always.'
'Ah now, don't lie to an old man.' His eyes twinkled with what may have been humour or something else. 'For one so young and full of life as you, Grenlia, it must be a chore to be around me. And that goes double for your delightful daughter.' He beamed at Crystal, who briefly turned up the corners of her mouth in reply. 'How are you finding your house? I trust it is suited to your needs.'
'It is wonderful, High Sorcerer Daurum,' said Grenlia. 'We cannot thank you enough for allowing us to stay there.'
'Thank only yourselves, Huntses,' said High Sorcerer Daurum. 'If not for you, the Brotherhood may never have uncovered the August family's treachery. You deserve everything we have to offer you. A great mindwalker is a valuable ally in our struggle. Two great mindwalkers, invaluable.' He turned to us. 'And these must be the human children. Children of my most worthy adversaries.'
Ellstone's fear ran through my head waving its arms and cowered behind some abstract thoughts. I tried to smile.
High Sorcerer Daurum chuckled. 'You think I can't see through a little disguise ring? Don't worry, you are our honoured guests. You will come to no harm. How do you like it here in Eldermoon?'
I opened my mouth. All I managed to get out was a single vowel, though to my credit it was one I'm not sure has ever been uttered before. Ellstone had no better luck.
'Forgive them, High Sorcerer Daurum,' said Grenlia with a high girlish laugh. 'They seem a little starstruck at meeting you. If I may answer for them, they have not yet seen all the wonders the city has to offer. They have been very busy with their mindwalking lessons, but I believe they are quite taken with the parts of Eldermoon they have seen, as anyone would be.' She smiled at us encouragingly, perhaps a little warningly.
'And how are you progressing with your mindwalking lessons?' High Sorcerer Daurum persisted.
'Okay,' I managed.
'Mm,' said Ellstone.
'They're being very modest, High Sorcerer Daurum,' said Grenlia hurriedly. 'Just a few minutes ago, Tay told us she has seen into her father's mind.'
'Really?' said High Sorcerer Daurum. I nodded slowly.
'And after only a few short weeks of lessons,' Grenlia continued. 'Master, that is remarkable. As you are aware, many people take the better part of a year to learn mindwalking without eye contact, if they ever manage it at all.'
'So you have seen inside Leonus Menx's mind.' High Sorcerer Daurum regarded me like a locked box of treasures. 'Tell me, what was it like?'
I found my voice hiding in my throat, just about intact. 'It was … like poison … sir.'
'Like poison,' echoed High Sorcerer Daurum, fascinated by my words. 'And what poisonous thoughts did you encounter in there?'
'He was angry,' I said, 'about the attack on the east wall of Eldermoon. He thought what his soldiers did was pathetic. He thought they didn't kill enough vumas.'
'Not enough,' mused High Sorcerer Daurum. 'He did not count on the speed with which we struck back, then. This is most interesting – Tay, isn't it? We shall meet again, Tay, when you have gathered more information for us. Until then, continue the fine work you have begun.' He turned away from me, and for a moment I relaxed until I realised he had turned to Ellstone. 'And you, my friend.' He bent further to be on the same level as my shootish brother. 'Have you had any success in your attempts to mindwalk?'
Ellstone's mouth flapped and twitched until I saved him. 'Ellstone's a little slow, but he gets there in the end. Don't you?'
I had to nudge him three times with increasing urgency before he untangled his vocal cords. 'Yes.'
'You have had no success whatsoever?' High Sorcerer Daurum demanded, displeasure creeping across his face like a shadow. 'That is curious. Your sister has made progress, but you have not. Why do you think that is?'
'Master,' said Grenlia, 'the Arch was not built in a day. We cannot expect every student of mindwalking to progress at the same pace. We mustn't judge Ellstone by what he has accomplished in a mere few weeks.'
High Sorcerer Daurum drew himself up so he was not leaning – and suddenly he looked completely different, as tall as a bolt of lightning. He stared down at Ellstone from his high vantage point, pursing his lips. Then the shadow faded from his face and he laughed and ruffled Ellstone's hair with a clawed hand.
'Of course you're right, dear Grenlia. We will give the boy a chance.'
By this point Ellstone looked about ready to faint. Grenlia held his arm to steady him as High Sorcerer Daurum walked off. Watching the cloak of stars as it swished away from us, I suddenly realised what I had left unsaid.
'High Sorcerer Daurum!' I called, at the last moment before his cloak vanished inside the banquet hall.
All eyes turned towards me, filled with nervous anticipation. High Sorcerer Daurum's eyes were the last; his slow turn revealed a dangerous curiosity in their dungeon-like depths.
'We're going to win,' I said.
The old man's eyes lit up, his lips parted, and he laughed loudly and joyfully, showing the whole crowd his molars. His mirth spread to the more suggestible Brothers of Lightning, and the steps of the banquet hall rang with triumphant laughter long after he had stepped inside.
The Plan
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
Over porridge the next morning – and as I breakfasted in Alto's basement now I could put as much sugar on it as I wanted – Miller politely asked me why I was sleeping on a sofa in the murky basement of the Chalicia Bracken Building, rather than in an army dormitory like everyone else. He didn't seem angry about having to sleep on the floor, more concerned for the state of my mind. I took the opportunity to explain all about the unwelcome guest in my old dormitory, and how I had been forced to turn my roommates in.
'After that it all happened really fast. Olna was dismissed from the army and Jon was taken back to the dungeons. When I came back to the dormitory my roommates were awfully cruel to me.' I was holding back my tears, for which Miller looked grateful. 'So I asked Commander Menx if I could move somewhere else, and she just sighed and massaged her eyelids like this. I felt bad, so I told her I already had somewhere nearby I could stay, and I could handle it all, and I'd be early for all my training sessions and train twice as hard, and finally she said okay. She probably just wanted to get rid of me.'
'So you went to stay with Alto?' said Miller in disbelief. 'Alto Bracken?'
'I knew him – well, I'd spoken to him before. He tried to explain miracas to me, and I didn't understand it, but it was still nice of him to take the time to try. And he seemed to have a lot of space down here and no one to talk to.'
'But Alto Bracken?'
'I couldn't think of anywhere else to go, and Commander Menx might have kicked me out of the army if I'd caused any more bother. In fact, I think she might have run me through with her sword. She gives me that look sometimes, as if she's just thinking about it, you know?'
'Yes, but Alto?' repeated Miller. 'Alto?'
'He's not as weird as people think he is. Not once you get to know him.' I hesitated a moment, doubting my own words. 'Of course, I haven't really got to know him properly yet, but I bet when I do he won't seem weird at all.'
Miller arched an eyebrow. 'Kisli, I've known him for years and he's still weird. It'll be easier if you accept it now.'
I glanced at the black expanse around the breakfast table. 'Where is he, anyway?'
'Probably got some important experiments to do,' said Miller. 'He probably has to measure the velocity at which hot air leaves his mouth. Or determine the temperature at which his smugness melts into a big smug puddle of smugness. Or – or –'
'Or?' I said, smiling.
Miller shook his head, making trails in his porridge with his spoon. 'Never mind. Thought I had another one.'
I swallowed the last of my own porridge, choked a little on the sugar granules and looked at the clock above the stove. It had thirteen hands of varying shapes and sizes, but Alto had explained which were the ones that would matter to me. 'I have to go to training now. Are you sure you'll be all right on your own?'
'Yeah. I need to come up with a plan anyway. Maybe I'll go for a walk. That sometimes clears my head.'
'Good luck.'
*
Swish left and up and round …
My new efforts to be early for everything meant a lot of hanging around in chilly chambers hidden deep within the Halls of the Ninety, where the only way to keep warm was by practising sword moves.
That's what I did when I reached Training Hall 144 back at the barracks, and found it empty.
Round and down and shift your weight and up …
My invisible opponent hurled an invisible spell.
Turn your shoulder, hold the blade sideways to deflect as much as possible.
The invisible spell exploded as it hit my sword and the fragments bounced harmlessly off my armour.
Always take advantage of the time it takes them to prepare their next spell.
I charged forward and thrust my sword into my invisible opponent. He crumpled to the ground and disappeared. Invisibly.
Images of the dead men from the Trout's Head flashed briefly across my mind before I pushed them away.
I breathed out, holding my sword up before me. It did not feel heavy any more – it was simply a part of my body. Without it my arms felt short and light, as spindly as birch twigs, and I found myself moving them with too much force, knocking over things I was trying to pick up. I had a long way to go, but I was definitely on my way to becoming a soldier.
As I ran through further sequences of moves, other people began trickling into the training room. Hariette and Laralyn appeared, looked at me with deliberate venom, and went to the far side of the room. I tucked my sword away and stared at them. Then I walked over to join them.
'Hi Hari,' I said. 'Hi Lara.'
'Don't stand near us, you little cretin,' said Laralyn, not looking me in the eye.
'I'm sorry. It's just – this is breaking my heart. I want us to be friends again.'
Hariette turned to me. 'Kisli, we were never friends. All we ever did was tolerate you. If you mistook that for friendship, I'm sorry for you. But I'm not going to pretend to like you any more. Not after what you did. Do you understand?'
I refused to nod. 'That's not true, Hari. You're just angry and you're saying these things to try and upset me.'
'Is it working?'
Like a soldier, I folded my arms against my quivering heart. 'No.'
Hariette shrugged. 'We don't care, Kisli. Why can't you understand that? Not everyone has room in their lives to care about everyone else, and we don't care about you.'
'But I care about you,' I protested. I was glad when we were interrupted, because I was dangerously close to crying again.
Commander Menx strode into the room alongside Captain Dylius. They talked in low voices while the assembled soldiers gradually noticed them and snapped to attention. Then Commander Menx coughed and raised her voice to address the room.
'I'll make this quick.' She always did. 'A few weeks from now, you will be participating in a large scale special training exercise throughout the Halls of the Ninety. The exercise will be designed to prepare you for the eventuality of a vuman attack on Merry Mourning.'
We stood in silence, soaking up this terrible thought.
'This entire division will be split into two teams: the human team and the vuman team. The relative size of these teams will be determined by our latest intelligence on the size of the vuman army: that is, roughly one vuma to every three of us. The vuman team will not, of course, be real vumas – they will be equipped with enchanted items designed to emulate vuman spells, while the human team will carry normal weapons.
'The vuman team, beginning on Baker's Bridge, will attempt to gain entry to the Ninety's chambers on the upper levels of the House of Governance. They will cross the bridge, pass through the Grand Courtyard, enter the House of Governance through the main entrance and proceed upwards until they reach the Ninety's chambers. There they will attempt to break down the door – in which case they will win. At every stage of this progression, the human team will try to stop them. The humans' goal is to incapacitate every member of the vuman team before they manage to break down the final door.
'Now, obviously I can't have all my soldiers killing or mortally wounding each other in an exercise, so it will be your responsibility, when you judge that you are in a combat situation from which you cannot win or escape, to drop your weapon, lie down and play dead.'
I brightened a little. This actually sounded like fun. It reminded me of the games I used to play with my brothers when I was small, when we would run around on Qualmgate beach and chase each other with sticks and handfuls of sand. I smiled hopefully around at the other soldiers but my smile found no friends.
Commander Menx continued. 'Until the day of this exercise, special training will take priority over regular training. Captain Dylius will assess each of you to determine which team you will join. We need to ensure that both teams have a similar balance of the skilled and the less skilled.'
She shot a glance at me. There were a few giggles throughout the room, and I felt myself reddening. Commander Menx's eyes lingered on me for a moment and I worried that she was planning to embarrass me further. But then she looked away from all of us, as if already bored.
'That is all I have to tell you. Any questions, direct them to Captain Dylius, or better yet, keep them to yourself.'
As she strode out of the room I heard Hariette mutter a bad word under her breath. I turned to scold her, but stopped when her cold glare hit me.
Captain Dylius clapped his hands before him. 'Right. Into threes. Today we're going to experiment with tactics involving more than two combatants. First, how two humans may effectively work together to take down a single vuma. Later, we may move on to pitting a single human against two vumas, but I don't expect most of you to reach that stage for some time. Come on, into threes!'
We had not had to group up for a training exercise since the incident with my roommates, and I realised now that I had no one to turn to. I looked around desperately for someone who did not actively dislike me, but most people were in groups already. Faces watched my helpless swivelling with amusement. I felt very lost then, unable to understand why people who didn't even know me would laugh at my misfortune. In desperation I turned back to Hariette and Laralyn, but they had already grabbed a boy from the dormitory across the corridor from ours.
'Find yourself a group, Thomas,' Captain Dylius snapped – he had not seemed especially fond of me since I had knocked him unconscious during special training, even though I had only done it once and it had been weeks ago.
'Does anyone only have two?' I asked the room, and my voice came out squeakier than I would have liked.
'Us,' said a man from the corner.
I headed in their direction and found two men twice my age and twice my size, who I had spoken to only a few times before. As we began the exercise they kept staring at me and exchanging lascivious glances, but I tried to stay focused on what I was doing. The men did not hold back when my turn came to wield the enchanted weapon, a firethrower. I had barely found the trigger before their swords were against my neck and I was against the wall, feeling the heat of the foremost man's breath on my face.
'You're the one with the firethrower, Thomas,' said Captain Dylius as he swept past. 'That should give you the advantage. Defend yourself.'
I struggled to find the trigger again but instead the firethrower flew out of my hand and spun across the floor.
'Not used to handling such a big weapon, are you?' said one of the men, still pinning me against the wall. 'Maybe you need a bit of after hours tuition.'
His friend chuckled. I struggled to free myself.
'Aren't we going to start again?' I squeaked. 'I'm quite sure I'd be dead by now, if you were really a vuma.'
'You're lucky, then,' said the man. He took a great sniff of my skin before taking the pressure off me. I could feel bruises forming on my back as I staggered away from the wall.
'Let's try that again,' the man said, clearly enjoying himself as he picked up the firethrower and tossed it back to me. 'Put up more of a fight this time.'
I looked around for a friendly face, and found none. This was it – this was what I had been afraid of when I first joined the army, when I first left my family and came to Merry Mourning. But it was good. It would toughen me up at last. This was what I needed.
'Bring it on,' I said, gritting my teeth as the two men bore down on me again.
*
The training session lasted most of the day, and by the end I was covered in cuts and bruises. I went to a bathroom to wash, as I did not want to bother the healers with such a trivial matter when I knew they would be busy dealing with the latest batch of people who had lost limbs or been set on fire in training exercises gone awry. Getting hurt was just a part of being in the army, and I had to learn to deal with it without making a fuss. I gave my face a final rinse with cold water, looked up into my eyes and told myself to be strong. Then I headed outside.
I found Miller sitting on a low wall in Peartree Courtyard, squinting at the skyships that drifted like gigantic, lazy bees over the sunset. His frown suggested that the day had not brought him inspiration. Seeing him there, all my problems felt like somebody else's.
'Have you come up with a plan yet?'
He shook his head, perplexed, as I plonked myself down next to him. 'Not really. Well, I've come up with a few, but most of them involve all the vumas just happening to glance in the other direction while I sneak past them. Nothing that won't get me killed in an instant if it goes even slightly wrong.'
'You sound like a disaster waiting to happen,' I said with a smile. 'It's just as well I've come up with a plan for you.'
'You have? What is it?'
I inhaled and shaped the mouthful of air into the words I had been yearning to say.
'You should join the army.'
'What? Kisli, be serious.'
'I am serious, Miller! Listen to me. I've been thinking. You're talking of setting off all on your own to free your brother and sister from the vumas, but why? What makes you think you have to go on your own when you could go with the whole army at your back? When you could go with me?'
I squeezed his arm. His cheeks brightened.
'It won't be long now, Miller,' I said. 'People are saying the war is picking up momentum, like a snowball rolling down a hill. We'll be heading to Eldermoon at some point, maybe soon. Don't you think you'll stand more of a chance of rescuing your brother and sister if you have others with you?'
He looked at me for a long time. I was worried he would mention my bruises, whose stories I was not in the mood to tell, but he did not seem to notice them.
'You might have a point,' he admitted.
My heart leapt with hope. 'I do have a point,' I teased. 'And you should take it. Join my squadron. There are still spaces. And it's fun, most days. Some days are tough, but you're more used to tough days than I was when I got here. Besides, everything's easier with a friend.'
'I don't – I don't know anything about fighting,' Miller protested, but I could tell I was winning him over.
'Neither did I! I mean, I still don't really, but I'm getting better. If they let me in, they'll definitely let you in. I mean, you're clever. That stuff you did on the ship –'
'I'm not sure that'll work in my favour,' Miller mumbled. 'I was found travelling with a vuma, remember? They may not be mad about letting me join after that.'
I shook my head so hard my hair flew into my eyes. 'They found you innocent. That means they can't hold it against you. Come on, why don't you do it now?' I leapt to my feet and began tugging at his arm.
He resisted at first. 'I'm not sure about this, Kisli.'
'Come on! I'll show you where you join. Come on, Miller! We can train together every day! It'll be so much fun!'
Slowly he stood up, pretending to be reluctant but hiding a smile.
'If this gets me killed, I'm blaming you,' he told me.
'It won't,' I assured him, only later realising how little basis I had for this promise.
Together we cut through an avenue of pear trees, out of the courtyard and onto the bright paved thoroughfare that led up to the entrance of the main barracks. I picked up a form from the applications office on the ground floor, and we stood filling it in at the desk there. It was a lot quicker than when I'd done it, both because I was there to explain the things that had confused me the first time, and because Miller did not worry so much over details. The only question that seemed to stump him for a moment was the 'previous occupations' one.
'You worked at a secondhand shop,' I reminded him.
'Oh yeah,' he said, flashing me a bit of his lovely awkward smile as he fumbled with the pen. 'I know that. I was just wondering how much detail I should go into.'
'How much is there to say about secondhand shops?'
'You'd be surprised.' He tapped the pen against the paper a few times, leaving an inky blob, then scratched out a few words. 'I'll just say I worked in a shop.'
When the forms were filled in, the man behind the desk skimmed over them with bored eyes, stamped them and handed them back. Consulting a massive leather binder stuffed full of faded papers, he told Miller there were no slots left for combat evaluations that night, but that if he hurried one of the captains may be able to squeeze him in anyway. Miller looked doubtful, but I grabbed his arm. 'Come on, we can make it!'
We ran out of the office and up five flights stairs and along a winding corridor to Armoury 16. I waited outside the door while Miller had a uniform fitted by the old lady with the wandering hands. When he emerged, looking mildly traumatised, he was dressed like a soldier. The combination of armour and cloth fit him perfectly, and suited him better than I could have imagined. He even held the sword with a surprising sort of grace that made me ashamed of my clumsy first attempts.
Next up was combat evaluation. We hurried to the corridor where doors on both sides led into square chambers like the one in which I had fought Commander Menx all those long weeks ago. Miller had not been assigned an evaluator or a room, so we waited in the corridor for the first of the doors to open. Clashes of metal came from behind some of the doors, the murmur of conversation from others.
'Remember, whoever you end up fighting, you don't have to beat them,' I told him. 'It's not about that really. It's just about showing them what you can do. But I wouldn't worry. If they let me in, they'll let anyone in.'
Miller seemed to be sweating now – he looked at me nervously from under his new helmet. 'Kisli, are you sure this is a good idea?'
As my mouth opened, so did the door of Evaluation Room 6, and out came Captain Dylius with a grinning new recruit who looked barely twelve. I rushed at them in a tide of excitement that almost made Dylius draw his sword, and breathlessly introduced Miller. Dylius, who had probably been hoping to finish early, sighed. But he invited Miller in for his combat evaluation, leaving me standing out in the corridor.
I wandered closer to the door and leaned against the wall beside it, resting my bones for the first time that day. Army days always felt long as they happened, but when I looked back on my time in Merry Mourning it seemed to have gone by in a flash. When I arrived I had thought I would remember every second, that every day would stand out clear and distinct in my memory, each filled with unique adventures and each with a new lesson to teach me. But at some point the days had begun to blur together, and now they formed a confused series of images, some of which I could not even put in order. Maybe that was why I had convinced Miller to join me. Days shared do not disappear in the manner of days spent alone.
I could hear footsteps and crashes and an odd whooshing sound from inside Evaluation Room 6 now. My heart beat almost as loudly as it had during my own evaluation, and for once I could not keep the darkness from creeping over my mind like the shadow of a big black cloud. Had I doomed Miller to share in whatever fate awaited me, just so that I would have someone pretty to talk to on the way there? For just a few moments my better side took over, and I forced myself to hope – I hoped so hard that my muscles clenched – hoped Miller would fail his combat evaluation, hoped he would be granted an escape from the numbing horrors ahead and from the selfish girl who had put him in harm's way for her own ends. He deserved better than me.
A few minutes later, the door to Evaluation Room 6 opened. Captain Dylius came out first, his face unreadable, walking swiftly along the corridor and turning a corner out of sight. Miller stepped out a moment later, a little sheepish.
'Well?' I squeaked.
'Well,' he said. 'I was a bit rubbish with the sword.'
I opened my mouth, ready to offer my commiserations.
'But then he let me try with this.' He held up a firethrower. 'He said they need people who are good with enchantments, and apparently I have a knack. So I passed. I'm in the Kyland army.'
At that, I suppose my guilt should have overwhelmed me, but I was too busy flinging my arms around him to let it. And, if I'm completely honest, the smile that spread across my face was far from false.
Ripperworm
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
Crystal Hunts sawed at her steak with a serrated knife, skewered a piece on her fork and shoved it between gnashing teeth. Bits of half-chewed steak flew around her mouth like a mealy red snowstorm; already another piece was on its way in. She continued in this manner until the steak was nothing but a streak of blood, then she turned to the other items on her plate and began attacking them just as aggressively.
The table between us was sculpted out of cloudy black obsidian, illuminated only by strange glowing sculptures rising from its surface. Together with the surrounding gloom and the black clothes worn by almost everyone present, this made the room feel more like a tomb than a dining hall.
I sat close to the end of the table, opposite Crystal and next to Tay. The three of us were easily the youngest people present; most of the assembled vumas were old, presumably because vumas tended to become more powerful with age and only the most powerful made it to the top ranks of the Brotherhood. No one seemed to want to talk to us, perhaps because they disapproved of our presence; either that or because our body language made it clear that none of us were in the mood for talking. Tay sat with her eyes clenched shut, ignoring her surroundings, occasionally muttering something under her breath. I poked at the food on my plate which, despite the apparent lack of insects in it, I had absolutely no intention of eating. And Crystal continued to shovel food into her mouth like a ravenous animal, oblivious to the rest of the world. Grenlia was seated near the far end of the table, next to Gramor who was next to High Sorcerer Daurum, and the three of them were deep in conversation.
So here I was, dining with the Brotherhood of Lightning. I should have been too overwhelmed with terror to think, let alone speak, but as I looked across at Crystal, I felt a strong, inexplicable desire to say something.
'Crystal.' I gripped the cold table, steadying myself in preparation for the words that were about to come out of my mouth. 'I'm sorry.'
She continued to chew. 'I didn't catch that. What did you say?'
I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the half-chewed food clinging to her teeth. 'I said I'm sorry.'
'Sorry for what?'
Her attempt to complicate my apology unsettled me. I opened my eyes. 'I'm sorry … for what happened to your friend.'
'Why are you sorry? Did you kill him?'
'No.'
'Then don't apologise.' She chewed harder, her tongue making a grotesque slapping sound. 'Makes it sound like you're on their side. Pass the pepper, would you?'
'But I am sorry,' I said, passing her the big pepper grinder to back up my words.
With aggressive twists of her wrist she peppered her meal. 'If you're going to apologise for something, apologise for being an idiot.'
'What – what do you mean?'
'I mean a two year old should be able to work out that not every vuma is every vuma, and not every human is every human. Yet here you are, ten years older – and here they are –' she spread her arms wide, almost hitting the woman next to her in the face with the pepper grinder – 'snails know how many centuries older, and they still haven't got it. Idiots, all of them. Look at them! That man there, he's looking at you with pure hate. He has a brain in that head of his – look, he can hold a fork! And I'm sure he can do astounding things with miracas. But look at the way he looks at you! He thinks that in some important, invisible way, you were one of the ones who attacked the eastern wall. He really thinks that. And you think it too.' Crystal smiled lopsidedly and shook her head. 'Maybe I'll never understand. Is it a boy thing? Are your brains just broken or something? What the hell is wrong with you?'
She slammed the pepper grinder back onto the table, heralding a stunned silence at our end of the room. The vumas around us looked away, pretending not to have noticed anything, and struck up fascinating conversations about the craftsmanship of the cutlery. I got the impression Crystal's value to the Brotherhood meant they turned a blind eye to some of her less dignified behaviour.
'Do you know what I saw,' she continued, in a lower voice, 'when I looked inside your mind, the first time we met?'
'No, what?'
'Nothing.' She chewed viciously, giving me time to take this in. 'I saw nothing. Nothing of value, anyway. Oh yes, you're full of facts, the kind of facts anyone could find in an encyclopaedia if they could be bothered. Birming Tinia was born in Redwater in the year 123 AW or whatever.'
'132.'
'Like I said: whatever. But all these facts, they don't add up to anything. It's like you've collected all the pieces of a jigsaw and laid them out on a table, but you've never thought to put them together.'
'What do you mean?'
'For a start, you still don't understand how war works.'
By this point I had completely forgotten that the conversation had begun as an apology. 'Oh, and you understand it perfectly, do you?'
'Better than you do. Shut up a minute and I'll explain it to you. Though I doubt you'll get it.' With her fork she separated the items on her plate into distinct piles. 'Let's say these grilled vegetables are the Brotherhood of Lightning and these honeyed apricots are the Kyland army.' She pushed the two foodstuffs to opposite ends of her plate. 'So the Vegetables of Lightning are annoyed with the Kyland Apricots, right?'
I said nothing.
'Right. So the vegetables say to the apricots –' she skewered a sliver of pumpkin and waved it to show it was talking – '"Oi! We're annoyed with you apricots! Do what we say or else we're going to kill you all!" And the Kyland Apricots say "No way! We'll never give in to your threats!" Now, these potatoes are ordinary vumas and these clickworms are ordinary humans.' She separated a few chunks of potato from the ricey mush in the centre of her plate, shook a few nauseating dried worms from a garnish dish and pushed them to their respective sides. 'The Vegetables of Lightning think "Hmm, those apricots look tough. Why don't we just go and kill those worms instead, that'll be easier".'
Without warning she slammed a grilled aubergine down onto the pile of clickworms with tremendous force, breaking some into fragments and scattering others across the table. Everyone around her pretended very hard not to notice.
'And so the worms are dead – and do you think the apricots care, Ellstone? Do you think the Kyland Apricots care that the ordinary human clickworms are dead? Of course they don't. But they have to pretend to care, so they say "Damn you, Vegetables of Lightning! Those clickworms never did you any harm! You and your potatoes will pay for that!" And the ordinary vuman potatoes say "Hey, leave us out of this! We're nothing to do with those vegetables!" And the Kyland Apricots say "You liars!" And this is what happens.'
She impaled an apricot on her fork and thrashed the chunks of potato until they were mushed into paste. Then she set down her fork and looked up at me with a satisfied expression, as if she'd made some sort of point.
Again I did not say anything.
'Do you want another demonstration?' she asked, and began smashing items of food together with chaotic vigour. Mushed up potato leapt off her plate to stain the tablecloth. Grilled vegetables bounced away and fell to the floor with a series of thuds. The vumas around us had some difficulty in acting as though this was perfectly acceptable, but they managed to keep up the pretence.
'This is silly,' I said, finally deciding that stating the obvious was preferable to remaining silent.
Crystal paused. 'Is there any point in my order of events that you wish to dispute?'
'The part about the Kyland army being apricots?'
'So you didn't understand it. Like I said, you're an idiot.'
'I understand, all right. You can't work it out in your head so you have to use little props. It's childish.'
'Really.' Crystal looked at me, then picked up a clickworm delicately between two fingers and dropped it into a nearby jug of water. I watched it sink slowly, its shining segmented body tumbling as it sank. 'That was you,' she informed me with satisfaction.
I considered replying 'No, it was a clickworm', but maturity did not seem like an option in the company of this girl.
'Really?' I said, ignoring my mind's protests about stooping to her level. I picked up a chunk of potato from my own plate and dropped it into the jug, where it followed the clickworm down. 'That was you,' I said.
'Oh yeah? Well …' Crystal picked up a clickworm and balanced it on the prongs of her fork which in turn she balanced delicately on the edge of her knife to form a rudimentary catapult. She looked me straight in the eye. 'This is another you,' she said, and fired.
Further down the table a sour-faced old vuma picked up his glass to have a sip of wine just in time to have it startled out of his hand and onto his meal by the flying clickworm, which continued skipping along the table like a skimmed stone until it came to rest right in front of High Sorcerer Daurum, who picked it up in his bony fingers and flicked it aside. Grenlia peered down the table at her daughter, but could prove nothing.
I skewered a chunk of potato on my fork, held it in front of my mouth and took a deliberate bite out of it, taking off what would have been the vuma's head had it actually been a vuma. 'At was oo,' I said.
Crystal nodded in acknowledgement of this move, then shoved a handful of clickworms into her mouth, chewing them threateningly. 'Those were all you.'
I scowled and fidgeted with the sleeve of my black shirt, trying to think of something worse to do with a potato. When I could not, I took a breath, told myself off for being so silly, and decided to reintroduce some form of logic to our conversation.
'If you didn't find anything useful in my head, why did you say I'd passed the test?'
'Because otherwise you wouldn't be here now. I was being nice. A bad habit I picked up from Mama. I'm starting to wish I hadn't saved you.'
'Maybe you shouldn't have.'
'Maybe I won't next time.'
Beside me, Tay awoke from her trance-like state and blinked, seeing the food splattered on the table between us.
'Were you two having a food fight or something?' she asked.
'You could say that,' replied Crystal, half-chewed clickworms still lining her mouth.
'Honestly, Elly, you couldn't have picked a better time to start acting like a twelve-year-old?'
'She started it,' I muttered.
We glared at each other across the table. Servants were clearing away the plates now, and setting down bowls of a fluffy pink and white dessert which I decided in one glance I would not be eating. A few places to my right, a servant leaned across the table, murmuring some incantation to clean up the spilt wine and replace the food while the sour-faced old vuma averted his eyes in an attempt at dignity.
I looked at the potato floating gently in the jug of water before me, and felt ashamed. Crystal had somehow got me to behave like a child, and I resented that. She had probably been mindwalking again, disturbing more parts of my brain that I had always left undisturbed for good reasons. I vowed that if I ever did make any progress in our mindwalking lessons, my first priority would be learning to shut her out for good.
My thoughts were interrupted by High Sorcerer Daurum, who rose creakily from his place at the end of the table and stood there in silence, watching as the assembled vumas gradually noticed him and joined a growing respectful silence. When this silence was total, he smiled, a sweet smile which at the same time seemed to say that if we had taken any longer to acknowledge him, he may have had to draw our attention in a more aggressive manner.
'Thank you, Brothers, Sisters and friends, for your attendance,' he said in a soft voice that nonetheless carried along the table. 'This is a difficult day for us all, but I am glad we can share this fine meal together in remembrance of those we have lost. Over three hundred citizens of Eldermoon lost their lives in the attack on the east wall, including some of our Brothers and Sisters. Many of them would not have died had they not rushed to the defence of their city. It was something any of us would have done, but we must be eternally grateful for their sacrifice, which allows us to sit here in this room and enjoy the freedoms and comforts the humans have so long denied our kind. Before we do anything else, let us take a moment to remember them.'
The assembled vumas lowered their heads, stared into their bowls of luscious food and tried to look sad. The respectful silence intensified, broken only by the scraping of one spoon on one bowl. Crystal was attacking the fluffy dessert in front of her with the same ferocity with which she had devoured her steak. She caught my eye, leaned over to me and whispered, 'If you're not going to eat yours, can I have it?'
I glanced at Tay, who seemed just as anxious as me. 'I think he wants us to be quiet,' my sister whispered. The vumas close to us frowned harder to make their disapproval known.
'He can want all he wants,' said Crystal, taking my silence as permission to pull my dessert to her side of the table. 'We've already had a funeral. That was for Rol. This is for High Sorcerer Daurum, and I don't want any part of it. Try this stuff, Tay, it's Affalan's pudding. It's good.'
'Secondly,' said High Sorcerer Daurum, who appeared not to have noticed this exchange, 'I hope you will all join me in welcoming some guests to Eldermoon.' He nodded to Tay and myself, and I felt dozens of eyes swivel in our direction. 'These children are Tay and Ellstone Raining of Tarot. Yes, they are humans. The Brotherhood does not normally work with humans, but for now these particular humans are our allies and should be treated with respect.' For now, I noted. 'Take the time to familiarise yourself with their appearances. If anything happens to either one of them during their stay then there will be grave consequences. These children may even be the key to our victory. The girl has already shown a natural talent for mindwalking, perhaps rivalling our own Crystal Hunts.'
Crystal pulled a face that said 'no chance'. The assembled vumas eyed us and murmured with a mixture of mistrust and grudging compliance.
'Finally,' said High Sorcerer Daurum, 'there is one more matter I would like to address.' He shifted his weight from one leg to another with a horrible cracking sound, and the room itself seemed to shift as he did so. Everything became smaller; the table shrank, pulling us all closer together; the ceiling came down so spidery chandeliers hung low over our heads, spinning slowly. All this may have happened only in my imagination; on the other hand it may have happened in all our imaginations at once, or it may even have been real. Where miracas is involved, such distinctions are not always clear or important. However he achieved it, High Sorcerer Daurum unsettled the room, quickened our hearts and made us all uncomfortably aware of our neighbours' hearts quickening a few feet away.
'There is a traitor in the Brotherhood,' said Daurum.
'Surely not!' Crystal whispered in mock shock, finishing the Affalan's pudding she had taken from me.
'How do you know, High Sorcerer?' inquired a Sister of Lightning further down the table.
'I know,' said High Sorcerer Daurum, 'because someone has made another attempt on my life during our banquet today. Clearly Brother Unger, whose death warrant I signed two weeks ago, was not solely responsible for the previous attempts. Behold the dish that was served to me as my main course.'
He held up a quite horrific vuman dish – thick orangey brown in the centre, leaf green around the edges and thoroughly unappetising all over. It was garnished with what appeared to be clickworms, and just looking at it made me feel sick. But there was nothing obviously deadly about it.
'Can no one else see it?' said High Sorcerer Daurum, observing everyone peering at the plate. 'Maybe it's just me. On first glance, yes, it looks like a normal plate of emperor's goulash, a little heavy on the yak's milk, perhaps, but perfectly benign. That is what our assassin was counting on. But as leader of the Brotherhood of Lightning I have reason to look a little more closely at my meals before tucking in, and this is what I found.'
He laid the plate back on the table, twitched his skeletal fingers over it and muttered some inaudible words. I craned forward to get a closer look. So did everyone else at the table. This was not necessary.
The goulash bubbled disconcertingly, then exploded. Something terrible rose out of it, expanding at the behest of High Sorcerer Daurum's spellweaving fingers. The monster (and I think that word is justified here) burst from the plate in a blur of yellowish flesh and shining fangs, and was the height of a grown man within seconds. It lay like a mermaid with the lower half of its body flat against the table, the upper half upright. But it was a great deal uglier than a mermaid, its body an accordion-like tube of flabby flesh, writhing this way and that over several finely prepared dishes. Which way it faced seemed entirely irrelevant; its ring of blank, bulbous eyes looked in all directions at once, and its mouth went all the way around its head in a fanged, slobbering circle. As we looked on, this mouth opened, revealing the central, fleshy pillar that supported the top of the monster's head, and it let out a roar like a stream of oily water gurgling down a clogged drain. The vumas at that end of the table pushed their chairs back; some leapt up with clenched teeth and raised hands.
'Please tell me you know what the hell that thing is,' Tay gulped.
'It must be a ripperworm,' I breathed.
'Can you all see it now?' shouted High Sorcerer Daurum over the commotion. 'I confess I have not devoted much of my time to the study of worms and insects, but I believe these creatures are able to burrow through almost anything, including the vuman stomach and other organs. We have some down in the dungeons, for use on prisoners who have outlived their usefulness. Interesting that I should find one hidden among the clickworms in my dinner today.'
The ripperworm pointed its grisly head towards a large Brother of Lightning sitting several places downtable from High Sorcerer Daurum. He had limbs like logs and an imposing array of tattoos on his neck, but he trembled and cried out as the worm lunged towards him.
It froze with its ring of teeth inches from his neck, then began to shrivel up like a deflating balloon. It thrashed from side to side, its gurgles fading as it got smaller and smaller, eventually becoming so tiny that it seemed to blink out of existence altogether. High Sorcerer Daurum lowered his hand and gazed at us all coldly.
'Could this have been the act of a disgruntled servant?' he mused. 'I think not. No servant has the power necessary to safely handle a ripperworm. Only a senior member of the Brotherhood would have the means to retrieve one from the dungeon stores and bring it here to place in my goulash. And only one of those closest to me would have the opportunity to do so undetected.'
He looked at the two senior Brothers of Lightning sitting closest to him: an old scarred vuma on one side of the table, Gramor on the other. I felt a stab of uncertainty. Could it be –?
'One of you works for the Ninety,' Daurum breathed. 'One of you has been conspiring against the Brotherhood from the very beginning.' He raised his voice. 'Crystal. Come here. Come here and tell me which one is the traitor.'
Crystal finished her pudding and stood up. She flashed me a look which said here we go again, and strode to the end of the table. She leaned across, looking into Gramor's eyes. He met her gaze with a jovial confidence.
'I need a little more light,' she murmured.
High Sorcerer Daurum nodded, and one of the lights on the table twisted to shine on Gramor's face. He squinted as she sifted through his mind, watched by the cold eyes of High Sorcerer Daurum. The room was silent and still for a long while.
Eventually Crystal shook her head. Everyone watched as she walked round the head of the table to face the scarred vuma – everyone except the scarred vuma himself, who stared down at his Affalan's pudding, chewing his lip.
'Get him to look up,' Crystal demanded.
'Look up,' snarled High Sorcerer Daurum. His hand grasped the empty air before him – the man's head jerked forward, eyes wide and fixed on Crystal's.
'Thank you.'
Crystal mindwalked in silence for a few moments. I could see from where I was the malice with which the man regarded her; he looked as though he would like nothing better than to slit her throat. But Crystal did not flinch. When she had finished, she took one step back.
'Well?' said High Sorcerer Daurum. 'Is Brother Ustyn our traitor, Miss Hunts?'
'It's him, all right,' said Crystal.
Ustyn launched himself across the table at her. 'I'll make you sorry, you little –'
High Sorcerer Daurum produced a shimmering blue rope which flew at Brother Ustyn, winding itself tight around his limbs. Thrashing, he fell onto the table.
'She's a liar!' he snarled. 'I would never do anything to harm you, Master! She's working for them! She's dangerouuuuuhhhh. Uhhhh. Uhh!'
At this point his tongue took it upon itself to detach from his mouth, flopping like a wretched fish onto the table beside him. High Sorcerer Daurum picked it up and curled his claws around it.
'Miss Hunts has never steered me wrong before,' he said. 'You can have this back when you've calmed down, and then you can use it to give the contritionists a full and accurate account of your collusion with the Ninety.'
The tongueless man was either in pain, terrified or just plain indignant – it was hard to tell by the moans that now issued from his mouth. He flailed as much as he could, still fighting against the odds, but the ropes around him only grew tighter. Two lower-rank Brothers of Lightning appeared and carried him out of the room while High Sorcerer Daurum sat back down, straightening his cloak. 'You may return to your place, Miss Hunts,' he said, as the wordless shouts of the accused vanished with the slam of a door.
Crystal walked back along the table, everyone averting their eyes as she passed. Her calm manner made it clear that in Eldermoon, what had just happened did not altogether qualify as an unusual occurrence.
'Don't worry,' she whispered, taking her place opposite me. 'He deserved it.'
'Was he guilty?' I inquired.
Crystal shrugged. 'Does that matter? He deserved it. Tay, are you going to eat your pudding?'
'I seem to have lost my appetite for some reason.' Tay pushed her plate over to Crystal and exhaled sharply. 'Remind me never to get on your bad side.'
'Never get on my bad side,' said Crystal, as she tucked in to her third helping of dessert.
Dungeon Duty
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
I will not write too much about the daily grind of army life. Though I found myself able to slide into it more comfortably than I would have expected, it was repetitive and exhausting and altogether not the sort of thing that makes for a good story, as far as I know.
I did not talk much to my fellow recruits; most of the others in my squadron were sharing dormitories and had forged their closest friendships that way. But Kisli was not speaking to her old roommates, or rather, they were not speaking to her, so the two of us went almost everywhere together. Even though our conversations often went round in circles, they were always vaguely pleasant. Perhaps I was just glad to know there was someone else as lost in the world as I was, even if sometimes we could not even find each other.
Training was more straightforward. The next few weeks were spent preparing for the upcoming training drill, the simulated battle for Merry Mourning. Commander Menx's division was split into two teams, the larger of these representing the shining and beautiful force of light that was the human army, the other playing the part of a clawing horde of vuman scoundrels. Kisli was assigned to the former and I to the latter. This was of course due to her skill with a sword and mine with a firethrower, but it seemed fitting on some deeper level too.
Thankfully, the two of us were still able to train together, as she had to learn how to defeat a vuman scoundrel such as myself in close quarters combat. At first I tried to subtly aim the firethrower away from her during our bouts, but she caught on and demanded that I treat her as I would any other opponent. All emotional barriers to this were broken down when she came charging at me, swinging her sword towards my shoulder with a manic glint in her eyes and a guttural cry in her throat. The first time she recoiled from the fiery blast, I dropped my weapon in a rush of guilt, but before long we both became so used to the many novel pains of training that we ceased even to apologise to each other. Most days ended with both of us covered in bruises, scratches and burns, but feeling satisfied that at least we would not embarrass ourselves too thoroughly during the upcoming exercise.
Then, however, my routine was interrupted by something I did not see coming. Perhaps whatever gods happened to be passing took offence at this boy who seemed to be enjoying his time in the army, and decided to intervene. Or, more rationally, my name was pulled out of a hat somewhere deep within the Halls of the Ninety.
'Dungeon duty?'
'Everyone has their turn,' chirped the woman who had handed me the note, 'and it's only for a week. If people spend too long down there, we find they tend to lose their minds. It can be a rather harrowing job, you see. But for one week, you'll be fine.'
I exchanged a glance with Kisli.
'Never mind,' she said, her expression bright with a hint of miserable. 'It's only for a week.'
*
In reality, dungeon duty turned out to be more boring than harrowing. I spent twelve hours a day sitting at a small table in the dungeons, watching as soldiers came and went with prisoners and meal trolleys, checking names against arrest warrants and release orders and noting down times from a silver watch. Even these distractions were rare, as I was assigned to a dingy corner so deep beneath the Halls that hardly anyone ever passed by. I spent most of my time playing patience with a pack of cards left by a thoughtful predecessor.
After working at Thistler's shop for years I was used to spending my days sitting in dim rooms performing repetitive tasks, so I would not have minded any of this too much, but it meant that I was separated from Kisli for most of the day. I missed her, I realised. Not in the way I missed Tay and Ellstone, but in a more desperate, immediate way. Every moment we were apart felt like an opportunity to get to know her that had been stolen from me, never to be reclaimed. The injustice of it set my extremities twitching, and at my little guard post in the dungeon corridor I began imagining conversations with her, conversations like the ones we had every day, but a little more lucid, a little more honest, a little less jokey. These imagined conversations kept the cold of the dungeon at bay every bit as much as the fire that crackled in the small hearth by my feet.
There is only one reason I haven't consigned dungeon duty to a footnote in this story, and that is the thing that happened on the fourth day.
I looked up from my cards as a soldier came down the steps from the level above. She was a woman as tall as me and probably twice my age, with greasy blonde hair tied in a ponytail, in the fashion of many female soldiers. Her uniform hung awkwardly off her bony form.
'Nice day for it,' I said.
She did not acknowledge the joke, just approached me with a frown and held out a piece of paper. I took it.
'Release order for prisoner V3146,' I muttered. 'Effective as of the 72nd day of Summer.'
'That's today,' said the woman, who had not bothered to withdraw her hand.
I glanced down to the signature at the bottom of the order. It was little more than a squiggle of ink, but perhaps because I had been staring at nearly identical squiggles for three days, my eye picked up on one tiny detail.
'I'm going to need that back,' said the woman, stretching further across the table so her fingers brushed the paper. I recognised her now as one of Kisli's roommates – Laralyn, I thought.
I turned, pulling the paper away from her. 'Wait. Are you sure this is Justice Quailler's signature?'
Laralyn shrugged, a tiny flicker on her lips. 'Of course it is.'
'It doesn't quite look like it.' I pointed, with genuine confusion. 'Look, the loops of these Ls are too wide.'
'People don't always sign their names in the exact same way,' said Laralyn.
'Justice Quailler does,' I said, pulling up some more papers as examples. 'I noticed yesterday that this signature and that signature are exactly the same, down to the little notch on the left side of the Q. He must have to sign hundreds of these things, so I think he uses a stamp rather than a pen.'
Laralyn's eyes narrowed. 'Your life is full of excitement, isn't it?'
'There isn't much to do down here,' I said, a little defensive, 'and they did tell me to pay attention to the details.'
We stared at each other over the table for a moment, neither of us knowing how to proceed. Then Laralyn said, 'You're Kisli Thomas's new friend, aren't you? Miller. I should have known you'd be trouble.'
'What are you trying to do?' I asked.
'We're trying to undo what your stupid little girlfriend did,' said Laralyn, and drew a pistol from the leather holster on her belt. I reached under the table for my firethrower, but a sudden shot made the air scream, bouncing from wall to wall with a rumble like thunder. I clamped my hands over my ears, too late. Smoke tapered from the barrel of the pistol.
'None of that,' growled Laralyn, keeping the gun trained on me as she stepped slowly past. 'I don't want to kill you, but if I have to I won't hesitate.'
The corridor into which she was moving rang with the clamour of dozens of voices, roused from their desolate reveries by the gunshot.
'Is this about that boy Kisli was talking about?' I asked, twisting in my chair. 'Listen, I'm sorry about that, it's not what I would have –'
'Don't be sorry,' snapped Laralyn. She hesitated, then turned back to me. 'Are you a law-abiding citizen, Miller?'
I thought about this. 'When I'm not breaking the law I am.'
'Good answer. So your objection to what I'm doing is more practical than moral. Let me reassure you. The cells on this level aren't really designed to hold vuman prisoners. The prisoners held here are vumas who have been assessed and are believed to be unable to use magic. However, mistakes are inevitably made. Escapes happen, and the guards cannot always be blamed for them. If you don't write this in your book, there will be no record of my visit. Do you understand me?'
I nodded. Laralyn thought a moment, then pointed the gun at me again.
'Actually, you'd better come with me. I wouldn't want you running to Commander Menx like a certain girl I could name.'
I stood up and followed her along the corridor, leaving my firethrower under the table. The bubble of warm light receded behind us, and soon we were surrounded by dark stone lit dimly and infrequently by gaslamps. Faces, almost all vuman, peered at us through bars on either side, their pupils wide and glowing in the darkness of their cells. Some of the prisoners shouted insults and pleas as we passed. An old man slumped against a wall waved his hand and groaned. A young woman rattled the bars and cried something about a baby. Laralyn glanced around at them uneasily while I tried to keep my eyes forward. The air infected my skin with its clamminess. For the first time I could sense the weight of all the stone above me, thick and cold and impenetrable, and it made me shudder.
Eventually we came to the cell with 'V3146' scratched in chalk over its entrance. It did not appear to be occupied, but a mass of straw lay in the centre of the stone floor, compressed in places where someone must have slept. Laralyn looked through the bars in disgust.
'Jon,' she hissed.
The straw rustled, and a boy's head poked out. He had completely buried himself in straw like a nesting animal. When he saw me he cowered backwards, almost falling onto the floor. But when he saw Laralyn he ran towards us and clutched the bars, gazing out at her with spookily wide eyes.
'It's okay,' she whispered, touching the top of his head through the bars. 'We're getting you out of here. Stand back.'
He obeyed. Laralyn drew back the top bolt, the bottom bolt and the middle bolt, and pushed the door open with a metallic creak. The boy ran out and pressed himself to her. She looked a little uncomfortable and patted him on the head again.
'It's all right,' she whispered. 'No more bad things are going to happen to you, I promise.'
'You're really just setting him loose?' I said, as we began to walk back in the direction of my guard post.
'Of course not! Where would he go? No, Olna's waiting in the woods south of the city. She's going to take him somewhere far from all of this.'
'And what if he is more dangerous than he seems?'
'Don't you turn into another Kisli,' said Laralyn.
I found myself defensive. 'Why – she was only trying to –'
'Stop arguing. You can't think what she did was right. Just shut up and get your clothes off.'
'I just don't think we should assume – what?'
'You heard me.'
'I'm not sure I did.'
We were back at the table now, and Jon broke out of Laralyn's grip, running to the fire. She cried out and tried to grab him, but he just warmed his hands and watched the flames lapping. She turned back to me.
'It's all part of the plan. Well, I was planning to knock you out, but on the off chance you're more reasonable than your girlfriend I may as well just ask.'
'She's not my girlfriend,' I said a little regretfully. 'Ask what?'
'Jon needs to wear your armour. If anyone spots me walking through the city with a boy in prisoners' clothes, there could be trouble.'
'Are you insane? He's three feet shorter than me! At least! Do you think my armour will fit him? And he's – he's purple, for goodness sake! He's got claws! Don't you think someone might notice that between here and the woods?'
'You think we haven't thought about this? We've been planning it for weeks, Olna, Hariette and me. Olna's been searching round the black market since she was dismissed from the army, looking for something that would help us break Jon out of here. Snails know how she paid for them, but she got these.' Laralyn pulled two items from her pocket. One was a dull metal ring, the other a vial of faintly glowing white liquid. They could have been any number of things, of course, but I guessed their functions.
'Growth milk,' I said, 'and a disguise ring.'
'That's right,' said Laralyn.
I did some quick calculations. 'You'll have to be quick. That amount of growth milk will last forty minutes at most, maybe only half that. Not much time to get to the woods from down here.'
'We'll be quick,' said Laralyn. 'Now, let's get on with it.'
She made impatient circles with her hands until, with a sigh, I began removing my armour. I did so hesitantly at first, waiting for Laralyn to turn away, but instead she took an interest in me that she had not shown before, and I even thought I saw the hint of a smile on her lips.
My legplates clanked to the floor, collapsing like dead serpents, followed by the leggings beneath and then my armguards. I wrestled my chestplate and chainmail off and found myself feeling rather vulnerable as I handed them to Laralyn, the cold of the dungeon pressing in on me and going straight through my underwear.
'Very nice,' she said, though I didn't see where she was looking when she said it. She turned to Jon, holding up my uniform. 'Look at this, Jon! This is what you'll be wearing. Just like a soldier.'
Jon continued to focus on the fire. Laralyn unstoppered the vial of growth milk and tapped him on the shoulder. 'Jon, you're going to have to drink this now. Can you do that?'
Jon nodded placidly and downed the potion in one gulp. Within seconds, his shoulders began to rise, pulling his head up a little after them. He looked around curiously as he grew, though even this did not seem to alarm him. When he stopped growing, almost as tall as me, Laralyn helped him into my armour, slipped the disguise ring onto his finger, then stood back to admire her handiwork.
I had to admit that at a distance nothing would be obviously amiss. His claws had retracted and his skin had abandoned its purple tint for a pale brown. My armour was still big on him, and his child's face looked a little strange stretched out to adult size, but it was mostly obscured by my helmet, and overall I had seen stranger looking people in the Kyland army. He gazed around at the dungeon corridor, perhaps wondering why it appeared to have shrunk.
'Come on, Jon,' said Laralyn, taking his hand. 'We have to be quick, okay?'
'Please do,' I told her, as the two of them retreated up the stairs, leaving me standing in my underwear.
When they were gone, I made a small, involuntary noise of disbelief, and sat down. The chair was like hard ice against my flesh, so I pushed the table out of the way and squatted by the fire instead, warming each side of me in turn. Army life was not turning out as glamourous as Kisli had made it sound.
*
Laralyn returned what seemed like hours later, with a satchel containing my armour. 'Have fun?'
'So much fun. There's nothing I love more than squatting in dungeons in my underwear.' I snatched the bag from her and began rooting around in it. 'Did you get Jon to the woods okay?'
'Yep,' said Laralyn. She was silent as I pulled my leggings on, then she said, 'I suppose you want thanks.'
I paused in fastening my belt. 'What?'
She waved her arm in a dismissive motion. 'Yes, it was good of you to help Jon, but as far as I'm concerned, any decent person would have done the same. Don't expect us to be friends.'
'I – I don't,' I said. In truth, ever since meeting her I had quietly hoped our acquaintance would be short-lived.
Laralyn did not seem to register my answer. But suddenly her arms were around me and I found myself pinned to the cold stone wall, her muscled form pressing against my bare chest. 'Although, I suppose,' she said, eyes straying down me, 'we could be something else …'
I removed her arms from my sides and broke away, bumping into the table. 'No thanks,' I said, trying to sound as if I was used to this sort of thing. 'I'm not really interested.'
'Saving yourself, are you?' Laralyn said, venom returning to her voice. 'For who? That pathetic Thomas girl?'
'So what if I am?' I said before I realised what I was saying. 'I don't think she's pathetic.'
'Oh, what would you know about anything?' Laralyn turned and clumped off up the stairs. I pulled the top half of my armour on and scowled after her.
The remainder of my shift dragged on without incident, and I was glad when the night shift man came to relieve me. I cleared away my latest unsuccessful game of patience and climbed the several flights of steps that led above ground. The entrance to the dungeons was housed in the courthouse, which of course brought back happy memories of my own brief incarceration. I left the building and crossed a courtyard bathed in pink evening light. The gravel path was lined with tall stone columns wrapped in trailing flowers that grew from their tops. A dozen soldiers had removed their arm and leg armour and were playing kickball in the middle of the grass, while other soldiers lounged in disdainful cliques nearby.
Before long I was back inside the Chalicia Bracken Building, surrounded by scurrying scientists. One fellow rushed from a door in a cloud of thick white smoke, and made a beeline down a corridor I had not noticed before, signposted 'Decontamination Suite'. They did not just have a room for decontamination here — they had a whole suite for it. I was impressed and a little frightened.
It pained me to admit it to myself, but I realised as I descended the many levels to Alto Bracken's subterranean lair that I felt almost at home in this building. Perhaps working here would not after all be the worst thing in the world. I suspected almost all the chants we had been training with had been mass-produced within these walls, and though there was something impersonal about their uniform metal casings, I could not deny their quality: they were some of the finest chants I had ever laid my hands on. Still, I determined to show no trace of my change of heart to Alto Bracken. I could not have him thinking I wanted to work for him. I could not.
On my way into Alto's basement I heard an unfamiliar voice, and saw a silvery gleam in the darkness. Distracted, I almost tripped over Miracas the cat, who was happily dozing on the pile of sheets I called a bed.
'I can't believe this, Alto!' the voice was saying. 'I simply cannot believe this. I thought you and I were on the same side.'
'Clearly you were mistaken,' said Alto, lounging against the kitchen cabinets. The man he was talking to wore a suit of fine black fabric incorporating several plates of armour. The two of them stood in a pool of glowpearl light which glinted off the armour plates and two glasses of spirits standing forgotten by Alto's elbow.
'Can't you see how important it is that we win this war?' the man demanded.
'I don't concern myself with matters like that.'
'Oh, of course, you're above it all. Tell me, do you honestly think the Brotherhood of Lightning would let you continue your research if they took this city? There is nothing a vuma despises more than a human who claims to know more about miracas than he does.'
As their argument continued, I edged around the room, trying not to draw attention to myself. In the half-light I found Kisli curled up on the sofa, her eyes wide open as she listened. She greeted me with a tiny smile and a deliberate concerned glance towards the two men, and wriggled over to let me sit beside her.
'That is irrelevant,' Alto was saying now. 'Facts do not alter to accommodate the whims of leaders.'
'That shows a frightening lack of understanding, Alto. The Ninety most certainly have the power to change facts. The fact, for example, of the very generous funding your laboratories receive. That fact will almost certainly change next year, for better or worse — and think how much money the Ninety will have to spare when the vumas are no longer a threat! Plus, if you cooperate with us now, we may be willing to take another look at those dodgy experiments you're so keen on.'
'Are you saying if I give false testimony before the Ninety, you will allow us to experiment on humans again?'
'Not false testimony, Alto! All I ask is that you acknowledge the complexity of the situation.'
'The Ninety cannot be trusted with complexity,' said Alto, 'and if you succeed in your deranged endeavour, all the most interesting human experiments will become impossible, along with half of what you already allow us to do.'
The black-suited man seemed to be fighting to keep a lid on his anger. If Alto could see this, his aloof, amused manner did nothing to assuage it.
'Mr Bracken, the Ninety have been incredibly supportive of you over the years. You ask a great deal of us, and we provide. We have given you a job for life, a home custom built to your bizarre specifications, the most advanced research facility on the Sphere for you to play with. And yet when we ask you to do the job we pay you for, to come before us and present the pertinent facts, you refuse.'
'I will go before the Ninety,' said Alto, 'but I will not say whatever words you try to force into my mouth.'
'Fine,' snapped the man, and turned to leave. As he did so, he caught a glimpse of me and Kisli watching from the dimly lit sofa, and stopped, taken aback. For a moment he seemed to consider addressing us, but turned away after giving us no more than a nasty look. As he stormed towards the door, little green Miracas caught his eye, and without a thought he drew back his right foot and kicked the cat. Miracas yowled, shot across the basement and was out of sight before her attacker. A few seconds later, the door slammed, and silence settled like dust over the room.
'Who was that?' I said finally.
Kisli stood up, looking as bewildered as I felt. 'That was Leonus Menx of the Inner Circle of the Ninety. I must say he seemed nicer the first time I met him. Miracas! Miracas? The nasty man's gone, you can come out now. Are you okay? Poor little Miracas …'
As she set off into the darkness looking for the vanished cat, I called over to Alto.
'What the hell was all that about?'
'Politics, Miller,' said Alto Bracken, smiling a crocodile smile as he picked up the two drinks in one hand and poured them down the kitchen sink. 'Only politics.'
The Ways of the Weasel
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
Summer wore on, and the snow melted everywhere but the highest mountaintops, so that against certain shades of cloud those mountains looked to have had their peaks chopped off like carrot stalks. The sun beat down, though Ellstone and I barely felt its benefits as Violette and Howell refused to let us leave our room. Still, they had been ominously absent ever since the incident with the fireplace, and we had been given new mattresses, so perhaps Gramor had succeeded in scaring some sense into them with his Brotherhood authority.
Long dull days of mindwalking practice followed. Even after my miraculous success outside the banquet hall I could only catch scattered glimpses into my father's mind, and no matter how hard I tried to understand a woman who would send her children away without a thought for their welfare, I could not seem to get through to my mother at all.
Since the day of the banquet there had been a dark cloud over me, raining on my thoughts and distracting me from my purpose. When I closed my eyes I saw the ripperworm burst from Daurum's goulash, inflating like a grotesque balloon. 'A traitor in the Brotherhood,' he had said. I thought about Gramor's baffling tolerance of humans. The weary calm with which Crystal had scanned his mind at the banquet, the cheerful gaze he returned her. Grenlia's excessive sweetness, her constant anxiety. Something was going on in Eldermoon, something we had not been told, and the more I thought about it, the more certain I became of what it was.
One morning I awoke early, and lay for hours until Grenlia came in with our breakfast. She did not notice that I was awake, and was about to leave when I said, 'You're working for the Ninety, aren't you?'
Grenlia froze with her hand on the door handle. I did not see her face until she turned back to me, and then it was a blank mask carefully carved to give nothing away.
'No, Tay.'
'But you did try to kill High Sorcerer Daurum, didn't you? You and Gramor, I mean. He slipped that worm onto Daurum's plate, and Crystal covered it up.'
'Keep your voice down.' Grenlia came to my bedside and whispered at a frantic pace. 'I know you have questions, Tay, but you have to be careful what you say. The Brotherhood controls this city, and High Sorcerer Daurum knows better than to trust anyone completely. There's a kind of enchanted insect that can sit on the wall of a house for weeks, listening to everything anyone says, then when it flies back to its master it plays all the words to him like a phonograph record. He's found a dozen traitors that way.'
Ellstone turned over and blinked himself awake. 'What's going on?'
'I was just accusing Grenlia of conspiring to kill High Sorcerer Daurum,' I said. 'Care to join me?'
'Whatever you think you know, you've got it wrong.' Grenlia glanced over her shoulder as if afraid of seeing hundreds of insects dotted around the walls of the room. 'I'll bring Gramor here as soon as I can and we can have a talk, but until then, don't think about any of this, okay?'
This command only proved how little she knew me.
*
It was night when they came, and the milk moon shone through the window. Gramor did a quick sweep of the room. He peered into the fireplace, lifted mattresses and sifted through our hair.
'Have you quite finished?' Ellstone fumed.
'No listening bugs in this room,' Gramor concluded, leaving Ellstone's hair looking like the unswept floor of a barbershop.
Grenlia relaxed a little. 'Sit down then, children. It's about time we were honest with you.'
We arranged ourselves on the beds, since our chairs had been burned. Ellstone and I sat close together opposite Gramor and Grenlia. A fire crackled in the hearth, the kind by which long sleepy stories are meant to be told. The two of them exchanged glances as if checking that neither of them had changed their minds about saying what they were about to say.
'Well?' I snapped, jittery with impatience. 'What is it? If you're working for the Ninety, just come out and say it. There are no bugs to hear. Or are you going to tell us there's some prophecy about us, or that you're our real parents, or what?'
Gramor's moustache rumpled as he cast a mischievous glance at Grenlia. 'Well, now that you mention it –'
'Oh, for goodness sake, Gramor!' Grenlia sighed. She leaned forward and looked us in the eye earnestly, firelight flickering on her glasses. 'Rest assured, we've been perfectly honest with you about your own involvement in this. What we have to tell you is about me and Gramor. And I suppose … the best way to explain is to start at the beginning.'
'We met a long time ago,' said Gramor, tilting his head back with a reminiscent smile.
'And even then he was insufferable,' Grenlia added, scowling.
'Thank you.'
'I was nineteen, I think. Yes, I must have been. And I was travelling on my own to Durroc — that's the town on the western shore of Vumarule where all the big universities are. I had decided I was going to be the best mindwalker the Sphere had ever seen.' She laughed and waved her hand. 'The usual. I was terribly headstrong and naive – the two often go together – to the point that I was travelling alone on a road notorious for bandit attacks. On another day, I may have been robbed or worse. But instead, I ran into Gramor.
'With most people, you can get a sense fairly quickly of what they want from you. Gramor was different. It seemed he'd just been wandering the road, but when he met me he followed me all the way to Durroc and even enrolled in the same university, for no reason I could fathom. It took me a long time to realise what kind of creature he is, because I'd never met one before, and never have since. Gramor is a true wanderer. He simply does what he feels like doing, what strikes him at that moment as the right thing, and anyone who asks him why is missing the point.'
'That's not entirely true,' said Gramor.
Grenlia sighed. 'Here he goes again. He's so much of a wanderer that he doesn't even like being called a wanderer. He feels the term constricts him too much.'
'If you have to call me anything,' said Gramor, his grey eyes glinting, 'call me a weasel. I can get into anything and get out of anything, and do some damage in between. I try to make a point of damaging the things that need to be damaged.'
'Which is why Durroc mindwalking school fell into the sea the day before I graduated,' said Grenlia huffily.
'It was corrupt to its foundations,' Gramor explained. 'While I was attending I uncovered a fiendish plot … but there's a story for another time.'
'Still, you could have waited one more day.'
Gramor leaned in and kissed Grenlia on the forehead, provoking a flinch. 'You don't need a fancy scroll to prove your worth, dear Grenlia. In the end, you did turn out to be one of the best mindwalkers on the Sphere after all.'
'Save it,' Grenlia snapped, rubbing away the kiss with the flat of her palm. 'After that, we travelled together for a number of years, but unlike Gramor I was never a natural adventurer, so eventually I settled down in Qualmgate and started a family with the least adventurous man I could find. We saw Gramor occasionally, but he kept on wandering.'
'Weaselling, please,' said Gramor.
'When is this going to get relevant?' I demanded.
Gramor did not acknowledge my question. 'It must be ten years ago now, when I first began to hear ominous murmurs. In my time, I've made some connections, you see, so murmurs have a way of reaching me. These murmurs told of a powerful sorcerer in Eldermoon who was trying to reform the Brotherhood of Lightning. I knew if he succeeded bad things would follow, so I travelled here and tracked down the gentleman in question. His name was Daurum. Even then he was old and arrogant, though in those days he had less of an entourage to enable his power fantasies. His Brotherhood consisted of a dozen disgruntled vumas meeting in secret in shadowy rooms. I joined them, and thanks to my many talents I quickly became Daurum's favourite lackey.
'The Brotherhood grew. Within a few years we were meeting not in small rooms but in town squares, and arguing over how to get what we wanted. It was agreed that we must demand an end to the restrictions placed on our spells by the Ninety. Most pressingly, the Otherworldly Sustenance Act, which forbids vuman farmers from weaving spells to help their crops grow, and keeps many thousands of people living in hunger, had to be revoked. As a matter of pragmatism I helped push this to the top of the Brotherhood's agenda, above other rights such as the right to live in disguise in human towns and the right to learn deadly spells for the purposes of self-defence.
'As rumours of war spread to the human world, Daurum talked about negotiating terms of peace with the Ninety, but I always knew that anyone who wanted to resurrect the Brotherhood's name could have no interest in peace. Sure enough, before we had even entered into preliminary talks, he told us we would have to make an example of a human town to show the Ninety we were serious. He suggested Qualmgate, due to its high human population and its location within the borders of Vumarule. His plan was that, over the course of a year, a number of Brotherhood agents would situate themselves throughout the town, and on a signal would begin killing every human in sight until none were left alive.
'With the greatest of tact, I pointed out the numerous flaws in this plan: focusing our forces on one small town would create the opportunity for an uprising against the Brotherhood in Eldermoon, and there was no guarantee we would be able to take down the entire human population of Qualmgate, not with the sort of numbers we could sneak in there without arousing suspicion. Even if successful, the attack may have the opposite of its intended effect, making the Ninety more stubborn, less willing to be seen to negotiate with us. High Sorcerer Daurum did not find my arguments convincing, and ordered the first batch of sleeper agents to position themselves in Qualmgate. However, shortly before they got there, the Ninety ordered the Kyland army to drive all the vumas out of Qualmgate and establish it as a human stronghold, and so High Sorcerer Daurum's plan was foiled. But I had seen his intent, and I decided I would have to bring the Brotherhood down from the inside.'
'Decided,' Grenlia repeated, reliving the incredulity. 'Just like that. Like a normal person would decide to buy a sausage roll.'
Gramor paid her no attention. 'Meanwhile, rebels in the Brotherhood were being uncovered almost daily by Daurum's most skilled mindwalkers, the August brothers. Luckily I was a good enough mindwalker myself to lead them down only the paths I wanted them to see. However, some good people were caught and executed, and I knew this would continue to happen if I did not intervene. So I reached out to Grenlia here, and appealed to her sense of morality. She and her daughters had been driven from Qualmgate along with the rest, and were looking for a place to stay, so I presented them to High Sorcerer Daurum as potential allies. He was sceptical at first, but when he witnessed Grenlia and Crystal's prodigious mindwalking talents, he was eager to put them to work looking for rebels within the Brotherhood. Before long, they uncovered a terrible truth – the August brothers, his most trusted mindwalkers and rebel-catchers, were themselves rebels! Who could have seen that coming? That is how the Augusts met their downfall, and how the Huntses inherited this house.
'Then there was you, Rainings. High Sorcerer Daurum's spies infiltrated Merry Mourning, investigating members of the Ninety for potential weaknesses. Most of their children were found to be kept under strict protection and appeared fiercely loyal to their parents. We heard about you relatively late – not many people know about you, it seems. But as soon as I learned of your existence, I knew how important you could be. I persuaded Daurum to send for you, and volunteered to meet you in Qualmgate to ensure you arrived here safely.'
Grenlia chipped in at this point. 'We thought it best not to tell you the whole story straight away, as it would have been rather overwhelming for you and may have put you in danger. But we knew we'd have to tell you sooner or later.' She smiled. 'It feels good to have it all out in the open at last. Now we can talk about how to move forward.'
'Wait,' I said, holding up my hands. 'I still don't understand. What are you trying to do here? What are your aims? If you're not working for High Sorcerer Daurum or for the Ninety, who are you working for?'
'We're not working for anyone,' said Gramor. 'We're not an organisation, or if we are it doesn't have a name.'
Grenlia nodded. 'We're just people trying to do what we think is right. In this case, that means doing whatever it takes to end this war. We've seen enough killing to know we don't care for it.'
Gramor shrugged, the closest thing to an apology I had ever seen from him. 'Old fashioned, I know.'
'We believe peace can exist between humans and vumas,' said Grenlia, 'though not the way things are now. The Ninety have to stop trying to control us like animals, have to dismantle the laws that say we're inferior to humans. In that respect, we agree with the Brotherhood.' She shuddered. 'But not with their methods.'
Gramor cut in. 'This war will cost many lives, on both sides. Assuming the Brotherhood wins, and assuming it doesn't carry on killing until all of humanity is wiped out, the war will spawn countless more generations of resentment between humans and vumas. Even if it looks as if we've won some small victory, the Ninety won't like being beaten. They'll find ways to retaliate. After all, they've been playing the politics game far longer than the vumas have been trying to.'
'What we need is to build bridges,' said Grenlia, knitting her hands together – the gesture infuriated me. 'Even if no one thinks they want them, even if we have to build them stealthily in the night so no one notices them until they're already there. You two could be our best hope for that. We need communication, and in you we have a direct line of communication between us and the Ninety. If you can use mindwalking to persuade your father –'
'You want me to build bridges with my father?' I spat. 'You didn't see what's inside his head! I'd rather die than negotiate with someone like him.'
'That may well be the choice we're facing,' said Gramor.
I folded my arms. 'Then I've made it.'
Gramor and Grenlia shared a look. They had expected their little human girl to be passive, so impressed by them that she would cheerfully accept whatever they said. They had not expected her to be more on the vumas' side than they were.
'We're trying to save people's lives, Tay,' said Grenlia.
'Then you're too late!' I shouted, rising to my feet and storming about the room. 'People have already died! Not just because of the army, but the Otherworldly Thingumy Act too – you said so yourself! And yet you want your side to lie down and let the Ninety walk all over them. I'm sorry, but that doesn't seem like a philosophy to be proud of.'
'That's not what we want,' Grenlia protested, 'but a world ruled by the Brotherhood would be every bit as bad as a world ruled by the Ninety, or worse. Look at Eldermoon. Ordinary people are starving –'
'Because of the Ninety!' I snapped.
'Partly, yes, but the Brotherhood can afford to throw grand feasts for themselves while it happens. And the way things are now, people are afraid to leave their homes in case they get thrown in the dungeons. There are no trials here, no appeals. Once the contritionists get their hands on you, you're gone.'
I shook my head, glaring at Gramor. 'When we first met, I thought you were amazing.'
'I get that a lot,' said Gramor, smiling.
'But you're not. You had it right, you're a weasel. Slipping into the Brotherhood to sabotage their attempts to set the vumas free. Betraying your own kind, undoing all the progress they've made. I don't care how you justify it, you're working for the Ninety whether you know it or not.'
'Did you like him better when he was killing humans?' demanded Ellstone, his eyes filled with a new attentiveness.
I turned away from him. 'Maybe I did.'
'Look,' Grenlia objected, 'we've already established Gramor never –'
'Shut up!' My temples throbbed. 'If you want this war to be over, the quickest way is to wipe the Ninety off the face of the Sphere. Scratch that, it's the only way! No amount of negotiating is going to work on them, because they don't care about real people. They never have and they never will. You two have to stop trying to be nice and face that!'
There was a silence while the others stared at their knees, hoping I would cool off. I paced to the window and looked out at the destruction in the east, the ruined houses and broken walls. I remembered the sight of bodies being dragged across stone, leaving trails of violet blood. How much of it could have been stopped if the Brotherhood had not been sabotaged from within? How many deaths were Gramor and Grenlia responsible for? My head felt as hot and oppressive as a boiler room.
'I need some air,' I snapped, and made for the door. No one tried to stop me. I wrenched the door open and froze. Standing there, her ear now pressed against the empty air in the door frame, was Violette.
'I knew it!' she snarled, pointing past me to Gramor and Grenlia. 'I knew you were traitors!'
The two of them leapt to their feet. 'Violette,' said Grenlia. 'What are you talking about?'
'She's talking about the same thing you've been talking about for the past twenty minutes,' said Howell, stepping into view. 'Bugs aren't the only way to listen.'
'Okay,' said Gramor, with an exaggerated shrug of resignation, 'we're big, fat, filthy, stinking traitors. You know that now. So where do we go from here?'
Violette was dizzy with triumph. 'We go to see High Sorcerer Daurum, and tell him everything we've heard here. And after that, I imagine we part ways.' Her lips curled into a grin. 'We go up. You go down.'
Grenlia put her hands to her mouth. Gramor seemed less perturbed.
'Righto,' he said, advancing on Violette, his fingers uncurling. 'Shall we go and tell him together?'
'Don't come any closer!' Violette warned. She gestured to Howell, who held up a small glass vial containing what appeared to be blood. Gramor stopped dead. Howell shook the vial, and a fierce pain shot through my body, so intense that my vision blurred. I almost screamed, but I bit my tongue and doubled over instead. When Howell held the vial still, the pain began to fade.
Grenlia was by my side, clutching my shoulder in concern. 'Tay,' she whispered. 'Did you let them get your blood?'
I shook my head, dispelling the last of the pain. Violette threw back her head and laughed, her inky hair bouncing in mad waves behind her.
'It's amazing what you can find in the Brotherhood's store rooms when you have contritionist clearance. They still had the sample they took to test the girl's connection to her father. Don't try to grab it. We've enchanted it so that if the vial breaks, the girl dies. Clever, aren't we?'
'Blood magic,' said Gramor, shaking his head with what almost looked like a smile. 'When they can't do anything else, they always turn to blood. I bet you're proud of yourselves.'
Violette shot him a foul look. 'We're not proud. We're just doing what we have to do to protect the Brotherhood. Now it's time for us to go. It's getting late and I don't imagine our leader will want to be woken up with news of traitors.'
Howell held up the vial threateningly, and Gramor and Grenlia trooped out the door with me. Ellstone automatically followed, but Violette shoved him back into the room, where he fell to the floor.
'You're not coming with us. We have big plans for you, but for now you're going to stay right here in this room, and you're going to imagine what is happening to your sister, and what might happen to you when we get back. That should keep you amused.'
She slammed the door and locked my brother in before I could give him any reassuring words to cling to. I could not think of any anyway. Howell prodded my back and I began to walk, trying not to stumble. As the vial swung back and forth in his hand, I began to feel a creeping nausea in my veins.
'I always knew you were weak, Mama,' Violette hissed in Grenlia's ear, 'but I didn't think you were stupid. Ever since we got here, you've been whispering with Crystal behind my back, wrapping the Brotherhood tight around your little finger, letting these humans get away with murder. Did you think I wouldn't work out what was going on?'
'Violette, you don't want to take this to High Sorcerer Daurum,' Grenlia pleaded.
'Why not?' said Violette, as she led us down the stairs and out of August House. 'Because he'll kill you?'
'No,' chipped in Gramor, in a tone that made it perhaps too clear he thought he was talking to an idiot. 'Because he'll think you're making it up, and then he'll kill you.'
Violette smiled. 'I've considered that possibility. That's why we're stopping off at the church of fire on the way.'
As we followed her out the gate and onto the streets of the Fountain District, Gramor whistled a cheerful tune to himself. I glared at him. He probably had a plan. It would probably save us just in the nick of time. But that would not change anything. He and Grenlia were no longer on my side.
A Decisive Victory
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
When at last the buzzing stopped, I felt a tickle and knew the bee was on my ear.
Ever so slowly I raised my wooden sword and scratched at the place where I felt its tiny legs. The buzzing resumed as the bee cheerfully took off and sailed away to move some pollen about. At that moment, I could not decide if I envied its simple existence, or if the life of a bee might be, in its own way, as stressful as the life of a soldier.
'Shh!' hissed one of the others in the bush, an impatient, horse-like woman. 'You're rustling!'
'There was a bee!' I hissed back. 'It was on my ear!'
'Shh!' hissed everyone else.
The exercise had begun half an hour ago, and still we had seen no sign of the 'vuman' team who, armed with enchanted items, were supposed to be assaulting the Halls of the Ninety at that very moment. But Commander Menx, who was the leader of our team, had said that the exercise may start slowly, and warned us not to let our guard down.
My small contingent of soldiers had been assigned to guard one narrow gate behind the courthouse building. This gate led from the streets of Merry Mourning into a pretty ornamental garden which I had not known about until today, but which provided access to the Halls of the Ninety through the courthouse. It was unlikely that the vuman team would think of assaulting it, but just in case, we would be there in the flowery bushes on either side of the gate, the high pinkstone wall hiding us from anyone who might approach.
My ear still itched with imagined bee footsteps. I scratched at it again with my wooden sword. To minimise casualties during the exercise, we had been given harmless approximations of our normal weapons. Melee fighters like me wielded weapons carved out of wood. Crossbows and guns were loaded with projectiles designed to disintegrate when they hit armour. The only weapons that could not be made safe in such a way were the enchanted ones carried by the vuman team, who had merely been ordered to use restraint when fighting. It was up to each individual soldier to use her best judgement to determine if and when she would die, were this a real battle. Commander Menx had been particularly insistent that none of us should allow our pride to affect the outcome of the exercise. This was too important. We had to know how hard it would be to fend off a real vuman attack on the great city.
Through the bushes the sun beamed down on us, but it was not uncomfortably warm – it felt like a mother cupping the face of her child in her hand, smiling down at her. It was a beautiful day. But almost every day was beautiful in Merry Mourning.
'It's a beautiful day,' I whispered to the other soldiers.
'Shh!' Our group leader Stovely, a peculiar man with wild greying hair, put a finger to his lips. 'Can you hear that?'
We all fell silent. For a moment the only sounds I could hear were the sweet harmonies of the bees and the gurgle of the small stream that ran down through the garden. Then the air seemed to shift, and I heard tiny sounds carried on the wind from afar. Yelling, the clack of wood, the unworldly rumble of magic. Just hearing these sounds conjured up images of bodies ripped apart by spells, and sent a shiver shooting down my spine.
'They must be in the Grand Courtyard,' said Stovely, his severe grey eyes darting between us. 'We should go and help.'
'Are you sure?' someone asked.
'I'm in charge of this group,' said Stovely, 'so it's my say so. We'll redeploy in front of the House of Governance and take new orders from whoever's in charge there. We're doing no good, lurking back here listening to the bees.'
Following his lead, we moved out of cover and began to cross the garden to the courthouse.
Before we were halfway I heard a sound from behind, and glanced over my shoulder to see a spell whirling towards me. I threw myself sideways onto the ground and rolled away, bruising my stomach on my wooden sword as I went. I wondered for a moment if I should lie down and die, since a real sword could have skewered me right through the middle, but Stovely was already pulling me to my feet.
'Take cover!' he shouted, and I joined him and three others behind a large tree. Only three? I risked a glance back at the open lawn and saw several of my team already playing dead, having been hit by enchantments. At least – I squinted – I hoped they were playing dead.
Eight or nine members of the vuman team advanced across the garden towards us, flaunting their enchanted weapons, stepping over those who had fallen before them. I withdrew behind the tree as bark exploded into chips next to my head. They were firing at us now. I could hear the vicious roar of a firethrower, the metallic screech of a rending spell, and various other sounds I could not separate. It suddenly struck me how easy it would be to be caught in a bad spot by one of these spells, and how little anyone would be able to help if that happened. One rending spell to the neck and slice. It would all be over. Just blackness and pain, the futile fight to breathe, the suffocating fear of what was about to happen, and then nothing.
This thought made me want to lie down right there and then so the vuman team would not fire on me, but no, that would not be an option out there in the real world. I pulled myself together and held my pretend sword tighter in front of me.
A small window opened in the courthouse wall before us, and someone thrust a crossbow out through the gap. The firing mechanism twanged, loosing a disintegrating bolt across the garden. One of the vuman team cried out, clutched her leg and lay down. The crossbow fired again, and another of the vuman team fell. The flurry of spells changed trajectory – they stopped whizzing towards us and began bursting off the wall near the window, gouging and blackening the stonework.
'Quick!' Stovely grabbed my arm and we ran to the courthouse entrance while the vuman team were under fire. I heard a few more of them go down as we ran, but some of our team fell too with cries of pain, caught by spells shot in our direction. By the time we were inside and leaning against the heavy oaken door, Stovely and I were the only ones left standing.
'How are we even meant to get close to them?' I cried, waving my sword which felt even more useless than it was.
'That's what special training was supposed to teach us,' Stovely panted.
'But that's in a room with one or two spellweavers. This is a wall of them coming at us at once! We don't stand a chance!'
Stovely glanced up and down the corridor. 'Our best hope is to join the battle by the main entrance. We may stand a better chance in a large group. Come on!'
He ran down the corridor and out the front entrance of the courthouse. I hesitated a moment then trotted after him, fear almost squeezing the breath from my body.
The south thoroughfare looked eerily deserted from the courthouse steps. Only a few bodies lay around, blinking at us as we passed. 'The battle's that way,' said one dead boy, pointing.
Stovely scowled down at him. 'Dead men can't give directions.'
'Can't I just be mortally wounded?' grumbled the boy.
Accepting his version of reality, we followed his finger and hurried around the turrets of the House of Governance. Immediately I came to a halt. Before us stood three members of the vuman team, their backs to us, firing chants at running humans. Stovely caught my eye and pointed me towards the leftmost of them, while he eyed the one on the right.
We crept forward, but our footsteps on the stonework must have been louder than we thought, for the leftmost soldier wheeled round to face me. Before he could do anything, I brought my wooden sword smashing against the side of his head — he staggered against the wall, dropping his weapon, then gave me a dazed nod which I took as confirmation of his death. I did not pause — the next soldier was aiming his firethrower, and I flung myself away just as the heat came roaring across my back. Stovely was struggling with the rightmost soldier, whose mindwalking band gave him an edge as they clashed swords. I caught the man in the gap between his legplates — his knee buckled and he fell sideways. Stovely grinned, but his grin turned to a snarl and he hurled his sword over my shoulder. I ducked as it met another rush of flame. Clang. The firethrower tumbled to the ground, inches from my head. I thrust my wooden blade between our opponent and his weapon, keeping him from it until Stovely caught him in the back with a blow that sent him sprawling on the stone.
'You're dead, son,' said Stovely, retrieving his sword.
'We're doing it!' I said, leaping to my feet and grinning at the indignant three we had defeated. 'We can win!'
'No time to celebrate,' said Stovely. 'Come on.'
Our small victory forgotten, we ran on towards the real battle, the mass of soldiers clashing on the lawn of the Grand Courtyard. The clacks of wooden weaponry and the roar of spells grew louder as we drew close, and from the commotion I picked out a few voices.
'Die, human scum!'
'That would have killed you if this sword was real!'
'Like hell it would!'
'Stop, stop, I'm dead — ow! — I'm dead!'
Beside me, Stovely slowed down and eyed the havoc up ahead. 'Ready to go in?'
I raised my wooden sword and saw it tremble before me. 'Ready!'
But as he began to stride forward, I heard a sound that set my teeth on edge — it sounded like a high note played on a misshapen trumpet, crossed with nails scraping down a blackboard. It was almost deafening. I slapped my hands to my ears immediately, but Stovely was not quick enough. He crumpled to the ground, jerking in sharp spasms for a moment before he lost the power of movement altogether.
I looked up and saw two men approaching with wicked grins on their craggy faces. I knew them – they were the men from my squadron who took such delight in tormenting me whenever we were grouped together. Since Miller joined I had encountered them only rarely, but every time I did, their eyes were creeping and jealous.
The larger of the men pointed a lightning gun straight down at Stovely's paralysed form and jerked the trigger, letting a short burst of electricity crackle around the fallen man's shoulders. The hint of a moan escaped Stovely's mouth, though I knew it could not express all that he must be feeling. The man standing over him laughed and let loose another burst of electricity.
I ran forward and heaved my wooden sword at him, but the other man raised the strange contraption I had seen him use at training – a gun-like object whose barrel was a half-sphere exposing a latticework of vibrating fibres. The awful sound came again, filling my world with an aching numbness. My head grew cloudy, then my legs collapsed from under me as the enchantment's effects moved through my body. Red lilies waved to me as I lay helpless in their flowerbed.
'Now,' said the large man's voice from somewhere above, 'what are we going to do with you?'
They could simply have told me I was dead – I was in no position to argue. But they had not yet had their fun.
Electricity shot into me, succeeding where I could not in moving my limbs, though they moved in pointless, chaotic spasms. A squeal struggled to worm its way up my throat but the paralysis would not allow it. I wondered if – no, I hoped that I would black out. Even when the stream of electricity ceased, my nerves quivered with horror.
'Are you enjoying this?' snarled a man's voice close to my ear. 'Do you want some more?'
If he expected a reply he was disappointed, as it was all I could do to breathe. The second stream of electricity had just begun when I heard running footsteps, and then the electricity stopped as the large man had the wind knocked out of him. He landed in the flowerbed next to me, flattening the lilies, a boot pressing down on his chest.
'Leave her,' said Miller, pointing his firethrower at the man sprawled beneath him.
'Or what?' snarled the man.
'Or I'll kill you. And you'll never live it down.'
'You can't kill me!' the man said with a hacking laugh. 'We're on the same team!'
Miller considered this, then his finger tightened around the firethrower's trigger. A blast of orange flame erupted around the man on the ground, making him yelp. The man who had paralysed me started forward, trying to come to his friend's aid, but Miller treated him to another blast of flame.
'You got caught in the crossfire,' said Miller, not lowering his weapon. 'It's bound to happen in these situations. Now, find a quiet spot to lie down and die.'
The threat in his eyes scared me. It even seemed to scare Miller himself, judging from his frantic breaths. But the men must have heard of his skill with the firethrower – when he released the larger man from beneath his boot, the two merely slunk away, muttering angrily.
Miller knelt down beside me. His eyes looked soft and brown like warm drinking chocolate. 'Are you okay?'
I opened my mouth and found it able to produce vowels at least.
'Eh,' I said, and when this didn't seem enough I added, 'I ohay.'
Miller took my hand in both of his and squeezed it. 'You'll feel better in a few minutes. The paralysis waves don't do much damage, they're only designed to incapacitate someone long enough to take them into custody. And lightning guns aren't nearly as effective as real vuman lightning spells. I mean, they're getting a lot better since we discovered the advantages of using three coils instead of two, but overall they're still a bit –'
'Raining!' someone screamed – it sounded like Captain Dylius. 'Get back in formation!'
Miller glanced over his shoulder then back to me, frowning. 'I think I'd better –'
'Just go,' I said, regaining the power of consonants. 'Your fellow vumas need you.'
He smiled apologetically and gave my hand one last squeeze, then straightened and ran off to rejoin the fray. I watched his graceful clumsy run until he was lost in the sea of soldiers.
It took me a minute to realise I may not technically be out of the game yet. The men had hurt me, but they had been interrupted before they could do much serious damage. Of course, it would have been safer to lie in the flowerbed for the remainder of the battle, but suddenly I had a fierce desire to fight on. I shook the feeling back into my limbs, climbing to my feet as they began to work again. Stovely was lying in the flowerbed next to mine, limbs askew, surrounded by rippling chrysanthemums. I tried to help him up, but either his paralysis had not yet worn off or the lightning had fried some important connection to the muscles in his legs, for they folded under him and he flopped back into the flowers.
'Just go,' he choked, and I could not say for sure whether or not he was acting. 'It's up to you now. I'm done for.'
'Okay,' I said uncertainly as I left him behind. 'Bye for now, then.'
Smaller skirmishes had broken out here and there, and some defeated soldiers had crawled from the chaos to avoid being stepped on, but the main battle still raged on the lawn some distance away. Even from where I stood I could tell there were more chants than standard weapons left in the battle. As I limped over to help, I bumped into a stream of soldiers from the human team running the other way.
'Where are you going?' I asked no one in particular.
'The top floor of the House of Governance,' Commander Menx yelled as she passed me. 'We're too spread out here. We're going to pull back and concentrate all our defences on the choke point at the entrance to the Ninety's chambers. It's our only chance.'
I spun around and ran with them. Commander Menx yelled the new plan to the other soldiers scattered across the courtyard, and they yelled it on to those further away. More joined our group from all sides and soon dozens of us were running up the front steps into the House of Governance, the vuman team taking down stragglers. Inside, I sprinted up the first staircase towards the Ninety's chambers. Running had swept away the last traces of my paralysis, but my muscles throbbed a protest as I leapt from step to step, ascending staircase after staircase to the top of the building. I could hear the vuman team somewhere below me, and the screams of those who could not run fast enough.
Don't slow down. Don't look back. Almost there.
My lungs burning, I heaved myself up the final staircase and across the landing into a wide corridor. The massive ironbound doors that led to the Ninety's chambers stood before us, sealed and imposing. The soldiers already guarding the doors did not seem pleased to see us.
'They can't be in already,' one of them insisted. 'It's been less than an hour. Were you even trying – oh, Commander, hello there.' He tried to rearrange his face into a respectful smile.
'They are in,' snapped Commander Menx, 'and if you think you can hold them back, feel free to go downstairs and greet them. They've already taken down hundreds of our – hold on. Is this … is this it?'
She looked around at those of us who had made it to the top of the final staircase. There were perhaps thirty of us, out of the thousands who had been on our team. Every eye in that place filled with fear as we came to realise the extent of our losses.
'How many of them are left?' asked another of the door guards. We all faced the staircase.
'I don't know,' said Commander Menx, her voice quite calm but lacking its usual confidence. 'I think we took down a lot of them, but I'm not –'
At that, the staircase began to rumble with footsteps. A swarm of soldiers erupted onto the landing, waving enchanted weapons of all shapes and sizes. They advanced on us not so much in a wall as in a solid mass, filling the corridor to bursting, and still more were coming up behind them. There were hundreds of them – they outnumbered us ten to one. No one tried to fight – instead I heard the clunk of several wooden weapons falling to the floor as members of my team raised their hands in surrender.
I spied Miller among the mass of people facing us. He caught my eye, gave me a mischievous smile, and mimed firing his firethrower in my direction.
We could have let the rest of the battle play out, putting up a token resistance, lying down on the stone floor as the vuman team turned their enchantments on us and broke down the final door. But everybody present could see there was no point. The outcome of the exercise was as clear as the Merry Mourning sky. The vumas had won.
The Chorus of Murmurs
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
When Violette and Howell marched Tay, Gramor and Grenlia out of August House, they neglected one detail: the mindwalking band that Tay had taken to keeping on her head through all her waking hours. However, this was not a particularly serious oversight, as all Tay could do was give me a running commentary on our impending deaths:
'We're going into the church of fire! There are guards, but Violette got Gramor to command them to let us in.'
— and a few minutes after that —
'Oh my gods, we're underground now. There are faces everywhere, talking from the flames. There's so many of them. I can barely hear you.'
— which I could make little sense of. And then —
'She's making them hold out their hands over these braziers. They're swearing to tell the truth. Flames are rising under their hands.'
Through these grim announcements I grew more and more agitated, until I decided I had to do something, even if it ended up getting me killed. I hammered at the door of the room, trying to break it down or get Crystal's attention, though I wasn't sure she was even at home. When this proved fruitless I set myself to pacing about the room, looking for any object that might help me escape, but Violette and Howell's previous rampage had left us with almost no furniture. I tried to lift my bed frame, vaguely thinking I could smash it against the door or the window, but it proved too heavy and just left me gasping on the floor.
'Are you trying to escape?' said Tay incredulously.
'Trying,' I echoed. 'If I can escape, maybe I can —'
I struggled to think of the next logical step, but Tay filled it in for me.
'— sneak into the church of fire and put out Gramor and Grenlia's fires before they confess!'
The prospect lingered in the void between our two minds like a bad taste.
'But there's no way out of here,' I said at last.
'Hang on!' Tay seemed to have an idea, and flitted out of my mind, leaving me wishing I had never tried to be a hero.
A few minutes later, Crystal Hunts opened the door, wearing rose-coloured pyjamas and rubbing the sleep from accusing emerald eyes. 'Mama just appeared in my dream to tell me to let you out. Do you know how intrusive that is? I could have been dreaming about anything. Anyway, she said something about the church of fire and all our lives being in danger?'
I explained the situation in the space of a breath, stumbling over syllables. She seemed to understand quicker than I would have if I had just woken up; it probably helped that she could see right through me.
'Right,' she said, nodding. 'Time to make yourself useful, Ellstone Raining. First we need to find you a disguise ring.'
*
The milk moon looked a little curdled as we set out, and the yellow-green lamps of Eldermoon transformed the city into a field of stars, barely distinguishable from those in the sky above. Crystal scurried through the streets and tunnels, holding my arm so I could not lag behind. Her pupils changed shape as we moved between patches of light and seas of darkness, but I tried not to stare.
'It's after curfew,' she told me, 'but I don't think the Brotherhood will bother us. As long as no one recognises us, we'll just look like two young sweethearts looking for a quiet spot to do some kissing. That's not going to happen, by the way.'
'I didn't think it was!' I protested.
She rolled her half-dilated eyes. 'I know you didn't. Come on, run faster!'
Before long we were both too breathless to talk, which was probably for the best. I felt Crystal shivering. She had not dressed properly before we left August House; under the big coat she had thrown on she was still in her pyjamas. The coat was a man's; it had probably belonged to one of the mindwalkers who had lived in August House before Crystal had happened to them. Even without the cold, this thought would have been sufficient to set me shivering along with her.
On we ran: under the leaping waters of the Fountain District, across the canal on the narrow iron bridge we had crossed with Grenlia, past the foot of the tower that led up to the imposing mass of High Sorcerer Daurum's castle. Here I heard a succession of clanks, and looked up. Far above, a drawbridge was slowly closing, sealing the entrance to the castle. My stomach sank. High Sorcerer Daurum had guests.
Shortly the street opened out before us, and at last we slowed down. Crystal flattened herself against a wall, and pulled me in close beside her. We peered around the corner into a deserted square. The only people in sight were two Brothers of Lightning keeping watch at the entrance to the church of fire, the high stone tower wrapped in swirls of flame. Crystal pulled me back behind the wall as one of their heads turned in our direction.
'How do we get past them?' I whispered.
Crystal considered this for a moment, then turned to me, still breathing fast. 'Ellstone, I know this may be tricky for you, but you're going to have to trust me.'
She was right; it was tricky. Especially when she told me her plan.
'Are you trying to kill me?' I hissed.
'Not today.'
'But it's mad – it's – I can't –'
Crystal adopted a weary half-smile that made her look thirty years older. 'Ellstone, I don't want to put pressure on you, but if you don't do this, we'll both be killed, and so will your sister, and my mama, and Gramor, and probably a lot of other people who would prefer not to die. You may have gathered this from the banquet, but High Sorcerer Daurum doesn't like traitors. And I'm the only reason you survived the tests, remember? Without me, he'll find another mindwalker to evaluate you, someone who's less willing to give you an A for effort.'
I leaned around the corner and looked at the guards again. One of them was chewing something and staring blankly up at the rooftops while the other fidgeted with his sleeve. They did not look like much, but to be trusted with guarding the church of fire they must surely be formidable spellweavers.
'Don't want to rush you,' said Crystal, 'but we're on a deadline here.'
I looked at her, then at the guards, then back at her. Her emerald eyes were glinting and wild, but there was something a little softer there too. If this had not been Crystal Hunts, I would have said it was a plea.
I took a deep breath and walked out into the open, as self-conscious as though I were making my entrance in a play. I tried to walk in a straight line, cutting diagonally across the square, but my legs seemed determined to weave this way and that. From the corner of my eye, the guards watched me without interest; I was wearing a disguise ring, after all, and they had probably seen stranger sights than me on night watch duty in Eldermoon.
Halfway across the square I stopped and gazed around, trying to look lost and finding it easy. I glanced left along a curving street lined with closed-up market stalls, then right at a tabby cat perched on the high windowsill of a grubby tenement. Finally I looked at the guards outside the burning church tower. With a single glance back to where Crystal hid, I took another deep breath and walked towards them.
'Excuse me,' I said. The guards fixed their gazes on me; there was no going back now. 'Can you help me? I'm a bit lost or something.'
'Oh?' The chewing guard was bored of me already.
'That's a terrible shame,' said the fidgety guard, 'but what are you doing wandering the streets after curfew?'
The chewing guard nodded. 'You're barely old enough to be in the Brotherhood. We ought to take you to the dungeons and let the contritionists deal with you until morning.'
With great care I took a step forward, calculating how long it would take the guards to catch me if I began running: not long enough for comfort, that much was certain.
'What is this place anyway?' I asked them, edging towards the entrance arch so slowly I hoped they would not notice.
'No reason for a runt like you to know,' said the chewing guard. 'Run along before you make us angry.'
'I'm just interested because I read –'
'Get out of here!' snarled the fidgety guard, hurling a spell. Over my shoulder, a cobblestone leapt spinning from the street in a burst of dust.
I was already running; I launched myself forward, up the steps and through the entrance arch, dodging grabbing arms and another spell that exploded off the stone of the tower. Once I was inside I stumbled down a few steps, threw myself behind a pillar and waited, as per Crystal's directions, clenching my eyes shut as a volley of spells burst just inches from my head.
The guards were arguing now, their words jumbled and frantic, until a clear voice yelled over them: 'You idiots! You left the wither down! Get in there and catch that boy!'
'You're – you're Crystal Hunts,' said the fidgety guard's voice, with a hint of fear.
'You're damn right I am. If I asked nicely, High Sorcerer Daurum would make me earrings out of your eyeballs. And maybe I will, if you don't get inside that church right this second and find that boy!'
She spoke with such authority that the guards obeyed her, scurrying inside. I flinched as their footsteps drew closer – then the chewing guard crashed down the steps beside me, twitching as though all his organs at once were being devoured by ripperworms. From his mouth there came small choking sounds, followed by a trickle of blood and finally a slow, shuddering gasp. Then he lay still.
When silence had reigned for a short while, I stepped cautiously from my hiding place. The fidgety guard lay a few steps above his companion, fidgeting no more. Crystal stood just outside the church, a small figure framed by the arch against the night's sky. She surveyed her handiwork with no apparent emotion.
'There's a spell across the entrance, but it only targets vumas,' she explained. 'It homes in on vuman blood, just like miracas, but humans can pass straight through it unscathed. Bit of a design flaw if you ask me, but I suppose we don't get many of your sort in Eldermoon.'
I looked down at the two lifeless bodies. 'So you … you killed them.'
'They did it to themselves.'
'But you tricked them.'
'They deserved it.'
'That's what you said about the man at the banquet too.'
She shrugged. 'It's usually true.'
Despite the deadly forcefield between us, I found myself backing away from her, almost falling down the steps. 'How many people have died because of you?'
She did not answer, but by the light of the flaming tower I thought I saw the smallest of smiles on her face. 'Hadn't you better go down and put out those fires? I'd come with you, but I don't know how to deactivate the wither.'
I turned away from her and almost stumbled over the bodies. Trying not to look at them, I edged past, gulping down the anxiety in my throat, and descended the staircase towards the fiery glow rising from the bottom.
A few twists and turns later I emerged into the nave of the church. Arrayed on all sides and in galleries above were hundreds of iron braziers on tall stands, their fires reddening the dry stone of the floor and walls. A spicy scent assaulted me, stuffing itself up my nose and deep into my lungs. But the worst thing was the sound: a vast, all-encompassing drone like nothing I had ever heard, echoing in and out of every cranny of the church, seeming to vibrate my heart.
Taking cautious steps down the central aisle, I realised that every fire I passed contained a face, swimming and flickering in the flames. Their lips moved, reciting oaths, assuring me of High Sorcerer Daurum's greatness and pledging their everlasting loyalty to the Brotherhood. A bleary-eyed woman spoke haltingly from the brazier beside me. 'I swear to serve the Brotherhood without question. In my heart I will believe that if I do not show unwavering loyalty to High Sorcerer Daurum, my daughter will die.' Beside her, a young man with long purple hair recited, 'I will suppress all my sympathies towards humankind. I recognise that these are misplaced and inappropriate and must be disregarded.' Now I understood what was making the droning sound: hundreds of hushed voices speaking all at once from within the flames.
All this would have overwhelmed me had I had the time to be overwhelmed, but I was there for a reason, so I forced myself to think. My main problem now was that I had no idea where in this great repository Gramor and Grenlia's fires might lie. I could of course look for their faces, but each face took a moment to discern within the flames, and these moments would add up quickly if I attempted a methodical search. I could listen for their voices, but picking out a single voice from the multifarious murmurs would be next to impossible.
Thankfully, at that precise moment, Tay returned to my mind.
'Where are you?' she hissed.
'I'm in the church of fire,' I told her. 'Where are Gramor and Grenlia's fires?'
'They're over in the corner! By the thing!'
My eyes darted around like a jumping frog. 'What thing? Everything's a thing!'
'The – the big thing, the thing that's big! The thing that looks like a person made of stone! Statue!'
'How's statue a hard word to remember?'
'I — shut up! Quick, we're in High Sorcerer Daurum's castle and – oh gods, he's just come into the room!'
I glanced around the church. 'There's more than one statue! Which statue are you talking about?'
She did not reply.
'Which statue, Tay?'
There was only silence on her end. She must have drifted out of my mind again. I ran to the nearest statue. Not that fire, not that one, not that one …
'Have you found it?' screamed Tay in my head.
'Which statue?' I screamed back.
'The one in the corner with the pointy beard! By the stand with the big book on it! For gods' sake run, Violette's telling him everything!'
My feet pounded across the floor until I practically slammed into the statue's stone beard. Not that fire, not that one … that one! I found Gramor among the sea of murmuring faces, and immediately the next problem took its place at the forefront of my mind. 'How do I put it out?'
'I don't know! Spit on it, piss on it, it doesn't matter. Just put it out! Now! Daurum is asking Gramor if he's a traitor!'
My eyes came to rest on a brass cone on the end of a long handle, leaning against the wall – a snuffer, that was what it was called. I grabbed it, held it up over Gramor's fire, and with Gramor's words ringing through my mind – 'I will tell the truth and only the truth' – mingled with Tay's words – 'put it out put it out put it out' – I lowered the snuffer.
It was a bit of an anticlimax, honestly. Gramor's voice cut off, and when I lifted the snuffer his face was gone, his fire no more than a curl of grey smoke rising from a pile of burnt twigs and tigermoss. Swiftly I found Grenlia's flame and extinguished that too. Then I stood staring at the two smoking braziers, catching my breath, feeling lost and numb.
In my mind I called out to Tay, but she was no longer there. Shaking, I set the snuffer back against the wall. I had done everything I could do, and the rest was up to someone more qualified than me.
Halfway back along the aisle, I stopped. The hundreds of murmuring voices had wormed their way into my brain, and now they rooted me to the spot. I stood for a while, knowing I should run, but instead staring at nothing, letting the voices wash over me.
Then I walked back to where the brass snuffer leaned against the wall, and picked it up again.
The first fire that caught my eye contained the face of a young woman. She wept as she recited her oath, creating flame tears that trickled down her flame cheeks like molten candle wax.
'I swear by fire to do everything the Brotherhood wills,' she moaned. 'I will devote my every waking moment to atoning for my crimes. No mercy or apprehension or creeping doubt shall cloud my judgement or keep me from my purpose.'
I angled the snuffer so the brass cone hovered over the fire, hesitated a moment, then lowered it. The woman's voice became tinny. 'I swear by fire –'
Then there was silence: one small silence among the great chorus of murmurs, but a silence nonetheless, a silence I could hear.
With a little more confidence I moved on to the next fire. This one contained an old man who told me in a controlled tone that humans were evil and deserved to die and that even if he had once believed he was in love with one, he could see now that such things were impossible and absurd and should be cast aside and the humans responsible for such trickery thrown into pits filled with flames … his droning voice died along with his fire when the snuffer closed over it.
I continued along the line in this manner, extinguishing the first row of braziers on the left hand side of the church. It should have taken me only a few seconds to extinguish each fire, but I found myself hypnotised by some of the faces' words before realising where I was and lowering the snuffer over them almost apologetically. Many faces later I reached the end of the row and moved on to the next.
I was four braziers into the third row when some voices rose high enough over the murmur of the firebonds to catch my attention. The snuffer fell from my hands with a clang and I froze for a moment, my whole body ringing with the sound.
Then I ran to the stairs, crept halfway up and peeked around the corner to the entrance arch of the tower. Three figures stood just outside, examining the guards' bodies from a safe distance. Crystal was nowhere in sight.
'– wither must have killed them. We must get inside and make sure nothing is amiss.'
'Do you know the key?'
'I'm fourth-rank. Of course I know the key.'
One of the figures moved his hands before him in a complex and deliberate motion, tracing innumerable loops and flicks like those that make up elegant handwriting. The empty space framed by the arch glowed softly for a moment, revealing a million motes of dust, and the three figures stepped into the tower. I scurried back down the stairs and hid myself behind a pillar at the far end of the main aisle. Blood pounded in my ears, obscuring their footsteps as they descended into the church.
'Look, Brother Moreno,' said a female voice. 'Someone has been putting out fires. That whole row is out. And the one behind it too.'
'But not all of them.'
They were where I had been just a moment ago, among the extinguished braziers. There was a clatter as a boot kicked the snuffer.
'We must have interrupted him. That means he's still here. Sister Velvia, guard the entrance. Brother Engis, you take the galleries. I'll search down here. He's obviously dangerous, so the minute you see anything, shout.'
With that, the three vumas split up. Brother Moreno, who, judging by the authority with which he issued orders, was the highest-ranking among them, strode along the aisle, scanning the rows of braziers on either side. I edged around the pillar to keep it between me and him, until I could edge no further without risking being seen by the Sister of Lightning guarding the stairs. As Moreno neared the far end of the church, the area in which I could remain hidden grew vanishingly narrow. I had to move. Shaking, I lowered myself onto my hands and knees and crawled quickly into the forest of braziers.
No one seemed to have seen me, but it was only a matter of time. Moreno was already striding through the braziers on the other side of the aisle, scouring every corner for anything out of place. I could not move quickly and intelligently enough to avoid discovery for long.
It was then that I heard a voice. It was no louder than any other voice in the chorus of murmurs, but it stood out because I recognised it. It was a voice I'd heard just moments before, when Brother Moreno issued his orders.
'I swear by fire,' it said, 'that I will devote my life to serving the Brotherhood. All disloyal thoughts I will keep locked away never to be acted upon. I will put my traitorous actions behind me and instead use all of my considerable power to further the Brotherhood's ends.'
By the time I realised all the implications of this, Brother Moreno himself was crossing the aisle, heading in my direction. I crawled around, frantically searching for the brazier I needed. It was no good; I could not find him just by listening. In my desperation I stood up and began scanning the fires all around me.
Brother Moreno's gaze fell on me the instant I surfaced. 'He's here!' he called in triumph.
The very next instant I saw Moreno's fire, his bald head speaking placidly from within it. Only then did I remember I no longer had the snuffer. I grasped around for something, anything to help me put out the fire, but found nothing.
Several braziers toppled to the floor as Moreno charged towards me. His hands closed around my neck at the same instant my hands closed around his fire.
Searing pain engulfed my hands as though I had plunged them into boiling water. I heard the fizzle of the fire going out. Smoke shot between my fingers. As I gritted my teeth to suppress a shriek of pain, the grip around my neck loosened.
The contours of the church walls hid us from the entrance, but Sister Velvia's voice echoed to us. 'Have you caught him, Brother Moreno?'
Brother Moreno blinked and reoriented himself. 'False alarm!' he called jovially. 'Thought I saw a figure, but it was only a statue. Silly me!'
He turned to me, adjusting the spectacles on his saggy face. His voice was suddenly softer and kinder, lacking the gruffness of just a moment ago. 'My dear boy, that must have hurt terribly! Let me see your hands.'
I held them out, seeing for the first time how red my palms were. Glancing over his shoulder, Brother Moreno pressed his hands to mine and whispered something. The stinging pain faded, and when he drew away my palms were back to their normal colour, while his had turned a frightening shade of purplish red. I gasped.
'Oh no, it's nothing,' he said, grimacing. 'The least I could do. You have given me back my freedom, my thoughts, my whole self. I will never repay you, young man. It is not possible.'
'Are you one of them?' I whispered. 'Gramor's friends?'
'I know Brother Gramor,' Moreno began, not understanding me.
'I mean, are you part of his –' I struggled to find the right word, and failed. 'The ones who don't want to hurt humans?'
'My dear boy, one does not have to be in a special club in order not to want to hurt humans!' Moreno glanced around the church, speaking in an urgent whisper. 'I know the Brotherhood as an organisation has little love for humanity, but High Sorcerer Daurum has been rather aggressive in his recruitment efforts, and has forced to his side a number of people who have no desire to fight. Certainly, some among us take great pleasure in being cruel, but rest assured there are also those of us who do what we can to help both humans and vumas. When circumstances allow, of course.' He gazed across the aisle at the extinguished braziers, as if seeing a new significance in them. 'You have been busy, haven't you? Are you the one who killed the guards? No, no, never mind that. The important thing is, how are you planning to get out of here?'
'I don't know,' I admitted.
Brother Moreno glanced up to Brother Engis in the upper gallery, and behind him to where Sister Velvia had begun walking up the aisle.
'Get down!' Moreno hissed, and I obeyed, crouching behind his cloak in what felt like a poor attempt at hiding. He addressed Velvia, some of the gruffness returning to his voice. 'No sign of anyone down here. Anyone up there, Engis?'
'No one,' Engis called back.
Moreno shook his head. 'He must have stepped through the walls or made himself invisible. Either way, we have little chance of finding him now. But I think it's safe to say we are dealing with a rogue sorcerer of incredible power.'
Sister Velvia gazed around the church with fear in her eyes, and Brother Moreno took advantage of this by gesturing for me to make a run for it. I crawled as close to the exit as I could without leaving the cover of the braziers. As I was steeling myself to run from my hiding place, Brother Engis strode right past me, his billowing cloak nearly catching me in the face. I shrank back as he joined Moreno and Velvia in their anxious discussion.
'We need to take this to High Sorcerer Daurum,' said Engis. 'He'll know what to do.'
'Is that a good idea?' said Velvia, in the tone of someone airing an unpopular truth. 'We let the culprit slip through our fingers. He may blame us.'
'Sister, are you suggesting we keep this from High Sorcerer Daurum? This is a very serious matter. Many firebonds have been broken here tonight. If we do not investigate whose firebonds these were, this could have a major impact on the stability of the Brotherhood.'
'Brother Engis is right,' said Moreno. With a rush of gratitude I noted that he had angled himself so in order to face him, his subordinates had to face away from the stairs. 'We must go to the High Sorcerer. He is a just leader, and will not blame us for that which is not our fault. Clearly our vanishing friend is a great deal more powerful than any of us.'
I imagined I saw a knowing glint in his eye before I ran for the stairs. I took them two at a time, not looking back but mostly not looking at the twisted corpses lying near the top; I ran up through the entrance tower and out through the arch, out into the fresh air of Eldermoon where I crossed the square and found Crystal lounging against the same wall as before, and only then did I stop and allow myself to get my breath back.
'You got away then,' said Crystal. 'Did you put out the fires?'
I nodded, leaning hard against the wall and taking deep gasps of the cold night air. 'I hope I was in time.'
In fact, I hoped many things. Yes, I hoped I had extinguished Gramor and Grenlia's fires in time to stop them incriminating themselves and bringing about all our deaths. I hoped Tay was safe, along with her blood. I also hoped Crystal might think a little better of me now than she had before tonight, and that I would not share the fate of the two unfortunates whose bodies lay inside the entrance to the church of fire.
And in that moment I hoped I would meet Brother Moreno again under better circumstances, and that I would get the chance to thank him properly for saving my life.
Of course, in some sense I had saved him too, by putting out his fire. At least, that was what I told myself as Crystal and I began to walk back in the direction of August House. I found out later that he was executed the very next day.
They're All Going To Die
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
The Halls of the Ninety were a mess for the few days following the training exercise. Doors had been torn from their hinges, suits of armour toppled, flowerbeds trampled, trees burnt to black stumps, grass scorched – as was perhaps to be expected, the place looked like a battlefield. But Merry Mourning was home to the finest of every type of craftsman, and soon the grounds were abuzz with carpenters, builders, gardeners, metalworkers, stonemasons, sculptors, painters, landscapers, topiarists and countless others, all working in harmony to put things back the way they should be. By the next week the Halls looked as idyllic as ever.
However, one thing could not be changed back with a lick of paint, and that was the mood. Walking across the lawn soaking in the early evening air, I could see the shadow of fear on the face of every soldier I passed. That odd carefree sense of excitement that had characterised the Kyland army was nowhere to be found. Even Kisli was less animated than normal.
'I'm sorry,' she told me, as we settled under our usual tree. Though she pulled the subject out of thin air, I knew what she was apologising for, because she had been apologising for it at thirty minute intervals ever since the training exercise.
'It's all right,' I said for the umpteenth time.
'It's not all right. You were there at the end, you saw how many of each side were left. Those enchanted items of yours beat our weapons so easily, and real vuman spells are even more powerful. If they send us into battle with the vumas, we could lose!'
'None of that is your fault.'
'But I'm the one who got you into this mess. I'm the reason you joined the army, the reason you're in danger. If it wasn't for me you could already have rescued your brother and sister by now. You could already have —'
'— been executed by the vumas,' I finished. 'You don't have anything to be sorry about. Can you imagine if I'd turned up at the gates of Eldermoon saying, "Excuse me gentlemen, would you mind terribly if I popped in to rescue my brother and sister from your evil clutches"? It would have been the shortest battle of this entire war.'
Kisli smiled. 'You don't know that. Maybe you'd have surprised yourself and turned into a master of stealth. You could have sneaked into Eldermoon under cover of darkness, taken down your enemies without a sound, rescued your brother and sister and vanished like mist. And stolen the heart of some vuman maid while you were there.'
This last detail struck me as the most ridiculous. 'I don't think I'm qualified to steal anyone's heart.'
Kisli nudged me. 'Really? You must have stolen some hearts back in Tarot.'
'No, I'm fairly sure I didn't.'
'I bet you did,' said Kisli, keeping her mischievous smile trained on me. 'Even if you didn't know it.'
I found myself unable to stop grinning. 'What makes you think that?'
'I dunno. Just a hunch.'
'Well then –' I tried to form an appropriate response but it came out in pieces, while Kisli's smile grew – 'you must have been popular too … with boys, I mean … back in Qualmgate … because you're – look, can I help you?'
I glared at the young man who had approached and stood watching us nervously. He was not a soldier – he wore a suit and tie, and kept tilting his head back and forth as if not sure whether to bow or not.
'Are you Miller Raining?'
'Yes.'
He extended a shaking arm to his side. 'This way, please. Mr Menx would like to speak to you in his office.'
'Mr Menx?'
'Leonus Menx?' cut in Kisli. 'From the Ninety? Why would he want to speak to you? I mean … not that you're not important.'
'This way, please,' the young man repeated. 'Quickly, if you wouldn't mind.'
Kisli and I exchanged eyebrow signals, and I reluctantly followed the young man across the grass towards the House of Governance. I glanced back at Kisli slumping against the tree, and felt annoyed with the universe for interrupting one of the few conversations we had had which seemed to have been going somewhere. I got the sense that it would be hard to recapture that moment, even if I had the courage to try.
The young man did not speak as we climbed the many staircases that led up to the Ninety's chambers. When I inquired what this was about, he just shook his head and muttered something under his breath. He led me past four elite guards and through the great reinforced doors where the training exercise had ended so dispiritingly. We walked down a series of wide corridors lined with portraits of stately men in dull brown rooms, hanging tapestries of eerily tranquil battle scenes and stands displaying elegant pottery. The place was filled with the rare, comfortable hum of true silence, broken only by our soft footfalls on the thick carpet. After a few minutes we came to a door made of shiny orange wood, which bore a silver plate reading 'Leonus Menx of the Inner Circle'. The young man knocked softly, as if wary that his knuckles might leave a mark on the pristine surface.
'Come in,' said a distracted voice.
The young man twisted the silver knob to open the door. 'Miller Raining, sir,' he announced, without going inside.
I stepped into the room. Leonus Menx sat behind a grand desk covered in papers, pressing a black fountain pen to his lips as if considering what to write next. Hung on the wall on either side of this desk were six more portraits of great leaders from Kyland's history, who I'm sure Ellstone would have been able to identify just from the colour and consistency of their beards, but who were nameless to me. Sunlight glared through the windows in the opposite wall, brightening the room and shining off the armour plates on Menx's sharp black suit.
The young man closed the door behind me with an audible sigh of relief. Either he was afraid of dealing with me or he was afraid of dealing with Leonus Menx, and since I didn't think I was particularly scary, I could only assume the latter. For my part, I hoped Menx was in a better mood than the last time I had encountered him.
'You wanted to see me, sir?' I said, when he had failed to acknowledge my presence for a good thirty seconds.
'Ah yes. Sorry.' Menx beckoned me to sit down, and wrote a few more words before putting the paper aside. 'Getting wrapped up in my work, as usual! Miller, isn't it? Miller Raining? I am Leonus Menx of the Inner Circle. Call me Leonus, please.'
'Am I in trouble?' I asked, as we shook hands. Trouble had been following me around lately, and this summons made me suspect I had not quite shaken it yet.
'No, no, don't worry. I just want to talk to you. Would you care for a drink? Every member of the Ninety keeps a few bottles in his office. It's a long and proud tradition, but shh! Don't tell anyone.'
I accepted his offer and took the glass of clear liquid he poured. My nose and eyes recoiled at the offensive odour, but I took a defiant sip. My mouth joined in the chorus of protests.
Menx swigged from his own glass, somehow prevented his face from curling into a ball like a frightened hedgehog, then set the glass down and looked at me over laced fingers. There was another extended silence before he spoke again.
'First of all, Miller, I must apologise for making what can only have been a bad first impression, back in Mr Bracken's basement. I was under a lot of pressure.' He manufactured a long-suffering smile. 'Still am, of course. The pressure never really lets up when you're in the Ninety. Especially in times of war, life becomes little more than a series of complications. I had hoped Mr Bracken would help alleviate some of these complications, but alas, it was not to be.' He laughed, before his face fell again. 'But that's no excuse for my undignified behaviour. I hope you will forgive me.'
'No problem, sir,' I said, a little surprised by his frankness. I did not see why a member of the Ninety would feel the need to explain himself to a mere soldier.
'But that is not why I called you here,' said Menx. 'We need to discuss a matter of great importance. You must understand, what I am about to say is top secret. That means you mustn't —'
'— breathe a word of it to anyone,' I finished. 'Don't worry, sir, if there's one thing I can do it's keep secrets.'
He nodded, seeming encouraged. 'As you are now enlisted in the Kyland army, I am choosing to trust you. But you must understand that this matter may be of some personal significance to you.'
My heart skipped a beat. 'Has something happened to my family?'
Menx avoided my eyes. 'How much do you know about your brother and sister's whereabouts and actions over the last few weeks?'
'I know they went to Qualmgate by boat, and I know that for certain because I saw them off. After that, I've been told they moved on to Eldermoon, but I can't be sure.'
'Do you know why they embarked on this journey in the first place, Mr Raining?'
'Well, the vumas sent us a letter. It said we had great abilities, or something, and told us to go to Qualmgate. Not much more.'
'You don't know anything of your sister's intentions when she left?'
'I think she simply meant to see what happened. Tay's not one to think things through too thoroughly. But she was never happy living in Tarot. Our parents abandoned us there when we were very young, you see. We've had to cope on our own for quite a long time.' It did not seem wise to mention the depth of Tay's disdain for the Ninety and her conviction that the vumas were in the right.
'How much do you know about your parents?'
I shrugged. 'Next to nothing. Tay's the one with the grudge. She's been trying to find out about them for years, but it doesn't interest me.'
Menx fell silent, swirling the liquid in his glass and observing the ripples. After a minute he said, 'You were happy enough in Tarot?'
'I don't suppose I was, sir. But I didn't really have anything to compare it with. Not until I came here.'
'Yes,' said Menx. 'This city is very beautiful. Would you be surprised, Mr Raining, if I told you that your sister has now sided with the vuman army, against us?'
I almost laughed. 'Nothing you told me about Tay would surprise me, sir. I've known her all my life and I still don't think I understand her. What about my brother? I don't suppose they've converted him?'
'We haven't had a conclusive answer about that. From what my sources tell me, your sister is the one causing concern.'
'Nothing new there,' I said with a smile.
'This news does not … worry you, Mr Raining?'
I mulled this over. 'Of course it does, but up until now I didn't know if she and Ellstone were safe, or even alive. Siding with the vuman army is a step up from dead.'
'You think so?'
'They're my family. And I don't know anything about this war that's starting, not really. For all I know she could be doing the right thing.'
'Yet you've joined the opposing side.'
'I suppose so.'
Menx stared at me. 'This is troubling, Miller,' he said. 'Most troubling. Where do your loyalties lie? Be honest. What do you suppose you would do if we were to deploy you against the vuman army?'
'I would do whatever you told me to do, sir.'
'And suppose, for example, you were to meet your sister on the field of battle. What would you do then?'
'Oh.' This scenario struck me as vanishingly unlikely, but I considered it. 'Then I suppose I'd talk to her and see what she thought I should do and, you know, just play it by ear.'
'Play it by ear.' Menx tilted his head. 'You don't see a problem with that approach?'
'Not really, Mr Menx. I wouldn't fight my sister, if that's what you're asking.'
'You must understand, Miller, that this is a worrying attitude for a young soldier in our armed forces to hold. The forms you signed bound you to obey all orders from your superiors unquestioningly.'
'I didn't really read all the forms. Were they important?'
Leonus Menx gave me a searching look, before appearing to call off the search. 'It's irrelevant now. You are a soldier, and you must conquer your urge to put your own personal feelings before your duties. I understand that urge, Miller. It is something almost every soldier has to deal with sooner or later.'
'Sorry, sir, but can I ask something?'
'Of course.'
'It's just … I know my sister is determined, and she's quite good at shouting at people, but I don't see what threat she can possibly pose to the entire Kyland army.'
'She has … connections,' said Menx.
When it became clear he would say no more on the subject, I decided I should take the opportunity to ask the question on the lips of every soldier.
'Do you really think the vumas could win the war, sir?'
He shrugged. 'It's never happened before. No reason to think it will this time. All last week's results mean is that we'll have to alter our strategy somewhat. We need to be bolder, more open to new ideas.' He shot a conspiratorial glance in my direction. 'I've had a bold new idea growing in my mind for some time now. Some of my colleagues in the Ninety have not been very receptive to it, but the outcome of last week's exercise may just be the thing that changes their minds.'
'What is your idea, sir?' I asked, sensing that whatever Menx was referring to was something big. Something big – that phrase rang a bell.
He laughed and shook his head. 'I can't tell you, Miller. I'm sorry. I expect you'll find out soon enough. Anyway, you're a bright young man. What would you do if you found yourself in my position?'
Before I could reply there came a knock at the door. Leonus Menx adjusted his poise to something more professional and said, 'Come in.'
Commander Menx stepped into the room. She drew in a breath to speak but stopped short when she saw me.
'Ah, Commander,' said Leonus Menx. 'Come on in. I was just finishing up with Mr Raining here.' He raised his hand to the door. 'Mr Raining, if you wouldn't mind? I'm sure we will talk again soon, but in the meantime, think about everything I've said. Could you close the door on your way out?'
I downed the remainder of my drink and immediately regretted it. With a burning mouth I stood up, nodded to Leonus and left the room. Commander Menx's eyes followed me without emotion until I closed the door between us.
It may not have occurred to me to listen in on their conversation, but at that precise moment I happened to notice that one of my boots was coming unlaced. I bent down to retie it and, quite by chance, my left ear ended up rather close to the shiny wood of the door.
'What were you doing talking to him?' Commander Menx asked. I glanced around the corridor, then angled myself so I could hear better and set about tying my bootlaces as slowly as possible.
'Why that tone, Tristis?' Leonus replied. 'I was merely concerned about him letting emotion get in the way of his duty.'
'That seems a bit hypocritical, given the circumstances.'
He laughed. 'I'm not getting emotionally involved, Tristis. It only seems fair to try and get to know the boy. Though I must admit that's proving harder than I expected.'
'It'll only lead to trouble.'
'Oh come now, both of us are old enough to know everything leads to trouble eventually. Drink? You look as if you need one.'
'I'm not here to socialise, Leonus. I'm here to talk some sense into you. Though with you the two are practically inseparable.'
'Not this again.' His voice was weary. 'I told you, it's all under control.'
'Really? I think the results of the drill showed us quite clearly that nothing is under control.'
'How many conflicts have you fought in, Tristis? I can't believe you're letting one defeat get to you so much.'
'It wasn't a defeat, Leonus. It was a massacre.'
'Let's not put too much stock in it. Training exercises are not the same as real combat.'
'Of course they aren't. Real combat is much worse. We've fought vumas before, Leonus. Don't pretend you don't remember how it felt. Chasing those cultists through Hob in 54. We couldn't see, but we could hear them moving around us — and then when they all called down lightning at once so we could see we were surrounded! You were as terrified as any of us —'
'We've come a long way since then,' Leonus interrupted. 'Special training is designed to break down the fear and the myths surrounding the vumas and show their spells for what they are: weapons like any other.'
'The myths?' Tristis laughed over this for a long while. 'Oh, the myths, he says. Like the myth that the vumas can summon the elements to fight for them? That they can take control of the minds and bodies of their enemies? Last time I checked, those weren't myths.'
There was a sound of liquid pouring. 'I get the feeling I'm going to need another drink. Sure you won't change your mind?'
She did not respond to the offer. 'Our forces cannot be sent into battle against the vumas. They are not ready. They're not ready now, they won't be ready next season or next year at this rate. I'm beginning to wonder if they'll ever be ready.'
'That's your fear talking, Tristis. Generations of leaders have struggled with that same fear. The vumas always appear more formidable at first than they ultimately turn out to be. We have to remember that they don't have the tactical expertise that we have. You're getting nervous. You're second-guessing yourself. Maybe you should consider letting someone else take over the coordination of –'
Tristis laughed hollowly. I could hear her pacing the room now, and wondered if I should move in case she burst out the door. But I had to keep listening. 'Resign in the middle of a war? Oh no, Leonus, I wouldn't give you the satisfaction.'
'I assure you it would give us no satisfaction at all to lose one of our finest –'
'Don't you dare talk to me like you talk to the newspapers!'
'I'm just trying to understand your problem, Tristis. Why can't you have some perspective?'
'It's not a matter of perspective! The world is changing. It's this age, that's what it is. This so-called Age of Enlightenment is making every generation softer. The army is turning into something more akin to an unusually large class of undisciplined schoolchildren. Even my elite squadrons are getting sloppy. And since you relaxed the standards required of new recruits, the lower squadrons have resembled some kind of rehabilitation programme designed to turn pathetic miserable wrecks into soldiers and doing a poor job of it.'
'Such harsh words,' Leonus murmured.
'Sometimes we need harsh words,' snapped Tristis. 'Here are some more for you: even if we throw all the soldiers we have at Eldermoon at once – do you know what's going to happen? Not in Ninety language, but in plain Alvari? They're not going to "suffer heavy losses". They're not going to "make a noble sacrifice for the cause of freedom". No. They're all going to die. Do you understand me, Leonus? They are all going to die. Every last one of them, and it won't mean a damn thing. A march on Eldermoon is the most suicidal mission the Ninety have ever proposed, and as you know all too well, that's saying something. I won't do it to my soldiers.'
'Tristis,' said Leonus slowly, 'you are ignoring the most important fact of all. I have a plan.'
'Oh, I know about your plan. And it's ludicrous too.'
'Ludicrous it may be, but can you see any reason why it shouldn't work?'
Floorboards creaked; I imagined Tristis shifting uncomfortably. 'It's not my area. My sister was the scientific one.'
'It would undoubtedly help turn the tide of the war.'
'Yes, but is there any chance the Ninety will approve it? Most of them seem to think the consequences would be worse than defeat.'
'What is your view, Tristis?'
There was a pause, then she replied, 'Nothing is worse than defeat. If it will protect my soldiers, I don't give a damn about the consequences.'
'Interesting. Would you mind presenting that view to the Ninety? It may help persuade some of my more stubborn colleagues that what I'm proposing is necessary. Maybe tone down the language a little, though. Harsh words may have their place, but there are those in the Ninety who don't care for them.'
'If that's what it takes,' Tristis sighed. I heard a rustle as she pulled a piece of paper towards her. There was a silence of maybe ten seconds. Then she said, 'What's this?'
'What?' Leonus must have been facing away from her, because he suddenly seemed to turn and realise what she was reading. 'That's just a speech. It's not finished.' His footsteps crossed the room towards her.
'Why does it say "fifty thousand"?'
'As I said, it's not finished.' Further rustlings ensued as they struggled for custody of the paper.
'I know what it means. This is the speech you're going to make when we've lost fifty thousand soldiers, isn't it?'
Leonus sighed in a do-I-really-have-to-explain-this way. 'Fifty thousand is a rough estimate. It can easily be adapted to fit another number. It's just something to give our troops a morale boost when they need it most. I mean, snails forbid I'll ever need it, but you know perfectly well I won't have time to write it later. Don't tell me you take issue with that?'
'I take issue with everything you do, you two-faced, conniving –'
This time I knew I really had to move, as footsteps and jingling chainmail stormed towards me. I ducked into an alcove behind a suit of armour a second before the door flew open. As Tristis Menx passed, I caught a glimpse of her face, and a strange feeling of familiarity hit me. Her angry expression was one I had seen a thousand times, on someone else. In that moment, she looked almost exactly like my sister Tay. But before she was out of sight I dismissed this as nothing more than an idle comparison drawn by my confused brain.
'Damn woman,' I heard Leonus Menx mutter, before his office door closed.
I emerged from the alcove and looked up and down the corridor, then at Leonus Menx's door. Despite the discomfort I had felt during our meeting, I now had a list of things I wanted to say to him. I wanted to ask why, out of all the soldiers in the Kyland army, he thought it was important to get to know me. And I wanted more than ever to find out what the hell this famous plan of his was.
But I couldn't exactly go knocking on his door now. If I did, he would guess I had been eavesdropping. And, more likely than giving me answers, he would continue to weave riddles out of carefully measured words. I was not sure I could handle any more of that today.
So I muttered, 'Maybe tomorrow,' turned and walked quietly down the corridor, past the guards and down the stairs, heading out to the courtyard to sit with Kisli while there was light left in the day.
The Reception Room
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
'I cannot make up my mind,' said High Sorcerer Daurum, 'what to do with you two. There are so many enticing possibilities.'
We stood bunched together before him. The room was circular, with smooth blackstone walls and a set of crescent-moon steps which led up to the door we had entered through. Behind us stood two thick iron doors, wrought into a curve that completed the circle of the walls. The knobble-nosed servant who had shown us in had called this the reception room, but with High Sorcerer Daurum regarding us coldly from halfway up the steps, it had the oppressive feel of a courthouse.
Daurum spoke softly, holding the vial of my blood before his eye. 'Did you think you could get away with this? Did you think there would not be consequences? Answer me.'
'Please, High Sorcerer,' Grenlia said, tears quivering in her eyes.
'Be quiet, Grenlia,' said Daurum. He turned his gaze upon Violette and Howell, who stood together at the opposite end of the row to me. 'In the dead of night,' he said, 'you drag my trusted second-in-command before me, along with a close personal friend of mine, and you accuse them of the most vile acts of treachery. You tell me you used the lowest sort of blood magic to hold one of our honoured guests hostage, then broke into the church of fire and forced these good people to swear an oath to tell the truth by the power of fire.' Daurum's old lips wrinkled in what may have been the beginnings of a cold smile. 'And when I deign to humour you and ask them if they are traitors, they tell me they are not. As I have always known.' He tilted his head. 'What am I to make of this?'
'They're lying,' Violette snarled, shooting looks of venom at us all.
'I am talking to you,' said High Sorcerer Daurum. 'Do not look at them. Look at me.'
Doing so transformed Violette's snarls into frightened mumbles, though her words contained the same arrogant certainty as always. 'Someone must have put out their fires while we were on our way here, High Sorcerer. Most likely one of their traitor friends. Please, High Sorcerer, you have to believe us. Let us go back to the church and see –'
'Read our minds, High Sorcerer,' implored Howell, pointing to his eye. 'We heard them tell the redbloods everything. It's all in here.'
'Are you giving me an order?' said Daurum.
'Oh no no, High Sorcerer, of course not,' said Howell.
'That's ridiculous, High Sorcerer,' said Violette, with a faltering grin. 'We would never ever –'
Daurum watched them talk over each other for a few more moments before he opened his mouth.
'Thranta,' he said.
Behind us there came the sound of grinding metal, accompanied by a hiss of frosty air. I turned my head and saw the great iron doors curling smoothly away into dark cavities behind the walls. Where they parted, they revealed a view over Eldermoon. I could see the canal far below, then, looking up, the city streets, the slope of Mistle Hill, its cemetery and its odd stone structures, then the northern mountains with their eternally snowy tops and, beyond even them, the stars twinkling from an inky black sky.
Violette and Howell fell silent as they took this in, but then began babbling even louder when they realised what Daurum may have in mind. This time he just held up his hand.
I felt the floor shift beneath my feet. Without knowing why, I shuffled my legs apart and bent my knees, trying to regain my balance.
'As I understand it,' said Daurum, still staring at Violette and Howell, 'you two have never distinguished yourselves in the Brotherhood. You are unremarkable spellweavers at best.'
With a rush of panic I realised what was happening. The floor – no, the whole room – was tilting ever so slowly, turning gravity against us, turning the floor into a slope that tugged us down towards the gaping hole in the wall. Wordlessly Gramor offered me a loop of arm, and despite myself I took it, still shifting my feet in a futile attempt to get a better grip on the floor.
Daurum continued. 'If your talents were greater, the Brotherhood may have more of a reason to keep you around. Perhaps we would light firebonds for you, to keep your more reckless behaviours in check. But such delicate measures do not seem necessary in your case.'
My feet were trying to slip out from under me now, but Gramor seemed glued in place, and his arm felt as strong as an iron bar, so I grasped onto it with both hands. Looking past him, I could see Grenlia clinging to Gramor while her free arm flailed and strained to reach Violette. Violette was scrambling on her hands and knees trying to get a grip on the floor, but it was as smooth as the walls, and even for vuman claws there was nothing to hold on to. Beside her, Howell had his eyes shut and was muttering something, probably trying to remember some spell he had known, but I could see his feet beginning to slip too.
'No, High Sorcerer, please!' Grenlia begged.
'It is what needs to be done, Grenlia,' said Daurum, his tone almost apologetic. He himself was having no trouble with his footing – even as the room tilted further, and the maw of the night gaped below us, the old vuma remained perpendicular to the floor, stiff as a pillar, his hand held up before him, working his terrible magic on the whole room. Or could it be the whole castle that was tilting? I would have thought that impossible, but if Daurum could make a castle float above a city, maybe making it tilt was not such a stretch. Either way, he seemed entirely unconcerned that he was endangering me and Gramor and Grenlia as well as Violette and Howell – perhaps he trusted Gramor to keep the three of us safe, or perhaps some part of him was angry enough that he did not care.
I made the mistake of glancing over my shoulder, and my stomach wanted to flee from my body at the sight. I could no longer see the stars or the mountains, only the hard streets of the city laid out below us, at once terrifyingly close and bone-shatteringly far away. My feet scrambled on the floor before finally giving up and dancing and flailing in the empty air as I clung to Gramor's arm, tingling all over with fear and the anticipation of falling. Beyond Gramor, Howell and Violette both hung from Grenlia's arm as she too clung to Gramor for dear life and for the life of her daughter.
'Please, High Sorcerer!' she cried. 'Let me speak for my daughter and her friend! They don't mean the Brotherhood any harm! Let them live, for the sake of my heart!'
There was a long pause while we dangled there, the cold night wind whistling round us, and I was sure at least one of our ridiculous chain was going to fall, and that it was going to be me, that my grip would slip and I would spiral down through the emptiness and end my adventure as a splatter on the streets of Eldermoon, a splatter with a curious darker splatter on what used to be its hand, a splatter that sort of looked like a question mark …
Then Daurum lowered his hand, and the room shuddered back to the way it had been when we entered it. My body jerked sideways and I collapsed onto the mercifully horizontal floor. I heard the sounds of others doing the same.
When my nausea receded enough to let me sit up, Daurum was giving Grenlia a challenging look.
'State your case,' he said.
Grenlia staggered a little and gasped for breath between words, but overall seemed surprisingly unfazed by what had just transpired. 'Thank you, High Sorcerer. As I said, I don't believe these two mean the Brotherhood any harm. Their commitment is very strong. I believe … I believe tonight they were letting their own prejudices cloud their judgement.'
'And what prejudices are those?' Daurum demanded.
Grenlia shifted uncomfortably. 'If I may speak for my daughter –'
Violette's expression clearly said you may not, but she knew better than to say so out loud.
'– she has a distaste for humans. I think my tolerance of the human prisoners has caused her to distrust me.' She cleared her throat, giving herself time to consider her next words. 'Honestly, she hasn't been the same since she lost her friend – what was his name, dear? Zaspar, wasn't it?'
'Don't you talk about him,' Violette spat.
'See, she gets very emotional,' Grenlia half-laughed.
'Don't patronise me, Mama!' Violette shouted. 'You didn't know Zaspar! Not at all! And now he's dead! Dead, because of her!'
For some reason I did not understand, she seemed to be looking at me. My eyes flicked to High Sorcerer Daurum, expecting him to lash out at Violette in some new and horrific way, but instead he just tilted his head. 'This is a war,' he said slowly, as if explaining something to a child. 'People die.'
'Not my daughter,' Grenlia pleaded, walking up the steps to grip Daurum's arm. 'Please. She's angry, but she doesn't pose a threat to you, High Sorcerer. You know she doesn't. She's — she's never been very good with miracas, you see. She tries, but she never had the knack. When Crystal started showing a talent for mindwalking, she'd get so cross because she couldn't do it. At her fifteenth birthday —'
'Shut up!' Violette snapped. 'Shut up shut up shut up!'
High Sorcerer Daurum remained very still for a long moment, staring out the opening to the stars. Then he seemed to remember where he was, and looked back at Violette and Howell. They lay sprawled on the floor, Violette shaking with silent sobs, Howell glassy-eyed and breathing in rapid shallow gasps.
Daurum shook his head at the pair of them. 'Grenlia is right. You are weak, pathetic children. There is no place for you here among Brothers of Lightning. Even death is too noble an end for you. It would be an insult to all the worthy enemies I have destroyed.'
He moved his hands before him as if making a cat's cradle with invisible string. As he did so, blue shimmering ropes appeared and wound themselves around Violette and Howell, who leapt to their feet and tried to struggle free, but the ropes grew tighter and longer until they could move no more, and fell back to the floor in separate tightly-wound bundles.
'Colica!' Daurum called, then began walking down the steps towards the disgraced pair, looking down at them with contempt. 'The two of you are dismissed from the Brotherhood, and stripped of all the honours and privileges to which Brothers of Lightning are entitled. You will no longer serve the cause of vuman freedom. You will live out your days in the dungeons, kept alive because of this woman's mercy, and nothing more.'
After a minute the door opened and the old knobble-nosed servant entered, looking unhappy. From the trickle of blood under his ear, I guessed that Daurum's spell had indeed tilted the entire castle, and from the resigned look in his eyes, I guessed that tonight was far from the first time it had happened.
'Take these two to the dungeons,' said Daurum, no longer looking at them. 'Give them separate cells. There is no need for high security. They could not weave their way through a wall made of paper.'
The servant pulled Violette and Howell to their feet with surprising strength, shepherding them up the steps and out of the room. I could see Howell trying to move his fingers enough to weave a spell, even as the door slammed after them.
'Now, let's take care of this nonsense,' said Daurum, and removed the vial of my blood from the cloak pocket where he had stowed it. For one terrifying moment I convinced myself he was going to smash it, but he just made some unimpressive hand movements, causing the blood within to glow softly. I felt a release of tension, as though a rope bound tightly around my chest had been cut away.
Grenlia gazed at the door where her daughter had disappeared. 'They will not be hurt, High Sorcerer?' she squeaked, not yet daring to exhale.
'No,' said Daurum boredly. 'They will not be hurt. They will remain in the dungeons until our victory in this war is assured, and we can find a more suitable place for them. But they will not be hurt.'
'Thank you,' said Grenlia, bowing her head.
'What an absurd business,' Daurum mused, seeming more light-hearted now that the matter had been resolved. 'Honestly, if you two were working against me I may as well drop down dead right here on this spot.'
'You're right there,' said Gramor, with a twinkle in his eye.
The three of them laughed together, each for a different reason. I could not come up with any reasons of my own, so I did not join in.
*
Black surrounded us as we descended the entrance tower — there were no windows, only occasional torches which burned a dull violet, providing just enough light to make out the edge of each step as we came to it.
It was not until we were back on mercifully solid ground that I remembered Ellstone. In the reception room, fear had overpowered me, and I had lost the spark of anger that allowed me to connect to my brother. Now, using the thought of my parents' faces like matches, I rekindled it.
'I don't know how you did it,' I said, 'but you did it. I'm almost proud of you.'
'Oh, don't ask me if I escaped or anything,' he grumbled.
'Did you?'
'Yes. Just. But it –'
'There you go then. Stop complaining.'
I terminated the connection. At that moment, the last thing I needed was someone else's confused thoughts jumbled in with my own like rogue pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.
By this point the milk moon had passed behind a mountain peak, and in the dark it left behind the bridge over the canal looked to be crossing a rippling chasm of stars. Daurum had insisted that Gramor accompany me and Grenlia back to August House, since curfew was still in effect, and Brotherhood patrols would descend like a hawk upon a civilian woman and a human girl walking together. I fell in step beside him; from his carefree stroll he might have been heading home having popped out to the shops for a loaf of bread.
'Out of curiosity,' I said, 'before we saved you, how exactly were you planning on getting out of that situation?'
Gramor smiled. 'I knew something would save us. I'm lucky that way.'
I stared at him. Perhaps I had not truly understood him until that moment. Now that I did, I saw him for the naive old fool he was. 'And do you think that same something is going to save the vumas when the human army comes to Eldermoon in full force, with all its cannons and swords? When you've caused the Brotherhood to collapse and the vumas have no way to defend themselves? Is that how you're planning to stop this war from turning into a slaughter? By not having a plan?'
'Shh!' said Grenlia, glancing up and down the empty bridge, but I was too angry to heed her.
'I suppose I have bits and pieces of plan,' Gramor admitted, gazing out into the infinite field of stars, 'but putting them all together at this stage would seem premature. I prefer to improvise.'
'Okay,' I said, wringing my hands in frustration. 'You can improvise all you want, but I'm going to do what I came here to do. And if that means siding with High Sorcerer Daurum, I will.'
'Tay,' whispered Grenlia. 'You saw what he does. You saw the reception room. You saw the church of fire. All those people, enslaved. You can't think that's right.'
'Maybe not,' I admitted. 'But if that's what it takes to bring down the Ninety, maybe it's necessary.'
I quickened my pace so the two of them would fall behind. They had nothing useful left to say to me.
There was the hint of a sunrise in the western mountains by the time we got back to August House. We found Crystal and Ellstone sitting on the doorstep gazing up at the fading stars.
'What are you doing out here in your pyjamas?' Grenlia demanded of her daughter. 'You must be freezing!'
'I just wanted to make sure you made it home alive,' said Crystal, rising to give her mama a kiss on the cheek, 'because I'm a caring daughter. Not like that other one. Where is she, anyway?'
'She's …' Grenlia adjusted Crystal's oversized coat, transferring all the buttons to their correct holes. 'She's been dismissed from the Brotherhood and escorted to the dungeons. Same goes for Howell.'
'Oh well.' Crystal shrugged. 'Good riddance.'
'Young lady,' Grenlia scolded her. 'Violette may be going through a funny phase at the moment, but she's still your sister.'
'You're right, it's not all good news.'
Grenlia turned away from her with a sigh, and greeted Ellstone with a smile.
'You've been busy,' she said.
Ellstone nodded, looking slightly traumatised. It was a common look for him, but I had to admit he had earned it this time. After a moment's hesitation, Grenlia put her arms around him.
'Thank you,' she whispered.
Ellstone returned the hug, something he rarely did. I frowned at them and found something else to look at.
'Well,' said Gramor, ruffling Crystal's hair, which she made a show of hating, 'this has been fun, but I must get back to my duties now. I have a feeling the next few days are going to be hectic, so I don't know when I'll see you next.' He waved a hand in Ellstone's direction. 'Thanks for the whole saving our lives thing.'
Ellstone broke out of Grenlia's embrace, blushing. 'No problem. Well,' he admitted, 'it was a bit of a problem. But it's okay now.'
Gramor smiled and turned away. For a moment I thought he was going to offer me some annoyingly meaningless piece of wisdom, but he just swept past me and out the gates. I stared after him.
'Brr!' Grenlia shivered, squaring her shoulders against a sudden breeze. 'Let's all get inside to bed, shall we?'
'I don't think I'll be able to sleep,' said Ellstone.
'Me neither,' said Crystal.
'Well then, we can sit by the fire and have some hot cocoa.' Grenlia looked vaguely pleased as she opened the door.
I chose not to join them for their cocoa by the fire. Instead I headed upstairs to our bedroom and lay down, wrapping the blankets around me. I lay there a long time without shutting my eyes, staring at the bland pattern on the wallpaper as if it held the answers to all the questions that swam in my head. The air in the room was cold and dusty. Through the floor I heard the quiet mumble of the others talking downstairs. Occasionally laughter rose above the drone. Grenlia's laugh was shrill and anxious, and I knew she was thinking about her daughter languishing in the dungeons. But Violette was the least of my concerns.
Something was going to happen very soon, something that would change everything. I don't know how I knew that, but I did. Perhaps I felt subtle vibrations in the unwelcome connection I had established with my father. Whatever it was, I had work to do.
I took a deep breath and plunged back into the lake of poison. That was where I found it – the Ninety's secret weapon, hidden deep within the mind of Leonus Menx, a devilishly simple plan that would be the undoing of the world.
Bracken's Wrath
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
'At the session today, Captain Dylius said we'll be leaving soon.'
It was late, and the soft drone of machines resonated down through the ceiling of Alto's basement to where Miller and I lay in the dark. Alto had left many hours ago to attend an important meeting – I guessed it was important because he had put on a smart suit, combed his hair so the normally unruly curls all curled in the same direction and even asked us to wish him luck, though his smile spoke of nothing but the purest confidence in his abilities. He had not yet returned.
'Mmm,' said Miller, sounding half-asleep. He was in his makeshift bed on the floor with Miracas curled up on his stomach, ecstatically working her claws in and out of his flesh.
'And I heard some of the others talking, and they said we could be leaving as soon as tomorrow. Tomorrow,' I repeated, my voice quivering with nervous excitement. 'We could be setting off tomorrow, to march on Eldermoon.'
'Mmm,' Miller mused.
I rolled to the edge of the sofa and looked down at the shape of Miller in the darkness. 'Is there something wrong? You've been acting weird ever since you had that meeting with Leonus Menx. Are you still worried about your sister?'
'No. I mean, of course I am, but …' He paused. 'I think I'm more worried about us, to be honest.'
'Why?'
'Well, it's like you said. We are about to march into battle.'
'I suppose, but we'll be all right. I know the training exercise went badly, but real battle isn't like training, is it? Plus, you're so good with those enchanted item things, and I've been getting better with my sword. We'll be fine.'
Miller shifted, turning to face me as best he could without disturbing Miracas. Even so, Miracas gave a warning growl and tightened her claws. 'Kisli, do you trust the Ninety?'
I saw in his eyes the same doubt that had plagued me in my early days in the army, particularly after the incident with Mrs Arkin and the vuman children. I knew exactly what to tell him, because it was what I told myself every time I felt the doubt creeping back in.
'Yes,' I told him, 'I do trust the Ninety. You have to remember how much cleverer they are than us, Miller. It can be hard to understand what they ask us to do sometimes, but there are ninety of them and only two of us, so of course they know better than we do.'
'I suppose they are clever,' said Miller, slowly, 'but that's not the only thing that matters, is it? Isn't it better to be good to people? I mean, the clever ones aren't always the ones who – AAAAARGH!'
That was the sound of Miller screaming as Miracas shot off across the room, presumably taking a portion of his flesh with her. The basement door had slammed, shattering the peace that had been gently lulling us to sleep. I sat up and saw a figure lurching across the room. For a moment I thought it was some murderer come to slit our throats, and I grasped around for my sword. But then a stray beam of light hit his face, and I saw it was just Alto Bracken. He was still in his suit, but he breathed in heavy rasps, and seemed to have forgotten how to walk. He fell against the kitchen worktop, placing both hands on its surface to support himself.
'Alto, what's the matter?' I asked.
'Those stupid morons,' Alto growled. 'Those empty-headed short-sighted lumps of marnagore dung.'
I gathered my blankets around me to shield myself from his anger. 'What? Who?'
'You won't believe this,' he hissed. 'You absolutely won't believe it. The Ninety. They've –'
He cut himself off by sweeping his arm across the worktop, sending a mug shooting across the basement – it crashed against a wall off in the blackness.
Miller was still recovering from Miracas's sudden departure. 'Bloo-dy hell that hurt,' he gasped, rolling onto his side clutching his stomach. I tried to ignore him and deal with what was obviously the more serious problem.
'Calm down!' I shouted to Alto. 'What happened? What did the Ninety do?'
'They haven't done it yet,' said Alto very quietly. 'But they're going to. No!' He spun round and pointed at me, raising his voice. 'You're going to! Both of you. They're going to make you do it.'
'Do what?' I demanded.
He advanced on me, speaking through clenched teeth. 'Tear – down – the – Arch.'
The words seemed to hang in the dusty basement air until they faded beneath the low drone of machinery.
In the darkness close by, Miller stood up. 'Hold on, Snails' Arch? The Ninety are going to tear down Snails' Arch?'
'No,' growled Alto. 'As I said, you're going to do it. The Ninety only give the orders.'
'Why would they want to tear down Snails' Arch?' I said, my head throbbing from trying to take it in. 'Isn't it a special place?'
'They want to disarm the vumas,' said Miller, only just piecing it together himself. 'The Arch is the source of all the miracas on the Sphere. If we tear it down –'
'– then all the miracas will fade away!' I said, remembering what Alto had told me the first time I visited him. 'The vumas won't be able to weave spells any more!'
'Of course,' murmured Miller. 'Leonus Menx's plan. Something big. Hollows worth more than bloodeds. Of course!' I didn't quite understand what he was saying, but he sounded angry with himself for not working it out sooner. Or maybe he was angry with the Ninety, like Alto.
I suppose I should have been angry too, but I didn't know how to feel. The Arch was something my parents had told me about when I was tiny. They said it was very important and that it had been there for thousands of years. It was a part of all the old stories about how Kyland became Kyland. But I had never been to see it, and I didn't think about it much. Everyone just sort of knew it was there, like we know other continents are there, somewhere across the ocean. Maybe not quite like that – more like we know that one plus one adds up to two.
'They can't do it, of course,' Miller reassured himself. 'People wouldn't let them.'
Alto looked at him with wild eyes. 'And yet they are doing it, Miller. The vote was taken not half an hour ago. It is decided.'
'Didn't you try to stop them?' Miller burst out.
'What do you think I combed my hair for?' Alto shrieked, messing it up with a flurry of fingers. 'Why do you think I put on this bloody suit? This stupid pissing tie?' He tore off his tie and flung it across the room. 'I was trying to make them listen for once in their wretched lives! I told them if they went ahead with their plan it would be the most devastating thing to happen to the Sphere in all of recorded history! I told them the consequences would be unimaginable, that they would reach as far into the future as the human race itself, and well beyond! I told them all the scientific evidence points to the Arch being essential for the continued survival of humanity and possibly of life as we know it!'
'And they didn't listen?' said Miller incredulously.
Alto's face was unreadable for a second, and then without warning he launched himself into the darkness. I heard a cacophony of crashes as he uprooted a table of experiments with a furious cry.
'Alto!' Miller yelled.
'Alto!' I shouted. 'What are you doing?'
Alto Bracken did not answer. His breathing was getting louder, faster – rough, shaky breaths that must have torn at the inside of his throat. Miller made a grab for him, but Alto shook him off and stormed further into the dark. Crashes announced his destruction of more experiments – he was pulling them down from shelves, kicking them across the floor, sending them flying off tables. Miller chased him through the unseen void around me, yelling after him.
'Alto! Stop this! Alto!'
'It's all a waste,' I heard Alto sobbing. 'It's all a waste.'
'It's not!' Miller called after him. 'There must be something we can do!' But Alto was not listening – there came the crash and tinkle of breaking glass, followed by several heavy metallic clangs.
'Kisli, help me!' Miller called.
I scrambled around looking for something that could be of use. My eye fell on an enchanted item I had encountered the previous day, and had not been able to resist playing with. I held the cylinder above my head and pressed the switch on its side.
The basement lit up in a stripy pattern of light beams. With all four walls visible at once, it was not as big as I had imagined. Miller and Alto turned their heads towards me, frozen in their chase, looking rather silly. But Alto did not stay still for long – he reached up to a shelf where devices sat carefully lined up and labelled with four-digit numbers, but Miller caught him around the waist. Alto lost his balance and his hand only brushed one of the devices – a U-shaped brass tube that periodically puffed out jets of black smoke, which toppled off the shelf with a clang and sent a pool of bluish fluid bubbling across the floor.
'Alto, don't do this!' Miller grunted, struggling to restrain his cousin. 'There's no point!'
'There's no point in anything now,' Alto growled through tears, and broke free. A moment later the shelf was torn down, the brass tube bent out of shape beneath a pile of yet more ruined experiments.
When Alto turned to find something else to destroy, he found me standing there with one hand holding the lantern, the other raised in front of his face. I slapped him.
'Pull yourself together!' I shrieked. 'This can't be as bad as you're making it seem!'
Alto seemed to transform back to something resembling his everyday self, though more aggressive.
'You don't know the first thing about it!' he spat, rubbing his stubbly cheek. 'I don't know why I bothered trying to explain it to you! You're the most frighteningly stupid person I've ever met!'
'Now, wait a minute!' Miller snarled, and made to charge after Alto as he stalked back towards the centre of the room.
'Don't you get angry too,' I said, restraining Miller with a gentle hand. 'He's had a bad day. We need to be kind to him.'
'He called you –'
'I'm used to it.'
Miller's determined eyes turned away from me and grudgingly settled on Alto, who sat on the sofa resting his head in his hands. He was a long way from the handsome, smartly dressed man who had left for the meeting some hours before. His hair was back to its usual nest-like state, his suit was crumpled, and I noticed now that his left hand was bleeding quite profusely into his hair. A piece of broken glass must have sliced it open during his rampage, but he did not seem bothered by it. Compared to Alto's fragile state, the matter of the Arch seemed almost trivial to me.
I approached him cautiously, Miller following in my wake. 'Alto, your hand.'
'It's okay,' he muttered.
'No it isn't. It looks quite deep. Even if the bleeding stops it could get infected. At least let me clean it.'
Alto raised his head and looked down at his bloody hand. He nodded, the severity of the wound seeming to satisfy him. 'There's some medical supplies in the corner cabinet in the kitchen.'
Miller sat down next to him while I went to fetch the supplies. I found a length of bandage, scissors, a small cotton cloth, a bowl and a bar of yellowing soap. I filled the bowl with water and carried it back to the sofa, where Miller and Alto were now having a relatively calm discussion. I held the cotton cloth tight against Alto's hand to stem the blood.
'Forty-five of them voted in favour,' Alto was saying.
'Doesn't that mean they're deadlocked?' said Miller, but Alto shook his head.
'Two of Menx's fiercest opponents were unable to attend the meeting due to sickness. They're calling it food poisoning, but my guess is it's more than that. From what I've heard, one of them may not see tomorrow.'
'That's horrible,' I said, pressing the cloth tighter as red soaked through it.
'A majority of two,' said Alto, wincing and shifting in his seat. 'In favour of destroying the Arch and letting miracas fade from the Sphere forever. All to fight some stupid insignificant war that no one will remember once darkness falls again. Two members of the Ninety – pick any two you like, it doesn't matter – two individuals will be responsible when all the plants and the trees wither and die, when all the good in the world vanishes, to be replaced by nothing but cruelty and chaos. The end of the world won't be quick. It will be slow and painful, richer in suffering than anyone alive today can imagine.'
My stomach seemed to shrink as he talked. It filled me with fear to hear this man of science talk like a prophet of doom.
Miller cut in. 'But – people won't stand for it. There'll be riots in the streets when they find out what we're going to do.'
'For a day or two, perhaps. Then everyone will accept it as something that just has to happen, and when the world begins to go bad they'll feel pleased with themselves because they said all along it was a bad idea. It won't be until the sky turns red and the people they love start dying that they'll truly understand what it is the Ninety have done here today. It's hopeless. There's no …'
He slumped backwards, his eyes closed, the lines around them betraying deep concentration applied to unknown thoughts, thoughts I was sure would be far beyond my understanding even if I could hear them. I checked the flow of blood and found it had almost stopped, so I removed the cloth. I found a corner of the cotton with no blood, dipped it in the bowl of water, applied some soap and dabbed apologetically at Alto's wound. He did not even flinch – his thoughts must indeed be far away. I stared at his face. Could he be formulating a plan? Maybe an invention? Some sort of mind control device to force the Ninety to change their votes? No, it sounded as if it was too late for that, and anyway I wasn't sure if such a thing were possible.
'Miller,' said Alto quietly. 'Would you be so kind as to fetch the heavy backpack from the shelf next to the door? And then go to the kitchen and gather up all the food you can find that is suited for travelling?'
Miller stood up, staring at Alto whose eyes were still closed. 'What are you going to do? Travel to the Arch ahead of the army and fight us off with a stick?'
'Not exactly.'
Miller waited for a further explanation, but it did not come, so he shrugged and did as he was told. While I wrapped a bandage around and around Alto's hand, Miller rifled through the kitchen cupboards, loading up Alto's big weathered backpack with whatever he found. When at last I tied the bandage with a flourish, Alto blinked his eyes open and looked at my handiwork.
'Thanks,' he said, flexing his fingers as much as the layers of bandage across his palm would allow. 'Very thorough. Did you ever think about being a medic instead of a soldier? Somehow the idea of you with a first aid kit is rather less alarming than you with a sword.'
I blushed and smiled. 'My mum works at the infirmary at the church in Qualmgate. She used to take me there when I was little and let me help with the easy stuff.'
'I'm sorry I called you stupid,' Alto mumbled, not looking me in the eye. 'Not everyone's mind works in the same way, I suppose. If I were as intelligent as everyone thinks, I never would have let this happen.'
He leapt to his feet so suddenly that I fell backwards and knocked over the bowl of water – I righted it and was already sponging up the water with the bloody cloth before I realised that one small spill was the least of this basement's troubles after Alto's rampage.
'Where are you going?' Miller asked as Alto grabbed the backpack and stalked around the room with it, tossing useful items in as he came to them. 'How long will you be gone?'
Alto packed clothes, a sleeping bag, a blanket from his wardrobe, a cooking pot and a packet of matches from the kitchen, a couple of books carefully selected from a bookshelf, a length of rope, a rolled up leather case containing several knives, and a coin purse from the cupboard beside the door. He then circled the perimeter of the room, examining all the devices, some broken, some dented but more or less intact, others untouched by his destructive rampage. A few of these devices he picked out and crammed into his pack, discarding some of the clothes he had packed when he found himself running out of space. When he had tied the stays as tightly as he could around the mass of stuff, he put on a thick coat over his suit, hoisted the pack onto his back with a grunt, and turned to answer Miller's question.
'Don't wait up.'
'I'm serious!' Miller protested. 'You have to tell us how long you'll be away! Aren't we allowed to know anything?'
'You don't need to know anything,' said Alto. 'It's better if you don't. Besides, you'll be leaving soon too. Even if I do come back, you'll both be gone by then.'
'Even if you do come back?' I echoed. 'Alto, you can't just disappear! People will worry. The Ninety …'
He took deep breaths, getting used to the weight of the bag and the feeling of its straps around his shoulders. 'Tell them I am continuing in my duties as chief scientist of the Halls of the Ninety. Tell them if they wanted me to play by their rules then they should have played by mine. Tell them that they will not see me again for a very long time. That is as much as they can know.'
He gazed around the basement as if committing every corner of it to memory, then regarded us with what almost looked like affection. For a moment I wondered if I should give him a hug, before remembering that the last time I'd offered him one he had turned it down. So I just stood beside Miller, feeling helpless as Alto turned away, opened the door and began to climb the staircase.
'What about Miracas?' I blurted out.
Alto paused halfway up the stairs and turned his head. 'Buxton Geld. Old gentleman who works on the upper level. He looks after her when I'm away. Remind him only to feed her squid once a week, and only if it's cooked properly.'
'You feed Miracas squid?' said Miller. 'That's … that's … you're strange.'
'Goodbye, Miller.'
Within seconds, the echoes of his footsteps were already fading away on the staircase. Miller walked to the foot of the stairs, looked up to where his cousin had disappeared, and closed the door. We stared at each other for some time before breaking the silence.
'Well, I didn't expect that,' said Miller at last.
'Where do you think he's gone?'
'I have absolutely no idea.'
'I wonder if we'll see him again,' I said. 'I hope so.'
Miller weighed his own feelings for a moment, then surprised me, and possibly himself, by saying, 'I hope so too. I suppose,' he added, as a concession to his old hatred.
In spite of everything, I couldn't help but smile.
Bits and Pieces
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
Grenlia's library looked exactly as I had last seen it, as if it had been patiently awaiting my return. It hadn't, of course – books don't wait for people – but it looked that way. The spines of its thousands of books all pointed out at me, beckoning me to pull them from their shelves, open them up and let their words flow out into my mind. For a long time I just stood there in the doorway, adjusting to the dusty, expectant hush that a room full of books seems to create.
Then I walked to the section of wall marked History. I scanned the titles on the shelves. Some of them I recognised but most I did not. There was a three hundred year old book about the universities of Durroc, written in Gardurian. There was a biography of the notorious sorceress Illipsia Moon, who had terrorised the world for half a century in the Age of War. There were several volumes about the Brotherhood of Lightning, and a few more about various other vuman ascensionist factions like the Order of Kalzan and the Blue Moon Cult. Where in this maze of new possibilities could I begin?
Eventually I chose The Struggles of the Vuman People in the Age of Enlightenment by a vuman author called Pyrel Barnum. The volume was slim enough to finish in an afternoon if I set my mind to it. I took it to the reading table in the middle of the room, sat down and began to read.
It is common practice to begin any account of vuman history by emphasising that it cannot be fully understood without giving due consideration to the events taking place in the human world at the same time. A fact not so often articulated is that the reverse also holds true. How can we truly understand the Kyland Ninety's decision to declare the start of a new age for Kyland and for humanity, without considering the pressures placed upon them by the past four centuries of conflict? Some commentators have gone so far as to claim that the transition to the Age of Enlightenment was nothing more than the Ninety's last-ditch attempt to placate the vumas by showing their willingness to accept progress, while at the same time refusing to address any of the vumas' true concerns.
I will make no such bold claims, and will instead attempt a balanced analysis based on established facts – itself a bold endeavour for a historian! What these facts tell us is that while the violent conflicts after which the Age of War was retroactively named undoubtedly contributed to the Ninety's decision, there were numerous other factors at play too …
I read on, turning pages and enjoying the once familiar feel of paper between my fingers. I suppressed my immediate dismissive reactions to some of Barnum's arguments and forced myself to continue, soaking up his words, pausing occasionally to attempt to reconcile what I was reading with what I already knew.
After a while, the door opened and Crystal came in. She looked surprised to see me there, but did not comment. She took a book from the Fiction section, some science fiction novel about a voyage to the milk moon in a big metal ship; Tay had raved about it when it was first published a few years back, but I of course had never read it. Crystal curled up with it in the chair opposite me.
For a moment I thought about getting up and leaving; I had not been entirely comfortable around Crystal since she had killed the two guards at the church of fire. But she did not seem to have any immediate interest in killing me.
'I thought you just read people,' I said. 'I didn't know you read books too.'
Crystal shrugged. 'They have more in common than you'd think.'
There didn't seem to be anything more to say, so we both slipped away into our separate worlds of words.
*
The departure of Violette and her friends had left a silence around August House, a silence that was part relieved, part uneasy, and a tiny bit mournful. How it was all these things at once is hard to explain. I suppose there were moments of each: moments of playing games in the sitting room with Crystal and Grenlia; moments when the two of them were out on Brotherhood business and I sat not talking with Tay; moments when Grenlia looked so anxious that I wished I could think of something to say that would mean anything. But I had my own worries to keep me occupied.
They haunted me. The faces from the church of fire, I mean. All those faces I had seen rendered in flame but which I knew belonged to real people, people who may still be alive, and in this very city. Despite the fact that I had freed some of them from their bonds, I found them trapped again now, trapped in my mind. They recited their oaths endlessly to me as I sat silent in the sitting room, still making token attempts to get somewhere with mindwalking. Their oaths echoed through my head as I willed myself to fall asleep at night. I remembered every word.
Something was missing in me. Something important, so important that its absence filled me up and screamed at me from within, until I could ignore it no longer.
That was what had made me turn to Grenlia's library: the search for something to fill this emptiness. But after several days of reading almost non-stop from her selection of vuman history books, I am ashamed to admit I did not feel any different. The words I read passed through my mind like trains through a station in the middle of nowhere, no passengers disembarking. Though I had sworn to give them a chance, the competing accounts of historical events these books offered could not exist alongside the accounts so deeply embedded in my brain.
It was as Crystal had said at the banquet: I was collecting jigsaw pieces, but I had no idea how to put them all together.
I closed The History of Qualmgate and looked over at Crystal. She was reading another novel, a mystery this time. The library had no windows; it was lit by brass lamps that protruded from the slivers of wall between bookshelves. There were also no clocks, so I had no way to be sure of what time it was. However, I sensed it was getting late, and I was having trouble concentrating on the words, so I got up, replaced my book on its shelf, and left the library. Crystal and I had come to an unspoken agreement not to interrupt each other's reading, so I did not say goodnight.
I stopped short in the passage just outside the library. Grenlia was standing at the window, staring out into the night. Her shoulders were shaking. It took me a moment to realise she was crying.
'What's wrong?' I asked her, afraid to approach.
She waved me away and made a scornful face, trying to dismiss the issue as nothing important. 'It's okay, Ellstone, I … I was just at a Brotherhood meeting, and I found out that a friend of mine is dead.'
'Who?'
She spoke quickly as though to spare herself from fully comprehending her own words. 'His name was Moreno. I suppose we were never all that close, but he was a good man before the Brotherhood got to him.' She blew her nose. 'He died last week, the day after the church of fire.'
'How did he die?' I asked, a cold weight growing in the pit of my stomach.
'He was executed,' she said, avoiding my eyes. I knew at once why he had been executed: High Sorcerer Daurum had blamed him for all the fires I put out. Grenlia must know this too, but she did not say so.
'It's all too horrible,' she said, wiping the tears from her glasses. 'So many people have died. And yet in a way it still doesn't seem real. Not yet.'
'No,' I said.
She turned away from the window and attempted a smile for my benefit. 'You should get some sleep. It's late, and you'll need rest. They're going to be marching soon, you know. Marching east into Deurof, to take on the human world. And they want to take you and your sister with them.'
'Why?'
'They think you'll be more useful out there than here.' She shook her head. 'I'm trying to talk High Sorcerer Daurum out of it, but he says having your sister there to keep him updated on the human army's movements and tactics could give the Brotherhood a crucial advantage.'
'And why does he need me?' I asked. 'I'm useless.'
Grenlia seemed reluctant to go on, but did so under my questioning gaze. 'I suppose he thinks putting you in danger will encourage your sister to help him.'
This struck me as misguided more than anything else. Tay had barely looked at me in the past week; she spent most of her time sitting with her eyes shut and her lips moving, venturing into our father's mind and coming back unspeakably angry. I doubted she would notice if the Brotherhood cut my throat in front of her.
'You're right,' I said. 'I'd better get some sleep.'
'Ellstone.' She spun round as I was beginning to walk away. I halted and faced her. Her lip trembled.
'Do be careful, won't you? I know you'll do the right thing, whatever that turns out to be.' She smiled another broken smile. 'But please be careful.'
'I – I will,' I said, backing away along the passage. 'Goodnight.'
'Goodnight,' said Grenlia, and went back to staring out the window. Before I turned away I caught a glimpse of the storm clouds that were rolling in over Eldermoon from the west, tightly bound packages of water lifted from the rocky seas around Durroc.
Our bedroom door had been left unlocked since Violette and her friends were thrown into the dungeons. As I entered the darkened room I saw Tay lying on her bed, facing away from me. Though she did not move, I could tell she was awake.
'Tay?' I said, but she did not respond. Accepting this, I shut the door and lay down on my bed.
I tried to sleep, but whenever I felt myself about to drift off, some unseen force pulled me back to wakefulness. I found my mind inventing elaborate mental games which I convinced myself I must win if I wanted to drop off. Those patterns on the wallpaper … if I could find a route around them that took me along every line in turn without backtracking, then I could sleep. After what seemed like hours of trying and failing to win this game, I finally realised that the task I had set myself was impossible, and that there was no logical way it would help me sleep even if I succeeded. My mind was distracting me while it tried to solve another problem, one that it didn't want to tell me about, one that may not even have a solution.
Giving up on sleep, I got up and tiptoed out of the room to avoid waking my sister who was not asleep anyway.
*
The passage that led to the library was empty when I returned; it seemed that Grenlia had broken free of her window-gazing trance. Inside the library, I found Crystal still immersed in her book. She did not look up as I sat down opposite her, bookless. Thunder rumbled outside, softened by layers of books and walls. Rain drummed on the windows of other rooms. Wind howled. All of it sounded far away.
'People have died because of me,' I said.
'Join the club,' said Crystal.
'I thought it was just Brother Moreno,' I continued, half to myself. 'But then I remembered … back in Tarot, when this all began, we got a message sent by bloodbird.'
'Mmm,' said Crystal, wetting her finger to turn another page.
'They must have sacrificed someone to summon it.'
'Yep,' said Crystal.
'I've never even thought about it properly until just now. A real person died, just so the Brotherhood could send us that letter. And I might never know who they were.'
Accepting that she wasn't going to get any peace, Crystal set down her book and folded her arms on top of it. She drummed her fingers on its cover as if considering whether to share something with me. At last she said, 'Do you want me to show you?'
'Show me what?'
'The person they sacrificed to send you that bloodbird.'
I looked around nervously. 'You don't … you don't have his body here?'
Crystal snorted. I immediately realised what she meant, and felt stupid.
'You mean you read his mind?'
She nodded, still amused.
'How? How did you meet him? When?'
'I sneaked along to the summoning. It's interesting to watch someone's eyes as they die. If you're a mindwalker, you get quite a fireworks show.'
'I don't think I like the idea of watching that kind of fireworks show.'
Crystal was gazing right into my eyes now. 'Don't judge me until you've tried it.'
I shifted in my chair, deeply uncomfortable with what I thought she was suggesting. But I had been uncomfortable for a long time now, and what if the only way out was through greater discomfort?
'Will it hurt?' I asked.
Crystal weighed the question. 'You know how when you have a dream, something bad can happen to you and it feels like it hurts, but then when you wake up you think it didn't actually hurt at all? It's sort of like that.'
'So it will.'
'Yes. Do you want to see, or not?'
I held my breath for a moment, then nodded. She leaned across the table and took hold of my wrist, pressing her thumb to a spot where my pulse could be taken. Her green eyes opened up before me and I fell in and found myself in a cemetery. The same cemetery where we had attended Rol's funeral.
'Stop thinking about that,' said Crystal. In some faraway place I could feel her gripping my wrist tightly. 'You have to let go of your own experience. Let his take over.'
As the cemetery grew clearer around me it was easy to obey. Gradually I faded into the background. All the vague sensations tickling the far reaches of my mind expanded and coalesced into a complete sense of self. I stood within a tall structure held up by great stone pillars. I tried to lift my feet from the carved stone circles beneath them, but they were stuck fast.
A name rang in my head, the only name that mattered now. Mysana. I opened my mouth to ask them about her, I had to ask them before it was over.
They told me they would try to free her from the dungeons in Merry Mourning. They told me my death would be used to summon a bloodbird. They told me the bloodbird was to carry a message to three children in Mlarwell.
And then, as I filled up with rage, they stabbed me. I saw a dagger plunging towards my chest, felt a sting of pain and was transported somewhere else.
From there, I lived a life. A short life — a life of bits and pieces, of disjointed fragments like memories glued one beside the next in a scrapbook — but a life nonetheless. I felt fear close around my heart like an icy hand as human soldiers raided my childhood home. I felt the first flutterings of love in my chest as I played in the woods with my best friend. I felt the despair of a thousand empty nights after she was taken prisoner by the human army, and these nights all piled one on top of another and I burned with an intense anger, an infinite rage aimed at the Ninety and all who served them. I joined the Brotherhood of Lightning and I travelled to Eldermoon. I killed a human prisoner; I stabbed him to death right in front of my friends, and I felt no regret. All that mattered was Mysana. Even as I fell to the ground in that cemetery with a dagger through my heart, all that mattered was Mysana, Mysana, Mysana –
Back in the library, Crystal let go of my arm.
We sat looking at each other across the table. I felt a wetness on my cheeks and realised I was crying. Crystal was more composed but still looked shaken. The wind outside howled louder than before. I wondered how long I had been inside Crystal's mind. It felt like years, but some other part of me insisted it had only been minutes, perhaps less than one.
A sudden noise broke the stillness. Grenlia opened the door and poked her head in. 'There you are! It's getting wild out there, isn't it? Shouldn't you be going to bed soon?'
'I will in a minute, Mama,' said Crystal, tapping the cover of her mystery novel. 'I'm nearly at the end of this bit.'
Grenlia gave her a glare full of affectionate suspicion. 'Don't stay up all night again. You two both need your sleep.'
When the door closed, I looked at Crystal. 'I don't want to go to sleep.'
'Neither do I.'
'I don't think I could even if I wanted to.'
'Would you like to see some more stories?' she offered.
'No.'
We sat for some time not talking, just thinking our separate thoughts and listening to the storm growing stronger and rushing like a river through the city outside. After a few minutes, our eyes met. Crystal's were shining and restless; the planets I had imagined spinning inside them seemed nearer to the surface than ever.
I said, 'Yes.'
So as the storm raged on beyond the walls, she showed me more stories. Then more, and more. I visited towns all over Vumarule and beyond. I grew up a dozen times and died twice. On the way, I felt countless shades of love and hate, and all the emotions they touched. By dawn, everything I thought I knew lay on the floor all around me, broken into a million pieces.
Snails' Arch
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
With Alto Bracken gone, there were not many people left in Merry Mourning for me and Kisli to say goodbye to. So we did not bother, except to spend half an hour wandering the subterranean corridors of the Chalicia Bracken Building looking for Miracas. She was nowhere to be found.
The early morning air was warm when we set out. People peered from windows as we flowed in a broad procession through the outer reaches of Merry Mourning, onto the north road out of the city. When the road curved away to the east, we walked straight on, following a rougher trail into the hills, until the great city was just a distant gleam over our shoulders.
Even then it did not occur to me that I may end up looking back on my days there as the happiest of my life.
The sun beat down, cooking the ground beneath our boots. The novelty of being on the move wore off quickly, and one by one we removed our helmets and carried them under our arms, to allow ourselves the luxury of sweating freely from our foreheads. Kisli's ex-roommates Hariette and Laralyn walked at the left side of our squadron, the grubby men who had paralysed Kisli during the training exercise at the right, so Kisli and I huddled towards the middle, caught in a crossfire of glares and with the unpleasant sensation of being swept along in a wave which would happily knock us off our feet and crush us into the hot gritty earth if we could not keep pace with it.
Our route to the Arch led us along a bumpy path at the bottom of the Valley of Voices, so named because even a single voice could multiply as it bounced from cliff to rocky cliff. With all of us talking, the echoes could barely be recognised as voices at all, though one voice did distinguish itself over the noise; in fact it resurfaced again and again, punctuating our journey and interrupting countless pleasantly distracting conversations with Kisli. It was Leonus Menx, speaking into an ampliphone. This chant extended the reach of his voice for miles, making it sharp and loud as a cannon shot, though it reverberated in odd ways off the landscape, stray syllables bouncing back whole seconds after he uttered them. He poured out streams of encouragement to weary soldiers and accounts of funny incidents from his time in the army, and he must have said 'We're making history here, friends' at least a dozen times. By the afternoon of the first day I was thoroughly fed up with the sound of his voice, and I hoped he would run out of things to say at some point.
But he never stopped for long. Neither did we, which is why sleep, when we got it, was so deep and black and swallowed up so many of the preceding day's memories, and why I don't have all that much more to say about our journey to Snails' Arch.
*
I'm sure it would have looked amazing had I seen it just a few weeks earlier. As it was, in the course of the last season I had fallen off rooftops, been held hostage by thieves, quit my job, left my home town, been arrested, met a girl, been exonerated, joined the Kyland army, conspired to free a vuman prisoner, made friends with a member of the Ninety and discovered that Alto Bracken was sort of all right once you got to know him, so I was perhaps not in the best position to be amazed.
On top of all that, I was so exhausted from the march that by the time Snails' Arch came into view I felt about ready to keel over, perhaps to die, perhaps just to sleep — I was almost past caring which. I was certainly in no mood to appreciate the beauty and historical significance of the Arch.
However, it occurred to me that Ellstone would very likely club me to death with a book on something obscure if I did not at least take a few mental notes about the Arch while I still had the chance. So here is what I saw.
This was not one of those crude arches made by placing one great flat stone across the tops of two others. No, this was a true geometric arch, whose two straight and narrow pillars rose high off the ground before curving gracefully together into a perfect apex a hundred feet up. It was constructed from hundreds of thousands of stones, each one small enough to have been lifted by a single person, though not, in my humble estimation, by a snail. Most of the stones were a deep grey, but something about their hue seemed to hint that all the colours of the spectrum were hidden in there somewhere, if only you knew how to see them. Today, as the sun caught the layer of rainwater that clung to the stones, a subtle shade of violet came to the surface, making the whole structure look strangely like a gigantic, drooping flower glistening with beaded dew.
It was not clear what kept the Arch from simply crumbling apart. Many vines and creeping plants had made their homes around its pillars over the centuries, but they did not look strong enough to hold it together on their own, and it was hard to believe that the construction was so flawlessly balanced that no stone would ever fall free. According to Ellstone, people had tried several times throughout history to knock the Arch down, but always found it more sturdy than it looked. Thousands of years ago, long before the emergence of the vumas, barbarian hordes had lain siege to the village of snail worshippers that had formed around the Arch. They had burned the village to the ground, killed hundreds of people, and finally turned their attention to the Arch itself. For thirteen days they had attacked its pillars with iron axes and hammers, but barely a grain of dust was shaken loose from the stonework. Finally they gave up, moving on in search of another village to decimate. Later, the Gardurian Empire made another attempt to destroy the Arch, seeing it as a wicked pagan monument, but even they, with their more advanced weapons and knowledge of architecture, could not conceive of a way to bring it down.
In fact, until our expedition, no one had ever succeeded in removing so much as a single stone from the Arch's perfect surface. But we had something previous generations had not had.
A ton of enchanted explosives.
*
We set up camp in a hollow some distance downhill from the Arch. In the Valley of Voices, as in the countless courtyards around the Halls of the Ninety, the size of the army had been more or less lost on me, but out here on the open hills I could see that Captain Dylius's squadron made up only a minuscule percentage of our full numbers. The camp seemed to go on forever – rows beyond rows beyond rows of tents, being erected with brisk efficiency by tens of thousands of people in uniforms just like mine. It was a surreal sight, but standing in the shadow of Snails' Arch, that seemed only fitting. Above, the sky was a jumble of rolling clouds, loosing occasional drizzles of rain onto the hills. A small cluster of buildings stood atop another, slightly higher hill close by, and it was a while before I realised this must be Snails' Monastery. Once, it had been home to a shadowy group of monks who were said to guard the Arch with their lives. Now, it looked abandoned.
An odd wind ruffled the grass. Or maybe it was just a normal wind. It's hard to be sure of anything when it comes to that day.
'It's so beautiful,' breathed Kisli, when we had finished putting up our tents and found each other again. 'Are we – I mean they – really going to blow it up, d'you think?'
I stared up at the Arch and tried to comprehend what was about to happen. Nope, still couldn't. 'They're going to try. I'm not sure if they'll manage it.'
Kisli nodded solemnly. 'Well, it has been standing for thousands of years. It must be doing something right.'
Only a select few people had been allowed to approach the Arch. Squinting up the hill I recognised one of them as Leonus Menx, resplendent in his smart suit with its shining armour plates. I was not quite sure why he had marched here with us, but perhaps he wanted to be here in person to see his orders carried out. He was pointing to one of the pillars, tracing its height with his finger and talking to some of the non-military people who were present. One of them was a small, red-headed woman who I recognised as one of Alto's minions from the Chalicia Bracken Building. I did not have to wonder how he would feel if he could see her helping Leonus Menx with his insane plan.
It was then that I saw seven monks descending the hill from the monastery overlooking the Arch – so it was not abandoned after all! They wore dusty hooded robes that could easily be as old as the monastery itself. Leonus Menx spotted them as they helped each other across the little stream that trickled between the two hills. A wary group of soldiers hurried to intercept them, but Leonus Menx waved them away and walked forward to meet the monks himself. For a moment I was absolutely convinced they were about to pull down their hoods to reveal seven vuman sorcerers, and begin slaughtering soldiers in one final flurry of magic and blood. But that did not happen.
The same thought must have occurred to Kisli, because she said, 'You'd think the vumas would have come out here to guard this place.'
'I suppose it's too deep in our territory,' I murmured. 'Besides, they couldn't have thought this would ever really happen. I mean, I can still barely believe it. The idea's ridiculous.'
Leonus Menx was shaking his head with such vigour that his meaning was clear from where we stood. He turned away from the monks. One monk took a step forward, gesticulating wildly, but two soldiers grabbed him and pulled him down the slope away from the Arch and from Menx's retreating back. The other six were dragged off with just as little ceremony, until they were out of sight behind the hill.
I took a deep breath of the damp evening air and looked over at the crates that were being unloaded with extreme care from the padded cart that had carried them out here.
'Must be the explosives,' said Kisli, following my gaze.
'Yeah,' I murmured.
'So why are we here?' said Kisli. 'I mean, I know we're going on to Eldermoon, but this is a bit out of our way. If they're doing it all with explosives, couldn't they just have sent the scientists?'
'They're scared,' I said. 'They want to be prepared for any eventuality, because they don't know what's going to happen. No one does.' I paused a moment, then turned to her. 'What do you think?'
'About what?'
'Those explosives.'
She gave me a funny look. 'I don't know. What is there to think about them?'
'I think … I think someone could run over there right now and set them all off and no one could do anything to stop it.'
'Maybe,' Kisli pondered. 'Who would do something like that though?'
She looked at me, then away, then back at me, eyes widening.
'Miller!'
I shrugged helplessly, turning my firethrower over in my hands. 'It's what Alto would have wanted us to do.'
'Would have wanted? What are you saying?'
'I'm saying he's not here, and there's no sign of his brilliant plan yet, so for the moment he's in the past tense. And I feel like that means … well, it's sort of up to us, isn't it?'
'But you can't do that! You'd blow up the whole camp! We'd all die! Especially you!'
'You know the stories, don't you? You must remember what they say will happen if the Arch falls.'
She nodded. 'If the Arch falls, Kyland falls with it. But I never really understood what that meant. They're just stories, anyway.' Her eyes crept to mine, a little fearful. 'Aren't they?'
'I don't know,' I said.
We stood for what could not have been less than five minutes, Kisli watching me as I ran my fingers over the metal of my firethrower.
Then the moment passed, and the crates were carried out of the camp and up the hill towards the Arch.
I was never going to run forward and blow them up. Of course I wasn't. But seeing the chance pass by and slip out of my grasp forever made my heart heavy with doubt. That was it then. I could have stopped this madness, or at least delayed it long enough for the Ninety to come to their senses. Instead I had stood by and done nothing. What happened next was out of my control, but that moment when I could have acted and didn't – that made me responsible for it in some intangible yet eternal way.
The captains were now apprehending soldiers who had let curiosity pull them towards the Arch, hustling them back into the camp. Leonus Menx had retreated to a position some distance away, and watched with hands on hips as the crates were opened and the explosives taken out.
They were packaged in salmon-coloured bundles, joined together by black chains like beads on a giant's necklace. Inside the outer shell of each, I knew, was a mixture of gunpowder and compressed miracas. The enchantment was designed to ensure the explosion would be contained within a small area, but would be tremendously powerful, powerful enough to shatter stones to dust in an instant. This actually made demolitions a lot easier and safer than with normal explosives, as rather than sending large fragments whizzing in all directions, enchanted explosives merely threw up clouds of fine dust which, while not pleasant to be caught up in, were not as deadly as being struck on the head by a hefty chunk of stone.
I had seen such items in chant warehouses back in Tarot, though Thistler had always refused to deal in them, due to their power to reduce our entire operation to rubble and the two of us to far-strewn chunks of flesh if they turned out to be substandard. This struck me as a fairly valid concern, but some contrary part of me had always desired to see enchanted explosives in action. That part of me was about to get its wish; the explosives were being attached to the pillars of the Arch now, bound around and around the stonework on their black chains and fastened carefully and tightly in place.
'Ladies and gentlemen of the Kyland army,' said Leonus Menx, speaking into the ampliphone again. 'Seventy-seven years ago we declared the dawn of a new age. The Age of Enlightenment. An age when nothing would be revered but reason and goodness. An age when superstition and ignorance would be cast aside, when our ancestors' crude views of morality would be revised, our old laws rewritten to build a fair and wise society for all who came after. Since then, we in the Kyland Ninety have devoted ourselves to leading our people into this new world.'
Beside me, Kisli shivered. 'Is it getting colder?'
I just shrugged. There was still time for something to go wrong with Menx's plan. It would. It must.
He continued. 'Of course, it was never going to be as simple as declaring a new age. There were always going to be lingering superstitions, antiquated beliefs, threads that could not be cut as cleanly as we would have liked. Snails' Arch is one of those threads. Even while it has done nothing but empower our enemies, we have blindly revered it, defended it, even feared it. No doubt you have heard stories, primitive and contradictory tales of the terrible fate that would befall the Sphere were we to remove this clear threat to our way of life. I am here to tell you that these stories have no basis in reality.'
It was definitely growing colder now, as a particularly large and dense cloud rolled overhead, reducing the sunlight to a thin, muddy glow and draping the hills in shadow. The rain came on properly, flattening the grass around our boots, and in seconds our uniforms were damp and our skin clammy. Even this could not deter Leonus Menx from his ramblings.
'Today, we demonstrate that the old superstitions have no more hold over us. Over the millennia, humanity has distinguished itself from animalkind. We have risen up, tamed the wilds of Kyland, and grown intelligent enough to shake off our crude beginnings. Today is the day we complete that process. Today is the day the Arch falls. Today is the day we, at last, claim this world as our own.'
Having wrapped all the explosives around one pillar or the other, the scientists walked swiftly away from the Arch, to where Leonus Menx stood on the hillside facing the camp. Alto's red-headed employee was the last to go, tugging at one of the lower chains of explosives to check it was secure before she joined her colleagues. When she was a safe distance away, one of them handed her a burning torch, and she knelt beside a cylinder of black iron bars, a cross between a lantern and a birdcage. I did not need to squint to guess that the object was a remote detonator. Whispers and pointing broke out across the camp, followed closely by a hush of anticipation.
'Miller, I'm afraid,' said Kisli.
I searched for a response that would comfort her, and all I could come up with was, 'Kisli. So am I.' She offered me her hand, and I was more than happy to take it.
The red-headed scientist looked to Leonus Menx. He looked from the Arch to her, and paused. Then he gave her a 'thumbs up' sign.
She took a deep breath and moved the torch to the fuse inside the detonator.
There was a second before the explosives went off. Contained in that second was the last sliver of possibility that somehow everything would be all right.
Then I saw white and felt the distant heat pulse on my skin.
Thoom.
My eardrums rattled and the ground rippled beneath my feet. When I managed to lift my head, two great pillars of smoke had replaced the pillars of Snails' Arch, billowing up into the sky until they vanished in cloud. Between them I could see the apex of the Arch, and with a jump of the heart I thought by some miracle the whole thing had survived, that it was still standing, its pillars masked by the smoke. But then something changed in the top curve of the Arch – the tension left it, it crumpled – for a moment I would almost have said it was alive, some giant beast waking from a long slumber. Then, as it began to crumble apart, I no longer saw it as one coherent structure – that was gone, and I saw its pieces, the hundreds of thousands of individual stones that had made it up, and they stretched apart, their unseen bond broken forever, and fell like a deadly shower of hailstones to the ground below.
The sheer number of stones slamming into the ground all at once sent out further shockwaves, and I fought to keep my footing. Earth and stone and grass erupted from where the Arch had stood, sending stinging fragments soaring in every direction. Flecks of dirt hit my eyeballs. I heard the harsh patter of them raining onto the tents around us. Campfires danced wildly in the oncoming wind. People cried out, their voices almost lost in the storm.
And after that …
After that came the slow ebb of silence, like the tide creeping over a beach – broken at first by a softer patter as a second round of debris scattered over the hills, then by the moans of those who had fallen over in the quake. Then finally, at long last, unbroken, except by the faint whisper of rain. I stood perfectly still, barely daring to breathe in case the air itself had turned to poison. I felt movement beside me and realised I was still holding Kisli's hand. She smiled at me when I turned, though her eyes were afraid.
'Well, that wasn't as bad as it could have been.'
She was right, of course. I had been expecting something a lot worse. But the silence, once complete, sounded more terrifying than any portent of our impending doom I could have imagined.
It seemed that Alto Bracken was right about one thing at least: the end of the world, when it came, would not be quick.
Part Four
The Turn of the Tide
The Half-Something
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
I awoke to the sound of bells.
When I opened my eyes I was slumped in an armchair in Grenlia's library. All was shadow apart from odd beams of early morning light that bounced in from other rooms and lit up sections of bookshelf with their glow. The gaslamps had been extinguished, possibly by Crystal when she had gone to bed. I could not be sure exactly when I had fallen asleep, but trying to take in all the stories in her mind must have exhausted me. Now those stories seemed like little more than dreams.
I shifted in the armchair. In my half-awake state it took me a moment to really notice the bells, to remember that the cacophony of clangs outside the walls was not a normal feature of the city. Every church bell in Eldermoon must be ringing to create that awful sound, so chaotic and urgent that it filled my lungs with panic.
I leapt to my feet and ran out of the library. Despite the chaos of noise outside, nothing stirred within the walls of August House. This by itself was unusual; at this hour, Grenlia would normally be up and clattering about the house baking biscuits and generally fussing over her small tidy corner of this city at war. Surely she and the others could not be sleeping through all the racket.
I could hear other sounds now: yells mingled with the rumble of footsteps, whooshes that may be spells flying, sharp crashes as of objects splintering. There was only one thing that could have sent the city into such chaos: the Kyland army must have arrived in force at the gates. Though just a few weeks ago the thought would have filled me with joy, it now sent a cold fear coursing through my veins.
I ran upstairs and peeked through a landing window out over the city. Some distance away, near the canal, a crowd of perhaps a hundred vumas advanced down a street. Some of the crowd wore Brotherhood cloaks and some did not, but all were united by their anger. They fired spells seemingly at random, pausing once in a while to put their heads together in some more serious act of destruction: setting a building on fire or sending a cart hurtling through the air into the canal. At this last act, a man rushed from a doorway and began berating the mob, but he did not get far before they sent him flying after his cart. Elsewhere, I saw scattered Brothers and Sisters of Lightning hurrying east towards the city gate.
It was true, then. The Kyland army was attacking, or if it wasn't that, then something bad had happened, or was happening, or was going to happen. I had to warn Tay and Grenlia and Crystal.
I pelted down the passage and flung open the door to our bedroom, but found Tay's bed empty. Trying not to think about what this could mean, I ran back along the passage and hammered on the door to Grenlia's bedroom. Eventually I opened the door and peeked through, worried in case I interrupted Grenlia dressing, but she was not there.
After going to Crystal's room to confirm that she was missing too, I headed down to the kitchen and sitting room to make sure they weren't all sitting there in silence. Then I stood in the entrance hall, feeling extremely alone as I tried to piece together what could have happened. Someone must have come into the house and taken the others away. Maybe they had looked for me, but they had been in a rush, and as I was asleep in a dark corner of the library they had not seen me. That still did not explain much, or tell me what I was supposed to do next.
Luckily — or not, as it turned out — that decision was made for me.
The front door burst open in a cloud of smoke and a shower of sparks, sending me running for the stairs; anyone who opened doors in that manner was not someone I wanted to be around. This was confirmed when I heard her voice.
'Catch him!' shouted Violette Hunts.
The carpet on the stairs tore from the floor of the half landing and rolled up, winding into a tight cylinder which barrelled down towards me. I tried to jump but the carpet caught my foot and I crashed down after it, landing on my back in the hall with a sickening thud.
Violette and Howell dragged me to my feet before I could move of my own volition. They carried me by the armpits into the sitting room, where they sat me down on one of the sofas and stood on either side of me, blocking all escape routes. I noticed they no longer wore their Brotherhood cloaks; presumably these had been confiscated when they were dismissed by High Sorcerer Daurum. Instead they had on unflattering peasant clothes made from material not much finer than sackcloth and splattered with dirt. It did not occur to me to ask how they had escaped the dungeons, though my guess is that Howell exploited a few of the contacts he made in his time as a contritionist.
'What did you do to the others?' I groaned.
'We didn't do anything to them,' said Violette, a little regretfully. 'High Sorcerer Daurum summoned them to an emergency Brotherhood meeting.'
Howell did the unthinkable and grinned, though true to his nature it was a sullen grin, a scowl turned on its head. 'Funny that he didn't summon you. You don't seem to factor into his plans much. But don't feel left out. We have our own plans for you.'
'But first,' said Violette, grabbing a pen and paper from the stationery cabinet and slamming them on the table in front of me, 'write them a note so they won't look for you when they come back here. I don't want us to be interrupted.'
My hand shook as I picked up the pen. 'What do you want me to say?'
'Say a group of Brotherhood soldiers came to the house to escort you to the east gate. Tell them not to worry about you, that you're perfectly safe.' Violette smiled as if able to taste the irony on her lips.
I did as I was told, judging that any other course of action could result in instant death. When I was finished, Violette led us outside and pinned the note to the front door, satisfied.
'Now,' she announced, 'to the cemetery.'
Without further explanation, Howell dragged me across the lawn, out the gate of August House and up the street, following Violette's dauntless strides. Sure enough, we were moving in the direction of the cemetery, climbing the lazy incline towards Mistle Hill. The sun was not fully up, the sky a chilly turquoise, and the sound of bells rang even sharper in my ears out here. I saw one great iron bell swinging in an open-sided belfry close by, and in my head I matched its rhythm to one set of clangs; I was reminded of picking out a single face and voice from the sea of murmuring faces in the church of fire. While this did little to help my situation, it did reassure me that there was some hidden order to the chaos gripping the city.
In an attempt to discern more of this order, I gazed around as best I could in Howell's grip, taking in streets which seemed both full of noise and eerily lifeless at once. After a moment's puzzling I realised there were no ordinary people about this morning – no one running an errand or washing clothes or heading out to a place of employment. Everyone I could see seemed in the grip of some terrible rage or madness. A man gibbered in the gutter, while across the street two boys smaller than me attacked a street lamp: one at the bottom kicking the metal post from the hard dirt in which it was rooted, the other clinging to the top, smashing the glass that hemmed in the still burning flame. The one at the top noticed me as we passed and shouted to his friend on the ground; both glared at me but kept their distance, probably because Violette and Howell were moving with the angry strides of the dangerously insane.
As we turned the corner towards the gates of Mistle Hill, Howell must have noticed me gazing around at the troubled streets, because suddenly he said, 'You don't know what's happened, do you?'
Violette screeched to a halt and spun round to face me. 'Is that right?' She advanced on me and put her face close to mine, scrutinising the fear in my eyes. 'You don't know what's happened? I suppose you can't feel it like we can.'
'Feel what?' I asked. I had felt different since waking up that morning, but I certainly could not put a name to what I was feeling.
'I wouldn't expect a human to understand,' Howell muttered.
'Your friends the Kyland Ninety have destroyed the Arch,' said Violette.
'What arch?' I asked.
The two of them traded contemptuous sneers. 'There's only one Arch,' said Howell. 'Snails' Arch.'
'That's not true,' I corrected him. 'There are other arches in the world. And it can't be Snails' Arch you're thinking of. It's impossible.'
'There's only one Arch that matters,' said Violette, 'and it's gone. Which means we need to hurry.'
She strode off again. Howell jerked me back into a swift pace behind her.
'They can't have knocked down Snails' Arch,' I insisted. 'There must have been some sort of miscommunication.'
'No,' Howell snapped. 'We can feel it in our bones. The miracas has already started to fade.'
I tried to distance my mind from my own situation and focus on what I had just learned. Snails' Arch could not have been knocked down! It was unthinkable that the Ninety would destroy such an important monument! It was as though we had murdered our ancestors!
I caught myself using the pronoun 'we' and, remembering Crystal's lecture at the banquet, substituted it for 'they'. They had knocked the Arch down. They had killed our ancestors. I had been hundreds of miles away, and it had been nothing to do with me. As I realised this, I felt a sensation like an invisible weight lifting from my shoulders. I did not have to defend the Ninety any more. They were beyond defending now.
But the Arch falling … that was huge. It would change everything. Would they have to declare another new age after only seventy-six and a half years? Certainly it was hard to see how the term 'Age of Enlightenment' could still apply after what the Ninety had done. I felt a thrill of excitement that I might live to see the dawn of the next age, before shame and anxiety quashed it.
By this point we were through the spiked iron gates of the cemetery and climbing the steps set into Mistle Hill. I thought about making a run for it, but when I tried a bit of preliminary twisting, Howell's grip tightened around my arm. Anyway, if I broke away and tried to hide, he and Violette would only catch me again.
The bells faded behind us as we climbed; the church on Mistle Hill did not have a bell, and there were no other churches for some distance. Fear built in my heart as we crested the slope and I beheld the tall structure in the middle of the cemetery, a gently conical stone roof held up by seven pillars. I had seen this structure from afar when we attended Rol's funeral, and had since learned, from a book in Grenlia's library, that it was the Tower of Rituals, a structure dating back to the Brotherhood's earliest existence, a place where 'unconscionably dark magics' were practised. But I had seen it again very recently, in a dream or in a nightmare. Where had I seen it?
My stomach contracted when I remembered. It was then that I knew, with a horrible, crushing certainty, what Violette and Howell were planning.
The stone base of the tower was carved with many overlapping runes, grim perversions of Cochlean spirals. Howell positioned me within one of the central circles, then strode away to join Violette, who stood where the stone floor met the overgrown grass, examining the scene with hand on chin like an artist dreaming up one final detail to add to a painting. I took the opportunity to look around, and saw what I had been dreading: a crude rectangular coffin, streaked with dirt, lying shut in the shadow of one of the pillars.
'That's your friend, isn't it?' I quavered. 'The one the Brotherhood killed.'
Violette glared at me and gave a wordless signal to Howell, who raised his hand and traced a pattern in the air. The rune at my feet began to glow, softly illuminating the pillars. Dust particles danced in the yellow-red light that beamed up around me. I felt my shoes adhering to the stone below them, and knew that running now would not just be futile; it would be impossible.
'This is a summoning ritual,' I said. 'You're trying to call your friend's spirit back from the mira. And you need a sacrifice to open the door.'
'We meant to be more prepared,' said Violette, bending down by the coffin, 'but after what your leaders did, we don't have much time. If we don't do this now, we may never have the chance again.'
She leaned her head and arm across the wood of the coffin lid, and stroked it gently. 'You'll be back here soon, darling, and everything will be the way it was. We'll find a way to fight back. This sorry incarnation of the Brotherhood will crumble, and the true Brotherhood will be reborn from its ashes. We will lead it together, you and me.'
Talking to a coffin was a new level of madness even for Violette, but somehow it did not surprise me. In fact, I got the sense that I may have stumbled upon the seed of her madness – that, or something that had helped it bloom.
With tears in her eyes, Violette placed a small crimson candle on the coffin lid, directly above where the corpse's head must lie. Howell bent beside her and made a spark with a flick of his thumb. The wick caught light; the spark ballooned into a flame which flickered in the soft breeze.
'This is mad,' I informed them, 'and incredibly dangerous. There's no documented account of this sort of thing ever working. Even if spirits do exist, and even if they do go to the mira, there's no way they can be brought back.'
'A human!' Violette sniffed, wiping her cheek as she stood up. 'Daring to tell us what can and can't be done!'
I squirmed, straining to wrench my feet from the stone. 'Look it up! In Grenlia's library! Franz Tiphany, The Possibilities and Impossibilities of Magic. It's all there in black and white. From what I've read, there's a strong consensus among magic scholars that —'
'I don't care what magic scholars say,' snapped Violette. 'I don't care what you say. I don't care if it's impossible. We're going to do it.'
'You can't,' I whispered.
Violette croaked out a laugh. 'Good luck stopping us.' She turned to Howell. 'It's time.'
The two of them walked to opposite sides of the stone floor, positioning themselves so I was halfway between them. Howell began the chant, Violette joining in a second later. They began to take long slow steps around the floor, circling me, moving anticlockwise, careful to keep themselves a constant distance apart. Howell carried a large book, open at a section on summoning rituals, while Violette held a scrap of paper onto which the relevant words had been hastily copied.
'Hurranvos as Epa, Un venus os nori un tet Cea rebian tet Mura.'
Gardurian. It meant: Return to us, one who is lost in the world beyond the walls.
'Ture rapit, travervos tet Portus thrantano lak redome Veul upartin.'
With haste, step through the gate opened by this departing soul.
'Directino lak epaest Tol, hurranvos wil habias tet Vesel lim ont Vos ios severin.'
Guided by our light, return to fill the vessel from which you were torn.
As they continued to circle me, repeating these three sentences, the air took on a strange texture like the air in a thunderstorm. The wind was low, but I could feel some invisible shift happening around me, followed by a popping in my ears as if the atmospheric pressure had changed. Violette drew a small silver dagger from her belt.
'Don't do this,' I pleaded. 'I'm not on their side any more.'
'He died to summon your little messenger bird,' Violette whispered, circling in front of me. 'He died to bring you here. Now you return the favour.'
She stepped swiftly into the circle and plunged the dagger into my chest.
For a split second I thought perhaps I would see an abridged version of my life similar to the one Zaspar Rendel had experienced here some time ago. I wondered what sort of a narrative my brain would be able to piece together out of my messy chain of experiences, and whether I might live on in Crystal's mind like all those others. That would not be as bad as disappearing altogether.
But I did not see anything, and that was what made me think I may not be dead yet.
The pain hit me with a force so great that my vision turned red. The whole world shook and I bent in half, my stomach clenching, every nerve shooting furious waves of pain at every part of my brain that would listen. The rune holding me in place did not allow me to fall, so I stayed upright, overwhelmed by the urge to scream, to bite my tongue in half, to dive into a lake of ice water – anything to overpower the signal from my chest – nothing could be worse than that. But I could do nothing but stand there trembling with agony as Violette pulled the silver dagger back out, gazing down at the red on the blade and looking almost shocked at what had just happened.
Behind her, the candle on the coffin went out.
'It's out!' Howell shouted, running to the coffin and staring at the blackened candle wick. 'He's back, Violette! It worked!'
Violette just stared at me, her normally surly eyebrows raised higher than I had ever seen them before. After a moment Howell ran up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. She seemed to remember herself; the two of them turned away from me and hurried to the coffin.
The pain rose and rose in me like a swift tide of acid. There was something perversely comforting in the idea of sinking into its hot stinging depths, abandoning the pretence that I would ever be undamaged again, allowing myself to be torn to pieces in its sharp ferocious waves, whirled away into nothingness. I rebelled against this hateful thought, tried to fight the tide off, hissed through clenched teeth to warn it away.
There were sounds from within the coffin now, the logical part of my brain noted, thumps like a heavy object rocking back and forth. The ritual had succeeded in pulling something from the mira – or more likely half of something, since I was not fully dead yet – and they had even managed to force it into Zaspar's body. But I was confident that whatever that half-something was, it was not Zaspar Rendel.
'Open it, Violette,' Howell urged. 'Open it, open it!'
Violette's hands shook as she took hold of one end of the coffin lid. Howell grasped the other, and together they tugged until the nails ripped free from the wood beneath and the lid tumbled sideways out of their grasps. Violette knelt on the cold stone, looking down into the coffin, so many emotions fighting it out inside her that not a one made it as far as her face.
'Zaspar?' she said, in a voice trembling with hope.
Now, because of the angle I was watching from, and because I was a little distracted due to having been stabbed, I can't say for sure what happened next.
But I can tell you the way it happens in my dreams:
The half-something opens Zaspar's eyes.
The half-something looks around.
The half-something flexes Zaspar's fingers.
The half-something reaches up out of the coffin, and … and …
Well, to be honest I have even less idea what happened after that, because that was when my brain made the executive decision to begin shutting down all non-vital functions, including consciousness. I was powerless to fight it; all I could do was hope that my vital functions would not follow.
As I slipped away into merciful blankness, the last thing I heard was screaming.
The Morning After
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
'Attention soldiers. I trust we have all had a good night's sleep, as I believe we earned it.'
Leonus Menx's ampliphoned voice sounded unreasonably cheery for this hour. It echoed over the morning-pale hills and the army camp. It reached all the way into my dormitory tent, through my ears and into my dreams, waking me enough so I could stretch my muscles.
'Our mission last night was a great success. We faced our fears and superstitions and we prevailed. We will do so again.'
Forcing myself to wake quickly, I squirmed out of my sleeping bag and wrestled myself into my armour and boots.
'The time is half past six in the morning. In one hour we begin our march into Vumarule. Breakfast is being served throughout the camp, but you'd better hurry before it gets cold! We will all need a hot meal in our stomachs for the journey ahead.'
As I had every morning on our journey, I left the tent before my two old roommates were fully awake, and waited near the entrance of one of the other dormitory tents, trying to blink the last of the sleep out of my eyes.
The ruins of the Arch littered the hillside opposite our camp. Several groups of soldiers were already up and wandering among them. Last night's rainwater had settled in shimmering pools between the stones, though the sun, poking through peach-coloured clouds in the west, was hard at work soaking it up. A rainbow hung over the opposite horizon as if to let us know that all was not lost. I was eager to believe it.
'See?' I said, pointing to the rainbow as Miller emerged from his dormitory tent into the bright damp of morning. 'Everything's still okay! The world hasn't ended.'
Miller did not look especially grateful for this fact. I gave him an affectionate punch on the arm.
'I can't believe you wanted to try and light those explosives last night! Imagine how much trouble you'd be in now if you'd done that! How mad. Let's get some breakfast, I'm starving.'
Miller followed me mutely to our squadron's cooking shelter where porridge was being boiled. We ate standing up – there was no sugar out here, so it mostly tasted like rainwater – and watched the soldiers wandering among the Arch ruins. Still more were heading over there now, to get one last look at what was left of Kyland's oldest landmark. The captains did not seem to be stopping them.
'Why don't we go and have a look at the Arch?' I suggested, forcing down the last of my porridge. 'It might make you feel better.'
'I'm not sure it would,' said Miller, but I clamped my hand around his arm.
'Come on, if I can overcome my silly fears then you can. Didn't you say your little brother would kill you if you didn't give him a good description of the Arch? Let's go and have a look, at least, before we have to set off.'
We washed our bowls in a barrel of suddy water, then, following the slow trickle of intrepid souls, headed out from our camp, down the hillside, and up to where Snails' Arch had stood until last night. We kicked aside loose scatters of stones and clambered over more stable piles as we made our way to the centre of the rubble.
There was no sign that the pieces that now lay strewn about the hill had ever formed any sort of structure, let alone the greatest structure in the history of Kyland. The only hints of what had transpired were the blackened and shattered stones from around where the explosives had been attached, and the layer of gritty dust that lay over everything like light snow.
After wandering aimlessly for a while we found a stable perch on top of a pile of stones and sat together, looking down at the other soldiers wandering nearby. Miller rested his chin in his hands, looking gloomy.
'Cheer up, it'll be okay.' I gave him another slow punch on the arm. It was all I could think to do.
'We should have done something,' said Miller. 'Something to stop them. Anything. Now it's too late.'
His tone was unusually grim. I looked at him. 'You know who you're sounding like.'
He shook his head with a grimace of a smile. 'Sorry, I feel a bit off today. Unsettled. Don't you feel something too? Sort of … exposed? As if the world's getting smaller – or it's getting much, much bigger. Or – no, it's as if something's watching us from very far away. No, it's not quite that either. I can't really explain it.'
It was my turn to shake my head. 'I don't feel anything like that.'
'I suppose it must just be the miracas fading away. We've been soaking in it for thousands of years, part of us is bound to notice when it starts drying up. But there's something about it that –' Miller shook his head again. It was that kind of morning.
'Stop worrying,' I ordered. 'It really might not make any difference, you know.'
Miller frowned. 'What do you mean?'
'I mean how do you know the Arch was so important? That miracas was important? I know it gave the vumas the power to weave spells, but what else did it do? I never used it. It's not like air, or water. Maybe it going away isn't as bad as people think.'
Miller let out a long sigh. 'Trust me Kisli, it's bad.'
I flushed, suddenly indignant. 'No, that's not good enough. I don't want to just trust you. People say that as if I'm too stupid to understand the real reasons, but I'll never be clever if people don't tell me things. Explain it to me. Why does it matter if all the miracas disappears?'
'It matters because —' Miller hesitated, shifting his long legs uncomfortably on the pile of stones.
'I know, Kyland will fall,' I said. 'That's what all the old stories say. But people can be wrong. Like Leonus Menx said … they were superstitions, weren't they? Isn't the Age of Enlightenment supposed to be about questioning things?'
Miller tossed a stone — it skipped down the slope with a series of harsh snaps and came to rest in the piles below. 'Does this look like a question to you, Kisli? Because it doesn't look like one to me. It looks like destruction. It looks like something we didn't understand, so we tore it down. No, this isn't about questioning things. This is the end of questioning things. There's so much we still had to learn about the mira and miracas and what we can do with chants — it was all there, just waiting for us to find, and we threw it away.'
'You're getting really wound up,' I said. 'Calm down. We don't know that this is the end of anything. Honestly, you are — you're sounding more and more like Alto Bracken!'
'Of course I am!' snapped Miller. 'We understand what this means!'
There was a silence between us then. Miller bit his lip, seeming to regret his words, but instead of taking them back he settled for staring off into the mountains. I stared in the same direction, as if that was where Miller Raining kept all his secrets.
'Tell me, then,' I said, gentle but firm. 'Tell me what it means.'
'It would take a while to explain,' Miller grumbled.
'I want to know,' I said, 'and I bet you're better at explaining science than Alto.'
This was the kind of compliment Miller could appreciate. I saw him hide away a smile as he began the lesson.
'Okay — where do I start? People have always thought that if the Arch falls, bad things will happen, right? Well, when scientists first started experimenting on miracas, that was one of the things they were determined to prove or disprove. First they tried to concentrate miracas, to squeeze massive amounts of it into a small space. After a bit of tinkering this became fairly easy to do, and that's how miracas chambers were born — they're what make chants like this work,' he added, indicating the bulge on the back end of his firethrower. 'But they wanted to see what effect this would have on life, so they made one of these chambers big enough to grow a plant in. They planted a seed in a pot of soil and placed it in this glass chamber filled with compressed miracas, and they set up tubes to keep it fed and watered, and they put it on the roof of their laboratory where it would catch plenty of sunlight, and they waited. They waited and waited, for a year, and the plant grew until its flowers came out and bloomed, but it bloomed on exactly the same day as the control plant placed next to it, and there was no discernible difference between the two.
'That might have been the end of it, only some scientist who was more patient than the others — I can't remember his name, I think he was from Loam — he insisted that they needed to keep the experiment going, and not only that, they needed to increase its scope. So he received funding to build a bigger chamber, and he made a whole miniature garden inside it, with several different species of plant and a few insects, in a configuration he hoped would work as a functional ecosystem, at least long enough for the experiment to yield results. He put another of these gardens, as identical as he could make it, inside another glass chamber with the normal amount of miracas, and left them both on the roof, checking on them twice a day and taking careful notes about the growth of the plants, the behaviour of the insects and anything else that struck him.
'Several years into this experiment, it became clear to him that he had miscalculated: the ecosystems contained within these glass chambers were not balanced, and certain species were beginning to die out. In the control chamber, this led to a spiral of starvation and death. But in the miracas chamber, while certain species died, others thrived, growing bigger and healthier than ever before, and adapting incredibly quickly to compensate for the gaps left in their ecosystem. One day, when the scientist went up to check on his experiment, he noticed that some of the ants in the miracas chamber had an odd green hue, and walked on four legs instead of six. When he took one of these ants down to his colleagues, it turned out to be a species never before documented in Kyland. A new species had emerged within his experiment, over the course of a mere few years. He had discovered what we call the metabolic correlation: the more miracas that comes into contact with a life, the more it flourishes and the quicker it adapts.'
'So it does help sustain life,' I said, thinking back to mornings spent squashed into cold hard benches listening to the weekly readings. 'I thought that was just another thing they tell you at church.'
Miller shook his head. 'No, they got that one right.'
'But that only tells us that lots of miracas is good for life. It doesn't mean we're all going to die if it goes away.'
'I haven't finished,' said Miller. 'There was another experiment, a few years later, after the scientist from Loam had died. People had been trying for decades to design a chamber that kept miracas out, but this proved a lot harder than keeping it in. Eventually a group of scientists in Merry Mourning managed it, using vuman blood to channel currents of miracas out of the chamber. They called it the empty room, though it was only big enough to grow a few plants in. And they basically replicated the old Loamish scientist's experiment, but this time in a chamber completely empty of miracas.
'It wasn't long this time before they began to see results, and the results were more dramatic than anyone had predicted. Within a season the plants were drooping, and within a year many of the species were dead. And there was something else going on too, something no one has been able to explain to this day. Not only did some of the plants and insects die, some of them just disappeared. One day they were there, the next — or whenever the next set of measurements were due to be taken — they'd be gone. At first the scientists thought they were imagining it, but as it began to happen more and more, the empty room becoming emptier each time, they couldn't deny it. They began taking turns to watch the chamber in order to shed light on this. We don't know what they saw — the report only says this practice was stopped after a few weeks because it was not fruitful and because certain members of the team found it disturbing.'
'Disturbing?' I said. 'I suppose I'd find it disturbing too, if things just disappeared in front of me. How is that possible?'
Miller smiled grimly. 'That's a good question. And there wasn't much the scientists could do other than shrug. I suppose the Ninety shrugged too. They probably saw it as a curiosity without much relevance to everyday life, and filed it away in their archives. Leonus Menx obviously never bothered to read it before coming up with his plan, or if he did he convinced himself the experiment was wrong or didn't apply to anything bigger than plants in glass cases. Who knows, maybe he's right. But the evidence we have is enough to make this whole thing feel like a big mistake.'
'Sorry, stop a minute.' I held up my hand. 'I have to ask. How do you know all this? You talk about these things as if I should know them already — we know this, and we know that — but I don't. Who knows these things? Is it just me that's in the dark? Or were you part of some secret guild of scientists back in Tarot?'
Miller interlocked his fingers, flexing them back and forth, either impatient at my lack of knowledge or mulling over whether to share something. At last he said, 'No, it isn't just you who doesn't know it. Don't worry, I'm the weird one here. I know it because … the thing is, I meant to tell you this before, only it never really came up. But I suppose I should tell you now.' He attempted a smile, which fell apart before it could shine. 'In case the world is ending, you know?'
'Don't say that. What should you tell me?'
'My job in Tarot, before all that stuff happened with my brother and sister … I was an identifier.'
'There's another word I don't know.'
'It's someone who identifies enchanted items.'
My mouth dropped open. 'They're illegal!'
'Yes, but the army uses them! Lots of people use them. I don't understand what all the fuss is about. I mean, most of them are completely harmless. My sister says the Ninety only banned them because they like controlling people.'
'That's ridiculous!'
Miller shrugged, and skipped another stone down the side of the pile we were sitting on.
'Do they know?' I lowered my voice and glanced around, half expecting to see Commander Menx looming behind us. 'I mean, did you tell them about your job when you signed up for the army? That sort of thing could get you kicked out, or thrown in the dungeons!'
'I doubt it. Captain Dylius didn't ask many questions when I picked up that firethrower at combat evaluation. He seemed quite pleased, actually.'
'Pleased? I can hardly believe he let you in!'
'They need people who can use chants.'
'But you broke the law! Doesn't that show that they can't trust you?'
Miller frowned. 'I wouldn't have let me into the army. But they seem to see things differently. All these tests they give you, to make sure you're fit to be a soldier – I don't think they're worried in case you're dishonest, or unscrupulous, or broken. I think they're checking to make sure you're broken enough. And if you're not, they break you.'
'I'm not broken,' I said. 'Now you're starting to sound like my roommates. They were always going on about how they were only in the army because they weren't fit for anything else – and look what they ended up doing!'
'Kisli … maybe your roommates aren't as bad as you think.'
'Not as bad as I think? They were keeping a secret vuma in our room!'
'Yes, but he was only a boy, he wasn't going to do any harm, was he? When I saw him he barely even – oops.'
'Wait, when did you see him?'
'I saw him when I was on dungeon duty.' Miller stared down the stone pile to where a group of young soldiers were splashing and laughing in a pool of rainwater.
'But how did you know it was him?'
Miller stopped avoiding my eyes. 'Look, don't be upset about this. I only kept it from you because there was no reason for you to know. But when I was on dungeon duty, one of your roommates came down with release orders for that boy. They were slightly – well, they were completely fake. But I let her take him out of the dungeons anyway.'
I stared at him, not speaking, until his discomfort bubbled over.
'It's not as if it was my idea!' he protested. 'All I had to do was pretend I hadn't noticed the orders were fake, then sit there in my underwear for a while –'
'In your underwear?'
'Oh, your roommate got me to take my clothes off,' said Miller quickly, then squinted into the distance as if trying to recall something. 'What was her name again? Lyralas? Laralym?'
'So you worked as an illegal enchantment person and you released a prisoner from the dungeons — and you let Laralyn take your clothes off!'
'She didn't take my clothes off – I took my clothes off in front of her. I mean, she – it wasn't –'
'Are there any more secrets I should know about you?' I snapped. 'I mean, last night you thought we should blow up those explosives! What was that about? Next you'll be telling me you've been working for the vumas all along!'
This was meant more as a hurtful remark than anything else, but Miller actually seemed to consider it for a moment.
'Oh my gods.' I turned away from him and began slipping and sliding down the ruins back towards the camp.
'Kisli!' he called after me. 'That was a joke! Wait!' But I kept going, almost tripping as stones came loose beneath my feet, until I had left him behind.
I did not feel as angry with Miller as I probably sounded. Mostly I was scared. Not because the Arch had fallen or because we were heading into battle with the vumas, but because my best friend was turning into yet another person I did not understand.
On my way down the stony hill I bumped into Commander Menx, who seemed in an even worse mood than usual. 'Everyone back to your squadrons!' she snapped at the people clambering in the ruins. 'This is not a school trip! We're moving out in twenty minutes, and anyone who isn't ready by then will be left behind with a crossbow bolt through her skull. That means you, Thomas.'
It crossed my mind that a truly loyal soldier would tell her what Miller had confessed, so he could be appropriately disciplined and taken back to Merry Mourning for questioning. I opened my mouth, but some part of my windpipe rebelled and tightened up so the words could not come out, and Commander Menx passed me by without so much as a glare. Did this mean I was not quite a loyal soldier?
I hurried back to the camp and helped take down my dormitory tent and wrap it in one of the long canvas packs, to be stowed in a cart for the journey ahead. Nearby, Miller returned to help with his own tent. I turned my back on him. My heart felt slow and heavy now, but my thoughts had all awoken at once. They tugged me in a million directions leading to a million places I didn't want to be. They whirred like a cloud of butterflies, fluttering, chaotic and impossible to grasp.
The Brotherhood Marches
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
In the small hours of that morning, Crystal, Grenlia and I had been roused from our beds to attend an emergency Brotherhood meeting. Normally I resented interruptions to my rest, but I had not been sleeping anyway, just tossing and turning like a fish out of water, and being summoned to the meeting thrilled me to my core. It was held not in High Sorcerer Daurum's floating castle but in the building by the canal where we had attended the memorial banquet.
The bells began ringing as we took our seats around the long shadowy table. Slivers of early morning light slipped in through windows whose curves brought to mind hooded, weeping figures. Even though the humans had just scored a major blow against the vumas, I had to conceal my shivers of excitement. Sitting in that room with all the most senior members of the Brotherhood made me feel like a part of something in a way I never had before. It was me. I was the reason for those bells ringing out across the city, calling all members of the Brotherhood to the east gate. Not everyone present seemed to appreciate this – most of them were glaring at me with pure spite, but High Sorcerer Daurum intervened before this spite could grow into anything nastier.
'We must be grateful to our guest, Tay Raining, for telling us in advance of Leonus Menx's intentions,' said Daurum, his face half in shadow. 'Without her, the Brotherhood would not now be ready to depart. I did not truly think the Ninety would go through with their plan, fools though they are. But because of Miss Raining, we still have the opportunity to strike before our power fades. Tay, do you have any further updates for us?'
All eyes turned to me, many of them still furiously angry. I found myself blushing and stumbling over my words. But I told them what they needed to know.
Having blown the Arch to pieces, Leonus Menx now planned to march the Kyland army directly to Eldermoon, where they would reduce the city to rubble and slaughter anyone who put up any resistance, asserting humanity's dominance over the vumas once and for all. It was a simple and direct plan, but – and for once I had to agree with the words in Menx's poisonous mind – they were often the best.
After Crystal had pretended to scan my mind to confirm all this, High Sorcerer Daurum stroked his chin for a moment, then threw down his hands on the table and outlined his own plan with scarcely a pause for breath. Miracas, he told us, would not fully fade from the face of the Sphere for another two to three weeks, though in that time spells would become less potent and increasingly difficult to weave. Before it faded altogether, the Brotherhood still had a chance to take down the Kyland army. We would march out of Eldermoon and meet them before they got close to the city. If both armies marched at a similarly swift pace, we would meet somewhere near the Vumarule-Deurof border in about ten days' time. That way, the vumas would still have some of their power left for the battle, and would steal back the element of surprise from the humans.
Though it was not perfect, it was the only plan we had. But there was not much time. We would have to leave today. This morning. Now.
It was then that Grenlia cleared her throat and placed her arms around me and Crystal. 'High Sorcerer, let me say something, please. I know how important this mission is to all of us, but may I request that you not take my daughter or the Raining children with you? You already know what Leonus Menx is planning, so you shouldn't need the Rainings, and my daughter's mindwalking skills will be useless on a battlefield. Allow them to stay here so I can keep them safe.'
'Safe?' I echoed, brushing Grenlia's arm off my shoulder. 'Nowhere's going to be safe for us if the Ninety have their way.'
'The girl is quite right,' said High Sorcerer Daurum. 'Besides, we need our mindwalkers. What if we capture enemy scouts and need to interrogate them?'
'You have other mindwalkers,' said Grenlia, 'who are not children. The simple matter of telling true from false information should be well within their abilities.'
High Sorcerer Daurum gazed at her a long time. 'Very well, Grenlia,' he said at last, 'your daughter may remain in Eldermoon. But not the Rainings. What if Leonus Menx changes his plan? The outcome of this war hangs in the balance. We will need constant updates on the Kyland army's movements and strategies, and Tay Raining is the only one with the power to provide them.'
'Don't worry, I'm going,' I said, smiling in defiance of Grenlia's frown. 'Ellstone can stay here if he wants, but I wouldn't miss this for the world.'
High Sorcerer Daurum generously gave us an hour to prepare before reporting to the east gate, from which the entire Brotherhood, minus a small division to guard and govern the city, would depart.
The clash of the bells pounded hard on my eardrums as the Huntses and I hurried back to August House. They sounded and resounded across the city like the clamorous song of a dozen great metal birds, singing in the dawn. In the streets, vumas wrestled Brotherhood cloaks onto their backs as they hurried to their designated meeting points.
There was only one thing I wanted from August House, and it was not Ellstone. When Grenlia opened the front door I ran up the stairs and into our bedroom, flung myself to the floor and pulled forth Vengeance from under my bed. Her dull metal blade shimmered in the morning light. I stood up, gripped her in both hands and swished her from side to side, savouring her weight and her swiftness. Soon, this blade would taste blood. I did not for a second doubt that I would be the one who killed Leonus and Tristis Menx. My birthmark told me it was so.
When I came downstairs, Grenlia was holding a note. 'Your brother's already left,' she told me, a tinge of doubt in her voice. 'He says a group of Brotherhood men stopped by the house looking for us, and they're escorting him to the east gate.'
'Fine,' I muttered, tucking Vengeance into her scabbard as I headed out the front door. I did not want to see my brother then anyway. He would only distract me from what I needed to do.
Grenlia hurried after me onto the lawn, the note flapping in her hand. 'Tay! Darling! Be careful, won't you?'
I stopped and turned to her. At that moment she looked and sounded just like a squeaking mouse, the animal that embodied everything that was wrong with her. Small and shy, fragile and defenceless. Hiding in August House, quivering in fear, filling up her cheeks with biscuits. Nothing that would save her if the human army reached the great city.
'Say goodbye to Crystal for me,' I told her, and began to walk away.
'Hold on!' Grenlia called, and I spun round again with a sigh.
'For the love of snails, what is it?'
'Is that really your brother's middle name?'
'What?'
She held out the note; I snatched it and scanned to the bottom. When I read the signature I had to laugh, though it was the sarcastic laughter born of irritation piled upon irritation. I had almost thought my brother had overcome his irrational panic at being around vumas, but I should have known better. People don't change so easily.
I crumpled the note and tossed it in the gutter as I walked out the gates of August House. Ellstone Hippopotamus Raining, indeed.
*
The road out of Eldermoon was rough and bumpy. The yak-drawn carriage jostled along the mountain trail, the rumble of wheels and the soft drizzle of rain lulling me into a trance whenever I let them. Scattered trees and rocky outcrops rolled past the windows, their shadows darkening the inside of the carriage for odd seconds before sunlight whisked them away again.
I hoped I would not get sick as I had on the ship from Tarot, especially since I was sitting within easy vomiting distance of the leader of the Brotherhood of Lightning. It seemed odd that he should ride to war in such comfort rather than leading his army on foot, but for all his spellweaving prowess Daurum still had the body of a weak old man; that great mind of his was a slave to it.
'Tay, my dear,' he said again, clasping his hands in his lap and leaning towards me across the jolting space, 'tell me what he is doing now.'
I barely had to try – it was as simple as striking a match to call forth a burst of anger and let it push me into Leonus Menx's mind. 'He's walking with his soldiers,' I said, 'lecturing them on the righteousness of what they've done.'
Besides the two of us, the carriage also contained Gramor and a few other high-ranking Brothers of Lightning. They were poring over an unrolled map, speculating on where we were most likely to encounter the human army, and whether any advantage could be gained by altering our route. I had met Brother Garn before — he was the old vuma with the glass eye who had tried to kill us back on the hills of Dynia. He did not seem to have warmed up to the human race since then, not that I could blame him.
'I think our best course of action,' he rumbled, jabbing a clawed finger at the map, 'may be to turn south into the foothills before we reach the border, and take the town of Breadtree. It is a human stronghold which we have had under siege for some time, but have thus far have been unable to capture. With the full might of the Brotherhood behind us, we could easily take the whole town hostage.'
'No, no, no,' said Brother Eisther. He was a little younger, lizardish in appearance, and spoke in a breathy chatter. 'What message would we send by taking hostages? That we're willing to negotiate? What we should do is slaughter them all to show the Ninety we're serious.'
'Last time I checked,' cut in Gramor, 'we are willing to negotiate. It is the Ninety who are refusing to talk. And slaughtering civilians is a good way to ensure they'll keep refusing.'
'It's what the Ninety have been doing,' Brother Eisther reminded us. 'Have you forgotten their attacks on the east wall? Their occupation of every vuman town they can lay their hands on? If we do not strike back in kind, we will be seen as weak, and rightly so.'
High Sorcerer Daurum knitted his hands under his chin and glowered across the carriage, taking in the words of his inferiors. Finally he said, 'What do you think, Tay?'
I blinked. 'What do I think?'
'You know Leonus Menx better than any of us. Will it shake him if we strike against the humans of Breadtree?'
I looked from Eisther and Garn, whose eyes glinted at me with dislike, to Gramor, who was gazing lazily out the window of the carriage at the vumas marching alongside.
'No,' I said with certainty. 'He wouldn't care if we killed half the population of Kyland, so long as he and all his rich friends were safe.'
'Then a detour to Breadtree would be pointless,' said High Sorcerer Daurum. 'We shall march on until we meet the human army.'
Garn and Eisther looked furious at having their suggestions overruled by a human girl. I fought the urge to smile at them, giddy with the power I had acquired.
'May I get out and walk for a while?' I asked. My nausea was getting too much for me, and besides, I was tired of answering the same questions over and over again, keeping High Sorcerer Daurum up to date with the tiniest changes in my father's mood and thoughts. I had spent too long inside his poisonous mind lately – I needed to walk through the physical world, to remind myself what all this was for.
'Of course, my dear,' said High Sorcerer Daurum with a crinkled smile. 'Don't stray too far, now. Only the contingent around this carriage knows who you are.'
'They'll all know soon enough,' I grinned.
I opened the door and jumped down from the carriage, landing with a splash of mud at the side of the road. Daurum had given me a Brotherhood cloak at the start of our journey, and I enjoyed the way it whipped out behind me when I made sudden movements. Several of the marching vumas glared at me, but I brushed the clinging mud off my cloak and ignored them.
The hundred or so Brothers and Sisters of Lightning around High Sorcerer Daurum's carriage were the hundred or so best spellweavers in the Brotherhood, walking in tight formation. The vumas further back in the procession were more spread out; they spilled off either side of the road, dealing with the trees and craggy rises that often blocked their path by swerving around, climbing over or occasionally blasting them to pieces with impatient spells. There was certainly no sign of miracas fading yet.
I hung back until this group caught up with me, and walked among them for a while. With my disguise ring and Brotherhood cloak I blended into the crowd perfectly. I was not even the youngest person there. Behind me, a boy and a girl who could be no more than Ellstone's age argued as they scrambled to keep up with the others.
'But fire spells keep on burning even after you finish weaving them,' the boy insisted.
The girl frowned at him. 'Have you ever even seen an ice spell?'
'Yeah, I've seen loads, and I've melted them with my fire. You can't put out fire with an ice spell.'
'Yeah, but you can put out fire with a rain spell.'
'We're not talking about rain spells. I win.'
'No you don't!'
'It doesn't matter what you think. I automatically win because you mentioned rain spells when that's not what we were talking about. So you –'
The boy interrupted himself with a shriek. His friend, the ice spell advocate, had chosen to demonstrate their superiority by shooting a cluster of ice crystals down the back of his cloak. The fire boy, his face scrunched up, clumsily retaliated with a wave of his hand, and a little way away, a silver-haired Sister of Lightning's cloak burst into flames.
'I hate children!' she screamed as she beat at her cloak with both hands, assisted by hysterical friends.
A Brotherhood enforcer appeared and made a grab for the two children, but they laughed and fled into the crowd, their shootishness allowing them to vanish quickly in the sea of Brotherhood cloaks. I watched them go with a smile, which disintegrated a moment later when I realised that these children would be going into battle against the human army along with the rest of us.
A little further back in the procession, two yaks pulled another vehicle. This one was an open-topped supply cart which carried no passengers, only big hessian sacks that bulged with strange hard shapes.
'What's in those sacks, anyway?' I heard a female voice say, and moved closer to listen.
'Enchanted items,' replied a man with an impressive white beard, who was walking alongside the cart as if charged with its protection.
'Enchanted items?' echoed the short stubby woman who had asked the question. 'Why do we have those?'
'In case we don't make it to the battlefront before our power fades. They're the sort that store compressed miracas inside them, so their enchantments will still work even when our spells don't.'
'You mean we might actually have to use those things?' spat the stubby woman. 'That's disgusting. It's a betrayal of our ancestors, if you ask me.'
The impressive beard man shrugged, and stroked a yak's head. 'Still, it may come to that.'
'I think it's a disgrace,' chipped in a spiteful young man with flowing black locks. 'We should set fire to those carts and leave them by the side of the road. And we should do the same to those redblood children High Sorcerer Daurum invited here.'
'We can't trust them,' agreed impressive beard man.
'And even if we could, they couldn't help us,' said stubby woman.
There was a murmur of agreement, which jangled my nerves so much that I wrenched the disguise ring off my finger and spun around.
'Do you want to say that to my face?' I snarled. 'Because I have a feeling High Sorcerer Daurum wouldn't be too happy if he found out you were questioning his judgement.'
The three who had been talking almost came to a halt, people piling up behind them as they stared at me.
'Try it!' I snapped, spreading my arms wide. 'Try killing me! See what happens to you! Go on, I'm right here!'
None of them moved a muscle. They just stood there, open-mouthed and aghast, and even the impatient masses behind them did not dare to challenge me. In several pairs of eyes, I saw battles raging: the pleasure they would gain from killing me versus the trouble they would find themselves in if they did. In each case, trouble won.
'That's right,' I said, allowing myself a sneer. 'Now, shut up and keep marching. We have a lot of ground to cover if we want to catch the humans while there's still miracas in the world.'
With great strides, I left them behind. And though I listened, I did not hear a single word from any of their mouths before I was out of earshot.
We were ascending a particularly steep hill now, and the yaks struggled to pull High Sorcerer Daurum's carriage. I struck out ahead of them, clambering over the rocks by the side of the road. Halfway up the hill, I glanced back at the road behind me, then looked again with a widening grin.
Only now, gazing back from a high vantage point, could I appreciate the full scale of the vuman army. Thousands upon thousands of Brothers and Sisters of Lightning, flowing like a river across the land towards Deurof. Ranks of spellweavers of all shapes, sizes and ages. Towards the middle of the procession I could see a circle of people clustered around a pack of snarling black beasts that could only be marnagores, their wranglers driving them back with whips of lightning whenever they grew too aggressive. Further back, yet more Brotherhood cloaks moved like beetles over the distant hills.
I turned my gaze forward, and kept climbing. When I reached the crest of the hill, I saw Kyland stretching out before us. The rocky slopes continued for miles, interrupted occasionally by forests and rivers, and beyond them, in the far distance, higher, pink-tinged mountains loomed. The human army were nowhere in sight – but they were there all right, off beyond the horizon and getting closer. I touched the hilt of my sword as the breeze rushed across the hilltop, rising to billow my cloak and my hair in a flurry behind me. Imagining how I must look, I felt for the first time that my life may just live up to the promise of my birthmark.
I did not have long to savour the feeling. In a moment, the front of the procession caught up and engulfed me, and I fell in step with my Brothers and Sisters as we continued down the far side of the hill.
Heartbreak
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
My chest was the first part of me to wake up, and when it did, it sent a fiery pain shooting through the rest of my body and brought me shivering back to consciousness.
I became aware that I was lying on my side; the rune that had kept me upright had deactivated. The cold breeze of the cemetery whispered over me, carrying a stench I did not recognise and hoped never to smell again.
'Kid,' whispered a terrified voice. 'Are you awake?'
I tried to move, but the wound in my chest sent fresh surges of pain through me like hot iron spikes. I gasped, and even the motion of my lungs brought on a pain that was almost unbearable.
'No, no!' said the voice, alarmed. 'Don't try to move! I shouldn't have said anything. There'll be someone here soon to help you, just lie still! You're going to be fine! Oh gravy, that's a lot of blood …'
I lay still, fighting down the urge to be sick. I couldn't do that in front of someone I had just met.
The vuman man who had spoken was kneeling beside me, pressing a bunched up cloth to my chest. He wore overalls covered in dried dirt, and the top of his head was going bald even though he was not that old. His round kind face wrinkled with terror as he gave me a smile that tried and failed to be reassuring.
'It's okay,' he said, holding up his palm in greeting. 'My name's Steg. What's your – no, actually, don't try and tell me your name! Talking might make it worse.' Steg's eyes flashed to the ground under me, where I suspected there must be a rather large pool of blood. He shivered, letting out a huge sigh that incorporated several sobs and a hint of laughter. 'I don't know what happened here, kid, but all things considered I'd say you came out of it quite well.'
In one horrible instant I remembered what had been happening the last time I was conscious – the next instant I was sitting up, supporting my weight on my hands, ignoring the pain that pulsed through me as my eyes shot left and right across the cemetery.
'What are you doing?' Steg protested, trying to keep the cloth to my chest. 'You're making yourself bleed faster! Lie down!'
I shuffled round to face a different direction. 'We have to get out of here!' I blurted out. 'There's something –'
My eyes reached the grass just past the edge of the Tower of Rituals. A tangle of flesh lay there, covered with torn clothing and soaked in purple blood. I recognised the body with the long black hair immediately – it was Violette, clearly dead, missing a chunk of her face. Sprawled across her was another corpse, more decayed and already attracting flies and grave beetles by the hundred. It was Zaspar, his hands locked around Violette's neck, her missing piece of flesh gripped between his rotting teeth. One of his legs appeared to have fallen off as he had lurched towards her; my eyes, following a trail of black blood and torn flesh, found it lying several yards away on the stone floor of the tower. Zaspar's body lay still now; the half-something that had inhabited it must have died or been dragged back to the mira. Howell lay on the ground beyond the others; it took me a moment to realise that the bloodied arm lying tumbled in the grass some distance away was his.
Manners went out the window; I leaned on my elbows and vomited all over the runes that had held me in place during the ritual. As an act of revenge it was not particularly dramatic, but I suppose it was something.
Steg watched me, looking just as miserable as I felt. 'Yes, I did that when I first got here too. But try not to move so much. Help will be here soon, I promise. Just press that cloth there as hard as you can. Did you see what happened? No, don't answer that! It must hurt to talk. Does it? Don't answer that either. Sorry, I ramble when I get nervous.'
Actually I was almost grateful for Steg's rambling. Anything that wasn't agonising pain, stomach-churning nausea or bone-quivering terror was a welcome thing to focus on at that moment.
Across the cemetery, something caught Steg's eye. He leapt to his feet and began waving furiously to a distant figure.
'Lya! Over here! Quick! This boy needs your help!'
The figure hurried over the crest of the hill and into the Tower of Rituals: a lean woman with a tall, serious face and straight, dark blue hair, carrying a hefty bag. She greeted Steg with a quick nod, glanced at the mess of corpses with barely a raised eyebrow, then knelt by my side.
'I think he's been stabbed!' Steg wailed, pacing back and forth.
'I don't know why they didn't let you into medical school,' said Lya calmly, lifting away the bunched up cloth and a ragged layer of shirt. Her fingers were cold as they traced the outline of the wound.
'Good news is,' she told me after a moment, 'whoever stabbed you, they missed your heart almost entirely. If they were trying to use you as a sacrifice, they obviously didn't have much of a clue what they were doing.'
I tried to confirm this, but my voice caught on something at the back of my throat. Lya opened up her bag and rummaged in it.
'Bad news is they didn't quite miss your heart. You're going to bleed out unless we can get you patched up. The first thing we need to do is slow things down a bit.'
She pulled a jar of snails out of her bag. She unscrewed the lid, peeled a snail from the underside of it and held it out towards me.
'I don't suppose you have this sort of treatment where you're from,' said Lya. 'It may seem a little strange, but it'll help. Hold still.'
Despite her words I could not help but flinch away. She held my arm and placed the snail carefully onto the bleeding wound on my chest. Its sticky body adhered to mine with a rough sucking sensation that was almost lost in the avalanche of pain.
'Glacier snails,' Lya explained, taking out another snail and sticking it on my chest next to the first. 'Their venom will slow down your heart to the point that it almost stops.' She added one more snail to the group on my chest, screwed the lid back onto the jar and replaced it in her bag. The snails prickled at my skin with countless tiny teeth.
'What are we going to do, Lya?' Steg quavered. 'The boy needs a surgeon!'
'Ah, that's a bit of a problem,' said Lya. 'High Sorcerer Daurum has ordered all our best surgeons to the battlefront.'
'Oh gods!' Steg wailed, flapping his hands as if wanting to fly away. 'Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods …'
Lya watched him calmly. 'Steg, if you want to be helpful, go over there and see if you can find a knife. Probably a dagger, something ceremonial.' Steg hurried away; I tried to look for the dagger myself, but even the motion of turning my head in that direction caused me a pain like tearing flesh.
My chest was growing cold now; the snails that writhed there began to feel like little blocks of ice pressing against my skin.
'Cold,' I managed to say, through chattering teeth.
'That's the venom. You'll go numb in a second.' Lya grabbed my wrist and held it tight. 'Your heart is slowing down. When it stops, I'll keep your circulation going myself. Whatever you do, don't let go of my hand, or you will die. Do you understand?'
I nodded, returning her grip tenfold.
'Now, tell me, where have you been staying? These don't look like prisoners' clothes.'
'August House,' I managed to say.
'August House, eh? That's in the Fountain District, isn't it?' Lya's words sounded automatic, as if all her focus was elsewhere – probably on keeping the blood flowing through my body. 'How have you liked your time in Eldermoon?'
'It's been … interesting.'
'That much is apparent. Have you visited Naegol Gardens? The greenhouses there are quite amazing. They're full of all sorts of strange plants and flowers grown using magic. Some of them are the only examples of their kind on the Sphere.'
'I've heard,' I gasped. 'There's a book about it – by – Navan Deressi –'
'Try not to talk so much,' Lya told me.
The cold in my chest had grown into a most peculiar feeling, or more accurately an absence of feeling. I felt with some conviction that I ought to be dead; a faintness assaulted me in waves that came every second, but Lya, standing in for my heart, sent rushes of blood through my veins as regular as a clock, jolting my brain back to full operation. The pain at least had faded into the background now.
Over Lya's shoulder I saw Steg return from his errand, tears in his big dopey eyes and the dagger in his hand. 'I found it, Lya.'
My own blood reflected my image back at me with startling clarity: me crumpled on the ground with my chest covered in blood and snails. At the sight I felt air rush into my lungs, and my chest became horribly tight. Lya gripped my hand harder.
'Don't worry,' she told me, and her words seemed to reach my ears through layers of cotton wool. 'We'll get you to the infirmary. Try and stay with us. Give me a hand here, Steg. Unroll this.'
Behind her, Steg unrolled a fabric stretcher that had been fastened to the outside of Lya's bag. Lya waved a hand over this and it stiffened into a board. The two of them dragged me onto it. Lya kept her grip on my wrist as they lifted the stretcher by the metal handles at each end and carried me out of the Tower of Rituals. A protest rose in my throat as we passed the lifeless bodies of Zaspar, Violette and Howell, but I had nothing left to vomit. Aided by the icy snail venom creeping around my heart, I drifted into a troubled state not too far from sleep.
*
When I awoke it was night time.
Or I thought it was night time. But when, with some effort, I regained the power of deduction, I realised I was in a room with no windows; it could be any time of day at all, and I would be none the wiser. The only light came from a flickering candle beside me.
With a bit of shifting I discovered I was in a bed, tucked between a hard mattress and a thin sheet. The candle stood on a small table by my bedside, along with a jug of water, a glass and a small hand bell. Behind these stood a vase containing a bunch of duskflowers, ghostly cream and blue flowers that only bloom in dark places. Furthest from me was a large glass jar containing an oddly shaped object I did not recognise, floating in liquid. It unsettled me, that shape. Something about it felt wrong.
From the scattering of clues, as well as from the memories that were coming back to me piece by piece, I guessed I was in a private room in a vuman hospital. I got the feeling, from the duskflowers, the darkness, the silence and the earthy, wet odour that pervaded the air, that I was underground. This made sense; in times of trouble, vumas tended to feel more comfortable underground, which was why all their temples were in caves deep down below the surface. It was logical that they would retreat underground when they were in need of healing, though I could not help but wish they had put me in a room that felt a little less like a dungeon cell.
Slowly I heaved myself into a sitting position. I tried to catch the light of the candle so I could examine my wound, and realised that in place of a shirt there was a thick bandage wrapped around my chest. I put my hands to the place where I had been stabbed. There was no blood anywhere in sight and I could feel a pulse, both of which could be considered good signs. But my heart felt lopsided and tight, as though one of my ribs were digging into it. I shifted, but could not ease the feeling. Every heartbeat brought with it a little burst of pain, as if the blood that flowed through my veins was itself burning me somehow.
And there was a shimmering thread, so transparent it was only just visible, snaking out from my chest, leading off into the dark. It reminded me of the trails Gramor had used to keep me and Tay from running away back on the hills of Dynia, so I assumed it was some sort of magical thread used to bind objects together. My eyes followed this subtle thread to the bedside table, where it coiled upwards through the air and, I now noticed, plunged into the top of the large glass jar.
I rubbed the bleariness out of my eyes and tried to lean forward to look more closely at the unsettling shape within, but succeeded only in making myself wince and gasp. Exerting any sort of strain on my chest brought a sharp pain and a vivid image of bodily tissue tearing like badly woven cloth, so I lay back in the darkness and focused my efforts on not breathing too much.
I don't know how long I lay there, but eventually a door opened somewhere off in the darkness, and Lya came in. I saw now that she was younger than I had thought, though the lines on her face seemed in excess of her years.
'How are you feeling?' she asked, unsurprised to find me awake.
'Okay,' I lied.
'Good, good.' She drew up a chair next to the bedside table and sat down, clearing her throat softly. 'Now, Ellstone – that is your name, isn't it?'
'How did you –'
'I've been speaking to your guardian. She is waiting to see you, but I would like to go over some things first. Ellstone, I don't want to lie to you about your situation, so I will tell you what I know, and I will speak plainly. Your heart was badly damaged and has now ceased to function. I've frozen it with concentrated snail venom and hooked you up to a surrogate heart. But, as you can imagine, this is little more –'
'Surrogate heart?' I choked.
'Ah yes.' Lya chewed on her lip. 'I suppose that may require a little more explanation for you. You see this thread here?' She pointed to the shimmering thread where it entered my chest. I followed her finger as it traced the thread's journey through the air and into the ominous jar on the bedside table. 'It carries energy from the heart in this jar to your body. This heart –' she tapped the jar – 'is essentially doing the work that your heart should be doing. Right now, it is what is pumping blood through your body, keeping all your vital functions ticking over.'
'Whose heart is that?' I asked, feeling sick. I could see now that the shape floating in the jar was indeed a heart. I could see this more clearly than I would ever have wished to: a dark purple-brown mass like a fat juicy slug, pulsating in the faintly dingy liquid.
'The donor died two days ago,' said Lya. 'A young man in the Brotherhood of Lightning. His name was Bryus. I believe he was killed in a fight after he was accused of being a traitor. His heart was unscathed, so we were able to salvage it. All members of the Brotherhood agree that their organs may be harvested in the event of their deaths.'
'But I'm a human.'
Lya tucked a strand of blue hair behind her ear. 'We won't mention that to his family.'
'But, I mean –' I eyed the pulsating mass warily – 'will it even work for me?'
She shrugged. 'It's doing okay so far. The heart is not the most complicated of organs. Whether it's dealing with human or vuman blood, it is essentially a pump. But I'm afraid this is only a temporary solution. As you may know, the human army have destroyed Snails' Arch, and consequently all the miracas is fading from the world. As that happens, this thread will grow thinner and more brittle until it snaps, and the enchantment keeping this heart going will fail. Our only hope is if, before that happens, we can open you up and replace your heart with this one, permanently.'
'That's not possible,' I breathed.
'Some of my colleagues have done it,' Lya assured me. 'It's incredibly risky at the best of times, but as I said, it appears to be our only hope in this case. The problem is, all of our most skilled healers are out with the Brotherhood on their journey into battle. I've sent messages to some of them requesting their urgent return, but I've yet to hear back.' She put on a kind expression which I was sure she must have practised in front of a mirror. 'I wouldn't get your hopes up.'
There was very little risk of that. I mumbled a thank you, grateful at least that she had been honest, and she left the room, saying she would send in the woman waiting to see me.
A few minutes passed before the door opened again and Grenlia came in. Her cheeks were swollen almost magenta where tears had been aggressively wiped away. For a moment I thought she was crying for me, but then I remembered with horror that she had other reasons to be upset.
'Ellstone,' she said, and though I was glad to hear the warmth in her voice, it was tinged with despair. 'Are you all right?'
'I don't know. I think so. I feel quite a bit better.' This was an exaggeration, but I did not want to add to Grenlia's worries.
'That's good.' She sat on the chair by the bed and folded her hands in her lap, just looking across at me.
Finally she asked, 'Was it Violette who did this to you?'
So she did not know the whole story. My wounded heart recoiled at the idea that I should be the one to tell her. But who else could?
'It was, wasn't it? Ellstone, I'm so sorry, but I need to know …' As Grenlia continued, fresh tears appeared in her eyes and ran unheeded down her face. 'I can't get through to her, you see. It's always been hard for me, she's always tried to keep me out, but now … now it's as if she isn't there at all. At first I thought it was because of what happened with Snails' Arch, but I can still get through to my other relatives, even my second cousin in Durroc. Tell me, do you know what's happened to Violette?'
I struggled to think of a way to tell the story that would not involve having to say the word. 'She was trying to bring her friend Zaspar's spirit back from the mira,' I whispered. 'She and Howell took me to the cemetery. They'd dug up his body and they were going to sacrifice me to bring him back. Violette stabbed me and something came through – not Zaspar's spirit, but something – and Zaspar's body rose up and – I think it – it attacked …'
My voice trailed off. Grenlia's hands were covering her mouth, as if she couldn't bear me to see how shocked she was. It did not work. Her eyes said everything.
'And did Violette –?' she whispered. She could not bring herself to say the word either.
I nodded.
Grenlia leapt up from the bed and walked across the room, hands still over her mouth. She did not burst into sobs as I had expected; she just paced back and forth, her eyes glistening and afraid, pausing occasionally to stare at random objects in the room.
'She didn't mean it, Ellstone,' she quavered. 'She didn't mean it. It was just a game to her. Just a game.'
The world was incredibly silent now; I could not hear a single sound that was not Grenlia's shaky breathing. I wondered if it would make her feel better if I gave her a hug, but that was irrelevant since I barely had the strength to sit up.
'It's okay,' I said desperately. 'Don't cry.'
This only made her cry harder. 'It was such a silly game,' she sobbed, angrily. 'Such a silly game! I told her that, over and over again, but she never listened! And now look what's happened. It's all so …'
She broke off and stood staring at the wall. I did not look at her. I lay still, trying to think of something I could say, and when this failed, trying not to think anything at all.
At last Grenlia turned back to me. 'I'm so sorry, Ellstone,' she said, swallowing tears as she spoke. 'I'm so sorry this had to happen to you.'
'It's not your fault,' I said.
'It is,' she said. 'I should have been a better mother. Then you and Violette would both still be …'
'I'm going to be okay,' I reassured her, trying to adjust myself into a healthy looking position, but feeling my flesh ache in protest. 'I think I'm already getting better.'
She came to my side and clasped my hand between hers. Her skin felt cold. We stayed that way for a long while, not talking. Then Grenlia released my hand, and sniffed.
'I'd better go and tell Crystal,' she said, her younger daughter's name turning to a whimper as she realised how hard the conversation would be for both of them. She stepped out of the room and closed the door after her. I could still hear her sobbing as she walked away, through infirmary corridors I had yet to see, up towards the surface world I might never see again.
The Bloody Hand
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
I had to admit it: marching over open hills, the human army looked truly impressive. Thousands of armour plates caught the sun, casting ripples of reflected light across the landscape ahead of us. For odd moments, when I tried, I could almost convince myself that we were the incorruptible shining force of goodness that Leonus Menx kept telling us we were, in the manner of a father praising his children for their crude crayon drawings.
I glanced over at Kisli, who was a few places to my right in our current formation, and these frivolous thoughts fled my mind, leaving me feeling cold and forlorn. For several days the two of us had barely spoken. Looking at her made me want to go to her side, apologise for keeping secrets and tell her that despite everything, she was the one person I really felt I could trust. Only the look in her eyes stopped me; she looked deep in thought, and had looked that way ever since we departed from the ruins of the Arch. I had already tried a few times to strike up a conversation with her, and she had responded courteously enough, but without saying anything much, and without looking at me. It was as though we barely knew each other. I sighed, wondering if my reticent nature had lost me the best friend I had ever had. If so, perhaps it had been inevitable. I barely understood myself; for other people, trying to get to know me must be downright frustrating.
To take my mind off this, I put my old scientific curiosity to work studying the landscapes we passed through, speculating on how long it would take for the fading of miracas to have a visible effect on the world. The hills around us were craggy and tinged with frost, meaning plantlife would be scarce at the best of times, but what trees and flowers had made their homes up here were still in full bloom, their leaves and petals quivering with life. They showed no signs of shrivelling up and dying as Alto Bracken had predicted. Perhaps they never would, I thought as a blue and brown butterfly whirred past my ear; perhaps miracas was not so essential to life as the old empty room experiment suggested. Perhaps, for once, my genius cousin was wrong. This thought made me feel a little brighter. Marching under the gentle warmth of the sun, with hardy yellow grass tickling my legs, it was hard to feel too crushed by the weight of what we had done.
What probably should have concerned me more was the battle we were heading towards. After all, if science's best estimates were correct, the vumas would not be fully de-magicked for several weeks, and they would undoubtedly be enraged by our actions. But our victory against the Arch had emboldened most of the soldiers, and the mood of our journey — with the exception of my own mood, and Kisli's — was strangely upbeat. The cheer was stoked by Leonus Menx, whose frequent ampliphone announcements kept us company on the march.
'If you look to the right from the ridge we're coming to, you can see the Mirister Plains, the site of the Battle of Bad Blood many hundreds of years ago, between the two forces that eventually joined together to form the Kyland army. It's my hope that some day humans and vumas will be similarly bonded in friendship. Our victory against the Arch is one step towards that, but sadly there is more to be done. We must pacify those who would try to make trouble even now, when all their power is gone.'
That was one thing that kept bothering me about Menx's announcements: he seemed to be under the impression that all miracas had drained from the Sphere already. This struck me as odd; surely the Ninety must know that it would linger for at least a week or two before fully dissipating. But perhaps he was just trying to keep morale up among the troops. I certainly wasn't going to be the one to challenge him on it. By the time we reached Eldermoon, the amount of miracas left on the Sphere would be negligible anyway.
No use worrying.
*
Several days from the ruins of Snails' Arch, we stopped off at Fort Illart, a small, high-walled town atop one of the many rough crags that had been making our journey increasingly miserable. There was little comfort for us there; our stop was brief, and all most of us saw of the town was the outer gate and the dirt courtyard just inside. Commander Menx disappeared for a while to talk with another important looking soldier, and it wasn't long before their words became whispers and circulated around the ranks.
The town's population currently consisted only of soldiers, a consignment of the Kyland army who had been given the task of defending this point against vuman advances from the west, where the border with Vumarule lay. Some of their number had even ventured across the border and taken a few small towns in Vumarule, but were rarely able to hold them for long before the Brotherhood drove them out, killing many soldiers in the process. Despite this, the Brotherhood had not yet managed to take Fort Illart, its high walls proving able to hold back the scattered parties of spellweavers sent to test them. Unable to seize the town, the Brotherhood had not dared to extend itself any further into Deurof, for fear of being cut off from Eldermoon by the force stationed there. In this way, Leonus Menx explained to us, these soldiers had been crucially important in holding back the vumas from rampaging freely across human lands.
For weeks now, there had been no sign of any vumas in the vicinity of Fort Illart, and the soldiers stationed there were divided on why – half of them insisted that the strength and bravery of the town's defenders had scared them off for good, while the other half grimly mused that they must be biding their time while they planned a full-scale attack. They looked overjoyed when Leonus Menx told them the vumas no longer had the power to weave spells. Again, watching these soldiers dance around the dirt courtyard in a decidedly premature victory celebration, I briefly wondered if I should intervene and explain that miracas would take a while to fade completely, but then I shook my head and let them have their fun.
So our numbers were bolstered by the few hundred soldiers who had held Fort Illart, and we pressed on west.
*
The next night, we set up camp along one bank of the wide river that marked the border between Deurof and Vumarule. On the other side, the hills turned to mountains, whose immense mass glowed a ghostly grey in the last light of the sun. My heart sank, knowing we would have to begin our journey through those mountains the next morning. My bones ached, and I caught myself wishing I was back in Merry Mourning where I had a warm place to sleep, and where the war always seemed far away and unreal. Fires crackled, lighting the camp in muddy orange as the stars came out overhead, shortly followed by the blood moon. Wild goats bleated from distant crags. Foul-smelling food was slopped into bowls for our sustenance.
I was tending to one of the fires with wood from across the river when I heard Kisli's voice. It had a new tone to it, and little of its usual gentleness.
'Why are we going to Eldermoon?'
I straightened up and squinted over to where she stood. She was speaking to Leonus Menx, who could always be found wandering the camp in the evenings. In his role as a man of the people, he liked to make small talk with the soldiers in his army, and address any concerns they may have. Other soldiers tended to speak of him in awed tones, but as far as I was concerned his most enduring mystery was how, after several days of marching, he kept his hair looking only attractively windswept.
'I'm sorry?' he said, doubling back and coming towards her. 'Oh, it's you! Kisli, isn't it? How wonderful to see you. What was it that you wanted to ask me?'
'I asked why we're going to Eldermoon,' said Kisli.
I watched them from the corner of my eye as Menx brought out a smile he must have filed under perplexed sincerity. 'We are going to Eldermoon because the Ninety have ordered it.'
'I know that much. But what are we going to do when we get there?'
'That's a good question. We'll be making efforts to ensure that the Brotherhood of Lightning are no longer a threat to us.'
'How? By killing them?'
Menx was unmoved by her bluntness. 'If it comes to that, yes. By killing them.'
'But we can't kill them.'
'Kisli, I know you're scared, but the vumas are practically powerless now. If we do this swiftly, before they can form a new strategy, our casualties will be minimal.'
'I know that. You've been saying that over and over again for the past few days. But that's exactly why we can't kill them.' The words tumbled from Kisli's mouth as though they had been waiting some time to get out. 'They can't use magic any more because of the Arch, and you said they don't know how to fight without it. So if they're powerless, wouldn't killing them be as bad as killing civilians?'
Menx adjusted his voice, dropping it to a more solemn pitch. 'Surely you have learned by now that sometimes such actions are necessary.'
'Not killing civilians!'
'The Brotherhood of Lightning are not civilians, Kisli. They have made their malicious intent abundantly clear –'
'We've killed children!'
Menx brought out his perplexed smile again. 'Have we?'
'I was there! The vuman children we found living in Merry Mourning. Remember? The ones on that boat that sank in the river.'
'Kisli, that hardly –' Menx began, but Kisli pressed on.
'You told me that day that we need to obey our orders unquestioningly, whether they seem right to us or not. What if the Brotherhood's leaders told them the same thing? That would make them just the same as us. What gives us the right to sentence them to death for following different leaders?'
The two of them were drawing quite a lot of attention now; I noticed a hush had fallen over all the nearby soldiers. Leonus Menx looked around, acknowledged the stares and adjusted his manner of speech again, this time to address everyone listening in.
'I can see where you're coming from, Kisli, but these things are far more complicated than they may seem.' He spread his arms towards the crowd. 'Have any of you heard of the philosopher Solomo Reacher?'
A few heads nodded. Kisli shook hers.
'A great man,' Menx continued, beginning to pace back and forth by a campfire. 'Very much ahead of his time. He lived in Hollince back in the Age of War, at a time when the vumas were first emerging as a grave threat. But the Cochlean church was still at the height of its influence, and people were terrified of getting blood on their souls by taking action against the vumas. Before the Age of Enlightenment, you see, the prevailing belief was that killing left a stain on the soul, a stain that could never be scrubbed away. Of course, that belief still persists to some extent, but it is nowhere near as pervasive as it once was. A lot of that is thanks to old Solomo.
'Solomo argued that if the gods do exist, we must credit them with intelligence enough to look beyond the surface of things. Certainly, killing is an ugly task, but it is not always something to be shunned. There are times when it must be done for the greater good.
'Let me give you an example based on our current situation. Say we take no action against the Brotherhood. Say we leave them to simmer in Eldermoon for a few years more. Even with their primary source of power destroyed, they will not give up. If we do not take firm action now, the vumas will continue to make trouble. They will regroup, they will learn new ways to attack us and everything we stand for. Many people will die – not just humans, but vumas too. Both sides will suffer in the long run. This is not speculation, my friends – this is fact. We have seen it before.
'Say, on the other hand, that we take the action I believe we need to take. Even if it means the loss of a few innocent lives, which is unavoidable in times of war, ultimately we are saving far more lives than we are taking. Should we feel bad about killing one person to save ten, just because ours was the hand that plunged the blade in? Which is more important: whose hand holds the sword, or how much blood is spilled?'
The crowd was silent.
Leonus Menx continued, and as he strode back and forth behind the fire, sparks whirled up into the air before him and the dancing light shone off his armour and eyes, making him look somehow more than human. 'Oh yes, we can beat ourselves up about the things we are forced to do, but if we do not kill when it is necessary for the greater good, what does that make us? Before Solomo Reacher, we would have said it makes us innocent. But he taught us that what we think of as innocence is not innocence at all. Sitting indoors in comfort while others are out there killing and dying for your right to live – that is not innocence. Criticising others for what you are too ashamed to admit must be done – that is not innocence. Cowering in fear at the thought of staining your pristine soul – that is not innocence, and no just god would see it as such. That was Solomo's argument.
'Of course, Solomo did not believe in any gods, but given the time in which he lived he was wise to weave his argument around them, and he did so rather beautifully. The core of his message remains relevant to this day, and it is simply this: we must let go of our old notions of good and evil. We have the means now to evaluate the true consequences of our actions, and act accordingly. We must not mistake inaction for innocence. In times when action is called for, we must not fear the stain of blood on our hands.' Menx stopped before Kisli and smiled at her a little sadly. '"The bloody hand is nobler than the spotless soul". Whether or not you believe in gods, it makes no difference. The wisdom of Solomo's words is irrefutable.'
Kisli looked overwhelmed; she clearly hadn't expected to receive such a protracted lecture in return for her questions.
'I have made up my mind, Kisli,' said Leonus Menx, moving closer to her. 'From the look of them, so have almost all the soldiers here. We have looked deep inside ourselves and determined that we will bloody our hands to save lives. It takes incredible resolve and courage, but we accept our responsibility to take on the tasks that others are unwilling to touch, no matter how unpleasant they may be. Any of you harbouring doubts about whether this is the right course of action would do well to quash them now before the choice is staring you in the face. We all must be prepared for what lies ahead.
'Now,' he said softly, lifting Kisli's chin so she was looking straight into his sparkling eyes, 'are you going to fight for us like a good girl?'
Her eyes widened and she nodded furiously.
Menx let go of her chin and smiled around at everyone watching. 'Good. See, I'm not just a pretty face. I know what I'm talking about too! At least some of the time.' The tension broke; Menx clapped several soldiers on their shoulders as he moved off through the crowd. 'Take care now, all of you, and stay strong. Remember, the bloody hand is nobler than the spotless soul.'
And he was gone, what little armour he wore clanking grandly as he strode away to another section of the camp, leaving a sea of murmuring faces in his wake. I fed one last branch to the fire, then pushed my way over to Kisli, who looked a little stunned.
'Hi,' I said.
'Hi,' she said, sounding more like her old self.
'That was weird.'
'Yes. He did go on a bit.'
'What do you think of what he said?'
Kisli was silent for a moment, then exhaled. 'I think it was the biggest load of crap I've heard in my life.'
I was taken aback. 'What makes you say that?'
Kisli looked straight into my eyes, earnest and angry. 'He kicked Miracas.'
I laughed, for the first time in days. 'They didn't break you, Kisli.'
'No.' She fidgeted with the chainmail at her neck, smiling guiltily. 'I suppose this means I'm as bad as you. It just took me longer to realise it.'
'What do you mean you're as bad as me?'
'I mean … I mean I don't think I believe them. I don't think I want to, and I don't think I can.' She looked at me. 'And I don't think I can do this any more.'
'Do what?'
'Be in the army.'
'Oh.' I looked around the camp, at the thousands of soldiers in shining armour, all journeying far across Kyland towards their ultimate confrontation with the forces of darkness.
Then I looked back at Kisli. 'You could have picked a better time to work that out.'
'I know,' she sighed.
And we stood there staring at each other by the light of the campfire – two fools caught in a rushing current that carried us ever closer to our doom.
Ambush at Ash Valley
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
Leonus Menx stood on the mountain road at the point where it took a sharp plunge into the shadows of Ash Valley. He glanced back at the soldiers massing behind him, and stated the decision he had already made.
'We'll have to go through.'
'Are you sure?' fretted one of his lackeys. 'If we run into any trouble in there we won't have any easy escape route.'
'We still don't know where the Brotherhood are,' agreed a second lackey. 'If they left Eldermoon the day after the Arch fell they could be almost on top of us by now.'
'We have no intelligence to indicate that the vumas are planning to intercept us,' said Menx, 'and it is vital that we get to Eldermoon and neutralise their threat as soon as possible. This valley is the most viable way for an army this size to pass through these mountains for many miles, so we will take it. Quiet your fears, they will only disturb the troops.'
His lackeys nodded, bowing as always to the crystal clear certainty in his voice.
What they did not see was the excitement that bubbled in his mind. Leonus Menx wanted a battle, and he wanted it soon. Of course the vumas would try to intercept them – with miracas fading fast, what other option did they have? They were probably close by now, quite likely close enough to lay an ambush in the valley. But what did it matter? Their powers were fading. Even if they managed to take out half the human force, they did not stand a chance of finishing the job before the last of the miracas disappeared for good. The most they would do to the remaining soldiers would be to give them the sort of sharp shock they needed, to clench up their soft hearts like fists and spur them on to greatness. After a respectable amount of sacrifice, the vumas would be overcome and put in their place once and for all, and the Kyland army would prove that it could still hold its own against spellweavers, despite what its detractors claimed. The battle of Ash Valley would be remembered as a wonderful and honourable victory.
Hmm, the Battle of Ash Valley. That had a ring to it. Menx could see it printed in history books, on a page dominated by a big portrait of him, smiling that smile that radiated confidence and humanity. Of course, a few academics would squabble over whether his actions had needlessly put his soldiers in danger, but history on the whole did not care much for such questions. Where were the great leaders remembered for brokering peaceful solutions to conflicts? Where were the prestigious medals awarded for averting bloodshed? Oh, people may posture and pretend, but even in the Age of Enlightenment, no one was truly impressed by such trivialities.
Yes, they would go through Ash Valley.
*
I opened my eyes. The cart under me rocked as it jostled along; it was close to rocking me to sleep, but even after the scattered few hours of sleep our journey had allowed me, I didn't think it would be possible to fall asleep inside the mind of Leonus Menx. The idea made me shudder.
The cart was one of the ones carrying big sacks of enchanted items. I probably wasn't supposed to be riding it, but nobody dared to challenge High Sorcerer Daurum's favourite honoured guest, and being fairly small I did not feel I was giving the yaks too much extra weight to pull.
For most of the journey I had walked in the midst of the cloaked army, over high plains where merciless sunlight drenched us in sweat despite the chill of the breeze, down through rocky groves fragmented by chaotically forking streams, and even along a stretch of gravelled road that led us past a scattering of inns and country estates. Some vumas further back in the procession tried to break away and attack those buildings they deemed suspiciously human, but Gramor and several other members of High Sorcerer Daurum's inner circle forcefully reminded them of Daurum's warning: anything that delayed the vuman army even a little in its journey to the battlefront made defeat all the more likely, and thus would not be tolerated.
Despite pacing up and down the black cloaked ranks of the Brotherhood several times, I had realised on the second day that there was no sign of Ellstone anywhere in their midst. Concern temporarily outweighing irritation, I had popped into his mind for just long enough to discover he was back in Eldermoon; in fact, he was lying in bed, feeling miserable. I did not care how he had ended up back there, and had no desire to listen to any of his whining, so I did not stay around long enough for him to notice me. If he wanted to sulk in Eldermoon while I – as usual – did what had to be done, let him.
One place I had not spent much time was in High Sorcerer Daurum's carriage. The first day, I had felt giddy to be sitting in the presence of such power, but I soon grew tired of his pointless interrogations about my father, and the constant mumble of dull strategising that passed between the old men at the upper echelons of the Brotherhood. But now – now I had some proper information to report.
I jumped down from the enchanted item cart, eliciting a few scowls from those around me, and strode ahead to catch up with High Sorcerer Daurum's carriage. As I walked, I noted that the landscape spread out before us now was raw and rocky, sun-parched but for the snow capping the highest of the mountain peaks. I paused a minute to squint into the distance, and could just make out a sliver of shadow where the winding road ahead disappeared into a valley. I knew at once that this was the same valley I had just seen from the other side, through another pair of eyes.
Chills of anticipation scuttled up my spine to dance with the hairs on the back of my neck. I redoubled my pace, and in a few moments I was pulling myself up into High Sorcerer Daurum's carriage.
'You'll never guess where the humans are,' I grinned, interrupting what sounded like a riveting debate about soldier formation.
Daurum held up a wrinkled hand to bring his subordinates' squabbling to a halt, and nodded for me to continue. Beside him, Gramor sat back, shooting me a look that warned me to consider my words carefully. If he could have spoken to me in private, I was sure he would have bored me with some philosophical nonsense about how I should use my power to avert bloodshed rather than to ensure it. But I treated his silent entreaty with the contempt it deserved, and told High Sorcerer Daurum what I had witnessed in Leonus Menx's mind.
By the time I had finished, his grin mirrored mine. His claws clicked together as his mind went to work on this new and juicy information.
Then he snapped into action, turning to the old man on his left. 'Garn. Tell Sister Henra that we will be slowing down. We will lie in wait for the humans and surprise them as they approach the western end of the valley.'
Garn nodded and creakily bent himself into a shape that could jump down from the carriage. Daurum's eyes passed to the younger, lizard-like man sitting opposite him.
'Eisther. Lead a detachment over the mountains towards the eastern end of the valley. It'll be hard going, so take only your best and fastest climbers. When you get there, slaughter any humans that attempt to retreat. If they outnumber you, use a bit of showmanship. They'll be terrified by the time they see you, so it won't be much of a challenge to drive them back into the valley, and then we'll begin closing in. We'll have them, gentlemen. We'll have them.'
'We will have them, High Sorcerer,' echoed Brother Eisther, and he slipped out of the carriage.
'Gramor,' said Daurum. 'You will be in charge of setting up a defensive perimeter around our camp. That ridge up ahead looks as good a spot as any. Ensure that the area is secure and begin spreading word of the plan.'
'Yes, High Sorcerer,' said Gramor, and was gone without so much as a glance at me. I was left alone in the carriage with Daurum.
An odd feeling gripped me. By saying the words I had said, I had started a chain of events that would ripple out to who knew where. I had made use of my power, and now it was no longer my power – now it was simply power, spreading throughout the camp, weaving unknowable consequences into countless lives. Now it was out of my control, and that was never my favourite place for things to be.
I suddenly noticed the weight of Vengeance against my thigh, and squeezed her hilt firmly. My fingers buzzed with electricity. 'Can I go into battle with the others?' I asked.
High Sorcerer Daurum grinned at me. 'Oh no, we can't have you risking your life out there, girl. You are important. You will stay back here with me and watch the show.'
*
The show, as it turned out, was quite spectacular.
It began as the sun was setting, drenching the hills around us in molten gold. I helped High Sorcerer Daurum down from his carriage and we stood together on the ridge where the vuman camp was being erected. Ahead, the road dipped into the valley, which looked a lot wider up close, a dark emptiness between two jagged peaks like the jaws of a vast mountain beast.
Eisther's party had long since scuttled away over the mountains on the south side of the valley, their sharp claws and natural vuman dexterity allowing them to scale the rocky slopes that lay ahead. The bulk of the Brotherhood took up positions in a semicircle around the valley mouth, their formation designed to put the more vulnerable long-range spellweavers at the back, while those nearer the front could hold enemies in place with various forcefields, fierce blasts of kinetic energy and confounding mind tricks. The marnagore wranglers stood at the far ends of the semicircle, barely restraining their beasts with leashes of red light and lightning whips.
Many vumas put their heads together to conjure a huge transparent wall that curved around the valley mouth, dividing it from the waiting Brotherhood. I know now that this was an illusion designed to show anyone on the valley side exactly what they expected to see – in this case deserted mountain slopes – but from where I stood, gazing through from the vuman side, the wall looked to be made of a ghostly sort of ice. I had to squint through its shimmering haze to make out the valley mouth beyond.
Hours passed with no one emerging from Ash Valley, and I even popped back into Leonus Menx's mind to check that his plan had not changed. Then, when only a little sunlight remained, a human soldier's head appeared. It was followed by several more heads belonging to several more soldiers, all on horseback – maybe a dozen, cresting the valley's slope, both humans and horses looking glad to be out of the deep shade below. They must have been a scouting party, because they were far ahead of the rest of the army, but they were not being particularly cautious. One of them seemed to be telling a joke, making a few of his friends howl with laughter while the rest looked on in disapproval.
Their horses clopped closer to the illusory wall. There was no getting around it: the vumas would have to make their presence known.
A few paces in front of me, Daurum raised his hands. The wall around the scouts seemed to flicker, as if straining to stay in place. Arrayed just beyond it, the assembled Brotherhood shifted, awaiting their signal.
The signal came when High Sorcerer Daurum swung his arms down and round in a great sweeping motion, and all at once the wall shattered apart, spraying what looked like shards of ice for miles in all directions. I shielded my eyes, but felt nothing, and when I dared to look, there were no shards, just empty space where the wall had been, and at the valley mouth the battle had begun.
The first stage of the battle did not last long. The vumas may have lost much of their power, but there were hundreds of them for every soldier in the scouting party, and the humans found themselves bombarded with every type of spell imaginable. Some of them tried to turn their horses around and flee, but they had already been surrounded, and spells thudded into them from all angles, driving them to the ground and raising shower after shower of blood from their bodies. Marnagores leapt forth and ripped at their limbs and throats until they could squirm no more. The entire scouting party was dead within twenty seconds of the wall coming down.
The vuman victory was short-lived. The next moment, a stream of human soldiers rose from the valley – they must have run to catch up when they heard their comrades screaming – and this time there seemed no end to their numbers. The Brotherhood took some of them down, but could not hold them all back, and soon swords were swinging, cutting deep into vuman flesh and marnagore hide, and as the front line of vumas began to fall, those further back lost their protection and began to be hit by crossbow bolts and human enchantments.
Hundreds of human soldiers were emerging from the valley now – but of course, Leonus Menx was nowhere in sight. Though I could not concentrate enough to fully immerse myself in his mind, I could feel his presence humming busily on the outskirts of my own. Naturally, he was far back in the depths of the valley, not taking an active part in the battle but 'strategising', just like High Sorcerer Daurum. The two of them stood on opposite sides of the chaos, both directing their armies like the conductors of some gruesome orchestra. This could go on for days, but as long as none of the blood spilled was theirs, what did any of it matter? They may as well have been playing a hand of Lionfish, or throwing paper darts at each other, for all the difference it made to them.
The vumas seemed to be regaining control of the battle now. Perhaps their skills had been rusty from lack of practice, perhaps adrenaline was kicking in, but they were beginning to find a rhythm. I fixed my eyes on one human soldier who fired her crossbow, stared in disbelief as a spell steered the bolt ninety degrees into the shoulder of one of her comrades, then found herself frozen in an icy cocoon by a second spell and finally shattered into pieces by a third. Three different spells by three different vumas, working in harmony to reduce one human to shredded pieces. I finally realised, with an unexpected burst of horror, why some humans may in fact be afraid of vumas.
At last, the human army seemed to recognise that the odds were not in its favour. The stream of soldiers stopped coming, leaving those who remained to fight a losing battle with ever-dwindling numbers. I heard what sounded like the echoes of a distant voice, and those humans who still lived withdrew – or they tried to, though many of them were taken down by spells and marnagore fangs before they could. A large number of vumas started forward to follow them into the valley, still shooting spells, but –
'Wait!' Daurum yelled, and his voice carried through the air as surely as a trumpet's call.
The vumas running for the valley mouth came to a halt, some reluctantly, some with relief. In a moment, the last humans had disappeared from sight, and the Brotherhood stood looking down into the valley where they had retreated. The silence where the roar of battle had been rang in my ears as the furious beats of my heart began to separate. The first skirmish was over, and we had come to a stalemate.
I was not and never will be a military strategist, but I thought I could see where the problem lay. The bottleneck at the mouth of the valley created an imbalance which worked in the Brotherhood's favour – the number of humans who could participate in the battle was limited by how many could squeeze through the fairly narrow opening, whereas the entire Brotherhood could comfortably stand just beyond the valley, all working together to take down the humans as they emerged in a slow, manageable stream. If the Brotherhood tried to push into the valley, however, this advantage would be lost, and without greater numbers, the vumas were vulnerable.
But the vumas would be even more vulnerable as time wore on and as the last of the miracas faded from the air. The Brotherhood would have to make a move sooner or later.
'Later,' said High Sorcerer Daurum when I asked him, both of us staring towards the valley mouth where human and vuman bodies lay in piles and in pieces. I felt sick looking at them, but they were distant enough that I could push this feeling down into the pit of my stomach and pretend it wasn't there. 'We need time to prepare ourselves. We'll let the humans shiver at the bottom of that wretched valley for the night, while we rest and recover our strength. In the morning we will strike their camp with our full force.'
'We should demand they hand over the Menxes,' I pressed. 'They'd do it. They're terrified. It would save us from having to sacrifice our soldiers whittling down the humans' numbers.'
'The Brotherhood of Lightning is not in the business of saving lives,' said Daurum, not looking at me.
'But these people don't need to die,' I said. 'If we could only get our hands on the Menxes –'
'I don't want the Menxes,' said Daurum.
I was taken aback. 'Then what do you want?'
'I want what all of us want, even if we can't see it. I want a good battle.'
'To win back the vumas' freedom?' I added, but the phrase did not capture his imagination.
'My dear girl, this is bigger than that. Five centuries of history now draw to a close. Presently, my people will fade into utter irrelevance, if your people do not simply slaughter us all. Before that happens, I wish to remind your people of what we were capable of at the height of our powers. I want to show them that no matter how devious and powerful they get, they will never achieve the same mastery over this world that the vumas had. I do not deny that fighting this battle will be the last meaningful thing we ever do –'
'So this is a suicide mission?'
Daurum's eyes looked old and hollow, but shone with a kind of fierce intensity that suddenly scared me. 'What a way to go out, eh?' he breathed. 'A battle for the ages. A battle to make our ancestors proud. A battle to be remembered until the end of the world.' He gazed towards the dark of the valley, his pupils fixed on something that perhaps only he could see. 'Whenever that may come.'
I turned away from him, disgusted. I had been losing patience with him for a while, but this was beyond belief. At his core, hidden beneath all the rousing speeches to the Brotherhood, the grand plans concocted with his inner circle, Daurum had given up. He had quietly accepted defeat, and now his sole desire was to die in as glorious a manner as possible, taking thousands of his own people with him. Just like my father, he was so determined to write his name in the history books that he had lost sight of what was actually important. Clearly, if Daurum's attention ever turned to my parents, it would be a mere afterthought at the end of a long and bloody struggle.
I could not wait that long. There was simply no way I could sleep through the night while my parents lay in the camp at the bottom of the valley just a few miles away. I had to do something, do something right now. First … I had to get myself away from the vuman camp. Mindwalking was not enough for me now, not nearly enough. I had still had no success in reaching my mother, and anyway, however good I was at creeping around the murky otherworlds in people's heads, it did not suit me. I had to sneak down into the human camp and see my parents face to face. I had to speak with them face to face. And I had to kill them face to face.
After a moment's thought I set off towards the corner of the camp where I had seen the enchantment carts being unloaded.
I could not wait another moment. And I did not have to.
The Worst Winter
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
A few days into my stay in the infirmary under Eldermoon, Lya came to see me with an idea.
'It is just an idea,' she said, measuring out every ounce of hope in her voice as carefully as a miser counting pennies.
'But –' I said, trembling.
'I've been reading up on heart transplants. I believe now I understand every principle of the operation. And I have seen it done before, by my colleagues. There are others here who've seen it done, too.'
'Does that mean you can help me?'
'Maybe.' Lya looked me in the eyes. 'We need time to prepare, to check and double-check every procedure, to brush up on the appropriate spells. It could take weeks. You have to understand, we may not be ready in time to save you. And even if we are, we may not succeed.'
On reflection, I thought, perhaps she had been a little generous with the hope in her voice.
*
An almighty crash jolted me from my half sleep. The room shook. Dust drifted from the ceiling. The jar that held my surrogate heart rattled against the bedside table; instinctively my hands shot out and grabbed it in case it should topple to the floor and smash. But in two seconds the quake had passed. The steady thump of the heart surfaced from the noise, maybe just a little slower than when last I had heard it.
My first thought was that the human army were attacking the city, but surely they had not had time to get here from Snails' Arch. I struggled to get out of bed before remembering how much it hurt to move. So I lay there and tried to reorient myself to the waking world until, a few minutes later, the door opened and Crystal came in. She was wearing a black dress, the same one she had worn on the day of Rol's funeral and the horrible banquet, but her face bore no signs of grief. She even had the trace of a smile as she closed the door.
'Ah, I thought that might have woken you up,' she said. 'How are you feeling?'
'Not too bad.'
'Remember I can mindwalk,' said Crystal, perching on the chair by the bed.
'Sorry. I'm pretty bad.'
'That's more like it.'
This was the first time she had visited me since the incident, and I was actually glad to see her, though I could not let this fact be known. I twisted my hands before me, hoping to wring a new subject from the air. 'What was that noise a minute ago?'
'Oh, that. That was High Sorcerer Daurum's castle falling out of the sky.'
'Of course,' I breathed.
'I don't think it's killed anyone,' said Crystal, sounding almost regretful. 'It landed on a load of buildings, but someone had them all evacuated a few days ago. I don't know why they bothered. Anyone living under it who didn't realise what was about to happen probably deserved to get crushed.'
'I'd like to see,' I said, straining to move my torso enough to get my legs onto the floor.
Crystal looked at me, unmoved. 'You'd better get better then, hadn't you?'
'I'm trying,' I mumbled, 'but there's not much I can do. Has your mother been okay?'
'More or less. I'm making her eat.'
Something suddenly hit me, and I asked, 'Did you come here from the cemetery?'
'Yeah. Violette's funeral.'
'How was it?'
'Bit dull. Not so many other funerals going on this time, so the priest rambled on for ages. And the things Mama got him to say about her … well, let's just say they were quite selectively edited. They managed to make her sound almost boring.'
'Aren't you upset?'
Crystal shifted, not looking me in the eye. 'I suppose I never liked Violette all that much.'
'But she's your sister. I don't like my sister sometimes, but I wouldn't want her to die.'
'It's not that I wanted it,' said Crystal, hugging one of her knees, 'but after everything she's done lately it didn't shock me as much as it should have.'
Despite all that Violette had done to me, I was uncomfortable speaking such cold words of the dead. My face wrestled with itself as I searched for something kinder to say. 'She can't have been all bad.'
Crystal looked at me at last, her emerald eyes stern and uncompromising. 'Mama gave her a second chance and she wasted it. She shoved a knife in your chest, Ellstone. Maybe there wasn't any hope left for her. Maybe there are some things people can do that there's no way back from.'
Silence fell over us both as I saw, with a horror like none I had yet experienced, the wisdom of her words. I did not speak for a long while, and eventually the silence grew uncomfortable.
'Well, I can't stay,' said Crystal, getting up and fidgeting in her dress. 'I have to make dinner. Mama says we'll be able to visit you more often soon, we just have to take care of some things first.'
There was something more, something I had to ask her – but it was not until she was almost out the door that I worked out what it was.
'Crystal,' I said, and she paused with her hand on the door frame. 'When you come back, could you bring me one of those mindwalking band things?'
She stared at me. 'Okay, if you want. What are you going to do with it?'
'I don't know,' I mumbled. 'Something. Something's better than nothing.'
Crystal nodded, understanding. 'I'll bring you one.' She hesitated, trying to think of an appropriate farewell. 'Get better, stupid,' she said, and closed the door behind her.
*
The next day, Crystal and Grenlia stopped by together. They stayed for several hours, not making a great deal of conversation, but warming the room with their presence. Towards the end of their visit, when Grenlia was distracted pouring me a glass of water, Crystal reached under the shoulder of her dress and pulled a mindwalking band from her arm; she handed it to me quickly and I stashed it between my sheets. Our stealthiness was probably wise; I was sure Grenlia would not want me to exert myself in my condition, even if that exertion took place purely in my mind. But I had to do something. Just lying there thinking about what could be happening miles away – that was the worst thing of all.
After they left, I retrieved the mindwalking band and turned it over and over in my hands. My thoughts turned to Tay, marching east across the wilds of Vumarule, with High Sorcerer Daurum and Gramor Eretol and all the rest of the Brotherhood. On her way to kill our parents. On her way to a dungeon cell in Merry Mourning, if she was lucky. But worse, on her way to becoming someone else, someone I did not know, another stranger in this big cold world.
I took a deep breath that scratched and scraped at my chest, then tied the band around my forehead. The gem settled into the subtle indentation it had made over the time we had been in Eldermoon.
It could not possibly be that hard. Tay had done it, after all. And I hadn't really been trying, up until now. Now I had the same level of determination that had allowed her to reach our parents, after many weeks of effort. The only problem was, I had one week at most.
*
I began with the idea that I should take a methodical approach. I would make a list of the mental exercises suggested in the various books I had skimmed, pour all my effort into each of them in turn until I felt I was getting somewhere with one, then focus exclusively on that method from that point. First I would try, as Mindwalking Made Easy suggested, visualising myself and my sister as dots on a map of Vumarule, me here in Eldermoon, her heading out eastward into the Febel mountain range. I would imagine holding the map further and further from my nose until the gap between the dots seemed insignificant and I could coax my consciousness to make the leap across that distance. If that did not work, I would try the method outlined in Learn to Mindwalk in 30 Days or Your Money Back!, which was to build up what it called a 'mind profile' of my sister. This involved using what knowledge I had of her to make an educated guess at what it felt like to be inside her head, and then use that profile as a sort of dowsing rod to find her actual mind somewhere out there in the ether.
This methodical approach disintegrated by the end of the first day. I found myself going in circles, repeating the same method an unreasonable number of times, sloppily combining methods and inventing new methods of my own in a misguided attempt to take a shortcut to some form of insight. More than once I gave up, flung the mindwalking band across the room and lay with my pillow wrapped tight around my head, before realising all over again that doing something futile was fractionally less painful than doing nothing, and sheepishly crawling out of bed to retrieve the band from the floor. I actually saw Tay once, when I wasn't even trying to mindwalk, when I was just lying there, letting my brain cool down and listening to the thud of my surrogate heart. I thought I saw her, at least. She was standing at the foot of the bed, glaring at me, but by the time my eyes turned to her she was gone. Mindwalking is a curious thing; sometimes part of your mind notices it's happening and tries to tell you, but then the sensible part overrules it and tucks its effects away, out of your sight. In order to succeed, you have to rearrange your brain, force it to accept the impossible, and this in itself is a seemingly impossible task.
Time blurred into one long stream of dark thoughts. Day and night relinquished their meanings; they made no difference down in my subterranean hospital room, and anyway I did not need light for what I was trying to do. Pain and anxiety wove themselves together inside me, both growing stronger from their union.
You're going to die, said the pain.
I know, I told it again and again, I know, I know, hoping it would hear my reply and accept that I had received its message. But my pain would not listen, and persisted in making my time in that room as unbearable as possible.
*
In the end, the answer crept up on me.
Several days into my attempts to mindwalk, I realised there was a hot, urgent feeling in my mind that had not been there before. It was a while before I thought to ask myself where this feeling had come from. Perhaps enough time had passed that I knew the Brotherhood and the human army must be close to meeting, and my surrogate heart close to failing. But it felt like more than that. It felt as though I knew something I could not know.
In a rush of determination I got a firm grip on this sensation of urgency and tugged at it as you might tug at the end of a thread. And as I tugged it, it turned to anger.
I had found her.
It took me a few minutes of feeling my way around these vague sensations before I became confident that I was not going to lose her again straight away. Part of me, the part of me that could not be crippled by a mere stab wound, stepped forward towards her.
'Tay!' I shouted.
She must have heard me, because suddenly she was trying to shut me out. We engaged in a battle of imaginations, which under normal circumstances she would have won easily. But she was distracted, and came up with only the most obvious defences. She imagined a locked door; I imagined a key. She imagined a moat; I imagined a bridge. She imagined a wall; I imagined footholds.
When at last I had scaled the wall and dropped down on the other side, I found myself in a camp. At first it was only an impression of a camp – a small patch of ground suspended in a hazy void made of shapes that looked vaguely like tents. But it assembled itself around me with greater clarity as I drifted further from my room under Eldermoon, until I could feel the grass tickling my bare feet, and smell campfire smoke on the harsh wind that blew across the hills.
Tay stood nearby, her back to me, rummaging in one of many sacks in the back of a cart. I noticed she had her sword with her, sheathed in her belt.
'I'm impressed that you got into my mind,' she said, not looking round, 'but you're not going to change it.'
'Tay,' I quavered. 'What are you doing?'
'I'm looking for something to help me sneak down into the human camp. Can you believe all the rubbish enchantments they've brought out here?' She held up a large rubber fish and squeezed it; water shot from its mouth with great velocity. Tay flung it back on the cart with a snort of derision. 'I suppose these are desperate times.'
'Why are you going to the human camp?'
'Can't you guess?' I'm going to kill our parents.
'Yes, but – but you can't do it, Tay. You just can't.'
'You still think they're in the right? I thought you were over this.'
'It's not that –'
'Don't you even remember, Ellstone?' said Tay, plunging her arm deeper into the sack of enchanted items. 'Don't you remember what they did to us?'
'Yes, of course. But –'
'Remember all those nights of hunger, shivering in the dark, when no one in the world would help us?'
'Yes, I remember them.'
She pulled out a necklace of shimmering translucent jewels, and let it run through her fingers like water. 'Do you remember that Winter, Elly? The worst Winter of all?'
'What Winter was that?'
'When you were three years old.'
'No, of course I don't remember it.'
'But I do,' Tay whispered.
Our surroundings were melting now; the once familiar walls of our dormitory in the Home for Hopeless Children rose from the ground and locked into position around us. Everything was as it had been in those long years. I could feel the icy wind whistling in through the walls, hear the rain seeping through the cracks in the ceiling and spattering on the floor, and smell the odour of the big pot of slop cooking downstairs in the kitchen. The beds, lined up in rows, were hard and narrow, and the bigger children had to bend their knees so their toes did not go over the edge. One girl shivered violently and held a dirty sheet tight around her shoulders.
'I remember it, Elly,' said Tay. 'I remember it so well. It never goes away. Not ever.'
Someone several beds away was sick onto the floor, and we were treated to the full sensory experience. The pungent smell jogged my memory.
'Was that the year when I got sick?'
'Everyone got sick,' said Tay, wandering between the beds, gazing down at all the miserable faces that looked straight through her. 'Well, it seemed like everyone. You and Miller and the girl in the bed next to me who used to tell me stories. And the boy I hated because he used to try and kiss me, and the boy who always tried to stop him but I never liked him anyway because he smelled funny, and the tall girl who always wore that squashy hat that used to belong to her mother. Even some of the staff, even Edie who taught me how to read.'
She stopped at the end of a bed. I looked down at the tiny boy lying tucked between the sheets, and recognised myself.
'Some of them died. I really thought you were going to die too, Elly. They told me you probably would. You would sleep for days and only wake up to be sick. I did the staying awake for both of us, just lying there in the dark listening to all the coughing and moaning and thinking this was it, this was the night you were going to die.'
She reached down and touched young Ellstone's forehead. He did not react; he could not, from his place frozen deep in her memory. I put my hand to my own forehead, feeling strange.
'I don't know if I ever told you this, Elly, but I did something really stupid then. I was so desperate for anything that would help you, do you know what I did? I wrote to our mother. I mean I wrote her a proper letter. Well, as proper as I could manage then. Edie had been teaching me to write before she got sick, but I could still only do it in capitals, and I spelt every other word wrong. But I stole some paper from the office downstairs, and one day I pretended to be sick too so I could stay in bed and write this letter to our parents about what was happening to us, just begging them for help. Even once it was written I didn't know how to post it, and I had it tucked into my bed frame for a week before Edie found it. She was still working even though she was really sick, and she read it and cried and said she'd post it for me. She knew who our parents were, you see, she had access to the files in the office, the ones they kept locked in the safe. So she got their address and she sent it off to them, and that was the day before she died. They never wrote back.'
'But I got better,' I said weakly. 'I didn't die.'
'No thanks to them,' said Tay, her eyes flashing with sudden anger. 'Why are you here, Ellstone? Are you still going to try and convince me they don't deserve what's coming to them?'
'No. It's not about that, Tay. It's not about our parents, or the Ninety, or the Brotherhood or the vumas or the humans. It's about you.'
She finally turned to look at me, and drew a sharp breath when she saw the bandage around my chest.
'What happened to you?' she asked, walking towards me. The Home for Hopeless Children faded a little, becoming mercifully indistinct.
'It doesn't matter,' I said. She put her hand to my chest; it felt odd that she could do so over such a distance.
'Are you okay?' she asked, though I got the sense that with our minds overlapping to this extent, she could tell what the answer was.
'They're looking after me,' I said, 'but they don't seem to know quite how okay I'll be.'
'You'll be okay,' she said, putting her hands on my shoulders. 'Very okay. You'd better be.'
'I can get better. I know I can. But – but only if you get better too.'
She laughed. 'What do you mean? There's nothing wrong with me.'
I shook my head. 'You can't see it, can you? I – I want my sister back.'
She pulled me into a hug that felt almost real. Not quite though; it was as if I was hugging a pillow. 'I'll be back right after I do this.'
'No,' I said, and found myself tasting tears that had rolled down into my mouth. 'You won't be back.'
When Tay released me, the Brotherhood camp had reappeared around us. She stepped back and gave me a smile. It was probably meant to be encouraging, but it was a smile I did not recognise: a crooked, false smile. She raised the necklace she had picked up and dropped it over her head. Her smile seemed to vanish a split second before the rest of her.
'Tay?' I cried. 'Tay, come back! Don't do it!'
But she pushed me out. She did not want me to see what she was about to do, so she imagined locks without keyholes, unbreakable barricades, mighty dragons, hordes of gobbits and trolls, vast lakes of fire. I felt myself flying backwards, seeing her mind close before me, and in a moment I was in the underground infirmary in Eldermoon again, snapping back into my own mind and body with a sharp jerk of muscles, and I had lost her.
The Stone
~ as told by Kisli Thomas ~
Do you know what I miss?
I miss that little shiver you get when you settle down in a soft chair by the fire on a Winter's night.
You know, when your skin is still all cold and pimply, but you don't mind, because you can feel the first prickles of the fire's heat, and you know that in a few minutes it will have wrapped itself around you like a blanket. And then you'll drift off …
'… maybe fall asleep. And when you wake up you'll be all hot and sweaty, but somehow it won't matter. Because you know that outside it's Winter, and that means you can never be too warm.'
Miller soaked up this image with his trademarked blank stare, punctuated by a nod to show he had been listening.
'What do you miss?' I prodded.
'Dunno.'
Our group walked slowly along the length of the valley, back towards the eastern end where we had first entered. The sky still contained enough light to be distinct from the blackness of the valley walls, but only just. In the fuzzy swirls of darkness I kept imagining I saw figures watching from above, or scurrying down the steep valley walls to pounce on us. I shuddered and looked back at Miller.
'There must be something,' I persisted.
'Can't think of anything,' he said.
'I mean, apart from your brother and sister, obviously.'
'Oh, them! Yes, of course, I miss them. Never stop thinking about them.'
'And you must miss the warm of a good fire.'
'Our room back in Tarot was never warm,' Miller sighed. 'It was bad insulation, I think. The walls were so thin that if you put your hands to them you could feel the rain banging on the outside.'
'Well, when this is over,' I told him, 'you can come and stay with me in Qualmgate. I want you to meet my parents, and my brothers and all my friends. And of course, I'll have to come to Tarot some time to meet your friends.'
'Yeah.' Miller kept his eye on a rustling cluster of trees up ahead. 'Them.'
'Oh, don't tell me you don't have any friends. You're always so modest. Everyone likes you.'
'Who's everyone?'
'I don't know. Me.' I attempted to lean on his shoulder, but my helmet clanked painfully against his armour, so I withdrew. 'Anyway, you can share my friends. And so can your brother and sister, of course! I can't wait to meet them. Are they really as mad as you make them sound?'
'Madder,' said Miller, staring into the darkness.
'What's the matter?' I squinted at him. 'Are you thinking about the end of the world again?'
'Maybe. Sorry, you're right. I'm being stupid.'
'No, it's okay! I've been thinking about it too. Ever since you told me about that experiment with the plants. We can talk about it if you'd like.'
'There's no point. If it's happening there's nothing we can do.'
'But doesn't it scare you? It scares me.'
'The empty room experiment was decades ago,' said Miller, trying to convince himself as much as me. 'Their methodology could have been total rubbish for all I know. And if not — well, who knows what it means? We — sorry, boring sciencey people like me — have no idea how it might translate to the world on a larger scale. It could be nothing to worry about.'
I shook my head with conviction. 'That doesn't make sense. I've been thinking about it. Once the miracas drains away, the whole world is going to be an empty room, isn't it? Why should it behave any differently to the one in the experiment? If a plant can disappear from a small empty room, couldn't other things disappear from a bigger one? Like … I don't know, trees?' I shuddered. 'Or people?'
It took me a moment to realise I was walking alone. I glanced up and down the valley — there was the rest of our group, walking a little way ahead — but Miller was nowhere in sight.
'Oh well,' I said, only a little shake in my voice. 'It was nice knowing you, Miller Raining. I suppose now I can admit that I quite liked you, really. You were prettier than Leonus Menx and better at explaining science than Alto Bracken. I'm sorry you were the first to disappear, but whoever took you … I suppose I can't rightly blame them.'
My army senses gradually informed me that something was reaching towards me from behind. I spun around, pulling out my sword, then burst into laughter.
'Wow, careful,' said Miller, his chin an inch from the tip of my blade. He smiled a faltering smile. 'You're harder to scare than I thought.'
'I am a soldier, you know,' I laughed, trying not to let all my relief show, though it took me three attempts to get my sword back into its scabbard. 'Now, give me your hand so you can't disappear again.'
Despite everything, his skin was warm. The sky had grown darker now — the clouds were patches of pure black that rolled overhead blotting out the stars. I hesitated before speaking again, but out here in the dark it felt safe to talk.
'Miller, if you do disappear, what should I do?'
Miller shrugged. 'You'll get over it.'
'I'm serious! Don't you ever think about that sort of thing? If you disappeared tomorrow, or tonight, what would you want me to do? To remember you?'
'I suppose I'd want you to be happy. Like you always are.'
A sting in my heart — Miller did not know me, not really. 'I'm not always happy, Miller. Even before I came to Merry Mourning, I'd have these thoughts sometimes. Dark thoughts.'
'Everyone has those,' said Miller.
'Do you really think so?'
Miller regarded me for a moment, doubting his previous statement. 'How dark, exactly?'
'About what happens after we die.'
'Okay, I don't often think about that,' Miller admitted.
'Now would be a good time to start,' I teased. 'After all, if the vumas don't kill us, the lack of miracas will.'
Miller was looking at me with an attentiveness he rarely showed. 'What do you think happens after we die?'
'I don't know,' I said.
We walked in silence for a while, hand in hand, suddenly afraid of everything in the world apart from each other. Eventually I spoke.
'When I was little, my brothers used to skim stones out across the bay from Qualmgate beach. Frey was the best at it. He had a really good throw, so his stones would skip and skip and skip across the waves until I lost count of the skips. But I used to lie awake at night thinking about what would happen to those stones, after they landed out there in the water. It made me sad to think about them sinking like that, not leaving a trace on the world. I'd try to keep some of the stones in my mind, the shape of them and the way they skipped. As if they wouldn't really be gone if I could still remember them. But it didn't work. I never remembered them by morning.' I caught his eye. 'I was a weird child, wasn't I?'
'I'm sure I've thought about weirder things.'
'But that's the same as what death is, really, isn't it? Sinking like a stone, and then you're gone.'
'They wouldn't be down there forever, though,' said Miller. 'The tide would wash them back to shore eventually.'
'That works for stones,' I said, 'but there's no tide to wash dead people back to life, is there?'
'I don't know.' Miller paused. 'There's this thing my brother says sometimes. I think it's a famous quotation. "A man's death is rarely the end of his story".'
'That's nice. Does it work for women too?'
'Probably. I think it's about how people's actions have consequences that live on after they die. Ripples, I suppose. I mean, whoever said that, we're still using his words, so in a way part of him is still here. He hasn't disappeared altogether.'
'I like that idea,' I decided, pulling him closer to me.
He seemed to grow a little shy at my touch, then recovered and squeezed my hand tighter.
'It's funny, isn't it?' I said. 'We're out here in the dark, and any minute now the vumas could attack us, and we're just chattering away like idiots, talking about death like it's some fairytale. Maybe you're right about the army breaking people. Well, not breaking us exactly. It's … it's more like a sickness, one that makes you numb, so you can't feel what you should about the horrors around you.'
'If that's true,' said Miller, 'I don't think it was the army that gave me that sickness. I think I've had it all my life. If anything, the army's made me feel more than I ever did before.'
My heart fluttered, trying to reorient itself like a butterfly that's just bumped its head on a wall.
'Why do you think that is?' I whispered.
He did not reply. I imagined I felt his hand shake a little, and I wondered if he was flushing. I could sense how easily the conversation could come to an end in dismissive laughter, but I couldn't let that happen, not this time. This time I had to say it.
'After I first talked to you,' I whispered, 'on the ship – remember? When I brought you that food and –'
'Yes.'
'– and you tried to escape so you could go and look for your brother and sister, but then you came back just so I wouldn't get in trouble …'
'Yes.'
'After that I daydreamed about you for ages.'
'Did you?'
'Yes. And – this is going to sound completely ridiculous, but – I imagined that you were daydreaming about me too, and our daydreams were meeting in the air, so we actually were talking to each other. Only neither of us knew it.'
There was a terrifying silence before Miller said, 'That's a coincidence, because I was daydreaming about you too.'
My heart jumped. 'Were you?' Suddenly I was petrified in case he was teasing me. 'Were you, Miller? Really?'
'Well, to be fair I was sitting in a cell for most of the time. I didn't have much else to do. And … you know, you were so … I'd never seen anyone …'
His voice trailed off. Even though we were talking in low voices, I wondered if the other soldiers in our group could hear what we were saying. Aside from the crunch of dirt under our feet, the world seemed to have gone quite silent.
'Should we be talking about this?' I fretted.
'Why shouldn't we?'
'I've been afraid, Miller. Since I met you it's been so much fun. Even now, this shouldn't be fun, this should be horrible and scary but I'm still happy and I don't even know why. I've been afraid it'll all fall apart if we talk about it. Everything wonderful between us.'
'I think you worry a bit too much,' said Miller.
And then, before I knew it – and I don't know how this happened, I really don't – I was kissing him.
*
When our lips unlocked, I breathed again, little breaths that came fast and shallow. I put my shaking hand to his face, checking that he was still there, that he was still Miller, that he had not disappeared.
'I'm not going anywhere,' he said, as if slightly offended by my doubt.
'Sorry,' I said, half-laughing. 'It's just –'
'Oi!' A yell cut me off. 'Catch up, you two!' Looking ahead, I saw Hariette and Laralyn's faces among those glaring back at us.
I held Miller's hand as we hurried to cover the distance we had fallen behind. This gave me some idea of how long our kiss had lasted, though it had seemed to last an eternity and no time at all. I hoped, if there were any vumas looking down at us from the peaks above, that they would not be able to see me glowing.
As we walked on, the valley walls fell away enough to reveal the milk moon shining in the north. The craggy landscape which had been our mortal enemy during the previous day's march was now draped in enough black to conceal a thousand real enemies. I held onto Miller and he held onto me. The wind whispered by, and for a foolish instant I wondered if it may be carrying gossip about what had just happened, spreading the news far and wide across Kyland.
'We guard this point,' said the leader of our group, a man whose name I could not remember, or who had never bothered to introduce himself. 'We stand our ground. This end of the valley must be secure in case Menx orders a retreat, so preserving our own lives is a secondary concern. Is that clear?'
I wished it wasn't. He arranged us in a circle, looking out into the quietly menacing night. The breaths of my comrades rang loudly in the silence, but I only heard Miller's, close by at my right hand side. We stood a long time in that black void, not speaking, not doing anything, until the kiss seemed to have happened years ago or not at all.
I was the first to spot them. Figures coming down from the hills ahead of me – just a few of them at first, but then a dozen, and a dozen more. I found myself unable to speak, but I hit Miller on the shoulder and pointed. When he saw what I was seeing, he hissed to the others, and we all drew our weapons.
The shrill cry of metal must have let the figures know we had seen them, for they froze on the hill no more than fifty yards from us. When they weren't moving, they blended so perfectly into the blackness that I quickly lost track of where they were.
Beside me, Miller raised his firethrower and pointed it in the general direction of the figures. I had had to let go of his hand, but I stood close to him all the same and held up my sword before both of us.
There was a sudden burst of light which briefly illuminated a crowd of black-cloaked vumas on the hill, and then the light was hurtling towards us in the form of a sphere, arcing through the air until it was about six feet from the ground in the midst of our group. Then it came to a stop and hung there, almost blinding me with its sudden glare. We were completely exposed.
'Move!' someone yelled, and people ran to escape the treacherous light, but Miller was already hammering the sphere with the butt of his firethrower, shouting, 'It's no good, it'll follow us! We have to break it!'
I heaved my sword up and swung it round to hit the sphere, which looked a lot like the glowpearls Alto Bracken used to light his basement. With a crack, the sphere split into two uneven sections which drifted apart and formed into two smaller spheres – 'Damn it, it's one of those!' cried Miller.
Spells whizzed at us from the darkness – one hit me on the arm and fizzed like hungry acid, causing me to double over in pain. A fierce gust of air knocked me off my feet – Miller pulled me up just in time to run from a pillar of flame as it erupted from the spot where I had fallen. Around us, other members of the group tried to break the glowpearls, but every time someone succeeded, each piece reformed into its own, smaller sphere. Soon there were twenty or thirty small glowpearls flitting around like fireflies, playing chase with our shadows, helping the vumas aim their spells. When one of our side let out an especially gruesome cry, I turned to see him falling to the ground with cheeks swollen like balloons. I did not see what had hit him.
Miller meanwhile pulled the trigger of his firethrower – I heard the click and the whoosh and saw flames rise from the blackness up ahead, revealing the cloaked figures for a few seconds before puffing out. The click again, and the whoosh and more flames and one of the figures' cloaks caught fire and panic broke out among the vumas. Click and whoosh and yet more flames.
'Now!' someone yelled in my ear. 'Charge them!'
I had almost forgotten what the sword in my hand was for, but now the short-range fighters surged towards the light of the spreading flames, and I found myself caught up in the tide. For a moment Laralyn was beside me, then she fell as a rending spell slammed into her kneecap, loosing a spray of blood. Those of us who managed to dodge the spells and projectiles that came at us from the darkness bore down on the vumas.
Hariette was running directly ahead of me, and she took down three vumas in as many seconds, swinging her sword from left to right in an elegant dance of death. As clearly as if time had frozen, I saw a squirt of purple blood suspended in the air, shining white where it caught the light of the fires around us.
Then it was gone and I was in the middle of a nightmare, spells exploding off my armour and my skin, stinging me, burning me, people falling all around, and I couldn't think fast enough to see who was on my side and who wasn't, so I just swung my sword blindly in front of me and prayed to the snails that it would protect me, and prayed too that it would not hurt anyone else, human or vuma. And the world was a mess of heat and light and darkness and cold and noise and odd little bursts of silence, and I lost myself, it was just the chaos, and I was the chaos – the chaos was all that was and all that had ever been.
Then Miller cried out, and I came to my senses.
Looking behind me, I saw him lying on the ground some distance back down the valley. Beyond him several sets of eyes hung shining and catlike in the darkness – then, as they moved into the light of the glowpearls still hanging in the air, I saw six grim vuman faces surrounded by the nothingness of black cloaks, gliding towards Miller.
I heard myself squeal, felt my feet scrambling back down the slope.
'They came up behind us!' I screamed to the soldiers I passed. 'They came up behind us when we turned round! They're taking down the support! We have to help them!'
But the chaos was too strong – no one heard me, or if they did they could not process what I was saying, so it was only me who skidded to a halt before Miller's fallen form and the figures who were almost on top of him.
'Leave him!' I yelled, stepping closer with my sword in a trembling grip.
One of the vumas grinned as though he knew something I didn't. Not speaking, the six of them raised their hands over Miller.
'Don't kill him!' I pleaded. 'Please don't! He doesn't want to be here. Neither do I, and I'm sure you don't either! No one wants to be here. Killing him won't do anything to help you, please don't, don't kill him –'
I glanced over my shoulder for help, but the battle roared on behind me, its own entity, unseeing, unhearing, unthinking. It was just me, Miller and the six vumas out here on our own, in a bubble of terrible calm.
Miller murmured something and rolled over, revealing groggy eyes. The foremost vuma pressed a black boot to his stomach while the others moved their hands slowly in the air as if tying invisible knots.
'Please don't!' I sobbed. 'None of us should be here. This is all wrong. You can just run away, off into the mountains, and we'll run away too. We'll all run away from this, no one needs to die. I know you're upset, and maybe you hate me, but I don't hate you. My name's Kisli and his name's Miller, Miller Raining. He came here from Tarot to try and save his brother and sister, and I love him. Please, you can't take him away –'
And lightning struck – a thick, branching mass of white that punched down into Miller's chest with a sharp clap.
His body bent like a wave and went limp. I collapsed to my knees next to him, blinded – grasped for his hand, found it twitching and cold. I called out and could not hear my own voice – my ears were full of thunder. The vumas were still there, they must be – maybe they were weaving another spell right now to finish us both off, but I could see nothing but white. I crawled on top of Miller and held my sword straight up in the air, swinging it this way and that, screaming in shapeless sounds I could not hear, pleading with the vumas to stay back, to leave us alone. As my head thrashed from side to side I was dimly aware of my helmet springing off and rolling away down the valley, but that did not matter – in all the world, the only thing that mattered was him.
Out of the chaos came the words 'fall back'. I prepared to drag myself to my feet, and Miller with me, whether he was alive or – but as I blinked a fuzzy sort of sight back into my eyes I saw six cloaked figures sweeping past us, up to the eastern end of the valley, and realised it was the vumas who were retreating.
I rolled off Miller onto the rocky ground. My breaths came too fast to give me much air, and for a moment I felt I would suffocate. My sword clattered down beside me and I grabbed Miller's hand again, bringing it to my trembling lips. There was no life in his eyes, no breath in his lungs.
'Miller,' I whispered, and put my lips to his.
Almost at once he came back to himself with a great gasp, and I burst into sobs at the glint of recognition in his eyes. I embraced him and in my arms he found the strength to sit up.
'You're okay,' I cried. 'Miller, you're okay!'
Miller took a few spluttering breaths. 'Thanks, Kisli. You – you're okay too.'
The chaos in the valley mouth died down as the vumas who were still standing retreated into the hills, some pursued by soldiers, others running backwards, still firing spells in our direction.
I helped Miller pull himself to his feet, and we watched the flames further up the valley sputter out as the last few vumas were cut down in their light. Not far away, Hariette knelt by Laralyn's side, reassuring her that her injury was only superficial while Laralyn hissed in pain through clenched teeth. The noise of battle faded to silence, and the world was still once more.
We did not give any thought to the small fragment of glowpearl that hovered over our heads.
'They can't hurt us any more,' Miller breathed, as I gripped his arm with both hands. 'It's fading fast now. That lightning spell – all those vumas were pouring everything they had into it, and they still couldn't kill me. If we're lucky I think we might get through this without –'
'Shh,' I said, putting a finger to my lips. Out of the silence I could hear a noise, growing steadily louder – a low whoosh, building up to a high-pitched scream that sounded almost like a kettle boiling. I looked up just in time to see a shape hurtling down from the valley wall towards me –
'Kisli, get down!' Miller screamed – but too late.
Vengeance Tastes Blood
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
At its deepest point, Ash Valley widens into a grassy plain broad enough to let in the moonlight, and it was here that the human army had built its camp.
It was sandwiched between two dense guard posts, each one staffed by many soldiers and equipped with bells to alert the rest of the camp to danger. Metal rods headed with enchanted rubies had been planted in the ground at regular intervals across the width of the valley, ready to give off a telltale glow if vumas were close by.
This security system was based on the assumption that the only people who might want to harm the human army were vumas. Whoever designed it had not met me.
I, still a human in body if not in allegiance, passed by the rubies undetected. Once past this outer layer of defences, I narrowly avoided bumping into a patrol, froze in place when a brittle stone snapped under my foot, then carried on down into the fiery glow of the camp, walking with long strides, cold, angry and invisible to all the world. Tents and mindless soldiers slipped past me on either side. Some people were speaking, but their words had no meaning.
It was easy to find my father. I could feel his presence drawing me towards him like the tug of a rope. He was near the centre of the camp, standing by a campfire sharing a tankard of something thick and brown with several important looking military men. Their conversation did not interest me, but I stood some distance away and watched him for a few minutes, fascinated by how he gestured, how he spoke, how he moved. Even though I had been inside his mind, he was not as I had imagined him. If anything he was even more handsome than his photograph, and he spoke with a steady confidence that may be infectious to people who did not have the benefit of seeing his inner thoughts. It was then that I began to understand how he got away with the things he did.
My fingers twitched, desperate to wrap themselves around Vengeance's hilt, but I calmed them, forcing myself to weigh all my options. If I lunged at my father here, his lackeys would cut me down instantly, invisibility necklace or no. Maybe I would have time to plunge the blade into his stomach, but then what? The thought of a life in the Ninety's deepest dungeon or even a swift death did not bother me, but I needed to find my mother too. My first kill had to be stealthy, so I could carry out the second before I was caught – or I had to wait until they were together and kill them both at the same time. Reluctantly, I moved my hands away from Vengeance's hilt and stalked off into the night.
The rough map I had found sketched in my father's mind led me to the tents of the most important people in the human army. I needn't have used the map. Naturally, they were right in the centre of the camp, as far from danger as they could get. They were high enough to stand in, with walls of thick, beautiful fabric that made you want to run your hands down it. There were four of these tents, all angled to open onto the same patch of ground, where a big campfire roared and four elite soldiers sat on rocks looking bored. I waited until one of them shifted in his armour noisily, then scurried past them to the tents. Two of the tents were open and flapping in the gentle breeze that swooped through the valley. The other two were fastened shut from within.
I checked inside the open ones first. One was empty; in the other a man with a scruffy red moustache paced back and forth muttering to himself. No sign of my mother.
I crept to the entrance of one of the closed tents, looking from the fastening to the four guards and back, questioning my ability to unfasten the tent flaps from the outside, slip inside and fasten them again before the guards noticed anything was amiss. No, it was too big a risk. I had to find another way in.
I slid into the gap between two of the tents and followed one billowing wall until I was out of sight of the guards. Then I drew Vengeance from her scabbard and cut a small slit in the beautiful fabric. The darkened interior of the tent beckoned me in. I glanced around one more time to check no one was watching, then clambered through the hole.
Inside, all was darkness but for one dancing streak of faint light, cast through the hole I had cut. My eyes took some time to adjust, and while they did so I took a few cautious steps forward, feeling my way past some large items of furniture that must have put several horses through hell to be here. Eventually I learned to see by the light of distant campfires filtered through fabric, and my surroundings became a little clearer.
There was a wardrobe – a fairly small wardrobe, but let's not gloss over the fact that it was a wardrobe, out here in the middle of pissing nowhere. More practically, there were several chairs arranged around a table on which a lantern stood, unlit. In the corners opposite the entrance were two large wooden chests with fancy gold catches.
In between these chests, a woman lay on a large, low bed. She had not bothered to undress or get under the covers; instead she lay on top of all the bedding, curled almost into a ball and wearing armour I had seen before, in a photograph. Only her feet were bare, and twitched as she slept; under her spiral-carved chestplate, her chest rose and fell in a slow rhythm. From where I stood, her short brown hair obscured the outline of her face.
There was a sword lying on the ground beside the bed, one swift practised movement away from the woman's grip. I picked it up. It was fancier and heavier than Vengeance, but with none of her purpose. I hid it behind the wardrobe and returned to the bed.
With the greatest caution, I leaned over the woman to get a closer look at her. As if able to sense me, she uncurled her torso, turned over onto her back and opened her eyes. In spite of the darkness, I knew at once that she was my mother.
Possibilities flashed through me, violent as electric shocks, almost jolting my muscles into action. I realised I was still holding Vengeance out before me, and steadied myself. Talk first.
'Don't shout for help,' I whispered, quiet as I could.
My mother sat up – I drew back.
'Is someone there?' she whispered, squinting into the darkness.
'Me,' I said. 'I'm here.'
'Who are you?' she asked, with only the merest hint of alarm. I noticed her bare foot searching the spot on the ground where she had left her sword, but it found only earth.
'I'll show you,' I said, 'but first you should know that if you shout for help, you will die before it gets here. Do you understand?'
'I understand threats,' said my mother, carefully getting to her feet. 'Who are you?'
With one hand I held Vengeance out to within an inch of her neck, while with the other I reached up and pulled the necklace from my own. Her eyes struggled to focus on the black shadow of a girl who had appeared before her. Then she exhaled slowly.
'Tay. It's you, isn't it?'
I turned up the corner of my mouth. 'I'm surprised you remember me. I was only a baby the last time we met.'
'How did you get here? Is that a –'
She pointed at my cloak with a rising horror.
'Oh, don't bother asking me how I am.' I waved the sword close to her throat. 'Fine. I'm quite sure you don't care, so at least you're being honest.'
My mother shook her head, wincing away from Vengeance's point. 'Tay, I don't have to ask. Look at you. You look amazing, considering –'
'Considering I've been living in Tarot for the past fifteen years? Yes, I suppose I am quite well considering that, but so is anyone breathing. Don't make a move.'
My mother, who had taken a step towards me, froze where she stood. 'So,' she attempted, gripping one of her wrists, 'how are you?'
'I'm the one with the sword,' I said, 'which makes me the healthiest person in this tent.'
She looked at me sadly. 'Fifteen years. Has it really been fifteen years? Oh, Tay.'
'Don't give me that,' I snarled. 'A five year old would see through you, not that you would know.'
My mother seemed to either deflate or relax a little. 'Tay, what do you expect me to say? I've never known you. I have no idea who you've grown up to be. Whatever reasons you may have for what you're doing, I won't pretend to know them.'
'And you want me to explain my motivations so you can lie your way to safety.' I grinned, the bitterness foaming in my mouth. 'I'm afraid I'm not going to make this easy for you. You're going to have to think of something interesting to say to me before my patience runs out. You may not like me angry, but you'll like me even less if I get bored with you.'
'Believe me, I'm not asking you to justify anything, Tay. I'm the one who should be doing the explaining. But … at least let me take a proper look at you first.' Her eyes flicked to the opposite end of the tent. 'Let me light the lantern.'
'So you can signal to your friends outside? I don't think so.'
'It's not a signal,' she protested. 'I just want to look at you, Tay, please!'
Vengeance darted closer to her throat. 'Why should you take an interest in me now? Answer quickly, you bitch!'
'You're my daughter, Tay. Of course I'm going to take an interest. Your hair.' She spoke in a whisper that sounded close to a sob. 'It's so long.'
'That's right. Not to your liking?'
'No, it's lovely. How often do you brush it?'
'About never.'
'Really?'
'I've never been able to afford a hairbrush.'
'You can't afford a hairbrush?'
'I'm a Raining. I can barely afford a hair.'
'Well, I must say it looks lovely, considering –'
'We're not talking about my hair!' I exploded.
My mother shrugged helplessly. 'What are we talking about, Tay?'
'We're talking about you. Why did you do it?'
'Why did I do what?'
'Do you want a list? Everything! Everything you've ever done to us, and everything you never bothered to do. Why did you give us away? Weren't we good enough for you? Did we come out ugly or something? And once you'd had Miller, why did you have me and Ellstone when you knew you wouldn't want us? And of all the towns on the Sphere, why in the name of Snails' Arch did you send us to Tarot?'
My mother shook her head. 'I wish I could give you the answers you want, Tay, but I can't. You're asking me to defend actions which were indefensible. At the time when we had you, your father and I were young. Our careers were ahead of us. Keeping you would have meant giving up on our dreams. Of course we regretted it, but –'
'But not enough to ever get in touch with us to make sure we were okay,' I finished. 'Not enough to write us letters to explain what you'd done, or give us enough money to look after ourselves, or send us birthday cake or anything. Didn't you ever think about what we might be doing, who we'd grown up into, how we must feel about you? Didn't it even cross your mind?'
'Of course it did, Tay. From time to time.'
This was not good enough as far as I was concerned. 'Shouldn't you say "every second of every day", or something like that?'
'I won't lie to you, Tay. The truth is the least you deserve. No, we didn't think about you every day. We were very busy, and there were times when we forgot we had children at all. But when I thought of you, I always felt guilty.'
'And you think that makes everything better?'
She hung her head. 'No. It doesn't make anything better. It just … makes me feel worse.'
'Well, that's something,' I said, shifting my feet uncomfortably. I had started out thinking I knew how this was meant to go. Now I was lost.
'Why did you come here, Tay?' my mother asked. 'How did you even get here? Why are you wearing that cloak?'
I swished it from side to side to show off the way it billowed. 'Oh, I've been travelling with the Brotherhood of Lightning. They've recruited me to help them defeat you and your forces. I don't know that I'm entirely on their side, but as far as killing you goes, I'm all in. I didn't think it would be so easy to just walk in here. You might want to get those defences looked at. I mean, it's too late now, but …'
'Why are you telling me this, Tay? If you really want to kill me, why didn't you stab me in my sleep?'
'I wanted you to know,' I said. 'I wanted you to know that I'm nothing like you, and I never will be.'
'I know that.' My mother hesitated in the darkness. 'I got your letter.'
For the first time in our conversation, I was genuinely shocked. 'You remember.'
'I don't just remember,' she whispered. 'I keep it with me. All the time. I don't go anywhere without it.'
I stood for a long time, just staring at her shape in the darkness. Vengeance quivered in my hand; I gripped her tighter, fighting to keep my hand steady.
'Then show me,' I said at last. 'Show me the letter I sent you.'
'It's in that chest over there,' said my mother.
I looked where she indicated. Anything could be in that chest: an alarm system, a weapon.
'Walk slowly,' I told her, jerking Vengeance in the direction of the chest. 'Down on your knees. Hands behind your head.' She obeyed me, walking to the chest and kneeling by it, looking more helpless than I imagined she had looked in her life. I kept the sword trained on her throat as I leaned down to undo the latch on the chest. 'It's locked. Where's the key?' She fumbled in her pocket – all my muscles tensed, prepared to strike – but then she held out a tiny key. It flashed with dull firelight as I took it. I worked to get it into the lock with my left hand, until at last I heard a click and the lid creaked open.
'It should be there,' said my mother. 'At the side, folded up.'
I reached in and pulled out the letter. I remembered it being bigger, but I had been six years old the last time I saw it. My hand trembled as I unfolded the paper – so old, so unlikely. In the darkness I could barely see the words on the paper, though I knew they were written in big, clumsy capital letters.
'We'll have to light the lantern,' whispered my mother. 'Otherwise neither of us will be able to see it.'
'Okay,' I conceded. I followed her to the table, where she picked up a box of matches and struck one, transferring its light to the lantern. The tent pulsed with new colour and detail.
I was too shocked to move for a moment, for my mother's eyes were my own – brown, expressive, fierce. In person, the face they belonged to was also familiar – a mix of me and my brothers, but uncannily transferred onto an older woman. Her nose was short and a little upturned like mine, her mouth locked in a perpetual frown like Ellstone's; the creases around her eyes reminded me of Miller when he was tired.
'Tay,' she whispered, seeing me properly for the first time. 'You look so much like my mother. She was beautiful.'
I looked down at my own handwriting from nine years ago.
DEAR MOTHER AND FATHER
I KNOW YOU LIVE A LONG WAY AWAY AND DONT WANT US BUT IM WRITING TO YOU BECUASE OF WHAT HAPENED ON MONDAY. MY BROTHER ELSTONE IS ILL BECUASE LOTS OF PEOPLE HERE ARE ILL NOW. ON MONDAY A GIRL IN OUR ROOM DIED AND IT MADE ME SAD. I DONT WANT MY BROTHER TO DIE LIKE THE GIRL DID. PLEAS DO SOMETHING TO MAKE HIM BETER.
FROM TAY
My mother's voice reached out to me, only a decade too late. 'After I got it I took a week off work and spent most of it crying. I was completely lost. After all I'd done to you, you were such a compassionate child. Your heart could bruise at the sight of a girl in distress, and yet I'd abandoned my own daughter. What sort of person did that make me?' She drew a slow, shivering breath. 'At that moment I wanted more than anything else to reach out to you and take you in, keep you safe, make you feel better. I don't know how many replies I tore up before I realised the truth. How could I hope to raise a child? What if I tried to teach you to be good and I messed it up and you ended up like me, empty of everything that mattered, chasing some stupid ambition because that's all you knew? I could offer you nothing. As a six-year-old you already had more of value than I'd ever had. I was afraid, Tay. I was afraid to touch you in case I ended up robbing you of your goodness, your innocence, your whole self. So I stayed away. I stayed away, because I'm not fit to be a mother. I'm not good enough.'
This was all going wrong now. I could feel tears on my face.
'But why not?' I asked. 'Why couldn't you make yourself better for us?'
I barely realised I had lowered Vengeance. My mother was rubbing my shoulder.
'I'm so sorry,' she whispered. 'I thought you'd be all right. I thought they'd look after you out there. I thought you and your brothers would care for each other. I thought you'd grow up strong in Tarot. And I was right, wasn't I? That once?'
I stared at the ground. A blade of grass bent in half as an insect climbed it.
'Look at you,' my mother continued. 'You're strong, in spite of everything. You're not like me. You have so much to give the world. It's only just beginning for you. For me, it's already over.'
I closed my eyes and felt a tear drop from my eyelash onto my cheek, burning me like acid. My throat felt swollen and sore as though stuffed to bursting with sawdust.
My mother's voice was soothing. 'Now, let's stop this. You've made your point, you've won. Just stop before it gets too big for you. Please.'
I felt her hand reaching out, creeping towards the hilt of my sword. In a flash my eyes snapped open; I raised my sword again, grabbed at my mother's hair and pulled her to me, pressing the edge of the blade to her neck.
'No, Tay!' she pleaded. 'You must stop! You can't do this! Please, don't do this! It was him! He was the one who said we had to send you away! I wanted –'
As if on cue, there came a shuffling sound from outside the tent, followed by the rustle of somebody undoing the flaps. A figure entered, stooping. 'We may be in trouble,' he muttered before looking up. 'There's word that those bastards in the –'
My father stopped, staring straight at the sword held against his wife's neck.
He paused a long time before he said, without shifting his eyes from the blade, 'Who are you?'
'She's our daughter, Leonus,' said my mother. 'Our daughter.'
His eyes narrowed as they moved to my face. 'Our daughter.'
'She's here with the vuman army,' said my mother. 'Here to kill us.'
My father did not reply to this. Instead he took a long, slow step to his left as though testing my reaction. I pressed the blade a little more firmly against my mother's neck. She winced. My father stopped moving.
'This tent is surrounded by soldiers,' he said. 'There's no way for you to get out.'
'I don't care,' I hissed.
Drops of blood trickled from my mother's neck, beading on Vengeance's blade. All I had to do was make one sharp, swift movement and –
'Mr Menx!' A new set of footsteps scurried towards the tent. 'Mr Menx!' I braced myself. The tent flaps flapped again, and Miller – yes, my older brother Miller – stepped through. Not only was he wearing the scarlet and silver uniform of the Kyland army, but he looked more intense and determined than I'd ever seen him before. 'Mr Menx! I –'
He stopped – his eyes came to rest on me, and he blinked, clearly expecting me to disappear. I refused to do so.
'Miller?' I said. My grip on my mother almost slipped, but when she tried to move I remembered her, and gripped her ever more tightly. My gaze did not stray from Miller's astonished eyes, which were pouring out tears at an impressive rate, a fact he seemed almost unaware of.
'Tay,' he said.
'Oh gods,' whispered my father, so quietly I wasn't sure he meant anyone to hear. 'It's a bloody family reunion.'
I looked from him to Miller, whose right hand was smeared with blood – then to my mother, whose eyelids were shut so tight they trembled. The four of us seemed frozen, no one knowing how to deal with the situation. I became painfully aware that I was the one with the power to end this stalemate. All eyes were on me.
Suddenly I felt very tired. My limbs ached. My brain throbbed. The tent walls closed in around me. Here were the only two people on the Sphere who I wanted to kill. Here in my hand was the sword that would do it. There on the table was the necklace that would allow me to escape without consequence. Here, presented with beautiful clarity by the world, was the most perfect opportunity for revenge I would ever have. There was no reason not to go through with it. I could not miss the chance.
But I couldn't do it either.
Suddenly, standing there in that tent amid the black of night, looking from my cowering parents to my tearful brother, I did not know anything. I did not know if my mother's remorse was real or an act. Perhaps she was just another victim of the world's relentless cruelty, but I did not know whether that made her actions any less terrible. I did not know which army was the good army or whether there could be any such thing. I did not know whose side Miller was on or how he had ended up here – screw that, I didn't know whose side I was on or how I had ended up here either. Or what was wrong with the world, or whether I could put any of it right, or if it was worth even trying. I did not know how to rid myself of all the anger that tore me apart, that might always tear me apart.
All I knew was that doing what I had come here to do would not make me feel the slightest bit better. Not now, and not ever.
So from a mixture of the gut feeling that it was the right thing to do and, if I'm completely honest, the desire to prove that I was a better person than either Leonus or Tristis Menx, I decided to spare them. Both of them. And I knew then that I would never be able to kill anyone in my whole life, because if you can't kill your parents then who can you kill?
Fifty Thousand
~ as told by Miller Raining ~
It came as no real shock to learn that Leonus and Tristis Menx were our parents. Perhaps I had known all along, perhaps I didn't think it mattered, but when Tay did tell me, standing there in their tent with a sword to Tristis's throat, my only reaction, through the stinging haze in my head, was to feel slightly stupid for not realising it myself. As far as I could see it did not change a thing. How could it?
I glanced across at Tay and knew at once that she was not going to use her sword. I hoped our parents could not read her expression as well as I could.
'Son,' said Leonus Menx, staring at me earnestly.
It took me a while to find my voice. When I did, it shook more than Tay's hands. 'Mr Menx, I've come to hand in my notice. I don't believe in you and I don't believe in your cause. I don't think I ever have.'
'Son, you can't leave the army,' said Leonus.
'You're really in the army?' Tay gaped. 'Seriously? I hoped you just liked the uniforms.'
'I was in the army,' I corrected, not taking my eyes off Leonus. 'Now I'm leaving.'
'Deserting,' said Leonus. 'Fleeing from the field of battle and from your obligations because things are getting too tough.'
'If you want to put it like that, yes.'
Tay stared at me with a mixture of irritation and incomprehension. 'When in the bloody hell did you join the Kyland army?'
'When I was an idiot.'
She gave me a look that asked me to be more specific. I ignored her; I needed time, I needed to think. 'Keep that sword on her, don't let them move.'
'What are you planning to do?' asked Tristis.
'Shut up,' said Tay – simple and traditional, and it worked. 'What are you planning to do?' she asked, suddenly realising the validity of the question.
'There's nothing you can do, son,' said Leonus Menx, shaking his head. 'I know you're afraid, but this isn't the answer. We need to stick together if we're going to get through this.'
Only then did I remember I was still carrying a firethrower. Of course. I drew it from its holster, pointed it at Leonus Menx and squeezed the trigger.
My ears filled with screams, though I was unsure which scream belonged to whom. One scream was almost certainly my own, as the heat skimmed the surface of my flesh, all but setting the hairs alight. One scream must have belonged to Leonus Menx, as he dived to the ground amid a rush of fire. Another was Tay's, as she flung herself at me, sending the firethrower whirling out of my hand. Several of the others probably belonged to startled soldiers outside the tent, who suddenly found themselves looking at a structure which was a lot more fiery and a lot less of a tent.
'Miller, you moron!' Tay screamed. 'What the hell do you think you're doing?'
I fumbled to pick up the firethrower. Smoke rose from Leonus Menx's immaculately windswept hair as he tried to crawl away – I aimed my weapon again but Tay pulled my arm down with both of hers.
'I came a long way to not kill our parents!' she screamed. 'You don't get to kill them now and ruin everything!'
Flames danced and spread across the withering canvas of the tent, some fizzling out, others continuing on to spawn yet more fire. The heat was almost unbearable; the light stung and bewildered my eyes as black shadows formed, shifted and faded all around us.
I pulled the trigger again and what was left of the tent filled with a blinding light. Tay wrenched at my arm with all her strength, which was not as much as she imagined.
'Miller! Stop it! We have to get out of here, or they're going to kill us! What good will that do?'
'I don't care,' I snarled, keeping my finger clenched against the trigger.
The firethrower sputtered. You're supposed to fire them in short bursts, and though I was too angry to think about such things, physics did not care a jot for my anger. After a few more seconds, the seal around the miracas chamber must have melted, as the stream of fire ceased altogether. I clicked the trigger a few more times, then tossed the useless thing aside. The tent was in ragged, fire-licked pieces now, blowing away with the smoke, carrying sparks off through the night air to other tents, spreading the fire outwards through the army camp. The Menxes were nowhere in sight.
Tay tugged at my arm, glancing frantically around. 'We have to go! Now!'
Smoke poured into my mouth; I collapsed onto all fours and found clearer air close to the ground. As the haze in my head began to clear, I saw the ampliphone lying just a few feet away – Leonus Menx must have dropped it in the confusion. I crawled over and picked it up. Just beyond it I saw a wooden travelling chest, so far untouched by the flames.
It was at that moment, quite out of nowhere, that a memory came to me. It echoed to me from a sunny day that seemed years ago, reaching me with an impossible crystal clarity through all the smoke and heat and cold and darkness and despair. I blinked my stinging eyes, expecting the thought to abandon me, but it did not. Maybe … maybe there was something I could do.
I crawled to the chest, heaved it open and rummaged through the papers inside. It had to be there.
'Yeah, we'll just go through their stuff, shall we?' Tay snapped, waving smoke away from her face. 'Good idea. It's not like the whole human army's going to be after us or anything.'
I was right; it did not take me long to find what I was looking for. When I found it, I folded it, shoved it in my pocket and stood up.
At the same moment, the guards from outside the tent burst through the burning and now largely theoretical tent walls. With weapons drawn, they squinted first at the billowing layers of smoke and then through these to Tay and me. My sister looked uncertain for a moment and then snapped her head around to face the newcomers.
'Well, don't just stand there!' she barked. 'Bring water barrels before the whole camp goes up!'
Her shouting skills served us well; the soldiers were taken aback enough to exchange glances with each other. While they did, Tay grabbed me, shoved her ear against mine and dropped something over both our heads.
We vanished.
'Come on!' she hissed, and with our necks locked together by an invisibility necklace we crab-walked away as fast as we could. Some quick thinking soldiers began to form a circle, but we slipped through a gap right before it closed, and hurried from the scene of the crime. The pre-dawn air bit at my skin as the hot draughts of the burning tent faded in the distance. We made it to the far side of the camp and kept going until our painful three-legged race became too much to bear.
When we were what felt like a safe distance away from the camp, Tay pulled me into the shelter of a rocky overhang at the foot of the valley wall, and lifted the necklace off both of us. We fell onto a convenient boulder, nursing the stiffness in our necks and gasping to get our breath back. We remained that way for a while, watching flames rise over the army camp before they were beaten back by vigilant soldiers.
'It's nice to see you,' Tay said, when it became clear that I wouldn't be the one to break our silence.
I made a noise that clearly didn't sound enthusiastic enough.
'Well, no need to get soppy about it,' said Tay, a bit offended. 'Are you going to tell me what the hell's going on, or are we going to keep on acting as if this is a perfectly normal situation?'
I shook my head, not knowing quite what I meant by it. 'I need to make an announcement to the human camp. Through this.' I indicated the ampliphone.
'Why?'
'It doesn't matter. You should get out of here, Tay. This could be dangerous.'
'More dangerous than shooting fire at two of the most powerful people on the Sphere in the middle of their army's camp?'
'Yes.'
'Well, I'm sorry, but I'm not leaving you. Not again.' Tay folded her arms – tears to rival my own streamed down her cheeks as she spoke. 'You do what you have to do, but then I'm getting you out of here, okay? We should never have ended up here, Miller. It's ridiculous. You and Ellstone are all I've ever had, and what did I do? I left you on your own in Tarot, without a clue how to look after yourself – no offence – and I left Ellstone in Eldermoon, and now he could be dying. Did I mention that? I left our little brother in a city full of people who hate him, and now something horrible's happened and he could be dying. I wanted to protect him. All I've ever tried to do is protect him, and you, and I forgot that. It's my fault. I almost let them destroy us again, but properly this time, no coming back. That can never happen, do you hear me? Never. So don't you dare go to pieces on me, Miller. We're going to go somewhere so far away from here, and we're going to live our own lives for the first time, lives that don't have anything at all to do with them. Do what you have to do, but then I'm getting both of us out of here, and we're never looking back. Understand?'
I nodded, surprised to find myself glad someone would be by my side through this, even if she wasn't –
I scrambled blindly in my pocket for the piece of paper I had taken from the Menxes' tent, unfolded it and propped it on a rock before us. I picked up the ampliphone, hearing the familiar crackle fill the air as I raised it to my lips. I took a look around and a deep breath. And then I began to read.
'My good friends and loyal soldiers of the Ninety.' My voice echoed off in every direction at once, rebounding from the rock walls of Ash Valley and into the army camp. It should not be immediately obvious where my voice was coming from; that was what I was counting on. 'Today is a tragic day, and one we all hoped would never come. I regret to say that even I did not foresee it. However, when we are fighting an enemy as ruthless and as evil as the vumas, we must expect that things will not always go according to plan.'
I paused for my first breath. Leonus Menx would know what I was doing by now. At this moment, not too far away, he must be getting very agitated about it. This thought gave me what I needed to carry on.
'The dead lie around us. Our friends. People we have loved. There is nothing to be gained from lying to you: our situation is dire. Today the human death count of this war has reached fifty thousand. Who was the fifty-thousandth soldier to fall? We have no way of knowing, but it could just as well have been any one of us, we who bravely and selflessly give our lives to defend the land we call ours.
'By now all of you have gained a sense of the power of the evil ones, at the cost perhaps of those close to you. This is the most unpleasant part of war, but in this case, sadly, it could not be avoided. All the information we possessed suggested that the destruction of Snails' Arch would leave the vuman army powerless, so that we could defeat them with a minimal number of casualties. Now it has become clear that things are not so simple. Some trace of miracas yet remains in Kyland. Not only that, but the vumas possess enchanted weapons, of which we had no knowledge prior to this battle.
'This means they are a tougher enemy than we gave them credit for. But does it mean that we should give up? That we should ignore the sacrifices our friends and comrades have made for us, and retreat? That we should run from battle like cowards, and allow the evil ones to take our lives and our lands? I say no!'
From the exclamation mark it was clear that this rousing declaration was intended to be accompanied by a cheer from the crowd, but no such cheer rose now to break the silence that lay heavy as a snowdrift over the valley floor. The few soldiers I could see stood motionless at the edge of the camp, their faces blank.
'Running from battle now would be a betrayal of our comrades in arms – not just those fighting in this war, but all those who have fought the vumas in the centuries leading us to this point, all those people throughout our proud history who have fought in the name of humanity and in the belief that good conquers evil. And so we must continue this fight, even if it proves harder than we ever imagined. And if we do continue this fight, and if we win, as I know we will, those many thousands of men and women who fought before us will not have died in vain!'
I reached the end of the speech and paused, lowering the ampliphone. My own words proved harder to come by than those set down with such care by Leonus Menx. But after a few moments I put the ampliphone to my lips once again and continued, this time as myself.
'That was a speech prepared by Leonus Menx before we set out from Merry Mourning. As you can tell, it was designed to be recited after fifty thousand of you have died. As far as I know that hasn't happened yet, but it seems likely if things continue the way they are going. It is true that there is miracas left in the world, and that the vumas have enchanted weapons. I've seen it for myself. Leonus Menx obviously planned on letting us find this out on our own time, so I have to wonder how much you can really trust him on anything.' My voice faltered on this last word, and I almost dropped the ampliphone.
'This is great, Miller!' whispered Tay, gripping my arm. 'Keep going!'
I kept going, but the life drained from my voice with every syllable. 'I have no particular reason to care what happens next. But some of you probably care, so I thought it fair to warn you of what you're up against. Anyone who wants to walk away from this mess alive, walk away now.'
I threw down the ampliphone, but before it could bounce away, Tay had grabbed it and was continuing my good work.
'So in conclusion, Leonus Menx can just go and stick his head down a toilet. Seriously, what's his problem? He wants you all to think he's such a great leader, but let me tell you a little something about Leonus Menx. Every night before bed he stands in front of the mirror in his underwear, flexing those big muscles of his, and he thinks about how it would feel to kiss himself on the lips. I know, I've been in his mind! One time he even –'
'I think that's enough, Tay,' I said weakly, turning my ear away from the deafening screech of her voice.
'Okay, fine. The end. Thanks for listening.' Reluctantly, Tay dropped the ampliphone and beamed a giddy grin at me. 'What happens now?'
'I don't know.'
'You must know. That had the air of a plan about it. When did you get all amazing?'
The adrenaline that had coursed through me while I spoke into the ampliphone was subsiding fast, leaving the same cold, unbearable emptiness that had come before. I found myself unable to stand up, unable even to look at my sister.
There was a yell close by. Leonus Menx ran into view, flanked by several soldiers whose special uniforms identified them as his personal guard. I don't know how he had found us so quickly – perhaps the direction of my voice had been more obvious than I had thought – but now he closed in on us with fury in his eyes.
I fumbled to grab my firethrower before I remembered I had broken it. I cursed myself for this; if I had it now, I could press the barrel right against Leonus Menx's head, and –
Thinking quicker than me, Tay pulled me to my feet and scrambled to put the invisibility necklace around us again, but this time she strained it too hard and it snapped, sending jewels scattering across the ground.
'Uh oh,' she observed.
Leonus Menx drew his sword with a sound that set my teeth on edge. I had never seen him holding a weapon before, and the blade shone like a sliver of moon in the darkness. Swiftly he strode forward and seized me by the throat, pushing my head against the rocks and tilting the edge of his blade against my face.
'If you come quietly,' he breathed, too quietly for anyone but Tay and me to hear, 'neither of you will be hurt. If you resist, I will carve that clueless little face off.'
'Menx!'
The voice cut through the night from beyond Menx's line of soldiers. It was joined by another, angrier voice from further off. The clank of armour announced the arrival of what sounded like at least a dozen soldiers. Menx turned his head away from me, keeping a grip on my throat. When he saw the number of soldiers gathering, he released me, adopted his most reasonable expression and strode to meet them, waving aside his personal guard as if their presence was a silly formality.
'Lads,' he said. 'Bit of a hiccup here. Someone must have cracked under the pressure. It happens, I'm afraid.'
'So it wasn't you that wrote that speech?' demanded one of the new arrivals.
'Do you think I wrote that speech?'
'I'm asking you.'
One of Menx's personal guards stepped in to intervene. 'That's enough –'
Two of the newcomers grabbed the guard and thrust him aside. The other guards drew their swords, but were set upon by the growing mob. Leonus Menx found himself pushed up against the valley wall by two burly soldiers.
'You lot!' he croaked, addressing the soldiers further back in the crowd. 'Get these louts off me!'
A couple of nervous soldiers moved forward to help, but they were outnumbered by others who turned on them with weapons drawn.
'You told us the vumas were powerless,' said the man whose beefy forearm pinned Menx to the cliff. 'But you knew they could still do magic, and they've got those – what do you call them?'
'Enchanted items,' said a helpful soul behind him.
'Enchanted items. What else aren't you telling us, eh? Eh?'
A new batch of soldiers arrived on the scene, weapons already drawn; they yelled at the others to let Menx go or they'd be court-martialled, the others yelled back instructions on where they could stick their court-martials, and the whole scene erupted into violence.
'Now! Let's go!' whispered Tay, and I saw her point. With difficulty we extricated ourselves from the crowd and ran, following the valley wall as it wound craggily upwards. Looking back at the camp, I could see the disarray spreading quickly – soldiers hurried in all directions, some demanding answers from their superiors, others attempting to maintain order, only a small few trying to put out the fires that continued to claim tent after tent on the far side of the camp. It was then that I truly understood Commander Menx's objection to drafting anyone and anything that moved. Too many of these soldiers had doubts, too many had not been broken in the right ways. The army discipline that had been foisted upon them was evaporating like morning dew.
We continued to run until the camp was little more than an orange glow behind and below us, and our lungs burned from the climb. When the slope began to even out under our feet, I bent over double and cried. I knew I had been crying for many minutes, but those tears had slipped out without effort. These new tears burned like acid; they seared my eyes as they left me. I took great sobbing gasps that barely helped me breathe. A cold, pitiless vacuum formed inside me as all the feeling rushed out.
Looking back on myself, I don't know how I had the strength to do what I did. It would have been so easy to follow Leonus Menx, to believe every delicately weighed and measured word, to hurl myself into battle in the name of humankind, to drench the Brotherhood's camp in fire, kill a few vumas and call all this revenge. Sometimes I wonder if that is what I would do if I found myself in the same situation again. But in that moment, something had not let me do it, and maybe it was her voice, somewhere in the back of my head, urging me not to kill blindly in her name. Maybe it was her.
Through the valley behind us, the sounds of yelling and violence marked the end of Leonus Menx's hold on the Kyland army. But what did that matter to me now?
'She's dead, Tay,' I cried. 'She's dead.'
'Who's dead?' Tay asked, clutching my arm, but I was gone, sinking into a darkness so deep I could see no way out of it.
The New High Sorcerer
~ as told by Tay Raining ~
Miller cried for a long time. As I held him, I glanced up and down the valley. Considering the current state of relations between the human and vuman camps, the ground directly between them did not strike me as the ideal place for a nervous breakdown. But I patted him on the back and said gentle words which I can't remember now but which I suspect must have been fairly meaningless, especially so because he still had not told me what he was crying about.
Eventually my will to move overpowered his lack of it. With one last reassuring sentence, I released his torso and focused my grip on his arm.
'We're going to walk now,' I told him, pulling him up the remainder of the slope to the mouth of Ash Valley. 'We're going to Eldermoon to get Ellstone back, but we have to walk through the vuman camp to get out of here. Just keep quiet and let me do the talking. They know me there, it'll be fine.'
Listening to myself, I wasn't sure I shared my confidence, but with our invisibility necklace broken there was no other way to go.
The sun was on the verge of rising as we walked through the narrow valley mouth and caught our first glimpse of the vuman camp. A fierce orange bled through the mountains before us, beginning to coax the grey slopes into regaining their colour. The night had been long, but it was not quite over yet.
Half a dozen vumas struck out from the camp to intercept us as we crossed the bloodstained ground between the camp and the valley mouth. They eyed Miller's army uniform warily as they approached, though the tears streaking his face probably helped convince them he was not a threat.
'This is my brother Miller,' I said, before they could speak. 'High Sorcerer Daurum requested his presence, so I brought him here. Do you have a problem with that?'
'No,' said one of them, 'but I think you might.'
'What do you mean?'
'The High Sorcerer is dead.'
My mouth dropped open, leaving me only able to operate it long enough to form isolated syllables. 'Wha-? How?'
'Murdered in the night. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?'
'Me?' I opened and closed my mouth a few more times to get it working. 'How would I? I've been away fetching my brother.'
My mind raced to formulate a new plan. I had not been fond of Daurum, but his death could be bad news for us, since he had been one of the few in the upper echelons of the Brotherhood who had not wanted to see me killed, at least not yet.
'Where's Brother Gramor?' I demanded. 'I need to speak with him urgently.'
Some of the vumas looked ready to stop us, but one raised his arm and pointed into the camp. 'By Daurum's carriage.'
I nodded and swept past the group with all the authority I could muster, dragging my unresponsive brother after me. It was just as well I had built up a reputation as a girl who could get away with anything, I reflected as we passed the first line of Brotherhood tents. In certain circumstances, it seems, a reputation is all you need to get your way.
By the time we reached the centre of the camp, it was clear that Daurum's death had broken the Brotherhood into confused fragments. Their camp seemed almost as chaotic as the human camp we had left behind. Loose groups of vumas milled about talking in hushed voices, while others yelled obscenities and scrapped amongst themselves, weaving furious but ineffectual spells, most of which fizzled out before they reached their intended targets. The marnagore wranglers seemed to have reached a point where they could no longer control their animals, and the great beasts' jaws snapped and snarled at their former masters' hands – I saw several break free of their shimmering bonds and bound off into the mountains.
I did my best to steer us around these dangers, and after a bit of wandering we found Daurum's carriage. The next moment I heard the sort of annoying tuneless whistling that could only come from one person, and turned to see Gramor sitting on a rock, drumming his fingers on his knees. I perched beside him and plonked Miller down on my other side.
'Gramor, this is my brother Miller. Miller, Gramor Eretol.'
'Charmed,' said Gramor. If he was at all surprised by Miller's appearance, he did not show it. But now was not the time to feel frustrated by him.
'What's going on?' I demanded. 'How did Daurum get murdered? I thought he was invincible.'
'So did he. I expect that's why he let his guard down.'
I began to scowl. 'You haven't changed overnight, I see.'
'Whereas you have. And I'm very glad of it.' My mouth dropped open again, but before any words could leave it he continued, 'I had a feeling you would. I have a feeling about a lot of things.'
'Do you have a feeling about who murdered High Sorcerer Daurum?'
He shook his head. 'Could have been anyone. Old Daurum may have had the Brotherhood wrapped around his finger, but that doesn't mean people liked him. And a lot of people have recently found themselves freed of their firebonds. Not just because of your brother – more every day, since miracas started fading away and snuffing them out one by one. And then of course there's me, the old weasel. I could very easily have clambered into Daurum's carriage and rammed that jolly big knife through his skull.'
'Knife through his skull?' I found my voice girlishly high, and lowered it a bit. 'And that killed him? What kind of all powerful lord of darkness was he?'
'Not a very good one, to be frank. Without miracas on his side he was little more than a feeble old man.'
'And aren't you?'
Gramor looked mildly offended. 'I like to think my vast intelligence counts for something. But regardless, the little matter of who killed old Daurum is all but forgotten. The whole camp is buzzing. We haven't had a good assassination for decades.'
He pointed across to Daurum's carriage where a group of oldish vumas stood, making suitably grand gestures with their arms as they spoke. Through the window of the carriage I could just make out dark purple blood shining on the ceiling, the gruesome culmination of someone else's story. 'That group there,' said Gramor, 'is making arrangements for his funeral, to take place in his home town of Durroc.' His finger turned to a group muttering darkly behind a large tent. 'That group over there is, I believe, trying to decide on the most appropriate person to frame for his murder.' And then to several members of Daurum's inner circle, who were conducting a debate with fervent efficiency by the smouldering ashes of a campfire. 'And these fellows here are discussing the proper procedure for appointing a new leader.'
'What is the procedure?'
Gramor smiled and stood up. 'Assuming they follow it, they should be naming me as leader any minute now. I was Daurum's right hand man, after all, and the Brotherhood was never the most democratic of institutions. So if you two will excuse me, I'd better go and remind those friendly chaps of the rules. And then I think I'll make a speech to my new army. This is all very exciting, isn't it?'
He swayed a little as he walked away, and I smelled alcohol in the breath he left behind. I wondered whether he had been drinking to forget what was happening or to give himself a confidence boost. No, neither of those fit his character – more likely, it was simply because he had been left alone with some booze.
I watched as he said something to the other members of Daurum's inner circle, who nodded grudgingly. Messengers were dispatched to gather as many Brothers and Sisters of Lightning as would fit in the camp's central clearing, while Gramor tipped over a cart to form a makeshift podium. As vumas began to flood in from all sides, I grabbed Miller and pulled him to the edge of the forming crowd. If Gramor's speech did not go down well, we should be prepared to make a hasty exit. Before long the ground was thick with black cloaks. Thousands of sceptical eyes pointed towards High Sorcerer Gramor up on his cart podium.
'This speech had better be good, Gramor,' I muttered, my heart racing, 'for all our sakes.' He quieted the crowd with a drunken flourish and began to speak.
'Brothers and Sisters! As you are no doubt aware, someone – possibly one of our own! – has killed our leader High Sorcerer Daurum. For his purposes, this could not have come at a worse time. Of course, having a knife sticking out of – or more to the point, into – your head is an inconvenience at the best of times, but now the war he so lovingly nurtured is in jeopardy. We, the Brotherhood of Lightning, find ourselves without his sure-minded vision to show us the way.'
A sombre mood gripped the crowd, but I could tell no one felt genuinely heartbroken over Daurum's passing, least of all Gramor. Even the most loyal Brothers of Lightning had not liked their leader so much as revered him. After all, there had been plenty to revere and very little to like.
'Still, life goes on,' said Gramor, perking up with obscene swiftness. 'I have just spoken to the other members of our late leader's inner circle, and we have agreed that by the laws of the Brotherhood charter as set down by High Sorcerer Volis in the first century of the Age of War, I, Gramor Eretol, am to be your new leader as of this moment. My first act as High Sorcerer Gramor is to demand you all swear loyalty to me.'
A doubtful mumble swept through the assembled vumas. Gramor's moustache twitched.
'Well, go on then. Start swearing.' When only a scattered few obeyed, he waved a scolding finger. 'Now look. Loyalty, people. Are you not all loyal to the Brotherhood? Do you not obey its rules unquestioningly? Do those rules not state that I, as the right hand man of our great fallen leader, must be his successor? And that I must be shown the same unconditional obedience as he who has fallen?'
'You murdered him!' yelled someone near the back, who clearly had not been informed of the Brotherhood's enlightened views on murder. He was quickly silenced by one of his Brothers, though I did not see how.
'Forget the swearing then,' said Gramor when it became clear that few people knew the proper words, and fewer still were eager to say them. 'We shall go back to school and have a show of hands. Raise your right hand in the air if you recognise me as your new leader. How about that?'
Hands began to go up in the crowd – first a scattered dozen, then a few dozen more who hadn't wanted to be the first, then a few hundred, then hundreds and hundreds more as some sort of tipping point was reached. From where I was it was hard to pick out those who had not raised their hands, but those in the crowd beside them could do so easily, and scuffles broke out as those who refused to show their loyalty were beaten into submission. I noticed that a few people had raised their left hands instead of their right, though whether this was a quiet act of rebellion or the result of a poor education I could not say.
Gramor beamed out across his new subjects. 'Now raise your other hand if you are willing to carry out any order I give without hesitating or questioning my motives. That, I should remind you, is also required by the Brotherhood charter.'
There was less hesitation this time, as any remaining doubters had seen the consequences of letting their doubt be known. Now every vuma I could see, aside from those on the podium, stood with both arms pointed directly upwards, forming a forest of black cloaks.
Gramor nodded, satisfied. 'I see. Now, my first order to you all is … return to your homes and await further instruction.'
The crowd stared at him, arms lowering slowly in bewilderment.
'Any questions?' he said brightly, unscrewing one of the flasks of spirits he kept strapped inside his cloak for emergencies.
'What about the human army?' asked a young man who appeared to be on obvious question duty.
'I'll take care of them,' said Gramor. 'After this I'm going to head to their camp and have a chat with their leaders. They shouldn't concern themselves with the rest of you if they have me. I'm more important, after all.'
'So you're surrendering!' yelled a voice. 'You're a disgrace to the Brotherhood! You ought to be hung from –' The yell was cut short by the crackle of a fire spell, followed by a series of high-pitched screams and the frantic flap of someone trying to remove a Brotherhood cloak with extreme haste.
'That is not a question,' said Gramor, taking a swig. 'Anyone else? Yes, you with the red hair and the pretty ears.'
'My home is in Fogwatch,' said the woman, her raised hand shaking a little. 'All the vumas there were driven out by the Kyland army over a year ago, and our town is now a stronghold for human soldiers. If you will forgive me, High Sorcerer, how am I supposed to return there?'
'Good question,' said Gramor, flashing her the charming smile he must surely have stolen from someone else at some point. 'Unless I'm very much mistaken, this war will be over within a matter of days, so by the time you arrive back in Fogwatch the humans should be gone. Next question.'
Gramor continued in this manner for a long while, answering a succession of questions which ranged from outraged to trivial to, once in a while, perfectly reasonable. The one question he refused to answer, no matter how often it came up, was what he planned to do when he got to the human camp.
'You'll just have to wait and see,' he said with a mischievous twinkle.
The crowd were far from satisfied with this, and the mutterings grew louder again. Some sort of signal went up — a gold firework which whirled and spat — and suddenly vumas scattered throughout the crowd began firing spells at Gramor. Half of them disintegrated in the air within seconds, while the other half came up against the side of a great bubble Gramor conjured with a sweep of his arms towards the cloudy sky. The bubble flickered and contracted with each impact, but its weaknesses were more than matched by the weakness of the spells flying at it. In consequence, those few spells that did make it close to Gramor were happy to give up at the merest resistance, and dispersed into vague colours which spread across the surface of the bubble for fleeting seconds before fading.
From within this spectacle, Gramor regarded his attackers with stern impatience. 'Have you quite finished?' he snapped, but the crowd was growing rowdier, the spells thicker in the air. I gripped Miller's arm tight, knowing it was only a matter of time before our presence was remembered.
Finally Gramor chose to address a word which had been circulating for some time, and which must have stuck in his ears. 'This is not a surrender,' he said, raising his voice so it boomed throughout the camp. 'This is not the end of our fight. Far from it. But it is the end of this war, and we have been defeated. Do you think we stand a chance against the might of the entire human army while the last of our magic is slipping through our claws? Even if we could defeat them, we would have no chance of ruling this world. The moment our power fully faded, humanity would rise up against us and murder every last vuma in Kyland. Do you want that? Would you see your children murdered in their beds for the sake of what Daurum would have called "a good battle"?'
I could see from their expressions that some of the crowd thought this was indeed preferable to going home without a fight. But the chaos had died down — everyone had witnessed the spells fizzling out over their heads, and the prevailing expression was one of fear. Gramor lowered his arms; the bubble around him burst into drops of water which spattered onto the podium.
'Yes, we vumas have been through a lot. We have lost many people — but those people are gone. We have suffered much hardship — but that hardship has been suffered. Nothing that is done can be undone. Not by magic, nor by war, nor by revenge — and certainly not by throwing ourselves on human swords out of pride. All we can do is try to build a future better than the past.
'It is time now for the Brotherhood to lie low, until we work out what to do next, and how to reclaim the power that has been taken from us. That means no killing. No taking prisoners. No grand proclamations that the vumas will rise up and take their rightful place as rulers of this world. No calling each other Brother and Sister — and burn those cloaks before you leave the camp! From this day forth, until I put out the call for you again, you are nothing more than loyal citizens of Kyland. Do you understand?'
They understood. Now that their general fury and incomprehension were passing, many of them seemed relieved. A few faces here and there still glared at their new leader as if he had betrayed everything his position stood for. But they all understood.
Gramor nodded. 'Then you are dismissed. Snailspeed, and good luck to you all.'
He hopped down from his cart podium and strolled off, whistling one of his incongruous little tunes. I hesitated a moment then chased after him, Miller hurrying behind.
'Tell a crowd to throw away their lives for no reason, and they cheer and worship you,' Gramor mused as we drew close to him. 'But try telling them to go home and have a nice cup of tea — that's when they try to kill you! Still, no matter. I'm the High Sorcerer around here now. By the time the worst of the human haters get themselves organised enough to start a Brotherhood of their own, it'll be too late.'
'What are you going to do when you get to the human camp?' I demanded.
'I can't tell you that,' he replied, tapping his nose. 'It's top secret.'
'Oh, come on, you can tell –' I began, and stopped. That was the moment when everything I had learned about our vuman guide up to then smashed together in my mind to form one absurd, utterly unbelievable theory. And in that same instant I knew I was right.
'You don't have a plan, do you?'
'Not having a plan is preferable to having a plan where we all die,' said Gramor.
'And what happens if the humans decide to execute you?'
He shrugged, brightly. 'Something usually comes up.'
I hesitated a moment, then pulled Vengeance from her scabbard and thrust her handle towards him. He took it, but for once he looked uncertain. He swished the sword from side to side as if looking for her secrets. 'Really Tay, haven't you been paying attention? I don't need a sword to get my way.'
'I think it's you who's not paying attention. Look.' I nodded to the edge of the blade, where a few spots of blood still clung to the steel. 'That's Tristis Menx's blood. Not much, but I'm sure you can use it for something in a pinch.'
Gramor scrunched one eye shut to examine the crimson droplets up close with the other. 'I was rather counting on my natural charm and persuasion to avert pinches.'
I raised an eyebrow and gave him a stern look. 'Don't hurt her too much.'
Gramor smiled at me one last time, then walked away, swinging the sword to and fro by his side. The last thing I heard him say was, 'Bye Rainings! See you some time!' – a few seconds later he was out of earshot, strolling towards the mouth of Ash Valley with all the confidence of the clinically insane.
I exhaled one long breath that sent several of my worries off into the air with it. That was it then. The war was Gramor's problem now. The fate of the vuman race in the hands not of a human girl from Tarot but of the maddest vuma I had ever met. It seemed more fitting.
By the time I turned around, the crowd was drifting apart. A surprising number of vumas already seemed to be heading back towards Eldermoon, hoisting supplies onto their backs, some packing up their tents for the journey home. Black cloaks lay in campfires, beginning to burn. I remembered mine, unfastened it and let it slump to the ground. The Brotherhood's spell was most definitely breaking – breaking in harmony with every other spell on the Sphere, as the church of fire slowly snuffed itself out, as all the grim, magnetic authority of Daurum made dripping trails down the walls of his carriage. But the vumas who had needed no persuasion to hate humans were eyeing me and my brother with great hostility. This could only mean it was finally time for us to go.
'I think we've done as much damage as we can here,' I told Miller.
'Where are we going?' Miller asked weakly, putting up no resistance as I steered him by the arm, taking us out of the camp amid the scattered procession of vumas.
'Eldermoon,' I said. 'Our little brother needs us. Out of curiosity, how much of what just happened did you understand?'
Miller considered this for a moment. 'Not a lot.'
'That's okay. We can both tell our stories on the way. I'm willing to bet mine is at least as ridiculous as yours, but hopefully it'll make more sense if I say it out loud.'
'I'm not sure about mine,' he said, but I squeezed his arm. Whatever he thought, he was going to be okay. We would all be okay.
Home
~ as told by Ellstone Raining ~
I could not move.
The vumas were all around, standing over me, talking in sleepy mumbles, plunging their hands into my chest. My vision pulsed in and out as though black clouds were passing overhead.
What were they doing? I had to get away, had to run. But my legs refused to shift from the hard surface beneath them. My arms refused to reach out and shield me. Even my eyes would not close.
At last I saw my own heart held up before me … and that took care of the little problem of consciousness.
*
When at last my eyes opened, they did so slowly, fearing the flood of light that awaited them. When I had regained some of my capacity for rational thought, I blinked around at the bland infirmary walls, piecing together my state from the available sensory information.
Something had changed. The pain was intense but – and here I am struggling to find the words, since as far as I know no one has come up with a very comprehensive vocabulary to describe pain – how can I explain it? The pain I felt then was different to the pain that had plagued me over the past days. It had a different tone, or a different flavour, or perhaps a different message. It was no longer a shriek of abject horror and confusion. This pain was an admonishment to me over what had happened: stern, but kindly and reassuring at the same time. It was the sting of a sterilised needle rather than the fierce agony of a ripping blade. It let me know that whatever was wrong with me, some kind souls had done everything they could to make it better, and slowly but surely, my body would take care of the rest.
As the spell that had kept me paralysed began to release my limbs from its stifling grasp, I lifted my head enough to look down at my chest. A fresh bandage was wrapped around it, and better yet, no shimmering thread led from my body to a jar of unsettling fluids off to the side. Excitably, I pressed my hand to my chest and felt the strong, confident thump of a heart beating within.
This time it had not been a dream. The vumas had indeed reached into my chest and pulled out my heart. And they had fixed me.
*
Shortly, Lya came into the room and smiled a rare smile at catching me awake. 'Good to see you back with us. I don't mean to make you worry, but your surgery was a close thing.' Her forehead creased with the stress of the memory. 'Half the spells I tried to weave didn't work. For a while there I thought we weren't going to be able to complete the operation. We did it in the end, but you know, you may be one of the last people in the world to be saved by vuman medicine.'
I didn't know how to respond, so I settled for blabbering my gratitude over and over while Lya brushed it away.
'There are some people waiting outside to see you,' she remembered. 'I'll send them in.'
'People?' I echoed anxiously, but already she had hurried from the room.
In half a minute two people came in, and they were Tay and Miller. I barely had time to process the befuddling sight of the latter before Tay flung her arms around me.
'Thank you Elly,' she said between rapid kisses.
I grimaced but accepted the affection without complaint. 'What for?'
'For being alive. For being you. For stopping me that night and making me think before I did something that would've made me … not me.'
'So you didn't kill them?' I untangled myself from her arms in order to look her in the eyes.
'Oh, it's a long story,' said Tay – and proceeded to spend the next several hours telling it with considerable enthusiasm. I was surprised equally by the content of her story and by the amount of energy she had left to tell it with; at various points she was leaping around the room, crouched on the floor hiding from enemies, and standing on my bed swinging an imaginary sword. She even roped in Miller, and Steg, who had come to visit with a well-intentioned gift of caterpillar fudge, to help her act out certain scenes. She finally wore herself out describing their journey back to Eldermoon; they had walked for a week on only a few scattered hours' sleep, and upon their arrival at August House Grenlia told them I was recovering from an operation in Eldermoon infirmary.
'And what happened to you?' I asked Miller, taking advantage of the rare pause. 'How did you end up in the army?'
Miller forced a smile onto his face. 'I'll tell you some other time, Elly.'
Then Lya came in to tell us it was almost midnight, and visiting hours were long over. Tay gave me another hug before she left, and promised not to go wandering off again.
*
True to her word, she and Miller came to visit me again the next morning, and this time they brought Grenlia and Crystal with them. The four of them stayed the whole day, and we talked and laughed and played a card game that Crystal had learned somewhere though she would not tell her mother where, and Miller still did not tell his story. The day after that it was discovered that I could walk, though I was given a stick to lean on as I needed to rest a lot even walking up and down the subterranean corridors of the infirmary. A few days later I was allowed to return to August House. To my surprise I discovered I had missed the place. Life with the Huntses was pleasant, but tinged with sadness because I knew it could not last forever.
Before long, there were whisperings that some of the vumas who had fled Qualmgate before the outbreak of war were planning to return home, and that if we wanted to make the journey we would be wise to travel with them. I was still unsteady on my feet after all my time in the hospital bed; if I stood for too long, my legs began to shake until they slid out from under me, but Tay assured me they would find someone to carry me if it came to that.
So a few days later we – that is, Tay, Miller, Grenlia, Crystal and I – said goodbye to August House and met the party bound for Qualmgate on the south side of the city. They did not seem surprised or angry to find three humans in their midst, and for the first time it occurred to me that, having lived in Qualmgate, they must be used to humans. Before long Tay was conversing with them like an old friend, while I nodded round at them nervously and Miller brooded.
The walk back across Dynia was hard, especially since my legs were still shaky and I often needed someone to lean on, but thankfully our group included an elderly couple who set a pace I could just about match. After a few days on the hills – passing Fergus's burnt out guest house on the final day – we came within sight of the forest of Hob, but to my intense relief we veered off onto Webber's Road, the dusty track that skirted around the wood's eastern edge, so we were spared from any further encounters with child-eating mud and electric moths.
As our journey wore on, I became more attuned to the mood of the group, and began to pick up on things I am sure a normal person would have noticed immediately. Not surprisingly there was an air of relief around the whole party, and an eagerness to get home. But there was something else hanging over them all too, a great sadness whose meaning I knew would be forever beyond my grasp. I could only catch glimpses of it in the eyes of others, when they thoughtlessly tried to light campfires with a flick of their claws, or when parents attempted to weave spells to amuse their children, or when, as I saw once or twice, they sat up at night trying desperately to make a spark, levitate a leaf, do something, do anything. Once, as we camped in a rocky hollow by the side of Webber's Road, I caught Crystal gazing into my eyes with a helplessness in hers that caught me off guard.
'Are you okay?' I asked.
'Yeah, yeah,' she muttered, looking away quickly. 'It's just funny, that's all.'
*
We met a few other travellers on the road, and they brought us the latest news, though their reports were generally confused and often contradictory: 'I hear the Ninety are holding official talks with the leader of the Brotherhood of Lightning.' 'The Brotherhood of Lightning doesn't exist any more.' 'Really? Well, they're holding talks with someone.' And: 'One of the Ninety's been arrested on suspicion of poisoning his colleagues. What was his name? That handsome one with the beard.' 'Leonus Menx?' 'That might be it. Ooh snails, he's a looker. You remind me of him a little.' And all sorts of rumours about how the world was reacting to the disappearance of miracas: 'There are gangs of kids roaming around every town in Vumarule trying to turn people's noses into mushrooms before the last of the miracas goes, so they'll end up stuck like that! I know there are worse things going on, but what a lack of respect! Oh, it makes my blood boil.'
Eventually we came to the coast that looked out over the Sea of Becoming, over the waters we had crossed on our departure from Tarot, what seemed like years ago. I could tell the prospect of the return journey made Tay unhappy, though she papered over her despair with a smile. She was, as you have no doubt gathered by now, the sort of person who was never happier than when making a fuss about anything and everything that disagreed with her, but our return to Tarot was different. It was an uncomfortable detail that did not quite fit her idea of how things should be. But her story was over now; she had had her moment of realisation, she had played her part, and it would be against the spirit of the story to refuse the ending it had chosen for her.
A small hope still lingered in her mind, I suppose, as it did in mine. Maybe things would be different when we went back? We knew ourselves a little better now, we had changed, we may even have made some sort of difference in the world. Maybe Tarot would treat us differently now we were bolder, wiser and more grown up.
*
At long last the coastal path led us into Qualmgate, where we were met by a large scattering of humans who had been alerted to our imminent arrival. There was an impromptu celebration in the streets as old friends reunited and lovers torn apart threw themselves back together, though some people had to be taken aside by kindly souls and told the reasons for certain absences.
Still, the overall mood was a kind of joyousness I had not witnessed for a very long time, and although I was more or less immune to feelings of joy, it was pleasant to see it in others. Everyone seemed to know each other; after a while they even seemed to know me, though this recognition may have been more a product of the alcohol being passed around than anything else.
'This had better not be from the Pitcher,' said Grenlia warningly, peering through the sparkling liquid in the glass someone had handed her.
'Oh no,' grinned a human man who seemed to be an old friend. 'We got through the last of that a year ago.' He dodged sideways to avoid being swatted by Grenlia's palm as the group around them erupted into laughter.
Before long a bonfire had been built in the town square, even though the festival of falling leaves was still some weeks away. A band set up outside a nearby inn, and soon the air was filled with music so frantic that at first only the most swift-footed or drunk revellers even tried to dance to it, until the latter category filled to bursting and the streets rang with the sound of shoes on cobblestone.
I did not join in the dancing, and neither did Miller, but Tay and Grenlia and Crystal danced for a while, weaving absurdly in and out of the confusion of strangers, and it was nice to see them happy, I suppose.
A familiar face appeared, rolling through the crowd and pushing others aside: Gramor's friend Fergus. He was delighted to see all of us; he had clearly met the Huntses before, and seemed convinced that Miller had been with us when we had visited him on our way to Eldermoon, steadfastly refusing to be corrected on this point. For my part I was glad to have one final piece of confirmation that Gramor was not as murderous as we had once thought.
'Terrible about miracas, in't it?' Fergus slurred. 'Bloody terrible. Just as the vumasss were about to take their rightful place in the world. Oh, but where's Gramor? Not dead, is he? Oh tell me he's not, I'd be dead if it weren't for him, and iss not the first time I've had to say that.'
'He's not dead,' said Tay, who was fending off attempts from all directions to ply her with alcohol. 'Last we heard he was off to Merry Mourning to try and enter talks with the Ninety.'
'Into the belly of the beast, eh? Just like him,' Fergus chuckled. 'Speaking of into the belly,' and he propelled himself away to find another drink.
The celebration looked set to go on all night, but it was getting late, we were all tired and Grenlia suggested we head back to her home for the night. Crystal was the only person to object, and she was overruled by her mother, who also grabbed the drink she was holding and tipped it into a nearby flowerbed whose resident nasturtiums smouldered and wilted. The music faded behind us as we headed up a winding street towards the forest of Hob, which looked especially ghostly tonight, beneath a sky filled with silver stars and the day's last trace of blue.
If I had put the pieces together I may have worked out where the two of them lived, but the long journey followed by the celebration had left me feeling dizzy and brain-dead. So it was a surprise to me, and to Tay and Miller too, when Grenlia came to a halt in front of the Perfect Pitcher Alehouse, the very place where we had first met Gramor Eretol on the day of our arrival in Qualmgate. The windows were still boarded up, the architecture still odd, sharp and wonky, but the place looked far less sinister than I remembered it.
'It's good to be home,' said Grenlia with a slight shake in her voice that I could only attribute to a freshly awakened memory of Violette. Crystal patted her wordlessly on the arm and stepped up to open the door. She and her mother led the way into the darkened entrance hall with its carpet of dust and its eerie wallpaper. In the half-ruined bar area, Grenlia looked around, grimly assessing the damage. Then she hurried upstairs, and came back fretting. 'There's a lot of work to be done.'
'We'll help!' said Tay, jumping at the chance to put off our departure even for a little while.
Grenlia looked uncertain. 'You can if you want. I suppose … I suppose the three of you can stay in the room behind the bar for a few days. Just until we get things sorted out and this place is back in business, you understand – we can't have you staying there forever.'
Tay was vigourous in her nodding, probably feeling, as I did, that we had imposed on the Huntses quite enough for one lifetime.
The next few days I wore myself out with work, but they were among the most contented days I had ever known. I scrubbed the mirrors while Tay swept the floor and Miller polished the oak surfaces. I threw out broken bottles while Crystal prised the boards off the windows and Tay and Miller worked to lift the carpet in the entrance hall so it could be taken outside to have the dust thrashed out of it. I helped Crystal bring in new chairs from the carpenter's workshop across the street while Miller climbed a wobbly stepladder to replace the candles in the chandeliers and Tay used a broom handle to drive away the huge red spiders that had made their homes in the children's swing set in the back garden. We did not see much of Grenlia; she worked mostly in the rooms upstairs, and came down only occasionally to make sure we had everything we needed, and to point out the things we had forgotten to fix or had broken further in our attempts to fix them.
With every layer of dust we removed, every dried spillage we scraped up and every pane of glass we fitted in the spaces previously occupied by boards, the Perfect Pitcher grew a little brighter, and my new vuman heart sank a little further at the thought of leaving.
At last, one night as the Autumn sky grew dark outside the newly glazed windows, Crystal told us, rather more casually than seemed kind, 'Mama says this is your last night in that room.'
Tay stiffened. 'Okay,' she said cheerfully, though her eyes had no cheer in them at all.
That night, I huddled up to Tay on our mattress on the floor of the back room. I did not speak, but I did not have to.
'It'll be okay,' she said, gripping my hand. 'We'll be okay. We're different now, so it'll be different.'
But I knew then with a claustrophobia that almost suffocated me that if things in Tarot did turn out to be different, they could only be worse. The moment we had boarded that ship bound for Vumarule, we had thrown away what little life we had there. Tarot would not look kindly on three children who had run away to have an adventure. Being bolder, wiser and more grown up – even if we were those things – would make no difference to our fate. Tarot was indiscriminate in its coldness, in its cruelty. Hunger and endless rain would become familiar to us once more. And the laughing children would be there waiting, their mouths brimming with new insults they had stored up for me, fresh venom flashing in their eyes.
I did not want to go back.
But Tay was right about one thing. Our story was over. We could not hang around. It was time for us to leave Vumarule for good.
So the next morning, when Grenlia came down the stairs, she found us standing ready to go. If we had any possessions, we would have been clutching them sadly to our chests at this point. As it was, we simply wore expressions we hoped would let her know these things: that it was okay, that we knew the time had come, and that we would not make it hard for her.
'What are you three doing standing there like a row of scarecrows?' she half-laughed.
'We were thinking,' said Tay, her voice shaking with the anticipation of goodbye. 'Thanks so much for everything, Grenlia. You've been amazing. But like you said, we need to get out from under your feet now. So we'll be …'
'We'll be heading back to Tarot,' Miller finished, when Tay could not.
Grenlia stared at us. 'Really? I thought you hated Tarot.'
'We don't have anywhere else to go,' I told her.
'So you're not going to stay in Qualmgate?'
Tay and I exchanged a glance. 'You said we could stay for a few days, and then we'd have to be out of the way. And we understand, you need to run this place, and we'd just –'
'I said you could sleep in the back room for a few days,' said Grenlia, utterly bewildered. 'But that was only temporary, because I've been preparing your proper rooms upstairs. Didn't I say?'
I felt a lump in my throat like a sharp stone. 'Our proper rooms?'
'Yes. Some of them used to be guest rooms, but they didn't get used much anyway. They were in a bit of a state after all this time – I've had to clean the floors and repaint the walls and get in some new furniture, but I hope they'll be just as nice as your rooms back in Tarot were. Do you want to see them?'
Wordlessly we nodded, and followed her up the stairs while she tutted and laughed about how silly we were. On the landing, she pointed to three doors in turn. 'That's yours, Miller. And yours, Tay. And Ellstone, I'm afraid yours is a little bit smaller, but I hope it'll be okay.'
I caught the eyes of Miller and Tay. None of us spoke. We did not even smile; we did not dare. We had all lived through enough that we would not believe a miracle until we saw it with our own eyes.
So in perfect synchronisation, we opened the doors of our respective rooms and stepped through.
My room was indeed small, a little smaller than the room that had housed all three of us in Tarot. The ceiling sloped down towards the window, which was set into an alcove; when I pressed myself into this alcove with my cheek against the cold glass, the sea was just visible off to the left, beyond a gentle sprawl of roofs. The bed lay against the right hand wall, made with pristine white sheets and pillows. I pushed down on it with my hand, and felt springs push gently back. At the foot of the bed was a small wardrobe that filled the room with the smell of oak. Against the opposite wall was a chair pushed under a miniature writing desk complete with paper and pens, and beside it were a series of shelves set into the wall. These shelves contained perhaps two dozen weathered books.
From the room next door I heard the sound of Tay laughing like a maniac, flinging herself around her room, onto her bed and against her window with such energy that the walls shook and the window panes rattled. My reaction was a little more muted. When Grenlia came bustling in, she paid more attention to the imperfections she perceived in the room than to me.
'It's not quite finished,' she apologised. 'There are a bunch of dusty old dresses in that wardrobe, but we'll get them out today, and I meant to get you a rug to cover that stain on the floorboards, it just won't come out. And then of course the selection of books isn't up to much, but we have a decent bookshop here in town, so we'll have to go on a little – what's the matter?' She looked at me properly for the first time since entering the room. 'Why are you crying?'
'I don't know,' I said truthfully, and buried my head in her shoulder. It was only later that I worked it out.
It was joy.
Tay's note
All today I've been caught up in writing the last of my chapters, so I've barely noticed anything else, but I can feel my pen slowing down now, and I'm beginning to notice the world again and hear the noises outside my window. I can hear gulls cackling up above, and artisans hammering away in the workshops across the street, and off in the distance, the whispering of the sea. The last of the day's light is seeping away to brighten the lands to the east, leaving us with a night fit for mid-Winter, which is what it is now. Today is almost over, and so is this story.
I could write for much longer about the events I've described, taking them apart and looking at the pieces from every angle. I could describe how it felt to write it all down, or go on at length about what is happening in Kyland now, but this book has already sprawled out far beyond what I intended it to be, so I'll keep this note short.
The war is officially over. With the vumas robbed of their power, and the Brotherhood of Lightning more or less disbanded, there was no good reason for the human army to persist with their attack other than sheer stubbornness on the part of their leaders. Leonus Menx had no shortage of stubbornness, of course, but Miller's actions in Ash Valley shook his soldiers' confidence in him so much that his career did not survive the night. And then Gramor weaselled his way into the human camp to speak to the new leaders and spin improvised miracles out of whatever magic he had left, with the result that the battle everyone had been so breathlessly waiting for was called off. After all the talk about how important I was to the vumas' cause, it seemed they barely even needed me there.
So now Gramor is in official talks with the Ninety. Talks. Yes, Grenlia must be thrilled. It's not exactly the revolution the vumas deserve – not yet – but I suppose it's something.
The combined death toll for both sides of the war is now being reported as nineteen thousand, eight hundred and thirty-five. Supposedly that includes every human killed by a vuma and every vuma killed by a human since war was declared. All the vumas blown apart by cannon fire in Eldermoon. All the humans burned in their homes during the Brotherhood's rampage on the Dynian hills. All the people lost in the endlessly shifting struggles for territory on the Vumarule-Deurof border. And of course everyone slain in the twin ambushes at Ash Valley.
Nobody could say with a straight face that the war went well, but it could have gone a lot worse. We live in a town where humans and vumas continue to coexist, after all, and most of us are still breathing.
Most of us, but – no, I suppose I'll leave that tale for Miller to tell.
As for my tale … well, it was not the one I longed for all those years, gazing out to sea from my spot on the north wall of Tarot. It did not lead me to revenge. It led me to something better: the realisation that our parents' hold over us was finished, and that the only way they could hurt us now was if I followed them into the dark little world they inhabited. So I let them go, even if that meant in some sense they were getting away with it. Even if I knew, despite the light I had briefly shone into their darkness, they would never change.
*
I just had to stop writing and pace around my room for a while, watching the world transform outside the window. Now the sky is pitch black and as well as the cries of gulls I can hear the chirruping of the weird birds in Hob that only come out at night, the ones that go 'ickodockodocko, rrrickodockodocko', and I can hear the regulars downstairs, clumping in for their evening drinks. But I have to get this finished, right now.
When I wrote that last sentence, about my parents never changing, something stopped me, and I sat there frozen for a full minute, with my pen dripping big black splodges onto the paper. I think it was because I've tried to be honest all the way through this book, and forced my brothers to do the same, and I realised that what I wrote may not be quite true.
I sort of want it to be true, because that makes the story simpler, but some of the things I've heard since the end of the war go against it. I've heard that when my father's grip on power began to slip, it was my mother who took over the stewardship of the war, and it was her who finally, with a bit of persuasion from Gramor, convinced the Ninety to open talks with the vumas.
Maybe it was the blood I gave to Gramor – maybe that was what changed her. Or maybe it was something else. Something I gave to my mother without intending to while we stood together in her tent with only a sword between us. Some small piece of the light I shone into her world.
I don't know if I want to think about this. It's getting my feelings all tangled up, and that's not how I like them. Some part of me would like to continue believing my mother is the same sort of monster as my father. Maybe she is, but I don't know any more.
What do I know about her? She gave me life and then left me to fend for myself, and maybe that's bad and maybe it's good. The fact is it happened, and like everything else I've written here, it made me the person I am today.
And what do I know about that person? After all this, who am I?
I am Tay Raining. I have a birthmark on my hand that looks a bit like a question mark. I still have no satisfying answers for it. I still look at it every day and it asks me, Who are you, Tay Raining?
So far, most of the things I know are things I am not. First thing: I'm not like my parents.
And another thing: I'm not a killer.
What else?
Miller's note
I don't know who, if anyone, is going to read this book. Tay seems convinced that people will want to read about this sort of thing. I have no idea why. But whoever you are, you have read it, and I feel I should now address you directly for the first and last time, as I probably owe you an apology.
There are passages in this book that purport to be written by Kisli Thomas. They were not, of course. I wrote them, drawing from things she told me over the time I knew her, using her own words whenever possible.
I did it because I need people to know that Kisli Thomas was more than the difference between nineteen thousand, eight hundred and thirty-four and nineteen thousand, eight hundred and thirty-five. After everything we shared, I want to help her live on, even if it's only in a small way, even if no one reads this book, as is more than likely – even if it just gets filed away in a dingy drawer somewhere where no one will ever see it. At least she won't have disappeared entirely – some of her spirit will always be here, frozen in ink.
Of course, I'm painfully aware that I'm not a great writer, and that my scribblings do not come close to doing her justice, but as the one closest to her at the time of her death, I had to try. I hope I succeeded at least in making you assume she would live to see the end of this story, for that is certainly what I assumed. You don't expect someone so young and fond of life to leave it so suddenly and without warning. Perhaps you do when you're reading stories about things that seem far away. I tried to bring this one a little closer. Whether I succeeded is not for me to say.
When I told Tay I wanted to do this there was much brow-furrowing on her part. 'I don't know,' she murmured. 'Won't people feel betrayed? Storytellers aren't supposed to lie about things like that. It's cheating.' My response to this, however cold it sounds, is that I simply don't care. Any rules I may have broken are nothing to me compared with Kisli Thomas. Certainly, there are liars in this world you should be angry with. Maybe I'm one of them. But I don't believe I should be at the top of your list.
They sent her body back to Qualmgate, and it now rests under the ground in the cemetery, next to a crumbling stone wall with a big luthel tree leaning over it. When I first visited the place it was late Autumn, so her grave was almost entirely covered by crisping red leaves. It was so poetic I just wanted to take an axe to the tree.
I didn't, of course. What I did was what people do in cemeteries everywhere, so I will not bore you with the details.
Tay just came into my room and told me to hurry up, because we've been trying to get this book finished for quite a long time now. 'And tell them our story isn't over yet,' she reminded me before shutting the door.
Well, I can't claim to speak for her, or to know what the future holds, but I can't help feeling that in my case she's wrong. My story is over. It is inseparable from Kisli's story, intertwined with her very being – existing only in the past, but captured here in clumsy paragraphs for the world to see. There's just one part of it that isn't over.
Every so often, you see, I daydream of her. I daydream that somewhere she's daydreaming of me too, and our daydreams are meeting in the air so we really are talking to each other. If this is real, of course, it's such a big secret that neither of us are ever allowed to know for sure that it's real. It probably isn't.
But it's a hopeful thought, and Tay says I need those.
~ Epilogue ~
'A man's death is rarely the end of his story.'
– V. R. Grumlee, The Eager Schoolboy's
Introduction to Kyland History
Leonus Menx's hearing was over in the space of three hours. He strolled out of the courthouse a free man.
'Frankly, it's a disgrace that you have been brought before us in this manner,' Lord High Justice Hurian had told him, glaring round at the assembly of sheepish officials. 'It should be clear to everyone that you are a man concerned with nothing but the safety and wellbeing of the people of Kyland.'
'Thank you, my lord,' said Menx, some of the sparkle returning to his eyes.
'This nonsense is to stop now, do you hear me?' huffed Hurian, unbending his saggy frame from his chair with an air of finality. 'All this talk of misleading the Ninety. Of poisoning opponents. Of needlessly endangering lives. I won't have it, Menx. I won't have it! If anyone accuses you of any of those things again, they'll have me to answer to.'
Menx let a smile creep across his face for the first time in his three hours in court.
The smile lasted exactly as long as it took his eyes to follow Hurian's sweaty, shuffling form to the end of the long desk where a figure stood; then the smile curled up and hid behind his teeth.
The figure had not been there a minute ago. She was standing quite still, her back to Menx and to everyone else in the room, staring into a featureless corner. She wore a long, moss green dress. Her red hair was long enough to cover her neck, but he could see from the skin of her bare arms that she was a vuma.
Instead of stopping short before the figure and yelling to the guards, Lord High Justice Hurian shuffled on and passed straight through her.
This seemed to stir the vuma into action, and she turned slowly to face Menx. She was a woman of perhaps thirty years old – pretty, in a common sort of way. Or she would be pretty, were it not for the off-putting fact that her neck was sliced open, the front of her dress dyed a deep violet by her blood. She locked eyes with Menx and would not let go.
A hand clapped Menx on the shoulder. He spun around, so startled he tried to draw the sword he no longer wore.
It was his colleague Willanharf Borrister congratulating him on the verdict. When Menx turned back to where the bloody figure had been standing, it was gone.
*
They drank late into the night, Leonus Menx and Willanharf Borrister, cosy in armchairs in Borrister's lounge on the second highest floor of the House of Governance. Menx had pushed the vuman figure from his mind, and they were laughing like drains at the remembrance of an Edran woman they had both fancied many years ago. Borrister had a great laugh – a booming, crackling succession of vowels that issued from his belly and somehow found their way out through the tangle of his enormous black beard.
'You know you have to go, Leonus,' said Borrister when the mood cycled back around to solemnity. 'The courts can say what they like, but people don't trust the courts. Too many people are out to get you now.'
Menx nodded, contemplating his empty wineglass with a frown. 'I know.'
'No need to look so miserable, old boy!' said Borrister, leaning out of his armchair to punch Menx on the arm. 'You had a good run, didn't you? And we could never have got rid of that pesky Arch without you. You have a lot to be proud of. Snails know where we'll find someone else as good with people as you are.'
'I could have done more,' said Menx.
'Still can,' said Borrister, settling back into his chair and wriggling until he was comfortable. 'Still can, don't you worry. I'm sure we in the Ninety haven't seen the last of Leonus Menx. You're capable of so much, you might even say you're wasted in government! In fact, an old chum of mine in Loromond, he's been looking for someone to …'
Menx's attention drifted from Borrister's stream of empty consolations. He suddenly felt that the two of them were being watched. His eyes crept around the room and came to rest on the floor behind Borrister's armchair, where the firelight cast a deep shadow. Someone was lying there. A vuman boy of no more than seventeen, with a mess of blond hair. He was sprawled on his back, his head twisted round to face Menx, his eyes glassy and unblinking, catching the edge of the firelight. Menx could not see much of his body, but something about the shape of it was wrong – twisted, flattened, mangled. Was that a violet stain creeping across the carpet?
'People will remember you,' Borrister was saying, oblivious to the figure lying behind his chair. 'The people who matter will remember what you did for Kyland. There is no shame in –'
Menx stood up. 'Will, I think I'm going to call it a night. Thanks for the drink.' And he left while Borrister was still babbling on, his lips flapping too fast to stop.
*
Several days later, Leonus Menx was getting rather sick of seeing mortally wounded vumas everywhere he went. He saw them skewered on pole-arms held by suits of armour as he walked the grand corridors of the Halls of the Ninety. He saw them hanging from trees as he strolled around the sunlit courtyards. It was getting old.
He saw one out of the corner of his eye as he lifted the last portrait down from the wall of his office. He could tell this one was a young male vuma, and that there was something sticking out of its chest – something shiny, like a knife or a dagger – but he did not give it the satisfaction of looking directly at it. He folded his arms on top of the box on his empty desk and gazed at the rectangles of unfaded wallpaper where the portraits had hung. They were one of the many problems his successor would have to deal with. Well, good luck to him. There was nothing left here for Menx. Nothing he was leaving behind mattered to him any more, so he did not feel the regret that was expected of him.
He left the office without looking at the stabbed vuma he knew was standing beside the desk, and carried the last box down the hallway. Even more great faces from history watched him as he passed their portraits, but Leonus Menx felt no trace of shame.
On the bottom floor, he handed his last box of possessions to a servant who bowingly departed to place it on the ship that waited at the eastern skyport, readying to depart for Jayford. A luxury house awaited him there, tucked among the rich vineyards and sun-drenched orchards; he would settle there for a spell to collect his thoughts and make new plans.
But meanwhile, he decided to use his final hours in the capital to take one last stroll around the grounds of the Halls of the Ninety. Leonus Menx was not normally given to sentimentality, but he had lived in Merry Mourning for almost twenty years, and had built up some fondness for the grand old place.
Winter had arrived and the air was cold, but when Leonus Menx stepped out into the courtyard, he was greeted by a day as beautiful as any the great city had seen. The destruction of the Arch had not caused the Sphere to stop spinning or crumble apart as those absurd doom-mongers had predicted. The birds still whistled their alien melodies from the treetops; the stiff breeze still presented him with a million scents from every corner of the continent. Life went on.
He wandered down a path across the neatly trimmed lawn. None of the soldiers seemed to recognise him without his official armour on. This did not bother him. He did not need their approval. For now, he felt like being left alone with his thoughts. When he arrived at his mansion outside Jayford, then he would begin making plans. Plans that would at last allow his greatness to shine, that would make them see how incredibly ignorant they had been to force him out of the Ninety. Plans that –
'Are you daydreaming, Mr Menx?'
'What?' The voice had seemed very close by, as though the speaker's lips were pressed to his ear. It continued.
'Crystal says it's easier to get in when you're daydreaming. She says your mind is more open then. I don't really understand, but I suppose she knows what she's talking about.'
A small boy stood on the grass by the path. He was some distance away, but Menx had the strangest feeling that it was he who had spoken. He decided to carry on walking, but the boy followed, growing closer. The voice receded from his ear until it was clearly coming from the boy's mouth.
'Hello, Mr Menx. My name's Ellstone Raining. We haven't met before, but I think you've met my brother and sister.'
Leonus Menx came to a halt and scrutinised the boy. His scruffy hair was squashed in place by a ribbon adorned with a blue gem. His concerned brown eyes pointed more at the ground than at Menx.
Menx recognised the ribbon with the gem as a mindwalking band. So this must be his youngest child. Well, hopefully his youngest; Menx was a careful man, but one could never be entirely sure.
He exhaled and tried to smile at the awkward boy in front of him. 'So you're the other one. How are you, son?'
'It's okay.' The boy continued to address the ground beneath his feet. 'I know you don't care about me. I'm looking right into your head.'
'Let's get to it then.' Menx dropped his fatherly pretence and sneered. 'What do you want? Haven't you lot done enough damage?'
'Not quite,' said the boy, 'and not nearly as much as you have.'
'And what damage have I done? I'm not the one who's making deals with bugmunchers. Take that up with the Ninety. Did you know they're talking of repealing the Otherworldly Sustenance Act? Fat lot of difference it'll make now, but it's the principle of the thing. What were we even fighting for?' He had been speaking loudly, and noticed now he had drawn the attention of several soldiers. He lowered his voice. 'Why are people staring at us?'
'They're not,' said the boy. 'They're staring at you. That's what happens when you talk to yourself.'
Menx smiled reassuringly towards the onlookers, then hurried into the cover provided by a cluster of trees. The boy followed.
'It's you, isn't it?' Menx hissed. 'You've been putting those things in my head.'
'What things?' The boy feigned innocence, but with their minds overlapping they could see right through each other.
'Why are you here?' Menx snapped.
'I'm not.'
'You know what I mean. Why are you in my mind? What do you want? And who the hell – who's this?'
A girl had appeared beside the boy, also wearing a mindwalking band – a young vuman girl with strikingly green eyes which for some reason made Menx want to run away from her at great speed. But there was no chance of escape, and he knew it.
'I brought my friend,' said the boy. 'I hope that's okay.'
'But she's not –' for a moment Menx struggled to remember the details of a brief encounter with a vuman woman some years ago – 'I'm not related to her, am I?'
'No, no. She's in my mind, and I'm in yours, so she's in yours too. Not many people can do that sort of thing, but she's good.'
'Very good,' the girl confirmed.
'She's been helping me with the figures. I mean, I wouldn't know how to do them really, but she has quite a collection …'
'Can't you just tell me what it is you want?' Menx snapped. 'I suppose it's money, is it? Make it quick, I have a skyship to catch.'
The boy took a minute to answer. 'There's a vuman girl,' he said, looking over Menx's shoulder and off into the distance, 'in the dungeons, there in Merry Mourning. The Ninety's soldiers took her from Dawnsgrove years ago. Her name is Mysana.' He paused. 'You're going to get her out.'
Menx laughed nervously. 'I don't have the authority, boy. Your brother and sister made sure of that. I'm in no position to make demands of the Ninety.'
The boy shook his head. 'You still have some influence. Contacts in the Halls of the Ninety. Favours you can call in.'
'There's no need,' said Menx. 'Her case will be reviewed in due course. All the vuman prisoners will be reassessed based on our current situation, to determine whether or not they still pose a danger to humanity, and it will be taken from there.'
The boy kicked at the grass under his feet. It did not move; of course, it wasn't actually under his feet, was it? 'Sorry, but that's not really good enough. I want you to get her out now.'
Menx threw his hands up. 'We can't just go releasing vumas willy-nilly! There may be no miracas left, but they could still be a threat in other ways.'
'Mysana will only be a threat if she decides to target the Ninety.'
'She's been locked up in the Ninety's dungeon for years!' Menx blustered. 'Who do you think she'll want to target?'
The boy looked up from the ground, and Menx immediately wished he hadn't. Even more so than the girl's, those anxious brown eyes seemed to take in his entire being – and worse, they reminded him of himself, but a younger him, the stupid idealistic side he had put out of its misery years ago. 'You should have thought of that before you imprisoned her. What she chooses to do when you let her out is your problem. If she decides to burn Merry Mourning to the ground, that will be the Ninety's fault.' He stepped closer, until he had to tilt his head back to look his father in the eye. 'Do you understand? It will be your fault. Let her go.'
In spite of himself, Leonus Menx found himself unable to return the boy's gaze. He spun around and walked away from the two children towards Baker's Bridge. His thoughts grew sharper as he left them behind. So they had taken it upon themselves to be his conscience, to haunt him on behalf of a few dead vumas. Well, let them try! What did they think he was? They thought he did not recognise the consequences of his actions. Of course he did. He had seen violence, yes, he had seen bloodshed, but his conscience was clear. He had studied Solomo Reacher; he knew the cost of taking decisive action, and had long since made peace with his face in the mirror. These children were only visitors in his mind; they could do him no harm; all they could do was trade in fleeting spectral images. What in the Under could they show him that would make a jot of difference?
He was still mulling this over when his foot plunged through the bridge and into the river. His face filled with water for some seconds, until he bobbed back to the surface and took a great gasp of air.
'Oh yes,' said the boy from somewhere above. 'I should have warned you, that bridge was Crystal's. The real one is ten yards to the right.'
Menx splashed and cursed, glaring up at the children on the bank as he fought to right himself. His new suit was soaked through; he had only bought it last week.
'I could have done worse,' said the girl, leaning down to address him, 'but for some odd reason Ellstone doesn't like violence. I'd never have guessed you two were related. But he thinks we should give you a chance.'
'Just one,' said the boy, holding up his index finger with not as much menace as he probably intended. 'We'll be back to check up on you soon. Remember what we asked. Remember Mysana.'
By this time soldiers were gathering by the riverside to watch the strange man furiously thrashing to keep afloat. He scrabbled to get a grip on the overhanging bank, but his fingers slipped and sent him plunging below the surface again. A few kind souls offered outstretched arms to him – but he was Leonus Menx! He would sooner drown than be helped out of the river by the likes of them! And the others – he could hear the others laughing.
'Hey, isn't that that bloke who used to be in the Ninety?'
'Why did he walk into the river?'
'Maybe he lost his mind. I think they kicked him out, you know, after he bollocksed up that war so badly.'
'What was his name again?'
He wanted to shout out, to let them know just who they were laughing at, but every time he opened his mouth it filled up with water again. Furious, he scanned the riverside for the boy and the girl who had invaded his mind.
But by then the two of them had disappeared, disappeared into their own story.
~~~
Author's note
~~~
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If you enjoyed this book, the best way to keep up to date with new books set in Kyland, as well as other projects I'm working on, is to join the Bloodbird Post mailing list. You can do so by visiting my website:
You can also follow me on Twitter (I'm @molethrower) or like my Facebook page (if I've got around to making one by now), but the mailing list is better and is likely to be more active.
If you liked the silly side of this book, you might also appreciate my podcast Rainy Day Adventure Club, in which I force my friends to solve puzzles and act like idiots for the amusement of listeners. Find it, and lose all respect for me, at:
rainydayadventureclub.wordpress.com
Finally, if you want to help me out, it would be delightful if you would leave me a review somewhere in internet land, or tell a friend about The War of Undoing.
Thank you for reading!
Alex