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CHAPTER ONE


As soon as I arrived in Lowespass I bought a newspaper and read it in the shadow of the fortress wall—



CASTLE CALLS FOR REINFORCEMENTS—

RACHISWATER OFFENSIVE CONTINUES

The Castle has demanded eight thousand fresh troops to be raised from the Plainslands to join the Awian Fyrd on the Lowespass front. Awian soldiers led by King Dunlin Rachiswater have forced the Insects westward, exposing the remains of Lowespass town, which was lost in the Insect advance last year.

In a joint press conference held on Friday with Comet representing the Castle, King Rachiswater announced that five kilometers of ground had been recovered. He pointed out that this was the first time the Wall had been pushed back in twenty years. His Majesty appealed for “our brothers of the Plainslands” to send reinforcements so the advance could continue. Comet reported that the Emperor was “pleased” with the success of the Awian operation.

Lowespass town now presents a dramatic sight, shocking to those who have not seen the works of Insects before. To the scorched walls and timbers—the town was burned before evacuation—Insects have added their complex of gray paper constructions with pointed roofs resembling houses. The ground is riddled with their tunnels.

Awian losses in the last two weeks were heaviest in the infantry, with one thousand fatalities and as many injured. Five hundred of the cavalry were killed, while the archers, all under Lightning’s command, suffered twelve injured. None of the immortals has been harmed, and they continue to encourage the troops. Veterans of the campaign have been promised settlements in newly recovered lands.

Comet said that despite such determined efforts the terror of an Insect swarm appearing remains significant. He reported that the buildings stretch for kilometers behind the Wall. He said, “Flying over it is like—







I knew my own words, however badly reported, so I flicked to page five, where there was a cartoon with a surprising likeness of Lightning. The cartoon grasped desperately at a beautiful girl who was carrying a guitar. Her figure dissolved like a ghost into little woodcut hearts. The caption underneath read: Swallow? In your dreams.

Giggling, I folded the newspaper and shoved it into the back of my belt. I strode away from the fortress wall toward the cliff, hearing the river torrent below. Two strides, and I started running. I forced at the ground, accelerating, faster and faster to the edge of the cliff. Three, two, one. I spread my wings and kicked over the edge as the ground fell away. I turned in a long calm arc down toward the camp.

 


By day the Lowespass outpost filled the river valley with sound and splendor. Tents covered the ground completely, colored like scales on a butterfly’s wing. Troops patrolled the Insect Wall, covered wagons drawn by exhausted horses rolled in along the rutted road. They unloaded at the fortress, took the wounded away. From the air, carts were the size of matchboxes, parked in a line. Shouts carried from the soldiers at training; those at rest sat in groups on the grass, or in the canvas city, under awnings, around fires. Pennants, which marked fyrd divisions, twisted like vivid tongues on the blunted mountain breeze. They were blue with white eagles for the country of Awia, a scallop shell for Summerday manor, a clenched fist for Hacilith city, stars, plows, and ships for the Plainslands manors. The Castle’s flag was set in the center of the camp, a red and gold sun-in-splendor. Our symbol of permanence now shines on land reclaimed from the Insects, and soldiers passing beneath it glance up, smiling.

 


I flew in at midnight, practically blind, trying to remember how deep the valley was. I hurtled down it, balancing on long wings. The river looked like a strand of silver mirror behind the slashed black hillside, and not too far distant I could see the Wall.

Too fast. I’m going too fast.

Good.

Dividing the valley, Lowespass Fortress on its rocky crag soared above me as I dropped. The dark ground was spotted with red, the campfires of the fyrd. Closer still, I could see pale faces surrounding them, but no more. I felt unnerved that Lowespass was populated with silent soldiers. I slowed, flared my wings, and landed neatly on a patch of ground not two meters from a cluster of sleeping bags, which yelped.

I made my way on the damp ground between bivouacs and tent pegs to the Castle’s pavilion. Lamplight shone in a thin beam from the slit entrance. I stood for a while hearing the chatter coming from within, before remembering that those who listen outside tents rarely hear any good about themselves.

“Welcome back, Comet,” said Dunlin.

“You can call me Jant,” I said. As my eyes got used to the light I saw three men sitting around a thin table, playing cards. The pavilion was so large that the edges were in shadow; the central pole was wound with red and yellow ribbons. I bowed to King Dunlin Rachiswater, and to his brother Staniel, and I said hi to Lightning, the Castle’s Archer.

Lightning nodded curtly at me. He was sorting his cards. “What’s the news?”

“Diw won two-nil against Hacilith.”

He gaped. “Can’t you ever be serious?”

Dunlin leaned forward. “Have you been successful?”

“Of course. Your Majesty, there are five thousand soldiers on their way from the coast. They’ll take a week to ride here. In addition to that, I went to the Castle and spoke with the Emperor, and he greatly favors what we’ve achieved and backs all the plans you asked me to report—”

“Wait, wait. Didn’t we say eight, not five?”

“I can pull another three thousand from Awia if you give me time.” I was slightly ashamed that I had spent the last few days at the Castle visiting my wife rather than working. King Dunlin Rachiswater is the only man I know who has enough stamina to remain at the front for weeks on end without feeling the need for a night with a woman.

He shook his head. “It has to be the Plainslands. Not Awia. Who’ll feed us?”

“My lord, there are few soldiers left at the coast, and most of them are too young. There’s no outcry as yet, but I think it’s wrong to take so many.”

“If my country of Awia gives all it can, then the Plainslands can too.”

I said, “If I may venture a criticism, it’s your campaign to push the Insects out of land where they’re well established which is costing so many lives.”

“So you’d rather remain in a stalemate for another two thousand years?”

I sighed. “The Castle aims to protect Zascai from the Insects. There’s never a shortage of Insects. If you use up the fighting force of one generation, for how long can we guarantee that protection?”

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

I told him, “I’ve seen a lot of action, and I think a hotheaded approach is wrong.”

Rachiswater prepared to contest this but Lightning said, “Your Majesty, don’t argue with Comet.”

“Sorry, Jant.”

“No, no. It’s my fault. I’ve flown a long way. I’m a bit tired.”

They fetched a chair for me to sit down at the table, and poured some red wine from a crystal decanter. The drink wasn’t good on an empty stomach, and I began to feel very light-headed as the others continued with their card game.

“You look tired,” Lightning said, tone dripping with suspicion. The Micawater manor insignia on his shoulder caught the lamplight, a similar diamond design on the quiver full of red-flighted arrows dangling from the back of his chair. The arrows were hanging with a little state-of-the-art composite bow: gold-banded horn and polished strips of wood, curved back like pincers. This meant he must have been showing off because in battle he usually uses a longbow. He was a little taller than Dunlin, much broader than Staniel, and more muscular than me.

There was a resemblance between Dunlin and Staniel, but in it Dunlin had taken all the darkness and strength, whereas his younger brother was like a yellow reed.

Dunlin growled, “I want us to keep our minds on the campaign. Especially tomorrow, because it is going to be challenging. Archer, your command is vital.” Lightning didn’t say anything.

“And Messenger? Jant…?”

“At your service,” said I. Dunlin filled his glass, raised it, drank a toast to the Emperor. I clinked my glass to his, set it down after the briefest sip. I didn’t want him to see my unsteady hand.

Dunlin’s expression became thoughtful. “Out of the immortals apart from your good selves, Tornado, Mist, and Ata will join us. Rayne will stay in Lowespass Fortress. There hasn’t been such a powerful showing of the Circle for…how long?”

“Just a hundred years,” I said.

Staniel’s pale eyes were starry with inward enthusiasm. His skinny hand stroked his little blond goatee. No doubt he planned to write about it later: Staniel Rachiswater fighting fearlessly against the Insects with the aid of the immortals.

In the Awian language immortals are called Eszai. Staniel’s poetry portrayed us Eszai as divine, and his sturdy brother as a heroic fighter, and so his image shone with a little of our reflected light, but I had never seen him pick up a sword. His responsibility had been to make sure any wounded and food-poisoned returned to the fortress, and that fyrd on their way back to their manors did not linger and become highwaymen. He had delegated those tasks to me at the outset and now remained in the camp, scribbling in his notebook with a fountain pen.

“I have a straight flush in hearts,” said Lightning. “Gentlemen? Oh dear. Pity. So—I acquire the Rachiswater amphitheater, and Staniel’s library.” He dealt, the red-backed cards pliant in his big hands. “I stake Micawater Bridge, which as you know is one of the seven wonders of the world, so please treat it kindly. Jant, are you playing?”

“You daft bloody Awians,” I muttered unhappily.

“It’s just a bit of fun. I’ll let you have your manor back in the morning.”

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

“See you at first light,” said the King.

“Sweet dreams,” remarked Lightning.

 


I found the gentle breeze revitalizing. It was the extreme feather’s end of the mountains, and, with a little imagination, I could smell the high summits—glaciers and pine behind the reek of campfire cooking and unwashed soldiers. It was only fancy, but knowing that the breeze in Lowespass gusts down from the mountains made me feel nostalgic. I remembered bitterly that nostalgia is another symptom of withdrawal.

I don’t have or need my own tent, so I hurried to Lightning Saker’s pavilion where a bundle of chamois-skin blankets just inside the entrance marked my bed. He hadn’t touched my maps and clothes which were still piled as I had left them, though now damp with dew. I managed to light a candle, gathered together my works, and took a shot. I soon went to sleep, curled up, racked with hallucinations.

Until golden dawn kicked me awake with big boots.

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

“No, you don’t,” said Lightning. He shoved a couple of folds of crimson scarf over one shoulder, bent down, and retrieved spoon, syringe, twist of paper. “I’ll look after these.”

“Oh, no. Honestly. Come on, Saker! Not again.”

“Dunlin is calling for us. I need you to talk to Tornado. Up you get.”

I should have found Lightning’s demeanor inspiring. He wore armor—brass scale lorica made to look like covert feathers—over his chest and down strong arms to the elbow. He had leather trousers laced up the sides, and a Wrought sword at his hip. His scarf, embellished with the Castle insignia, stuck to his wings—which were longer than the modern average—and ruffled the feathers. Other people would have been impressed with such beautiful armor; I simply wondered how much the Wrought craftsmen were making from it, and whether I would see any of the profit.

Feeling rather diminished and dirty, I followed the embroidered sun on his mantle out of the pavilion and through the camp. Faces looked up from turfing ashy fires or pulling backpack cords tight, buckling cuirasses or blowing on hot coffee. The soldiers we met stood up, so that we went in a little wave of startled men standing, then settling down after we passed.

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

Most of the archers were Select Fyrd, as it takes so long to train them; they were waiting by Lightning’s pavilion and he nodded at a couple almost familiarly. His goldfish-armor shimmered.

We reached the area of the General Fyrd, soldiers who weren’t trained, or new recruits who were much less well-equipped. The main armories were in Wrought, my wife’s manor. On Castle’s command they provided every man with shield, broadsword, and pike, but the drafted farmers in the General Fyrd could not afford more than this very basic equipment. They were dressed in worsted and muddied denim, hardly a glint of steel apart from ill-fitting battlefield spoils. These men and women shambled to their feet, still holding trays of food. Their camp was carelessly kept, their patched tents stood unevenly. Some tents were simply frames from which mosquito netting hung, weighted at the bottom.

It was one of Tornado’s duties to direct the General Fyrd. Tornado was sitting cross-legged on the grass, stripped to the waist, sliding the edge of a battle-ax across a huge whetstone with a sound like sawing. A paunch hung over his cracked belt. At two and a half meters tall he was the biggest and strongest of the Castle’s Eszai, unbeaten for one thousand years. He had brown hair shaved very close to the scalp. It looked weird together with the rug of hair growing on his chest and a little on his shoulders. The hair didn’t cover pale scars, thick as my finger and long as a span, which crisscrossed his chest and stomach. Slabs of muscle shifted on his sunburned shoulders as he manipulated the ax. An ancient sunburst tattoo on his forearm undulated as the muscles moved.

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

Tawny’s well-chosen girlfriend, Vireo Summerday, was also gigantic. She was scratching her leg by poking a stick through the joints of her plate armor. I couldn’t fathom Vireo, she was neither terrified of nor attracted to me. She wouldn’t call a spade a spade if she could call it a fucking bastard. Lightning bowed to her; she winked at me.

“Good morning,” said Lightning.

“Yo,” said Tawny. “All right, Jant?”

“…Considering.”

“I’ve been ready bloody ages and nothing has happened,” said Tawny. “When do we get to fight?”

“You will be commanding the Hacilith men and those from Eske.”

“The townies,” I said.

“Nothing changed there then.”

Lightning said, “When the Insects attack, fall back. There will be shield walls to channel them if necessary. We will drive them into the sixth corral. You should attempt to advance through the Wall. Dunlin believes it possible that we can breach their defenses and redeem more land.”

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

“It’s Dunlin’s main aim at the moment,” said Lightning.

“If you thought with yer balls rather than yer heart you’d not let a soft bloody Zascai get in the way of how Eszai have always done stuff.”

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

I interrupted, “But last time a thousand people died.” If I had been on the field and not unconscious during the skirmish, the Castle might have fared better. Lightning seemed about to make that point, so I decided to keep quiet. Tawny complained for a while but accepted; he doesn’t have enough willpower to argue with Lightning.

“Look, Tawny,” I said. “The Emperor backs Dunlin, so we’ve got to do it. We can’t guess why the Emperor makes such plans. They might come in useful a century from now.”

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

“Whatever you say, Jant.” Tawny poked the bright edge of his ax with a grimy thumbnail. “But culling Insects should be a waiting game. I’m buggered if I want to stir them up.” He used the ax to steady himself as he stood. I stepped back a little, overawed by his size. He stretched and muscle on muscle tautened under fat.

“Be careful—” Lightning began.

“Get lost, lover-boy,” said Tawny. “I’m doing my job which is, like, cutting up Insects. I know I’ll survive, behind the Wall or underground or anywhere. Dunlin’s trying to save civilian lives. It’s good that he cares for them, but he’s trying too hard.” He buckled the ax to his chain belt, plucked at Vireo who had been eavesdropping in the background. In Plainslands he said, “Let’s go, love. Everything round here with wings is crazy.”

“What was that?” Lightning asked. I gave a loose translation; he watched them go. “Aren’t lovers content in their own little worlds?” he said.

 


In the pavilion, I was left alone while Lightning went to address the archers’ ranks and the neat phalanxes of Select Awian infantry. They had blue plumes on their helmets, heraldic creations of carved bone and cuir-bouilli and faience, finely wrought iridium chain mail over their wings. I took the chance to go through all his belongings searching for my drugs. I found a couple of letters that would have been interesting if I hadn’t been so feverish. No cat. I called Lightning all the names under the sun. Left a devastated mess behind. Sat down on the grass. Started shaking with an advance on withdrawal—the effect of panic.

Well. Plan B. I found my compass, pressed a button and the silver casing clicked open like a shell. There was a twist of paper inside, ripped from the edge of a map. It’s vital to have more than one stash. With a long thumbnail I cut a line of cat on the compass glass, rolled up a five-pound note, and snorted it, north-south.

Oh, yes.

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

I gazed at the heap of my silver scale armor, a byrnie adorned with smaragd and onyx, a helmet decorated with knot work, with a high white plume. It matches black-on-silver vambraces. A belt and a sword-hanger, a circular shield; my sword’s grip has two snakes wrapped around it. I have pauldrons for my wings, inscribed “For god and the Empire.” I have latten greaves. I have a black cloak, thin taffeta with a niello silver fastening. I have pinked black leather gauntlets, embossed with Castle’s Sun and my sign, the Wheel.

Sod that. I strip my T-shirt off, shove my ice ax in the back of my belt, and consider myself ready to fight anything.

“Jant?” It was Dunlin, and he was looking amazed. I swept a low bow. “Your Majesty.”

Dunlin said, “Comet, Tornado is already hacking at the Wall. You must be in the air as soon as possible.” I was irritated until I realized that the true purpose of Dunlin’s endless rallying and righteous enthusiasm was to make him feel better. “What did the Emperor really say?” he asked me. He was shrewder than I gave him credit for.

“San conceded the sagacity of everything you’ve done,” I said.

“Did he have a message for me?” Dunlin’s hand rested on an ornate sword hilt. “Am I valuable to the Emperor? Am I noticed by him?”

“There isn’t time to go into details!”

“Then after the battle, Rhydanne. I know you remember court word-perfect and I have to know.”

“Your wish.” I shrugged. I wanted the bright air, not to be cornered in a tent by the Awian King. I didn’t want this man I admired to make reference to my Rhydanne ancestry.

Dunlin regarded me carefully; cleverness would hide in the wrinkles round his eyes. His eyes were gray but not flecked—like silver coins—and he could outstare me, which few can do. He said, “You must remember to relate my Lord Emperor’s opinion of our victory last week, in which Tawny and I were in the melee.” There was a sheen of sweat on his red-brown neck.

His straightforwardness pushed me into telling the truth for once. “You want to join the Castle Circle, don’t you?” I said.

“Good guess, Comet. More than you can ever know.”

“Your Highness. There’s nothing I can do.”

He turned, sliding his blade in its scabbard, and with his broad back to me said, “In a lesser time I might have achieved a place, but not now. Over the years I have seen thirty of you fight and, to give an example, I can’t wrestle as well as Tornado, I can’t handle a longbow like Lightning, and I can’t move as fast as you.”

“There hasn’t been a new entrant to the Castle for ninety years.”

“Doesn’t matter. Lightning says three might come along at once.”

“We value your service in providing a link between the Castle and the common people,” I recited, following him out of the tent.

“Oh yes. Allow us mortals our dream.” All mortals dream, it seems, of joining the Castle Circle. Always pushing for immortality. Always seeking to stop the spin of the wheel of fortune, as it rips through their hands, leaving splinters. How splendid it would be to be eternal, and safe. But at the same time it is daunting to join such a fellowship. The dispositions of the other Eszai are unknown. Make the wrong move, and the pack draws together against you. A new Eszai wouldn’t know that the most forbidding are the least dangerous.

The best I could manage was, “Immortality has its disadvantages.” The Awian smiled like he didn’t believe me. I told him I’d trade every minute of my long life to own, briefly, his lands and riches. There’s no point in being eternal if you’re eternally in debt.

“Immortal or not, you can fly,” he said, longingly.

“Well, sometimes pleasure pays.”

“Come on, Jant,” he said, far more cheerfully. “Let me see you fly!”

 


The Sun standard’s long shadow fell on tent-cleared ground. I heard the battering rams crash against the Wall. Their solid wheels squealed and jarred on the rubble, making the ground shake. Two battering rams, working in tandem. The jangled shouts of Tawny’s fyrd got louder after each crash. The tightening sensation in every muscle as my drug kicked in twisted and heightened that already terrible sound.

“I’m going to take a closer look,” I said. I began to jog, in a slight curve, into what little wind there was. Spikes on my boot soles held in the damp grass. I loped, leaned forward, started to run. To sprint. I charged downhill, and when I thought I’d reached top speed, I found a little more. A little more, a little more, till it was too fast to breathe.

Speed is a state of bliss.

I forced down half-spread wings. Feathers slapped the ground, but on the next beat I jumped and their downward movement pushed me up. I felt a meter of lift but the effort was agony.

I jump, and I keep going up.

My body took over, my mind dull with pain. Every beat tore at the muscles in my waist. I quickly made it up to a clear height. I looked down and saw tiny people. I started to climb more shallowly, settled into a gradual pace that rowed me upward, completed the curve into a wide circle so I was above Dunlin. I rejoiced in stretching the full length of my wings. I loved to feel the airflow as I pulled them down. At the end of a stroke, my fingers, long feathers, touched each other three meters beneath my stomach. I savored the resistance, which bent the wrists as I threw them back up through the air again. The air felt heavier than Tawny’s weights. My wings are like long arms, and flat silver rings on the elongated fingers clacked together as I closed my hands for the upstroke. My weight hung from the small of my back. I kept my real arms crossed over my chest, sometimes spreading them to help with balance.

With great effort I fought my way up to a height where the fyrd had lost all individuality and were just areas of heraldic color. The General soldiers’ ranks were dotted with movement as anxious faces turned up to see me.

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

So it’s best not to look too closely. The sweating soldiers on the battering ram had a close view, as the Wall fell apart in fist-sized chunks, like chalk. Hardened Insect spit held it together. It was smooth like ceramic, and sometimes with froth set hard as stone. Inside were chewed tree branches, furniture from ruined villages, armor from old battles. There were also the shells of dead Insects, pieces of tents and weaponry, and children who disappeared many years ago. Here and there a rotting arm or a horse’s backbone protruded out, faces could be seen within it, unevenly preserved when the milky saliva set hard. Tawny’s fyrd had moved aside the rolls of barbed wire and were hacking at the Wall with hammers. He saw me and waved. I tipped my wings to him.

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

“Oh, yes,” I said.

“How many Insects?” he yelled. Thousands of glossy brown bodies were gathering on the other side of the Wall. Each the size of a man, they clustered at its base, feelers touching. More and more gathered, running out of tunnel mouths, from underground.

“Thousands! They are—” And then they broke through.

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

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

The second team’s ram was stuck on some rubble; they wasted a second heaving at it and the Insects went through them like living razors. I saw mandibles close on a forearm and sever it, the blood ceased as another Insect tore his throat open.

I saw two soldiers make a stand, back to back, but when the tide of creatures went over them they simply disappeared.

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

An Insect nibbling at a fallen man got its jaws caught in the gap between breastplate and backplate. Another soldier severed them with an ax, slicing his dead friend’s body. He cut the Insect’s back legs off with another clean blow. He was a good fighter, but he couldn’t stand against the torrent that now flowed between him and the shield wall. He went down chopping and screeching, Insect antennae flickering in his face and claws sliding over his armor. Insects bit into his ankles to the bone. They hauled him, still kicking, to the Wall, where Insects crouched, repairing the breach. They built around the stranded battering ram, which was being covered in fast-hardening froth.

The men felt the pressure on their shields, mouthparts and antennae forced into gaps between them, and they shouted to each other. The Insects made no noise. As it came up to me, the sound of Insect bodies crawling over Insect bodies was a clicking, scratching, rasping. I watched, and flew so slowly I stalled. Panicking, I climbed on a thermal so the shrinking battlefield rotated below.

The men fell back in the center of their line. As they withdrew, a dent appeared in the shield wall; it grew bigger, curving inward. Insects surged into the gap. Gradually, Tawny’s division split in half, the men walked back and back, cramming together. The maneuver created a conduit down which Insects poured, men with shields controlling them on either side. I marveled at the fyrd’s bravery. On the ground men were pressed together, crouching behind their shields, sweating, shouting. Each soldier felt the strength of the man on his right, the man on his left, and the wall held. An Insect antenna caught briefly between one shield and the next. The soldier watched it in terror, his arm in the shield bracket up in front of his face. All his childhood fears were true. The Insect ripped its antenna free and rushed on.

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

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

The enclosure, built by Dunlin’s men over the previous months, was made from sharpened wooden posts, set deeply into the ground. It was half a kilometer long, and archers on higher ground sped Insects along down the narrowing valley. I left Tawny’s fyrd and flew over Lightning’s, gaining height to be above the arrows. Awian archers were an azure splash on the parched yellow ground. They had quivers on their right hips, bare heads, and scarcely any armor. They drew only to their cheeks, because the distance to the corral was short, and they shot at a rate of ten flights a minute. Their mechanical repetition impressed me, and I circled above hearing Lightning’s voice distorted by distance: “Notch. Stretch. Loose.”

“Notch. Stretch. Loose.”

Closer—“Notch! Stretch! Loose!”

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

Lightning shaded his eyes with a gloved hand and looked around the sky for me. I flew behind the archers’ ranks.

“Messenger!” he yelled. “Comet? Are you there?”

“Yes!” I yelled back.

“Get out of the sun so I can see you!”

“Sorry.”

“Is everything satisfactory?”

“They’ve nearly all gone past,” I said, circling.

“Are you sure?”

“There are very few casualties.”

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

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

The end of the corral was a palisaded pen, and Insects ran round and round inside, filling it. Still they ran silently while the men howled with effort. Around the fence, the Awian infantry was waiting. Dunlin and his guard were on horseback some distance at the rear. His gray wings trembled.

Some more of the generals—Mist and Ata—were even farther back with a division of the Island Fyrd. They were under orders to ride following the soldiers and round up those who ran away in terror, and push them back into the fray. Mist peered at the corrugated wall of the rough corral rising in front of him; stared back toward the gleaming inhuman Wall behind. I saw Mist’s stripy charcoal hair, and Ata’s polished armor under a limp smalt-blue cloak that hung over her saddle’s cantle and her horse’s butt.

The Awian foot soldiers raised their sarissai to the top of the palisade. These spears were full seven meters long with crossbars behind the point. They used sarissai to thrust at the Insects that were running around inside the corral. Javelins thrown by another fyrd division reached the center of the corral. Insects hit by javelins died pinned to the ground.

Too many Insects were dying at one place. The mound of carcasses built up until—so fast I couldn’t call out—it grew high enough for Insects climbing it to fall over the top of the palisade and escape. Five were free. Ten. Fifty. A hundred. The first skewered and writhed on the sarissai, then Insects went under the spears, and between them. The Awian spearmen turned and fled. They ran into the men behind, who also turned to run, but Insects cut a path through them, biting, clawing, throwing them aside. Spearmen at the edges who were smart enough to draw broadswords and maces lasted a little longer but two Insects together are more than a match for a man.

“Shit,” I said. “Oh no. Shit!” I flew through a thermal and had to flutter furiously.

Dunlin from his vantage point saw what was taking place. I streamed down over his cavalry as soldiers lowered their lances, and a hundred spurs set to a hundred flanks at once.

I screamed, “Rachiswater—Dunlin! Can you hear me? Do what I tell you!” The wind whipped back my words and I got no answer from him at all.

We rarely ride horses against Insects. They normally fear them and will simply shy away. I’ve seen past battles where horses bolted over lines of infantry. But one of the advantages of having immortal leaders is that we live to learn from our mistakes. Hayl Eske had spent centuries breeding and training the Awian destriers that Dunlin’s men now used.

The Insects were covered in human blood as well as their own. They moved fast, close to the ground, their six legs jointed above low bodies. Claws raked on the ground, lifted; the same ground flattened by Dunlin’s lancers a second later.

I flew fast enough to overtake the Insects and saw that they were fleeing to the Wall. I wheeled back and tried to tell Dunlin. His helmet visor was down, the blue and argent mantle was tucked into the back of his belt but it billowed. I could see the blue sheen on his chain mail. His guard followed in a wave; on their saddles were fastened long feathers cut from leather, wide ribbons, metal lace.

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

The lancers crossed the clearing where the battering rams had been, littered with bodies, chewed edges of wounds drying like brown mouths. They went past Tawny’s fyrd, who, axes in hand, were standing to seal the mouth of the corral. Tawny’s barrier had by now broken up into amorphous groups of men, tan and wine colored. As Dunlin’s lancers passed them shields were raised instinctively. Tawny stood openmouthed. I circled him; my wings were fucking killing me and this was all going wrong.

“Follow him!” I shouted at Tawny, but that was impossible. Tawny’s broadax over his shoulder caught the sunlight. He started walking after them, and his soldiers gathered in a crowd around him. They looked so immovable from the air.

Dunlin charged on, over the dead grass.

And then he went through the Wall.

He went through the Wall where Tawny had breached it, and onto the Insect plain. All the soldiers followed, heads bent over horses’ necks, braids in horse tails streaming out behind. They knew it was forbidden to cross the Wall but curiosity spurred them. They’d follow Dunlin.

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

The riders passed a paper archway half-sunk in the ground. It was the mouth of a tunnel, like a gray hood, standing without support and leading into a smooth passage. A few minutes later, they reached five identical archways in a line between gnawed tree stumps. The Insect group ran down the first of these without breaking pace, and disappeared. Dunlin reined his horse in so rapidly she lost her footing and stumbled to a halt in the tunnel mouth, her eyes showing white with fear. The soldiers stopped in a mass around him, listening to him curse. “We’ve damn well lost them after all that.” He stripped off his gauntlets, slapped them on the saddle pommel. “I don’t believe it. Damn it. Shit! Let’s get these horses out of the tunnel; they hate the Insect stink.”

One of the soldiers called, “Your Highness! Can we ride back to the other side of the Wall?”

“If you want, Merganser, you can.” Dunlin stared at him and uncertain laughter stirred among the soldiers. They were glancing around, taking in a new landscape where half a kilometer away, an endless sea of paper roofs began. There were hundreds of thousands of identical Insect buildings. They were pointed pagodas and low halls, like angular fungi. No windows, no doors, just gray paper cells. I flew between them, seeing their laminated surface, rippled and unbroken. I swooped below the height of the Wall, and called again, “Dunlin, can you hear me? It’s—”

“Yes. I can hear you.”

“Come back to the camp. That’s an order!”

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

“No! Rachiswater!” I searched about for a safe place to land and stop him.

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

Dunlin urged his horse forward until he was in the overhang’s uneven shadow. A soldier, sword in hand, came to guard him. They looked down into a steep, circular passageway, cut into the brown earth, dark as night.

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

No—please god, no! When I got control of myself again I called to Dunlin. With his guard he was fighting for his life, cutting Insects down left and right, a backhand with a long sword, sticking a stiletto knife through the shell heads that came up to the saddle. His heavy horse stepped sideways to crush the Insects gnawing at her hooves. Landing would not be wise. I leaned back on the air and, wheeling, left him.

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

“Merganser,” I panted. “Get off your horse and give me it. Now. Quickly!” Merganser gaped at me and threescore emotions appeared on his face—fear was the first and reverence the last. It was easy to recognize me—who else can fly?—but he found it hard to believe that an Eszai would ever cross his path.

He wriggled from the armored faring and jumped down. Wordlessly he passed me the reins and stood aside as I scrambled into the high-backed saddle.

He was a slim young man, brown hair knotted at his neck, and he was tall so the stirrups were set at the right height. I waved my feet about until I found them. I plucked the lance from his grasp and held it over my shoulder.

“What should I do, Comet?” he begged.

“Advise you run like buggery.” I jerked the mare’s reins left, gave her a hefty kick in the ribs. The smell of Insect blood was strong in the air but she obeyed.

Dunlin pulled his horse round, slashing at brown carapaces and compound eyes. His soldiers were vanishing. They were in a tight group, facing outward, but they were too few. Insects bit at his horse’s legs. She stumbled over them and fell. Jaws half a meter long, jagged and razor sharp, stripped the skin from her ribs immediately, the guts falling out. Dunlin rolled from the saddle, on top of a mashed Insect. Although only the head and thorax was left, it clung to him with two remaining arms, wet with yellow paste.

The time it took to reach him was agony for me. I had been flying so long I still wanted to yaw left, pitch right; and here I was on horseback, stuck with just two dimensions; a gallop is far too slow. Standing in the stirrups I let the horse run over Insects at the edge of the fray. They clung to her straps and I poked them with the lance. I’m no lancer, so I used the chromed weapon as a spear, jabbing at Insect thoraxes, rupturing abdomens, tearing their wings. I soon dropped it and drew my ice ax, which has a long haft and a strong serrated point. I hewed a path, swinging the ax and grunting with effort. The movement was familiar; it was like cutting ice steps in a glacier climb. Insect after Insect fell, headless and coiling.

Dunlin recognized me and moved nearer but there were too many Insects in the way. The fyrd gained strength from seeing me struggle toward them and they fought harder still.

“Get out!” I screamed, waving at the Wall. “Move!” Their way was blocked by the horde.

I could see Dunlin pressed between bulbous brown bodies. A mandible was in his leg, slicing to the bone. I saw him put his weight on that leg and the chitin tore out. He raised his visor, blinded by brightness, and stabbed ferociously at an Insect clutching his wing.

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

Dunlin turned on his front, visor down, and covered the back of his neck with plated arms. The Insects stripped his wings and then left him. Some ran toward the Wall, and I hoped Tawny had readied his fyrd. Some picked over the carcasses, their heads inside horses’ barrel-ribs.

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

Dunlin. The King. Heroically I thought of leaning from the saddle and lifting him onto the destrier’s neck. In reality I am not that strong. I grabbed his belt and dragged his body on the ground while the horse shied sideways. I beat my wings but I still couldn’t heave him up. Eventually I had to dismount and tie him to the saddlebow with his own sword belt. It seemed to take a long time, I glanced at the tunnel mouths every second. I became covered in feather fragments and his blood, which was soaking through and turning the chain mail into one big clot. The aftereffects of cat and adrenaline grew oppressive. I thought of what it means to die, which raised feelings I didn’t understand. “You’re a noble charger,” I sniffled at the mare. “Black is the proper color, don’t you think? I think his tomb should be black marble. Come on, now let me return you.” The death-scent didn’t disturb her, but she was aware of the stickiness as rivers of blood drained down her sides. I talked her into a trot, but the movement jarred Dunlin’s corpse. The corpse stirred and murmured. He was alive!

“Rachiswater? My lord?” No answer. I ripped his cloak, bundled it under his head as a cushion. What should I do? Lowespass—the fortress! I wrapped the reins in my hand, pressed a filed spur to the mare’s flank. She ran like a Rhydanne.





















































  






















CHAPTER TWO


For fifty kilometers around Lowespass the land is as battle-scarred as Tawny’s flesh. Lightning can remember when it was green undulating hills, seamed with darker hedges and patches of woodland; the only graze a pale gray promontory on which Lowespass fortress would later be built. Now the fortress is over a thousand years old, and its earthworks fill the valley. The moat is made from a redirected river, the outer walls take in the whole crag. The stables and arms depots are entire villages.

This is rampart warfare—Lowespass is sculpted, the ground churned up. There are six corrals, some with multiple entrances and holding pens; palisaded tracks, ditches, mounds, ashlar walls, some with iron spikes. All act to slow the Insect advance, and soldiers are constantly rebuilding them, changing them, as little by little, they are overthrown.

Lightning is familiar with every centimeter of ground. He remembers the construction of even the oldest embankments—five-meter-high ramparts now like lines of molehills, and trenches that are now shallow and grassy. The earth has been dug up and the valley remodeled, not once but again and again, so I think that in Lightning’s memory the land itself seems to move—to throw up artificial banks and crease into hillforts, white scars soon sprouting green—to sink artificial pitfalls and flood-land of its own accord.

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

Lowespass terrain is like a board game—three-dimensional, in marble and green velvet. This land we’ve lost to the Insects, and won again, and lost—so many times. Dunlin knew that it was originally farmland, as tranquil and productive as the golden fields of Awia. But I could never make Dunlin appreciate how long ago that was. He was incapable of sensing the vastness of time that had passed since then, although he trod every day along roads that ran through the living rooms of deserted villages and over ramparts raised from the bones of the Fifthland fyrd. Dunlin was adamant that the land could be occupied peacefully again, if only it was reclaimed. We strive for that, of course, but perhaps if we won, the fyrd’s screams and the clash of battle would stay in the Eszai’s memories and Lowespass would seem unfamiliar without adversaries.

The Zascai soldiers’ concept of the Lowespass front is even more limited than Dunlin’s. This is a valley where terrible things happen. Every fable and every childhood threat hangs on the Insects’ jaws and the way they move inspires every nightmare.

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

In the Darkling mountains Oriole River starts as a torrent and widens as it flows east through Lowespass, to Midelspass then the coast. At the place where we use the river to undermine the Wall, the Oriole is so fast-flowing that the waterweed looks as if it has been combed. Crayfish live there and, like little Insects, they have fed on dead soldiers’ flesh. Then it flows into an earthwork, and at the foot of Fortress Crag the river is channeled twenty meters deep. The Darkling foothills are tamer in Lowespass, the valley is lined with supply roads. Mass graves are covered by woodland but burned bone fragments rise to the plow. Farmsteads built on latrines of the eighteenth century fyrd are very fertile.

Ramparts and hollows, which make all the difference in a battle, are hard to see from the air because they are often evenly grassed over. I flew low and my shadow flicked over them, changing size. I wished I were not the only one who could see Lowespass from the air. I have tried to design machines that glide so that other people could fly, but I have not had much success. I guess that if god wanted us to design gliders, it wouldn’t have given us wings.

 


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

He kept his head bowed, gaze fixed on one stone slab. His chest was almost tubular, very narrow, and he covered it with one hand on his breastbone in an act of supplication that was nearly a bow. He faltered, “Please. Dunlin—how is he?”

“Well…”

“I have to know how he is! Rayne won’t give me any answers!”

“You’ve seen. He hasn’t changed. He’s still in the hospital. Rayne is still tending him, and he’s still unconscious.”

“He’ll wake up, won’t he?”

“I’ve been that wounded and survived.”

“But for a mortal?”

Lightning raised his voice. “I don’t think Jant wants to be disturbed at the moment.”

“Apologies, Comet. But…Supposedly the Eszai assist us at times of tragedy.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Dunlin’s going to die, isn’t he?”

“I don’t know. Yes.”

Staniel’s clothes were clean and pressed, as befitted his status at all times except after a battle, when he was expected to be as filthy as the rest of us. His long, corn-gold hair was still damp; he had been sitting in the river upstream of the overheated soldiers who crowded the river bank to bank. I had forded the river in a chaos of spray, blood, mane, and hooves, and behind me a whispering started that the King was dead.

I was grimy and had a few broken feathers, Lightning’s mantle was stained with dust from his ride back, but already Staniel had managed to find black textured silk, the color of mourning. Buzzard feathers were tangled in his hair, from a thin silver crown set with lapis lazuli. His blue eyes were bloodshot from rubbing them; he looked more tearful than a teenager. Lightning laid a hand on his shoulder, said, “We don’t have to discuss this until the morning, Your Majesty.”

“Stop calling me that! Honestly, Archer.” Staniel twisted the silk tassels of his long sleeves, leaving sweat stains. “To follow me is disagreeable enough, but then you say, ‘Your Majesty,’ ‘my lord,’ constantly! How can you call me ‘lord’?”

Lightning didn’t say anything, but I could sense the intensity of his disapproval directed at the Prince.

I repeated, “What do you want me to do?”

“Save him.”

“Rayne is doing all she can; she doesn’t need my help.” Or respect it. “What in Darkling do you expect me to do?”

“I don’t know…I just don’t know.” He rubbed his face with both hands, because to wake would be the best escape from grief.

The Archer tried again with a tone of complaint: “There’s coffee in the Solar. Genya has laid out some bread and meat. The men have eaten, I don’t see why we should fast.”

Staniel started at the name of Genya, like a child who has been told there is a dragon in the drawing room. He was used to me, but had never encountered a female Rhydanne. I had sent couriers to her and had persuaded her to provide food for the exhausted, wounded fyrd.

“Genya…” he said, with mixed fascination and repulsion.

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

“We have to keep a vigil for my brother.”

“We’ll be more use as commanders if we eat and bloody sleep! My lord.”

“I can’t eat.”

“It will help you feel better.”

“Maybe I don’t want to feel better.”

Lightning took a deep breath. “I cannot believe the dynasty of Rachiswater has at its end produced someone as spineless as yourself! This is a terrible situation, of course I admit that, but are you going to stand up and confront it? You’re grown from Avernwater, the lineage that held the throne and the walls strong for five hundred years since my line ended. The Rachiswater branch grew so powerful and prolific that it became another tree. I find it hard to accept that one of the leaves on the twigs of the branches of that tree can be so different from the rest. I am not having kin, no matter how distant, shunning the responsibility placed on him by means of birth and tutelage at a time when the whole of Awia needs him. I don’t see anything I recognize as Rachiswater in you! Your grandfather Sarcelle would never have cowered in the pavilion the way you have since you came to the front.”

Staniel glanced at me for help. He stood his ground, and I took pity on him because I do not agree with Lightning’s notion that men should be compared to each other. Staniel was no warrior—a coward, in fact—but I had noticed his grandiloquence. With time I might turn him into a prosperous diplomat.

I said, “Calm down, Lightning.”

“No. For example, Staniel has disturbed your rest to ask about His Majesty without bothering to thank you for bringing Dunlin back in the first place. He is so thoroughly—”

“Enough!” I saw that Staniel had begun to tremble with confusion. If his nerves had been frayed before they were ripped to shreds now. I wanted to give him a chance to speak, but stopping Lightning mid-rant is as difficult as halting a bolted destrier. I reached out to Staniel, and he gained composure as he shook my hand, although with another little shudder as my long fingers enclosed his hand completely.

“Yes. Certainly. Yes…Comet,” he announced. “Awia commends you greatly for rescuing my brother; it was an act of great courage at no little risk. I have inscribed my profound gratitude in a missive to the Emperor, which unfortunately Lightning won’t yet let me dispatch; perhaps you could convey it yourself. Thank you also for averting the casualties of those fyrd who would otherwise have been dispatched to retrieve my brother’s body.”

If words on paper could be transformed to a token of gratitude in cash I’d be more delighted.

“Where were you?” inquired Lightning.

“Um. Press conference.”

“What?”

“And I also apologize on behalf of Dunlin, that he transgressed your unambiguous orders and rode into the Paperlands.” Staniel stood nervously, his blond wings limp at his back, fading to white at the round ends of the feathers. He had thin gold bands on them, like the rings on his tapering fingers.

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

“I accept your apologies,” I said. “But more of this later.”

“Will you come to the Solar?” he asked, and there was a tiny noise out in the corridor.

Staniel froze, mouthed, “What’s that?” I sensed the feeling of intensity caused by another presence.

Someone was listening very quietly, with a concentration that thickened the air. I caught the faintest odor of bracken and alcohol. I leaped across the room, flung the door wide. We ran out into the corridor but there was nobody there.

“Genya,” I said.

Staniel repeated, “Genya Dara.”

The first time our paths cross in ten years. It’s all right, I told myself. Nobody knows.

 


A crescent moon became brighter as the surrounding sky dimmed. Soldiers’ muted conversation drifted through the corridors and courts of square gray Lowespass. The akontistai-javelin men; lancers and archers, sarissai and cavalry alike were waiting for the latest news of Dunlin’s progress to be announced.

If I hadn’t been so busy, it would have been my duty to walk among the soldiers and talk to them in order to gauge their opinions. Tawny and Staniel were now set to this task, Tawny with the Plainslands fyrd, and Staniel in the Outer Ward. The Outer Ward was a walled grassy enclosure studded with limestone outcrops. The Awian infantry had raised their tents where the soil was deeper, by the thick curtain wall. Most were asleep, but some sat in groups talking in subdued voices about their companions who had been left out in the field.

Primroses grew down by the river, and after Slake Crossroads Battle ninety years ago, their yellow flowers had bloomed with pink petals. The soldiers picked these in remembrance of the fyrd who had gone before, because I once wrote it was our blood that stained the flowers, back in 1925. It was strange to see a strong man, weathered and bristly from an outdoor life, with a primrose bloom threaded through the links of his chain mail.

I walked around the keep, trying to dispel a vague feeling that something was missing. It was a sensation, not a conscious thought, but it was very familiar and I knew it was worsening. I would become more and more jumpy, until eventually I would have no other choice but to lock myself in my sparse room and take some more cat. Everywhere I went people asked me how Dunlin was, whether he was still alive, and how long the fyrd might be expected to stay in the cold fortress.

I passed a window left open, and I knew Genya had been here. I could smell her. Pacing along an austere colonnade, which turned sharp corners every hundred meters as it followed the curtain wall, I had the prickly feeling that someone was watching. I called her name and the feeling subsided. Silently, she had gone.

I didn’t blame her for wanting to watch from a distance, and I was pleased that she should want to observe me at all. Possibly she was playing a game with her own emotions as well as mine. She was teasing her fear, creeping as close as she could to the edge of the abyss. She was also placing a strong trial on my desire. I kept walking, as she sped through concealed corridors. I imagined her climbing over the ridges of broken-tiled roofs, past cisterns, pantries, cluttered kitchens; running through halls where men looked up in surprise. The image made me growl: I am an Eszai. This sort of lechery won’t do. But I knew that if I wanted to, I could catch her.

 


I came to the church, which was part of the main complex inside the imposing walls. As I walked past the glass-paneled door, Ata Dei emerged from the gloom inside. I immediately stopped thinking about Genya; Ata’s hair was a beautiful distraction. There was hardly any light in the square church porch, but her hair still shone.

“Hello cat-eyes,” she said, looking through me. I had thought her face to be shaded, but as she strode nearer I saw that the shadow was really a bruise. It covered the bridge of her nose and one eye, swollen from lower lid to cheekbone. The bruise was dark, and pinpoint red showed vivid where the skin had been broken.

“Did you get that in the battle?” I asked.

Her bloodless lips twisted. “Oh, aye. But it was nothing to do with the Insects. Mist hit me. I wish I didn’t need him!”

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

Ata spat. “Because Dunlin and his guard rode straight past us. I say, ‘Let’s follow,’ because it looks to me like he needs backup, and you’re telling Tawny the same thing. Mist says, ‘No, stay here.’ He’s frankly fucking awkward. He’s been alive too long. So I say, ‘You stupid bastard, I’ll do it then,’ and I’m just about to call the Islanders when he flings out a fist and smacks me in the face.”

“Ow.”

“I tried to stab the dim git but he parried and then I realized the fyrd were watching. I thought you would intercept Dunlin; you were quicker than a curse in a courtroom.”

“I couldn’t stop a charge.” Wingless humans, like Ata, and the Awians, who are winged but flightless, will never understand that while I can view the battlefield from the air, I can’t control it.

“Aye,” she breathed. “Well, I hope you’re proud of yourself.” I stayed mute until she added, “Dunlin requested eight thousand troops. If you’d mustered them from the Plainslands rather than the coast like he told you they’d have been here by now. We were short of at least a thousand men this morning, and I doubt the sanity of his plan if we had twice as many.”

I was wary of Ata; her mind set us apart. I’m smart, but not so farsighted. My best strategy is to stay out of her vicinity. She has a mind like a steel trap—people are either in or out. Those caught in the middle when it springs shut are generally cut in half.

“If you had followed Dunlin, you would have lost the Island fyrd,” I said.

“Well, I know that there were too few lancers, and Lightning may infer the same. Let us hope the Emperor doesn’t guess.”

“I hope you don’t inform him.”

She smirked and said, “What are you doing here, anyway?”

I waved my hands in the air vaguely. “Organizing things.”

She indicated the church door. “If you’re looking for a place to shoot up, this is not it.”

“I’m clean,” I lied automatically. When found out, I suffer intense remorse and indignation—a weird feeling of wanting to crawl and apologize as well as rebel and confront. The danger of being found guilty became a pleasure for me a long time ago, and now I can’t quit.

“Aye, right. You’re not even walking in a straight line.” She folded her arms, which detracted from the impression of motherly authority it was intended to give because it also gave her an impressive cleavage. I told her she looked wonderful, but she diminished the compliment with a shrug. She put no effort into her appearance but her hair was still mesmerizing. She had pure white hair, almost translucent against her tanned skin. Her hair hung straight down her back and over it she wore a maline veil, twisted into a wreath.

“How’s the King?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“For an official response, that is completely crap, Jant Shira. I thought you had more imagination.”

“He’s dying.”

“Aye. Mmm. And without children, the royal fool. How will King Staniel repel the Insects? Death by sonnet?”

I giggled, wrapping my arms around my waist, a gesture which Ata scrutinized until I boiled with humiliation. I hopped from foot to foot, feeling slightly strung out.

Ata joined the Castle Circle by marrying the Sailor, becoming immortal four hundred years before me. Those who dislike Mist have said that he proposed to her because he was anxious she would Challenge him for his place in the Circle. By marrying Ata he sated her craving for eternal life, but the wedding also guaranteed that she would be nearby to quarrel with him for the rest of his existence. And like the other Eszai who have joined the Circle through marriage, Ata is dependent on her spouse’s continued Circle membership for her immortality.

Ata’s shirt was diaphanous, pale blue gauze with a layer of saffron yellow beneath it. What I took to be a skirt was really wide trousers; from her slack leather belt hung a rapier with a basket hilt so fine it was steel filigree. She had been frozen at age thirty-five for six hundred years.

“Watch out, Jant. The last thing the Emperor needs is a translator who’s taken so many mind-expanding drugs that he can’t fit it back in.”

“Leave me alone.”

Ata shrugged, and did so, saying, “Your Rhydanne mistress has seen you. She wants to know what you’re doing.”

“You’ve spoken to Genya?” I said, too hastily. She nodded, and walked away.

 


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

I thought about Dunlin, and I felt, rather than thought, about cat. It seemed that the best thing to do was pay Rayne a visit, for the sake of the kingdom of Awia and my own state of health.

In the Inner Ward I moved syncopated through sleeping snarls of people. I avoided them, feeling uneasy and empty inside. The hard muscles moved under my skin, my belt pulled across to the very last notch, the stringy flat arms of my wings hugging and rustling against my back.

Boots handmade in Morenzia clicked on the worn cobbles, the beads in my hair bounced off my backside. Jackdaws sped between the towers, sparks in negative. Good for them, I thought. This reminded me—what am I walking for? It only took a couple of seconds to struggle airborne and join them, and then I quietly let myself into Rayne’s hospital.

 


Dunlin was lying on a plain bed against the gray wall of the first room, which had no windows and no decoration. Firelight glowed through a nearby doorway, the bustle of servants preparing food and medicines, and soldiers moaning, screaming. I closed the door and noiselessly watched over the King.

The signature of pain in Dunlin’s face changed his whole appearance. Lines between his eyebrows and a furrowed forehead made him look fearsome; his body was braced against the pain. His short hair was matted with dried blood, and Rayne had cut it even shorter on one side, to sew up a gash along his neck from earlobe to collarbone. His lips were dry, with blood at the sides of his mouth. The rings had been stripped from his hands, which lay like dead leaves on the cover, and he wore the padded white shirt that lancers have for protection under their armor. Nobility was written in his face there with the pain.

The other thing I noticed was the scent, not of blood but of time. No matter how old people are when death is approaching, there is the smell of age. It clings to clothes and lingers in rooms, an earthy tang which made me whimper. The King’s eyes flickered open, drugged and bloodshot.

“Don’t move,” I advised, in Awian. “We thought we lost you, and I’m not sure exactly what Rayne’s done.”

“Is…?”

“Don’t try to speak either,” I added softly. “I can’t tell if you can understand me, but you should know that Staniel’s beside himself. He’s so highly strung he could pass for a Rhydanne. I tried to calm him down. Lightning just intimidates him.”

Dunlin croaked for a bit and then coughed. His square face was dead ashen under a leathery tan.

“I hope the Insects take years to recover,” I said vaguely. “I’d like to think it was all worth it.”

He coughed until he could speak, managed, “This is…agony.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’ll stop soon. You’re lucky.”

I leaned closer to hear him as he said, “I wanted to be immortal,” and a smile played across his face without touching his lips at all. There was a silence. What could I say? I felt a creeping guilt that he will die and I could not. But the world isn’t fair; it was only in the Emperor’s power to make a man immortal. I contemplated whether to tell him about the Shift. I couldn’t stand the risk he might still be capable of ridicule or disbelief.

“This pain…” Dunlin whispered.

I thought about the trouble I would be in if anyone found out. But who would know? His crusted eyes were fading; he was outwardly oblivious. Blood seeping through the sheet sealed it to the cuts in his sturdy throat, which armor had left unprotected. His wings were fragments of bone with some muscle still clinging. They shocked me.

“There’s the Shift…” I ventured.

“Mm…?”

“It’s another land. Another world, I mean. If you die here, you can stay there.”

“Mm. Really?” There was the smile again, more sardonic than regal. “How?”

I clicked open my compass, took out the folded paper. “With this,” I said. Dunlin sighed. He didn’t have enough energy left to try to understand. He didn’t care.

“It’s immortality, of a sort.”

“Then do what you can.”

Lightning might boast of a golden age under Teale Micawater, but I couldn’t recall any time when Awia was as well treated and trusted, as under this King. I bit my nail to the quick, stood mournfully feeling like the last of the wine at a funeral. I spoke to Dunlin for a few more minutes and he dictated his will, which I copied word for word onto the sheet.

On a low table by the bedside was a pewter cup, a pitcher of water, and a plate with a sponge. Dunlin’s ring was there, blue agate set into a silver bevel, engraved with the seal of Rachiswater.

I sniffed at the cup; it was half full of liquid that smelled of cinnamon. I tipped in the powder from the paper wrap, stirred it with a finger, and replaced the cup.

 


That was compassion, I think. I justified my action by recalling the ending of The Complete Herbal, which I owned when I lived in Hacilith: “It is our duty to correct illness, to alleviate suffering and ease pain; a noble duty.” Rayne wrote that book hundreds of years before I was born.

I don’t know whether it is correct to ease pain by hastening death, but at the time it seemed right. He was certain to die, and I wanted it to be with more dignity. I couldn’t bear to see the King, who had always been my friend, so altered by agony that he seemed a different person. I told myself that had he been Eszai, he would have survived. If we could have taken him to Rayne’s hospital in the Castle, then I could have done more for him, but recently in Lowespass there was a shortage of everything, and the dregs of medicines were god knows how old. I hope I never have to make the choice again, but if so, I would do the same, and I remember leaving him with a light conscience and a smile of goodbye.

Compassion? Regicide? The question is always in my mind and will only be resolved if I am found out. If that happened, I would have to resign my place in the Castle. I’ll fall over that hurdle when I come to it.

 


Only two beds in the next room; on one I recognized an Awian lady who was paper-pale and only stirred when I kissed her hand. The other body was a shallow mess of mandible cuts criss-crossed with bandages. On the floor, lying full length or leaning against the wall, were roughly fifty soldiers. Two tried to stand, but I waved them down again as kindly as I could. I went through to Rayne’s private room, slipped past her and she sighed. “Dunlin’s asleep,” I informed her cheerfully.

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

I glanced at the shelves cluttered with little bottles and vials, sticky cordials and spirits, powders and pillboxes. The light was too dim for me to read the browning ink on their ancient labels and as I peered over her shoulder Rayne realized what I was doing and pushed me away. “No!”

“Please. I really need some cat.” My voice slipped into a hateful whine.

“How is Staniel?” She tried to change the subject.

“Put me together a fix and I’ll tell you.”

“Already? Damn i’, Jant. I thought you had enough to las’ you the res’ of the century.”

“What will you trade?” I asked.

Rayne gave me her you’re-not-human-are-you? look. I dislike being stared at. With feeling I said, “The Circle is really going to need me tomorrow and I’ll be no use by then if I don’t have some soon.” A familiar tension was settling around my eyes; my joints and back ached. Soon I would be able to add shivers and nausea, at which point I would probably panic and fly to Hacilith in an injudicious attempt to score some more. “Can I help you at all? What can I make for the hospital?”

“More birch bark ointmen’?”

“Done.”

“Aqua absynthii?”

“Done.”

“Papaver?”

“Yes.”

“Moly?”

“Ah—done.”

“An’ you can cross my palm wi’ silver, as well.” Rayne flashed her scrimshaw grin. I kissed her cheek, dashed across and picked a clear glass bottle from the shelf. The label said: scolopendium, 10%. That’s Centipede Leaf Fern, which in Hacilith is called cat. I don’t recommend that anyone try it. Behind me, Rayne made small talk but I was too preoccupied to reply. She watched me with professional concern. “Do y’think i’could be a good way t’die?” she asked dreamily.

“I don’t know! I never have!”

“Do y’know there’s a spli’ second of peace when t’heart stops and before t’brain congeals? Tha’s when you no’ice how noisy your body always was. Y’see a las’ graying picture frozen through your eyes, and slowly lose comprehension of wha’ i’is. Even fas’ dying has got t’seem slow.”

I sighed. “Rayne, this is becoming an obsession.”

“Jant, don’ you talk t’me about obsession.”

“I’m an addict, not an obsessive. Please don’t talk to me about death.”

I searched through little velvet-lined drawers for a clean glass syringe. I pushed the needle through the seal of the phial and pulled clear liquid back into the barrel. My resistance broke down and the symptoms overwhelmed me. The muscles in my arms twitched, and shivers ran down my back, ruffling my feathers. I settled my wings and folded them in a fluid movement. My hands remained rock steady; I watched them making these precise actions, my mind elsewhere.

Rayne’s assistants bustled back and forth outside the door to her room. I paused to calculate how much. Some. More. This is not an exact science.

If I double what I usually take, it should be enough.

I untied a black silk scarf from around my neck. It was fairly ragged, but I twisted it into a tourniquet and looped it round my arm. A vein swelled up underneath. Then I licked my arm and watched distantly as the point dented the skin and broke it. I loosened the makeshift tourniquet and pushed the plunger home. A bead of blood and cat welled up. The shot hit hard. I decided it would be a good idea to lie on the floor.

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

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

 


I was jolted into the Shift harder than ever before. I was so badly disoriented that I had to stand with my hands over my eyes, thinking: oh god. Oh god, oh god, Jant, you are really going to regret this.

As I lowered my hands the brightness of Epsilon came through. I was standing in the marketplace. Sweet air was ravaged by the shouts of stallholders.

There were stalls with sacks of spices, jangling curtains of lazulite jewelry, brass and glass ornaments on striped rugs, pyramids of cloth rolls, incense; stalls with meats and vegetables, and some things which could have been meat or vegetables, half-rotten fruits, cages with live animals in, which flapped and pecked.

There was the sound of hooves as quandries rocketed past along narrow cobbled streets, pulled by teams of four whorses. Humans and some naked Equinnes sat at a round table outside a café, supping wine. Jeopards—leopards with square spots—purred on the City Hall steps or sat hunched beneath stalls waiting for tidbits. Jeopards ran sleek and fast, but only in straight lines, as they couldn’t see curves, which meant that Epsilon citizens had to spend a fair amount of time rescuing them from the fountain.

Two men crouched against a stained white marble wall, behind a blanket spread with bronzes, strass, and tombac chains, rings, all cheap stuff. One of them was smoking, and I could smell his apple tobacco, which above all made me believe in the reality of the Shift. I was here, and still alive.

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

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

I wait, I wait, I wait; and just as I was thinking my plan must have failed, I saw him. I sprinted across the square and took his arm. Dunlin was standing, spear-straight, with his hands over his face, where I had appeared at the edge of the market. At my touch, he jumped in panic. I had made myself more powerfully built, tanned, with a dark pinstripe suit and some bronze spines in auburn hair. It took a little rearrangement of these improvements before he recognized me. “Comet?”

“King Rachiswater.”

“What happened?”

“You died. I think you’d better sit down.” I led him across to the little fountain and propped him on its low wall. He was gaping at the noisy market like a fish in thin air. “Welcome to the Shift,” I said.

He stopped gaping at the market and began to gape at me. “Remember Lowespass?” I prompted.

He flexed his arms, realizing that all the pain had ceased. “I didn’t believe there was an afterlife,” he murmured.

“There isn’t.” I smiled. It’s a human story used to calm frightened children. “This is the Shift.” I gestured at the market. “The Squantum Plaza, in the City of Epsilon.” Dunlin, a paranoid gaze in his eyes, looked at me with an expression that said I had explained precisely nothing. I was afraid what his reaction might be, so I dropped my hand to the hilt of my dagger. “There’s a drug called cat. It’s a painkiller. If you take too much, it lets you come here. But I’m afraid that for mortals, it’s a one-way trip.”

“I see…I think. Shira! I’ll never see Rachis again?”

I bowed my head. There will always be a time when mortals have to die and those left behind them suffer a sense of loss, although they lose only one person from their lives. Dunlin had forfeited everything, and I felt the inconsolable depth of his loss; it even muted the tumult of the market.

“You’ll get used to it,” I said. “Some things are the same. Good company. Food. Women. Insects. I know you’ll have questions.”

“That’s the understatement of the century.”

“Don’t dwell on it. I’ll introduce you to someone who can answer.” I indicated some golden biotic buildings on the possibly north side of the Plaza and we began to walk toward them through the crowd and between the stalls. Although still stifling and savannah-bright, the shadows were lengthening to late evening, which seemed strange because when I arrived it was only midday. I couldn’t tell the time from these dual suns; I had a watch but it melted.

“You look different,” Dunlin said.

“Yes, well. If you were half Rhydanne, wouldn’t you want to change your appearance?”

“Do you mean we can look like whatever we want?”

“No, no. I can because I’m not really here. I’m still in Lowespass and I’m afraid I’ll have to return there shortly. You…can’t go back.”

“There’s nothing to go back to.”

“My lord.”

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

“There are Insects almost everywhere.”

Dunlin ground his teeth, infuriated. “Who else is here? When do you come here? Why didn’t we know?”

I shrugged. “The Fourlands has locked itself in a darkened room,” I said, with melancholy so profound it could have been rehearsed.

He shook me. “I’m stranded here, you total bastard! You callous immortal bastard!”

“Let go! I don’t have much time left!”

It was evident that Dunlin was stronger than me even here. Physically more powerful, and he was taking to the Shift like a goat to Scree. I had assumed practice would make me more proficient, until I saw the wild light glittering in his eyes. I had never seen anything approaching Dunlin’s vitality, especially for a dead man. I began to be a little afraid of him.

 


At that time, Felicitia was working in Keziah’s bar. After landing the King of Awia in the Shift, I thought it was hardly kind to leave him with Felicitia, but Felicitia had the advantage of coming from the same world. I mean, if Dunlin hasn’t a life of his own yet, at least he can tag along with someone else’s. I couldn’t resist introducing them so I asked Dunlin to follow me, through the shopping mall and beyond the Tine’s quarter, to the low thatched building of a bar called the Bullock’s Bollocks. Dunlin cheered up when he saw the pub, since it looked superficially like a Fourlands inn, and inside I installed him on one of the wooden benches around a scarred table.

I found Felicitia propping up the bar. “Jant!” he exclaimed, raced across, and embraced me. The bar fell over. “Have a drink, on the house, on the rocks! What would you like?”

“Get off!” Bad memories made my pulse race. “If you do that again I’ll rip you wing from wing!”

“A kiss, at least, for old times’ sake.”

“There never were any old times!”

“Oh, not just any old times, those precious hours we spent together in Hacilith, my negligent boy.” He tried to pinch my bum but I was too fast for him.

Dunlin was staring with an expression of bleak despair, his powerful arms crossed over his chest. Before I could compose myself Felicitia was pulling pints of beer for us. He was making the most of his life in the Shift, had sequined stockings, layered hair, and moved like well-shagged smoke.

“Would you like pizza?” he said.

“No.” I try to eat as little as possible in the Shift, at least since the Tine took over the burger chains.

“Automato sauce and monsterella cheese? Angstchovies?” I shook my head and he sighed dramatically. “You’re so thin these days.”

“You should see what I look like in the Fourlands now.”

“Would that I could, my lascivious lad! And who is this?” he exclaimed, pretending to notice Dunlin for the first time.

“Dunlin Rachiswater. The King of Awia.”

Felicitia smirked, realized I was serious. “Can’t be. Tanager’s the ruling family,” he said in a stage whisper.

“In your time, but not now.”

“Oh, Jant, my forgetful friend, you never keep me up to date.” He dropped a neat curtsey to Dunlin, who put one hand over his eyes. “How did a Rachiswater get here?”

“Same way we did. My lord, this is Felicitia Aver-Falconet, from Hacilith. I…ah…That’s Hacilith two hundred years ago.” Dunlin said nothing, although he must have been aware of Felicitia’s gaze on his biceps.

“Jant, is this someone you’re setting on me to stop me having a good time? I’m dead and I intend to keep partying.”

“I hoped you’d act as a tour guide,” I admitted.

“Whatever you ask, my beneficent boy.” Felicitia was wearing a white miniskirt and shiny boots which added ten centimeters to his tiny figure. He had a chemise of stretchy lacy material, which clung to his little muscled chest. “You can come with me wherever,” he added to Dunlin.

“The Aver-Falconets are an Awian family,” Dunlin stated.

Felicitia grinned. “So I am,” he said. He spread little brown wings, stretching the blouse thin as it rode up over them. The feathers were highlighted with silver and cinnabar red.

Dunlin was shocked. “I wish to return home.”

“Can’t be done.” Felicitia minced over and looked him up and down—although more up than down as Felicitia was so short. “Jant and I go back a long way,” he said. “Two hundred years! Well, and I’ve been holding a candle for him all that time. Two hundred years and I never even got my fingers burned.”

I said, “This is hardly important at the moment.”

“He’s so shy. But yes! We should drink! We should celebrate! Keziah—beer for his Kingness. Whiskey for the Rhydanne. Pour yourself a tomato juice.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” said the lizard.

“Happy Demise-day, Your Highness.”

“Jant. I should skin you alive.”

The King found himself immersed in raucous camaraderie, while dusk gathered and snow began to build up against the bull’s-eye–paned windows.

 


I was halfway through explaining the Shift to Dunlin, when the heat-blistered door shuddered open, the bar fell quiet, and my voice rang out loud in the sudden silence. A Tine lumbered in and walked to the bar, creaking the floorboards. Keziah handed him a liter-jug of red juice which he downed in one, received a refill, and seated himself on the table we were using, squashing the ashtray and levering the far end of the table high into the air.

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

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

His eyes were pale blue, no differentiation between pupil, iris and sclera. They were fixed on us, as with a deep, ursine voice he grunted, “More tourists.”

“Let’s go,” I said.

“I’m not a tourist,” Dunlin answered, his blood heated by the interruption. I pulled at his sleeve. First thing to learn in the Shift, Tine are dangerous.

“What the fuck’re you then?” He squinted down, eyes like azure pebbles. Awia will mean as much to a Tine as the Cult of the Perforated Lung does to us.

“The Sovereign of Awia.”

“Yeah. A tourist. Get lost before I spill your guts.”

No one in the bar had made a sound since the Tine appeared. Silence deepened as every creature surreptitiously listened in on our show. The Tine snarled, showing myriad, laniary teeth.

“Dunlin,” I put in quickly, raizing a hand as the Tine reached out. “Know when to back down or you won’t last two minutes. Tine,” I addressed him. “I’m an immortal. Deathless. And I’m protecting him. So just fucking try it, beast.”

The creature lumbered down onto talons and knees. His bulk pushed the table aside as he gravely licked my boot toe with a tattooed tongue. “Lord. Am Pierce. Am Tine. Drink basilic vein blood, eat spleen, have your testicles for breakfast, tourist. Not that y’have any, hur hur.”

“How did you do that?” said the Sovereign of Awia.

“Immortals don’t fit into their creed. So I usually get worshiped—or attacked. Beliefs are stronger here than in the Fourlands, but don’t ask what the Tine believe in; you don’t want to know. What are you doing here?” I asked the brute.

“Got thrown out of the Aureate,” he rasped. “The Cult of the Clotted Artery’s a heretical sect. No good slaying here; can’t make enough for a cut of meat.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Dunlin said calmly.

“Do you know you smell of streaky bacon?” said Pierce.

Now that trouble had passed, Felicitia reappeared and started dealing out drinks. I think Dunlin started to relax, although that may have been a bit much to ask. How could I help him further, now he was stranded here with a lizard, a Tine and a gay Awian? I decided to give him my palace, which I had built over many, many Shifts, a long and painful project.

“The least I can do is give you Sliverkey,” I said. I unpinned my chart from the wall behind the bar and laid it over the table. My outline flickered. I began to feel the pull. With careful timing I said, “You can have this as well. It took me decades, it’s a map of Epsilon. It’s the only map of Epsilon.” My outline began to flicker rapidly and started to dissolve. “Dunlin!” I shouted. “Goodbye!” We rushed to shake hands, but mine were like smoke and Dunlin reached straight through them.

I looked up with a half-smile and faded out halfway through a bow. Dunlin’s last connection with the Fourlands, severed.













































































  


































CHAPTER THREE


I figured that if I could move my little finger I would eventually be able to move my arm, then my whole body and thus be able to stand up. I sent frantic mental messages down my outstretched arm, but the hand—curled up, skeletal and bluish—refused to move. The syringe was still hanging in the crook of my arm, rooted in my bloodstream. I felt as if it had poured another soul into me, an unreal one, leaching out my quick colors, leaving me chemical.

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

Rayne was still sitting in her rocking chair, watching with timeless patience. She called on god avidly on my behalf. I told her to shut up.

She said, “Jant, that’s not a habi’, tha’s a suicide attemp’.”

“Actually I have much to live for.”

She said, “Jant, wha’ you used was practic’ly clear.”

“Do you think impure is safer?”

“Perhaps eterni’y’s a poor escape from immortali’y.”

“I used to call overdose ‘eternity,’” I agreed. “But these days it’s simply oblivion.”

“Dunlin died.”

Her somber tone whipped my brittle mood up into fury. “I know, Rayne! I already bloody know!” I creaked to my feet, the effort making laden blood crash my mind. God’s wings. “I have a job to do.”

“Yes. Go deliver the will. They’re meeting in t’Solar. Can y’make i’?”

“If I die will you bury me?”

“Comet?” she sounded concerned.

“Listen, Doctor, he died happy. When he rode behind the Wall he did what he wanted to do. He was in control of his own life. Let me know when you find even one immortal who can honestly say that.”

Rayne spread her brown smile. “That’s why we don’ die,” she said.

 


When I walked back through the hospital I saw that the King’s bed was stripped. Now empty, the pewter cup was still on the side table. There are ways of testing for scolopendium. I dropped the cup out of the window, into the river.

 


So we are agreed?”

Mist’s voice, “I back him.”

Ata: “Aye.”

I insinuated myself into the Solar Room as Staniel said, “No. I strongly disagree. With all due respect, Archer—”

“Oh, here he is!” Six pairs of eyes met mine, Staniel looked away again.

I said, “I’m sorry I’m late,” realizing that I must look as sick as I felt.

“At last. Now we have to go through all this again. Where in god’s Empire have you been?”

I answered the rhetorical question: “I’ve been ill. It was a hard day.” I collapsed into a ladder-backed chair at the foot of the table, my wings tight against it. This furniture had certainly not been crafted in Awia. I looked down the long dining table—transformed into a forum of war.

Mist and Ata sat on my left, with Staniel opposite. Past them on the right were Tawny and Vireo. Candles had been lit to dispel the darkness; it was about one in the morning. A fire in a large stone hearth was reduced to red embers, which with the flickering candle flames cast an ever-changing pattern of shadows over their faces. Coats hung on chair backs; in the last hour Mist had filled a little ashtray to capacity with cigarette butts. I could see another packet in the bag under the table, with a knife, his blue cloak rolled up and a copy of What Whore magazine.

There was a carafe of water, which no one had touched, and Genya, presumably, had ordered there to be a whiskey jug as well. The night was hot and I could smell the spirit diffusing from the stoppered jar. I helped myself to water, with a very careful sip. It lessened the nausea and I started to feel a little healthier. I was strongly tempted to just put my head down and go to sleep, but I caught Lightning’s look. I said, “Pray continue.”

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

“Of course.”

“I’ll stay to disband the Plainslands fyrd, and then I’ll follow on to the Castle, so I should meet you there next week.”

“I have business at the coast,” put in Ata. The bruise around her eye was yellowing, making her look even more frightening than usual.

“The Sailor and his wife will leave for Peregrine. But so we do not leave Lowespass undefended, I recommend that Tornado and Vireo, and Staniel remain here with the Awian fyrd.”

I said, “That sounds fine to me. I can—”

“No. I do object.” Staniel spoke up. He had been sitting with eyes closed, thin fists clenched in a mass of golden hair, drowning in self-pity. He said, “My brother…” His voice was so uneven that he stopped, but couldn’t quite pull himself together again.

Vireo said, “We’ll send a cortege tomorrow.”

Staniel said, “I…I…”

“Yes?”

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

Lightning cut in: “Patience, my lord. Awia is safe.” He gave a smile that only I saw as condescending. Awia might well be a safe country to Lightning, who owns a little less than one third of it. “You shouldn’t leave Lowespass under Insect threat. The more commanders here, the better. Follow in your brother’s footsteps!”

“Comet once said I was no warrior,” Staniel pointed out.

“Would you learn?”

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

Staniel was suspicious of Lightning’s motives. Uncertain of what moves the other lords might make, he wanted to secure his kingdom. It seemed to me that such misgiving was part of Staniel’s weakness—an overlord who fears those who answer to him will not be a sound ruler. I also knew that Lightning would rather not have him as King, but the Emperor has made it clear that Eszai should influence the affairs of mortals only lightly, if at all. Our purpose is to help them rather than rule or overawe them. It is a difficult balance for Lightning to maintain; his plans for his manor develop over centuries. He is always more comfortable when Awia has a wise overlord—one wise enough to know when to leave well alone.

My history is as far removed from the power play of Awia as the slums are from the Palace; it is my responsibility to remind them of the Castle’s authority. I addressed Staniel: “Your Highness, if you wish to leave that is your decision as King, and we must agree to it.”

“Is he, though?” said Lightning softly. “Castle will take charge if it isn’t clear who rules.”

“But it is clear.”

“We don’t know Dunlin’s will.”

“We do.” I took the folded piece of bed linen from my back pocket and shook it out. “While you lot were sitting here and bickering, I was doing something useful. Shall I read it?

“‘I, Dunlin, leave the manor of Rachiswater and the Kingdom of Awia to my brother and heir Staniel. The fortune is entire for him, for no other and to be split with no other. Signed by my hand this night August 15, 2015. Witnessed by Comet Jant Shira and signed by him below.’”

I took the ring with its eagle close emblem, and passed it to Staniel, who sat with shoulders bowed. “You spoke to him?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“What else did he say?”

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

“As you wish.”

“And Lightning, have you got anything to say?”

“Only that your authority will need practice before it ceases to sound like arrogance.”

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

Vireo was overjoyed; she had just gained a fortress. “Thank you! That’s to my taste! Jant? Look! That’s her.”

Genya grasped the top lintel, swung herself through the window and ran a few paces, jumped onto the table and crouched like a spider in the center. Her arms and legs extended from a swath of pale green material which encircled her body, and she silently proceeded to unwrap herself, passing the material between her legs and over her shoulder, until it gathered on the table and she was left, a very thin peeled figure. I thought the green fabric was a curtain but she took an edge in each hand and opened it out. It was the Lowespass flag. She had taken the flag down. Genya stalked across the table and left it in a massive bundle in front of Staniel. “For the Featherback King!”

“Thank you,” said Staniel.

I said, “Genya. Welcome…”

Mist kicked my ankle. I shook myself and wiped a couple of drops of drool off the tabletop with my shirt sleeve. I put out a hand to her, she strode over and buried her face in my palm, breathed deeply through her nose and mouth, taking my scent. She pushed her face against my palm, the way a cat does when it is urging you to stroke it.

“Genya. Genya. Mmm.” I tried to kiss her but she jumped back. I shuffled in the seat, aware of an increasing pressure against the crotch of my leather jeans—thankfully hidden by the table. “Can you run?” I murmured.

“Rrrrrrrr.” A purr or a growl?

“Excuse me, you two.”

Genya stood up, traversed the table toward the Archer with a single stride, the Insect antennae in her hair waving. She flourished long bare arms at him; he looked rather uneasy.

“I want to know what is going on,” she proclaimed. “I spit on Insects from the battlements. Insects bite at the walls. What you do is sit in dark halls and talk. What did Dunlin fight for?”

“Listen, Rhydanne—” snarled Lightning, and she was behind him in a flicker of movement, thin hands with nails like daggers caressing his neck.

“What say?” she asked.

“I’m not talking to you until you behave civilly.”

“You talk, Featherback, or I rip you throat!”

“My lady.”

Genya slid back onto the table and sat legs crossed, a wide grin splitting her face. She held her head on one side, a ponytail of frothy black hair cascaded down to her waist. She wore skimpy shorts; all her clothes were minimal because Rhydanne can’t feel cold. She liked to make a point of showing this. Her pale, limber legs were wreathed in invisible designs, zigzag flashes and scrollwork. They were ikozemi tattoos, cut using white lead and still poisonous. They only become visible when the skin is flushed, for example by hot water, pleasure, or drunkenness—Genya only ever has the last of these.

Lightning sighed, attempting to mitigate her presence. “We were discussing—” he began.

“Help me.”

“How?” I asked, nervously. How much would she tell? I wondered if I would be able to stop her if she intended to reveal any secrets. I knew I couldn’t hurt her.

Genya crawled across the table on hands and knees, and regarded me quizzically. “I want to go home,” she said. “If I run the Insects chase me. So I am trapped here. Jant says he will help me, but how long have I been here? Jay is gone, so why stay? I want to know where is all the snow? This place is so bad. It is hot. The air is thick. It is full of Insects, and now it is full of Featherbacks.”

Staniel removed one hand from a bloodshot eye, said, “Excuse me…?”

Genya ignored him. “This is not like Darkling,” she concluded flightily.

I caught her gaze and said warningly, “Sister—”

“I am not your sister! If I was your sister I would marry you!”

“This isn’t Scree. Please be quiet.”

“You are a pathetic, Shira. Insects gnaw us out from where we sit and you would not notice. In Scree this would not happen.”

“That’s because there aren’t any Insects in Scree,” I muttered, but she caught the comment.

“No,” she agreed lightly. “There are just mistakes.”

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

“Fucking Dara slut! Slow-runner! Bitch! Sgiunach!”

“Goatherd!”

Lightning forced me back into my chair. I pointed a shaking hand at Genya. “Get this lone wolf bitch out of here or I’ll kill her! Tawny, throw her out the window!”

“Don’t,” said Lightning, and the conflicting commands rendered Tornado too bewildered to move. I gave Genya a longing look, which wasn’t requited.

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

Staniel gave her the kind of look a child would give a hunting hawk. “I comprehend,” he said softly, “that you have had no exemplification of our abilities in recent hostilities and also precious little toward you in the practice of chivalry. It occurs to me that, my lady, since your husband left you as Governor in Lowespass, we have been presumptuous in prevailing upon you. My jurisdiction extends only to Featherback-land, but I propose, with the good will of the Eszai, to serve you as we may.”

I had to translate this for Genya, who clapped thin hands in delight. “I want to go home.”

“Well, a Rhydanne would run away,” remarked Vireo.

“None of that now!” Ata rebuked her.

“Jay shouldn’t have gone out riding along the Wall by hisself,” Vireo taunted.

“Fishwife! He killed more Insects than you could count.”

“Hush and hear what Jant says,” said Mist. “Horse’s mouth.”

All eyes were again on me, as if they sensed there was something between Genya and me which it was my duty to end, and end peacefully. I thought for a while, knowing that to Genya, Lowespass was a foreign and frightening place. Vireo and Tawny would certainly not take her into consideration. From living in comfort with her kindly husband, she was alone and confused. From ruling the manor and its solid fortress, she suddenly had nothing at all. It was like being conquered.

Genya discovered the flask of whiskey on the table. She plucked out the cork, threw her head back and glugged noisily.

“Sister?” I said. Her green eyes blazed. “Come down to the stables tomorrow. I’ll find a horse for you. Leave the fort to Vireo; I’ll let you go home.” I saw her pause, eyes narrowed. “No tricks, I promise. I’m sorry.”

Ata practically slavered with the desire to know why I was so contrite.

Genya nodded. She unfastened the top button of a thin shirt and pulled out the Lowespass seal, on a dirty string. She bit through the string neatly, and dropped the fat gold ring in Vireo’s outstretched hand.

Vireo clutched it, her face glowing with pleasure. After a while Tawny gave her a bear squeeze hug.

“Good horse?” asked Genya, peering up through fine fronds of black hair.

“Yes. And now I need to rest, my sister. We’ve been awake all night.”

“What!” Staniel spluttered. “You were asleep for hours.”

“I was awake all night. Just somewhere else.” I pushed my chair back, and was nearly—nearly!—quick enough to catch Genya’s hand.

She jumped from tabletop to windowsill, making Mist swear. She fastened her fists in the ivy growing outside, swung herself over the edge and swarmed effortlessly down the wall like a squirrel. At the foot she halted, wreathed in foliage. The courtyard was still so she ducked free, sprinted across, and disappeared under a portcullis at the far end.

She trailed a moon shadow rapidly over the tiles of the Inner Ward; muscled, bone-thin, and athletic. That’s not just the thin of women who aren’t fat; there’s something essential in her, an animal’s constant hunger. Genya is sex on a stick to me, just the stick to everybody else.

 


The stables of Lowespass Fortress were two long, low buildings. The walkway between them was cobbled and slimy, with a gutter running down the center into which my boots kept sliding. By the time I reached the stable entrance, a square black mouth in the dark hours before dawn, I was covered in mud and horse shit, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it was human shit as well, since the latrines in the fortress are a hundred years out of date and have never worked properly.

The walls were whitewashed stone, roofed with slate. Behind the barn stood Lowespass’ Outer Ward, its thick wall topped by a covered passageway. I have spent hours up there, walking along logs painted with pitch and sand to prevent them becoming slippery, looking out over the scenery.

I leaned against the doorpost and waited for Genya’s arrival.

Each room of the fortress held a handful of men, and many were injured, but the only sound came from behind me, where tethered beasts huffed and coughed. Some sensed my presence and whinnied uneasily, stamping on the strewn floor. A straw fluttered down from the hayracks attached to the stable beams; it brushed my nose. I flicked it away and found that a few more straws had landed in my hair. I removed them swiftly, as my hair is one of my best features.

Soon I will be at the Castle, and I couldn’t wait for all the comforts like hot water, clean clothes, customized drugs, my wife. A straw twirled down from the stable. The sky was cut by a long horizontal streak of purple. I watched it turn from dark blue, through violet to wine-red, and it healed as the sun rose, to a pencil line, leaving the sky a pale blue and the walls of the stable clear white.

I waited for Genya. I wanted Genya desperately and I was tormented by the thought I might never see her again. She could lose herself in the mountains, and even if I waited in Scree in a snowstorm she might not come back to the Filigree Spider. Even if I tracked her, above the snowline and in the corries—and I am a good tracker—I might never catch her.

What makes me great also isolates me. Had I been pure Rhydanne, and single, Genya would have married me. Then with the Emperor’s consent she would be made part of the immortal Castle Circle. But no, my father was Awian, so with their wings, elongated to a thin Rhydanne build, I can fly, and Genya looks upon me as a freak. In Rhydanne culture early marriages are arranged and the husbands help to raise their children, while the narrow-waisted women recover from the trauma and regain their hunting speed. A newborn Rhydanne is put on the floor—he will be able to stand up. By the end of the day he will walk, and by the end of the week he will be running around uncontrollably.

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

Time does not heal all ills. Some actions can only be seen clearly and understood wholly when viewed through the glass of time. Sick, muddled memories don’t fade away but weigh ever more heavily on us as time progresses. They are actions that nobody witnessed, and which I desperately need to confess, but to do so would ruin me. Acts which reappear in nightmares, and that’s my punishment.

 


A stable hand, yawning, disturbed me from my memories. He wore a bright red suede waistcoat slit at the back for his wings. He scuttled by, looked startled when he recognized me, but managed a greeting: “Good morning, Messenger.”

“It looks like a good morning for flying,” I said. He looked to the meter-long primary feathers at my back. My wings were crossed under my coat, although the bumps at my waist showed the sinewy limbs. The servant had never seen anything like it. He nodded cautiously toward the doorway. “Want your racehorse ready?”

“No. I want the black mare I rode in yesterday. The charger with the chevronels on its chafron.”

“That’s Merganser’s horse. From Rachis. Called Charabia.”

“Bring her out and make sure she has excellent tack.”

“Your wish, Comet.”

“I don’t care about ornament, but she has to go some distance, so make it sturdy. And let me alone now.” Let me alone to sulk. Still I waited for Genya, scanning the rooftops where she often climbed, wishing for a glacier in the Outer Ward and icicles on the parapets. I waited, I waited, and flinched when a rustle came from just above me. I waited—a giggle—I looked up, and behind the bars of the hayrack were a pair of eyes, vertical pupils, gold as they reflected the sun. Genya was lying full-length in the hayrack. She plucked another straw from her bed and dropped it down on me, giggled, pushing long fingers through the slats. Quickly I grasped a beam and pulled myself up, hoping to lie there with her, but when I climbed in and floundered in the straw she jumped lightly down and paced, tiptoe swift between the stalls, speaking to the chargers.

“Are you good? No, I don’t think so. Bad horse, good horse? What about you?” Her body comprised of coat hangers, hanging from thin straight shoulders like her face hung from cheekbones. Paper-white and angular, an origami face, pencil-lead shadowed with lack of sleep.

“My lady! My lady!” I fluttered down. I threw myself at her feet, seized her long, long legs and buried my face in the lace-ups of her boots. She tried to kick me in the nose. I pulled at her leggings but she remained upright with vicious poise.

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

She nipped my shoulder violently, the long nails cutting in. I imagined her running and bit my tongue. “Speak Scree!” she demanded. “I speak Awian…not very good.” That would make a mess of my plea, as in Scree there were no words for “sorry” or “forgive.” Never trust a language that has no future tense and twenty words for “drunk.”

“You’re safe with me now. What we did was wrong—the Awians would call it wrong anyway. I regret it, and I want to repay you, Genya. Come out to the yard; I help you go back to the mountains.”

“All the horses are spoilt beasts; they bite!”

“I’ve found one that doesn’t seem to mind being ridden by a Rhydanne.”

“Ah—fuck that as well, did you?”

Don’t make this hard for me. It’s difficult being near you without you making me angry. The cursorial girl was close enough for me to grab, or I could draw my knife and force her to the wall. I was greatly tempted to take her. Damn it, who’d know or care? “I’ve seen you catch mice. Don’t tempt me to play with you the same way.”

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

Staniel’s men were gathering in the courtyard and all around was the clink of tack, men fitting saddle straps into buckles, rolling up sleeping bags, rolling fags and chewing on dripping bacon sandwiches.

I saw one sword being examined, but most had left their cleaned weapons in their packs. They were tying little drums, painted gold, amethyst, and fuel-blue, to their saddles, plumes and Insect antennae in their hair. The lancers had rolled their colorful caparisons into long bundles and were using them as cushions. Lances had been transformed into pennants, ivory and light blue, embroidered with eagles, with white quills, towers, an appliqué dog with pearl eyes, and a sleeping falcon with florid feathers.

A lame man leaned on his lance; his friends heaved him into the saddle, his hair still streaked with the blue dye that the most flamboyant wear to fight. A few men chuckled covertly with pleasure at returning to Awia, but most were quiet, bearing Staniel’s orders in mind. The black martlet volant was my wife’s flag, and I recognized the thickset man who bore it as the warden of Wrought manor, but I couldn’t speak to him with Genya treading like a puma at my side.

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

I mimicked them. “Do you want to catch all the flies in Lowespass? Mind your own sodding business!” Genya brought Charabia under control by the simple means of letting it become so knackered it gave up trying to throw her.

“Promise not to eat the horse, Genya…Well, at least make sure you get back to Darkling first. Here’s my compass.”

I showed her the silver device and tried to explain but she just said, “Pretty!” and shook it to keep the painted disc revolving. I removed it from her talons.

“Keep the sunset at your back,” I said. “Those hills become the mountains so if you keep going up, you find the trade road which takes you to Scree pueblo.”

Genya grinned maniacally. I took the knife from my boot and passed it to her. If I can’t give her my compass she might better understand a knife. “You could need this, for Insects or thieves. Remember, Insects are too hard to bite. Stab their heads.”

“Yes, Shira.”

I wanted to ask for a kiss but kissing isn’t in Genya’s repertoire. Instead I took her hand, her pale skin cold to the touch, seeing the even white half-moons on her pointed nails. I will always be able to remember the chill ghost of her skin like marble, and the contrast between it and my wife’s warm feathers always makes me feel queasy. I thought, they’re too different and yet I want them both, because I am a bit of both and as good as neither. “All you need is a decent patch of snow to lie in and be as right as Rayne,” I told her.

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

 


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

I paid the stable hand generously and went to my room, thinking. In order to be at peace you have to let go of the thing you cherish; you can’t move on if you cling to it and even immortals have to develop. Lust for the Rhydanne girl had been holding me back, even as far as the time when I lived like her. I knew it was much better to let her go. So am I at peace? Am I fuck. I cooked up a heavy dose of cat and injected it, enough to Shift.



























































































  









































CHAPTER FOUR


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

I had started in Epsilon, looking for Dunlin Rachiswater where I left him in the Bullock’s Bollocks bar. He was no longer there, and I heard from the punters that Felicitia had left as well. No one could tell me where they had gone, or why. I then tried my palace at Sliverkey, but it was uninhabited and untidy, as usual. Searching for Keziah, in order to ask him, had brought me to the Aureate.

Keziah was of the opinion that fly-by-night bar staff like Felicitia were worthless drifters. He was better off without them, and Awians in general regardless of how royal. “They split at daybreak, dude; who knows where they are? Join me and we’ll both be rich.”

“This is the Tine’s quarter. If they catch us they’ll kill us!”

“It’s made of solid gold,” Keziah hissed. He turned to see me since his eyes were at the sides of his head.

“I know that!”

“So if we cut a piece out we’d—”

“Cut it! Are you mad?”

“Ssh! We’d never have to work again.”

“The pub—”

“Screw the pub; dude, look at this…” He gestured for me to crouch down and pointed at two jagged saw-marks that ran into the base of the gold wall, carving out a triangular ingot. The cut surfaces were bright, the wedge connected to the wall by half a centimeter thickness at its apex. “Nearly rich,” whispered Keziah.

“Greedy bastard.” I watched as the hacksaw bit into the wall. He grasped the handle with his hind leg and sawed rapidly. The slice of gold loosened and fell. Keziah caught it in a foreclaw and wrapped it in a piece of cloth. “Let’s go.” he said. We crept to the edge of the wall, and peered round. A group of big Tine were standing there calmly watching us.

Tattoos spotted their pale blue skin, scarred and tanned to indigo. Each Tine had a flat black shell on his back, pocked with designs and sprouting loops of gold wire. The most immense one had stubby horns grafted on his forehead. Gnarly claws curled into fists. A dozen pairs of pupil-less eyes blinked. A forest of needle-teeth appeared as they all slowly smiled.

Faster reactions than Keziah, I turned and ran. I looked back from the gold cobbled road to see him drop to a fighting stance. He roared.

“Come on!” I yelled.

“Run,” he snarled, showing his terrible teeth. “You coward!”

The Tine clustered round him, the smallest taller than him, muscles crawling under their blue skin. Keziah kicked the nearest one. His claw opened its stomach. Pink guts spilled out over its belt. Another Tine finished it off and began chewing on its backside.

Keziah lashed out with his tail. He struck the cannibal across the back of the neck, killing it instantly. It slumped over its meal. The lizard evaded another carnivore, bit at it, driving it back. He kicked again, his talon sinking into a belly, where it was caught. Two Tine dashed forward and seized his leg. He teetered and fell over.

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

A Tine took a length of intestine, and squeezed out the contents. Murky slime pattered onto the cobbles. He put one end of the gut to his lips and blew it full of air. He twisted it a few times, held it up. A balloon dog. Tine fell over each other laughing.

Helpless, I kept running; the monsters saw my movement and followed. The gold path shook with their footfalls. They smelled of rotting meat. They couldn’t gain ground. They couldn’t catch a Rhydanne as shit scared as I was. But they wouldn’t give up the chase.

I pounded, slipped, and jumped down the gold road. The road narrowed, came to an abrupt bend. This was the knee. Holy buildings with stepped gable ends crowded close on every side. Red gold, white gold. Stench of burned flesh in the air. Smell of lizard blood and excrement. I set off down the shin of their city.

Shin, calf, the Ankle Plaza. A rounded edifice stood in the center, full of Tine. They had blue loincloths and thongs round their legs. Their custom was to drop molten gold onto their legs and feet, which set in their skin. It seemed as if they had grown from the golden road, gradually changing to blue. I skidded to a halt in front of them. The Tine chasing me piled in behind. They reached out with transplanted fingers. They made a stinking wall of muscle.

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

A skein of voices on my left—“Shira!” I looked to where a woman was standing—a blond woman, wrapped in a cloak. There had been no girl there a second ago.

The Tine didn’t like her one bit. Forgetting me, they closed in on her and I screamed because I thought they would rip her apart. She threw back the cloak; underneath she was completely naked, and very lovely. The Tine sniggered and licked their chops. As the cloth hit the cobbles her body followed it, disintegrating, flowing down and spreading like the twisted trunk of a tree, then like its roots, running out in thick strands over the floor. The broken facade of her face was last to go. And then silence.

Some Tine went down on one knee. Some backed off. I just kept screaming. Her body became a thick cable of flesh, made from smaller threads. It snaked across the plaza and over to a gold drain covering, where she reassembled into a beautiful girl, and beckoned to me. She raised the grating, although Tawny himself couldn’t have budged it, and slipped through.

The Tine began to recover, and looked around for me. I pelted across and followed her down the drain, grazing my wings as I eased through. I retched at the stink.

We were in darkness. Blue arms wedged through the hole and waved about, but they couldn’t grab us. A scimitar was poked down. The Tine began to howl. The girl took my arm and we walked a little way along the edge of a deep gold trough, running with blood and dirty water, a few fragments of splintered bone carried along, organs and knots of hair and Insect shells; some other pieces I was glad I couldn’t recognize.

“This is the main drain,” said the girl sweetly. “I advise you not to take a swim.”

“What? Who? Who are you?” I panted.

“This is just a bad dream, Jant,” she said.

“How do you know my fucking name?” I tried to shake free of her grasp; it was impossible.

“You have to go back to the Castle and forget all this,” she said. She spoke Awian perfectly. She had a very mellow voice, very high pitched, and as if lots of voices were speaking together. A couple of gaps appeared in her cheek; with a shifting of flesh they closed again and I suddenly saw that she wasn’t solid at all. I peered closer and recoiled with disgust. She was made up of thousands of long, thin worms. Knotted together and constantly moving, they gave the impression of skin. She smiled, or rather, the worms that were her lips parted briefly, and I saw the worms that were her teeth.

“It’s a shame to see such a seasoned traveler so lost,” she said.

“Who are you?” I repeated, terrified. I was stuck between this creature and the blood-filled canal. Her faint smile reappeared, as if she had no need of a name, and I was being stupid. She must have come from a very distant place, to be so alien. “If you think I’m strange,” she said, “you should see the rest of the court.” She put her hand through her chest and scratched the back of her head.

“Court? What court? The only court is the Castle!”

“The Royal Court is concerned. I think the Tine are not very happy with you,” she said, understanding in a studiedly feminine way. Her calm voice stroked me. If she was invisible I’d be in love. “Never come back to the Aureate. Never talk to the Saurian.”

“Keziah’s dead,” I told her. Another faint smile.

I recovered what few shreds of courtesy I could. “Thank you…Thank you for saving my life. Maybe in the future I may have the honor of performing the same service for you, my lady. In the meantime, is there anything I can do to repay you, singular or plural?”

“You must go home and stay there.”

“Apart from that!”

“How about a kiss?” she said, sticking out a tongue which unwound into a cluster of worms, and waved at me. The end of the tassel suddenly bloomed red, as all the worms opened their tiny mouths, and stuck their tongues out. I backed away.

The girl laughed and dissolved, writhing down as before and separating out into individual creatures, which squirmed between the cobbles and, clump by clump, plopped into the drain, where they swam away upstream. The last of them merged together to form a floating disembodied arm, which cheerfully waved farewell. I returned the gesture, wondering if she could see me.

I then sat down by the gory canal, and waited to be pulled back. I would have a hangover on my flight to the Castle. When perfectly sober, anticipating a hangover is a bitch. I hated the thought of my useless body lying on the chamber floor, back in cold Lowespass, where the Insects swarmed.































































































  











































CHAPTER FIVE


If the Castle had been built in the shape of a sundial, it couldn’t have been more accurate. Three o’clock in the afternoon exactly, on a late summer day, a shaft of sunlight pierces the slats in the shutter of the Northwest Tower and slides across my desk. It’s done this reliably for hundreds of years; this time it woke me.

I woke with the sun in my eyes, sitting at my desk, my head resting on a stack of smudged papers, post-battle correspondence. That probably meant the wet ink had imprinted in negative across my face. I would have to spend another night writing it out again with the aid of a mirror. I sighed, stretched and yawned.

“You’re burning yourself up,” said a warm voice behind me. A cinnamon voice. A scent of vanilla. Tern.

Without looking round I said, “I didn’t know you had come back.”

“I took the coach from Wrought last night. Arrived midnight. You were already…asleep.”

“And did you have a good time in Wrought, O piquant one?”

Tern was lying on the chocolate-brown velvet chaise longue, a honey-colored silk parasol over one shoulder and a paperback novel open on her breast. “We have to get that fixed,” she said, indicating the broken shutter with a finger spiced with rings and nail varnish. “Then you can sleep all day.”

This may sound strange but her voice is the main reason I love her. She breathes rounded words like the heady steam from mulled wine or cocoa, word fumes glazed with brandy and syrupy accents. I love languages, and my greatest wish is to be sugar-preserved in Tern’s slow voice forever. I gazed at her fondly, warmed by the rogue beam of sunlight. She had a long-sleeved, faded cream dress, mostly lace. Chic, slight, and delicate, she looked like icing on the chocolate divan. This is the lady I chose to make immortal, the girl who, to me, is the best in the world. The sweetest in the world, ever. She started spinning the caramel parasol, proud of my attention, just like a child. Her hair was dark, her skin the color of demerara sugar, soft and warm. Her face was defined by subtle makeup, lips the shade of red that is nearly brown, like sherry; champagne, coffee, and licorice, her eyes. “My love,” I said, “you look good enough to eat.”

She glanced deliberately ceilingward. “You’re still high,” she accused.

“I’m not. I’ve given up.”

“Nonsense,” said Tern succinctly. “My dear, you have more holes in your arms than there are in the roof of Wrought.”

I searched for a way to escape the conversation. Persistence wasn’t one of my wife’s strengths. I knew from experience that if I bluffed for a while her attention would wander to something else. “I’ll be fine.”

“I worry about you, Jant. Your habit hasn’t been this bad since 2006.”

Yes, that was the last time I saw Genya. “It’s the memory of the battle, and Rachiswater’s death that’s made it so bad,” I lied, feeling the pleasant warmth of Tern’s sympathy—I know it does me no good, but I love to bask in her attention or concern. I contemplated which hiding places I could use should Tern decide to throw out my hoard of cat. It was rare for her to be so bothered about the fact I indulge occasionally. I thought I owed myself a little pleasure after all I had been through.

“Can I help you come off it?”

“Ah—I’m not ready to quit just yet.”

Tern sighed, she had heard that one before. Prudently I offered, “I’ll cut down. I really mean to. Really.” Tern heard the strain in my voice and relented. The last overdose when I Shifted had truly frightened me, and I was taking less cat because I didn’t want to risk accidentally tripping to Epsilon. The Worm-Girl’s warning still haunted me—never come back to the Aureate. I didn’t want to think about it any longer. Dwelling on the problem made me want more cat, and I was feeling shaky enough as it was.

“Please do, darling. You’re skin and bone—” She would have continued but I threw myself on the divan, on top of her, and started trying to fit kisses down the front of her dress. She yelped, giggled. “Leave me alone! Mmm…Ow!” I bit her shoulder.

“Come to bed.”

“Mmm. OK. No—there’s a note for you.”

I stared at her. More work? “From whom?”

Tern gestured toward a square of yellow card on the mantelpiece. “The Archer,” she said.

I tried to stand but Tern wrapped her legs around my waist, a rather neat trick. I poked her belly with the parasol until she freed me. “Lightning can wait,” she said sulkily.

“Well, if he wants me I should go,” I replied. She tutted. I read Lightning’s fastidious copperplate: “Come and see me as soon as you can. Your reinforcements arrived last night: Governor Swallow Awndyn with her retinue, bound for Lowespass. Owing to Staniel’s misfortune she decided to divert to the Castle, for which I am grateful.” I flipped the card over. “Although I fully intend to wring your neck for calling Swallow to the Front. LSM.”

Tern regarded me quizzically. “You’re in trouble.” She had an expression of looking at me over the tops of her spectacles, although she never wears glasses.

“Do I care?” I began to lick her legs hungrily, my mouth full of dress hem. Tern stroked my feathers rhythmically, driving me mad with lust. “Will you do that thing with your legs again?”

“Like this? Why?”

“Because then I can do this.” Tern gasped. Even her yelps were like helpings of cream gâteaux.

 


Tern tugged at my wing, which extended until she rolled off the bed. I pulled the strong muscles back with a snap.

“Come on, come on. You have to go!”

“Only mortals hurry. Give me another kiss.”

“He’s waiting for you!”

“Yes, love. No, wait…”

“Ready?”

“Wait a minute. I’m missing something here. What did Lightning mean ‘Staniel’s misfortune’? What the fuck is he talking about? What day is it anyway?”

“Friday.”

“Can’t be. It was Friday when I last went to court…Oh, shit. Not an entire week.”

Tern sighed. She had definite opinions about drug binges that lasted a whole week. She rooted around on the untidy floor for a folded newspaper and passed it to me:



The Wrought Standard is pleased to amend previous reports by bringing you the news that His Majesty King Staniel has reached Rachiswater Palace alive and well after yesterday’s disaster. He has not been harmed and has just issued a statement praizing his bodyguard (printed in full, page two) who remained with him dutifully during the fast ride back although seven-eighths of the column behind them was killed. A survivor said, “We came upon the vanguard of our own host cut to pieces and returned with haste, so as to ensure the safety of His Majesty.”

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

Many families in Rachiswater and Wrought are in mourning. The whole kingdom shares their grief, which will long endure.

Staniel has not dismissed the survivors, and has also summoned the rest of the Awian fyrd to protect him in Rachiswater, an unpopular decision as it leaves Calamus Road and the northwest of the country unguarded.

JANT SHIRA 9/9/15







Shit. No wonder Lightning wants to see me. “It’s impressive,” I said. “I wrote for the Standard without knowing about the fight.”

Tern gave me an antique look. “You owe me one.”

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



Never before has a King raised a host solely to protect himself. We may ask why he has separated from the other manorships in Awia, and how will the smaller manors defend themselves against the Insects? It is the Castle’s role to shield Awia but how is it to accomplish this without troops? Why has the Castle not made an official statement? Is the Emperor supporting Staniel, who seems prepared to forsake Lowespass and Tanager? With some notable exceptions, the smaller manors are coming round to the view that Staniel should be deposed and replaced. We look again to the Circle of unusually silent immortals for advice on this issue, while Insects roaming south of the Wall destroy what’s left of our cattle and threaten our children.

KESTREL ALTERGATE 9/10/15







“I’ve got to go,” I said to Tern. I had to find out what Staniel was trying to achieve.

Tern nodded. “One day we’ll have more than a day together,” she said ruefully.

“I’m sorry.” I snorted some more cat, thinking of it as a medicine to stall the onset of my sickness, although it would leave me restless. It’s a stupid delusion, I know, because what I call medicine is really the cause of my sickness.

The stifling world outside was hotter than I had thought possible. The sun was a silver coin burning through a white overcast sky, trapping heat beneath the clouds and suffocating the Castle. I stripped off extra clothes as I walked, and by the time I reached Lightning’s rooms I was carrying my crowskin coat, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and was verging on indecency.

I have had two hundred years to become familiar with this wing of the Castle, but its grandeur would make anybody feel uncomfortable. I feel I shouldn’t be here, but the building also seems gracious—as if the people who do belong here will smile and allow me a little time. In a corridor deep inside the Palace interior of the Castle, black and white tiles were laid to appear three-dimensional. The sides of the Neo-Tealean corridor were open white arches, and I go through one, across an immaculate lawn, into a white building with long, many-paned sash windows.

The brickwork on the lower stories was emphasized, with plain walls above. The windows were set so closely together that the wall was mostly glass, with dark blue velvet drapes. From inside one can see every centimeter of the formal gardens, the square lawns and conical cypress.

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

Lightning was sitting in a chair as near to her as etiquette allowed, with a distant smile on his face, pleased because Swallow was now not only in the same room as him, but she was thrilled with his latest present, a gilt and blue cloisonné harpsichord, with scroll legs, keys of gold, and lapis lazuli.

The furniture matched, but with a few modern New Art pieces of enamel and silver. Lightning has always been a collector, and refused to stop although he bemoaned the fact that no artist in the last few hundred years has had any taste. The room’s furniture was a record of exclusive trends, from the turn of the first millennium. It was mostly baroque and tortoiseshell but a polished shield with a blue mascle on argent hung on the far wall, with arrows splayed behind. On either side there were ancient oil-painted portraits. Below, a variegated marble fireplace took up most of the wall, winged statues supporting an inlaid mantelpiece. An elegant glass wine decanter stood on a table with a pedestal of polished Carniss granite. Smoked salmon was arranged on a silver tray. Other seafood had legs and shells and looked too much like Insects for comfort. I skirted round it and touched Swallow’s green devoré shoulder to wake her from her reverie. The last chord hung in the air for a long, sweet time before dying.

“Hello, Jant,” she said. “Great makeup.”

I could grow to love some people. “Governor Awndyn, it’s good to see you and I wish the situation was different. Do either of you know what the fuck is happening in Rachis?”

“No,” said Swallow cheerfully. She folded her sheet music, pulled a pencil from behind her ear, and began to write more music on the back. In a drunken conversation I once heard Lightning admit it was a shame Swallow keeps her hair short; it was a coppery red like sparks, like strands of silk. She also had thick eyebrows, and freckles all over her face and even down her arms.

Swallow preferred to spend her days practicing the piano rather than going riding, and as a result was plump but unfortunately without having big breasts which many well-built women are blessed with. She sat cross-legged on the harpsichord stool, wearing a jacket made of different-colored squares of velvet. She also wore a dark green beret, which sat at a dapper angle on her ginger hair—such a jaunty angle, in fact, that I found myself braced to catch it, starting forward nervously every time she moved. She wore other stuff as well but it was the motley coat I really noticed, because it was so outrageous.

Lightning stretched his muscular arms and sighed. “Take a seat,” he advised. I sank into an armchair which all but smothered me. “The Emperor asked for you this morning. I don’t know how you dare stretch his patience. I received a letter from Harrier, my steward, who attended the crowning ceremony. Staniel was so anxious to get into the throne that he couldn’t wait for any Eszai to be present, damn him—it’s the first coronation I’ve missed in fifteen hundred years!

“Anyway, naturally Harrier was frightened for Micawater. If Rachis is surrounded by troops to protect it against Insects, what about my house which is only fifty kilometers away? Harrier wanted to know whether an invasion is likely. I have reassured him. I have sent everyone I can find to the front, and further arms to the fortress.”

“You don’t want to follow the trend and protect Micawater?” Swallow asked.

“Of course not! If we can’t hold the front then the whole thing will fall apart.”

“Staniel wants Rachiswater to be a safe haven,” she added.

“It will be safe all right. It will be a starving island in a sea of Insects. How long will even the best troops hold out with Staniel in command?” Lightning sighed. “Swallow, I wish I could keep my fyrd for myself but you know we have to work together to save northern Awia from being overrun.”

“I came with two thousand men as reinforcements, I don’t see why you can’t let me go to the front.”

“No. Not until you become Eszai.”

I took a glass that had evidently been laid out for me, and poured some refreshing white wine. “The Insects will stay behind their Wall, Saker. There can’t be so many.”

“Yes, and they’ll push the Wall out and build new Walls and more Walls until we will have lost all Awia. I remember how quickly they used to expand, at the beginning.”

Better change the subject before Lightning starts telling us again about the old heroic days of the founding of the Circle. “It looks like Staniel’s close escape has unsettled him.”

Lightning picked up a letter with a Top Secret seal. “From the tone of this, he is terrified.”

“He spends summers lying in a haystack writing poetry, while Dunlin practiced jousting,” said Swallow, citing the popular opinion of Staniel’s military prowess without looking up from her sheaves of paper opera.

It may have had something to do with the wine, but I was feeling optimistic. “Don’t worry. He can’t keep soldiers at Rachis for long, they’ve got homes and lovers and a harvest to bring in next month.”

Lightning sounded grim: “Well, let us hope they would rather cut wheat and bake us bread than sit on their arses in Rachis Park for five pounds a day.”

“He’s paying them?”

“It seems so, if I don’t misread this letter. And as time goes on, and if the crops start dying for lack of attention he’ll have to start paying them more and more. The treasury will run dry. If Dunlin was still alive he would die a thousand times to know how his brother is misusing their fortune.”

“Let me go and speak to him.”

“Yes, and we also want to know how Tornado is faring in Lowespass; at least one of us is out there. I should go back…But San thinks what I’m doing here is more useful for the moment.”

I could not say much in front of Swallow, but I itched to know, “What are you doing here?”

“Simply writing letters and talking to people.”

Swallow put her manuscript down. “If you’re going to court, can I come?”

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

I suspected that this whole visit was just a plot so that Swallow could see the Emperor San again. “Why don’t you take her?” I moaned.

“I would hardly be viewed as impartial.”

Swallow had said that if she was accepted into the Circle, she would consider marrying the Archer and not before. It was a clever move, because Lightning now arranges as many audiences with the Emperor as possible. I know that once San’s mind is made up on an issue it rarely changes; in fact his opinion defines the issue and in pressing her case Swallow is denying him. San owes his Eszai nothing because he pays us in lifetime, a currency so valuable it leaves no favors outstanding.

Lightning asked me to take Swallow because it meant that he would not lose face if her application should be rejected. I don’t fear loss of reputation as much as he does because my reputation has been singed with scandal for a very long time. If I helped Swallow toward success then Lightning might look kindly on me. He might agree to another loan, or at least waive the interest on the two hundred thousand pounds I borrowed in nineteen-thirty.

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

“I’m going up to the gallery to watch.”

“I bet you are.”

Swallow said, “Perhaps I should sing in court. I would be able to melt even the Emperor’s heart. He would agree to making me immortal so he could hear perfect concertos forever.”

She didn’t say it boastfully, she said it as fact, and I thought she was probably right but for all I knew the Emperor hated music, or couldn’t tell the Eclipse Sonata from a football chant.

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

“None,” said Lightning sadly. He had seen Swallow change over the last year: with each disappointment her desire to join the Circle grew, till now there was a determination hard as diamond and brittle as old glass in her, which could exhaust her maiden’s spirit, leaving her resentful and still aging.

“Shall we go?” Lightning finished his heart-stoppingly expensive wine in one gulp. Pale with anxiety, Swallow nodded. Lightning once told me that growing wan was as sure an indication of love as blushing was an indication of modesty. As far as I could see Swallow was a frightened girl backed into complicated situations by the rabid dog of her own ambition. I wanted to free her. I could tell she was worried because she wasn’t looking directly at me; she was too busy looking inward, at imagined court scenes. Aware of Lightning’s jealous gaze, I hugged her chastely and told her to have courage.

Lightning had told Swallow many times that the struggle to become Eszai could be over immediately, if only she would consent to marry him. A year later she still refused. I needed to find out exactly why she wouldn’t marry the Archer, so I could convince her that she was wrong. I can’t feel as profoundly as the Archer, thank god, but I did want Swallow to join us. Even with the little I know about music I could tell she was the most talented composer the Fourlands had ever produced, and she was an excellent drinking companion, who could play the guitar so well.

 


I walked automatically avoiding the uneven floorboards, but Swallow had not been this way before, and she found herself trotting along in an unbecoming fashion in order to keep up. The Archer strode beside her, arrows crackling together in a quiver at his hip.

I wanted to put the cantatrice at her ease. “Spent all your life in Awndyn?” I asked chattily.

“Apart from last year in Hacilith.”

“Your mother must have been from Diw.”

“Yes. How did you—? Oh. You can pick up my accent. That’s amazing!”

I shrugged to show it was no more impressive than her ability to remember every note in every symphony. She wrote two before she was twelve.

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

 


A colonnaded narthex runs around the outside of the courtroom, which is the very center of the Palace, itself the center of the Castle, which is the center of the world. I led Swallow down through carved arches and spiraled columns, to a staircase where Lightning left us, ran up the stairs and vanished through a door leading to the arcade. Stone Insect heads were carved in deep relief on the walls; their obsidian compound eyes polished to hungry black mirrors. Swallow shuddered when she saw them. The stone antennae of these heads were knotted together intricately so that the triangular heads hung in a column like bunches of onions. I once heard that the carvings substituted real trophies brought back by the first Eszai. I expect they were replaced because of the smell, or because courtiers got sick of maggots wriggling out and dropping on them.

Busts and escutcheons were set into the walls, which Swallow examined to see if she could recognize any emblems. “You won’t,” I said. “This part of the Castle hasn’t changed since its founding, and the manorships are different now.”

“Yes. Is Micawater here?”

“No. This was built two thousand years ago.”

Swallow fell silent; she glanced furtively at the faded heraldic paintings on the ceiling—dark gules like old blood, raw umber and green earth. I have researched their delitescent meanings for a hundred years and I am still really none the wiser.

I fretted about the entrance to the courtroom, a huge door of oak so old it is petrified, set with black iron studs. It took all one’s weight to move it, and all my weight is not much.

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

“Comet.”

“Hello, Lanner. I haven’t seen you for ages.”

“Lanner was my father,” said the guard.

“Oh.”

“I am the little lad you used to give sweets to and say, ‘He’ll make a fine soldier one day.’”

I nodded, fazed. Mistakes of this kind were happening with increasing frequency.

“My lady?”

“This is Swallow, Lightning’s love. She wants to be immortal. She wants another title to replace her unfortunate name.”

He looked Swallow up and down before addressing her. “You must give up your weapons here.”

Swallow glanced at me. “I don’t have any weapons,” she said plaintively.

“Not even a knife?”

“No!”

The guard grinned at me over the top of Swallow’s head. “You have to leave your jewelry too,” he said.

I explained: “Zascai aren’t allowed to wear gold in the Circle court.” Swallow nodded, thinking it was another rule designed to make people feel small and unimportant.

I said, “Everybody feels insignificant in front of the Emperor, even Eszai. It is always unwise to hide behind gold trinkets rather than your own solid achievements.”

“And your watch.”

“Why?”

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

“Because it’s bad manners to look at your watch in court,” I said.

Swallow dug out her pocket watch and handed it over. The sentry walked backward with his back against the door, to open it. Swallow started forward but I put a hand on her shoulder. “A word of advice, sister. Don’t look up.”

 


The first thing Swallow did when she stepped inside was look up. She stopped, wide-eyed, entranced, spellbound, and her mouth open. I gave her a firm push and she tore herself away, her shoulders rounded in defense.

“Breathe in and go,” I muttered.

“Shira. It’s massive.” Her voice was solid awe.

I glanced up, and farther up, and the ceiling sucked my gaze into the heights of its arches until I was completely disoriented, feeling as if I was falling upward. The ceiling was gold and mosaic; huge bosses with churning ships and gyring eagles hung from the pinnacles. There were figures ten times life-size with their cloaks swirling around them like pleated clouds. Oil lamps lighted the ceiling, and candles in gold candelabra illuminated the aisle, on torchères like graceful statues. But once swallowed by the size of the vaulted ceiling, it was difficult to tear my gaze away. I am used to distance but my eyes ached to focus across the vast hall. I looked at the narrow arcade, so dizzyingly distant I had to fight the urge not to spread my wings for safety, and I saw Lightning there, leaning over. I could feel the strength of his apprehension; his will that she must do well shone down like a beam.

Swallow swore cautiously. “By god. Oh, god. How many times could Awndyn fit into this hall?”

“At least you didn’t come from a Scree sheiling, sister.”

“Did god build this?”

“In a way. I think it asked the Emperor to.”

She began to walk, and as she walked down the scarlet carpet between the thin brass railings I saw her gather gracefulness into herself. Her shoulders went back, her head proudly upright; from somewhere she found an impassive expression and her hands, which had been tapping pizzicato, became still, at her sides. She paced without pause all the way down the Throne Room, past the screen, which Zascai are not allowed beyond.

We walked past beautiful Eszai in stunning clothes, who were sitting in pews along the walls. They whispered to each other as Swallow passed.

We walked past ebony eagles at the ends of the benches; they had opalescent eyes.

Her shadow jumped, grew, jumped, and shrank as we walked past the torchères. I wished I had had chance to look in a mirror before coming in here.

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

Swallow was sensible enough not to look at the Emperor. She knelt, on one knee, and then on both knees, and then her hands touched the floor as well. Her head was bowed. I stood behind her, a hand on her broad shoulder, and proclaimed, “My lord Emperor, I bring Governor Swallow Awndyn from the coast, a mortal who has a message for your attention.”

“Have I heard this claim before?”

“This time last year she was sent away from the court. But since then she’s done much, traveled throughout Awia, built an opera house at Awndyn and sung at the Moren Grand.” I recounted a list of Eszai and mortals alike who supported Swallow, a verbal petition that stopped abruptly when I realized the Emperor wasn’t in the slightest impressed.

“Awndyn,” said San, and at his voice she tensed. “What is the purpose of my Circle?”

“The most talented person of each occupation is made immortal so that the Fourlands can have a repository of wisdom and expertise, which it needs since god has left us and we are at war.”

“Castle’s aim is to protect the Fourlands from the Insects, is it not?”

She nodded and the Emperor continued: “So how can a musician help us? Your melody turns Insects to stone, is that it?”

I said, “She can rally the fyrd and I have heard her play marches—”

The Emperor laughed, gratingly. “Messenger, enough. Next you will have me believing that brave speeches can rouse the rank and file. I think Swallow’s presence might even act as a distraction to Eszai who should be fighting. Governor Awndyn, if we were at peace your art might find a place here, but like all arts it is the pastime of mortals, I fear…If I was to make you immortal, on what grounds would another Musician be able to Challenge you? It would be impossible to judge the best.”

Her soft body pressed against my leg. She shook with restlessness; she had nothing to lose and wished to make the best of the incident in which she was trapped. But I was angry—how could we decide if one activity is more worthwhile than another? I’ve seen Lightning’s tricks with arrows and my flying often verges on acrobatics. For a start, it’s impossible to separate the creative arts and the arts of war; they influence each other continually. Creativity is the humanity we’re trying to save. If Eszai are war machines we’re no better than Insects.

“Even in war, there’s space to compose,” Swallow said softly, but the Emperor chose not to hear her.

“I don’t wish to endow people with immortality on the strength of their hobbies,” he mused.

“My lord, she is the best of all time.”

The Emperor smiled like a wolf in a children’s story. “Governor Awndyn, I think you have made yourself immortal already. Your music will not die easily.”

“My lord Emperor, I could do much more—I could create forever! If I die the Fourlands would lose my gift.”

“Would your creativity survive becoming immortal? People create in order to leave something of themselves in the world when they die. Immortals do not have that pressure.”

“My lord, only with an immortal lifetime can I express all the music I have inside me.”

“Everyone in the Empire can witness the martial skills of my Circle, but not everyone can appreciate music, and they would criticize your membership.”

Swallow’s courage failed her; it was impossible for her to argue with the Emperor and she fell silent out of fear that she had said too much already. I thought the virtuoso had a different kind of strength, distinct from mine but equal; those who understood her musical feats would be convinced of her stamina. Many Eszai are jaded and love innovation; some of us, like myself, invent to make our lives easier and to prove we are the best specialists in our various professions. The more confident immortals embrace novelty and would welcome Swallow’s continual creation.

San said, “Do you think music requires an eternal guardian, as Lightning controls the skill of archery? Would it be better if music was left to change and develop as future people wish? I think that your dedication to join the Castle has little to do with music. You confront me with a very selfish determination. Comet asked how he could serve me, but instead you seem to demand eternity.”

“My lord, I’m sorry if I seem hasty. It’s the nature of mortals to believe that their time is running out and death is imminent.”

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

I thought of the shields outside the Throne Room, which used to be so important they were fixed in the center of the Castle, but now nobody knows which divisions of land they represent. I said, “It isn’t the same music if Swallow isn’t there to defend and interpret it. When she dies, her work dies too.”

I braced myself, straightened and met his gaze. The Emperor was vulpine, thin-faced, white-haired, his arms in an ivory and gold cloak out over stone armrests. One candle-strength of humor lit his immeasurable eyes.

“How old is she now?”

“Nineteen, my lord.”

“How old have you been for two hundred years, Comet?”

“Twenty-three. But I’ve grown wiser!”

“Have you? I think it would be a shame to deny the Fourlands the music she would make if she were to grow more mature. When she gains more experience her music will be so improved that the rest of the world will learn from it. We will consider.” San finished, “I will see you again. This evening I will hear you play.”

Swallow stood and walked backward a few steps, then turned and left the Hall. In the still space I heard a clatter from the gallery as Lightning raced out to meet her. A couple of Eszai close on the balcony chuckled.

San limited the numbers of people in the Circle. There are fifty immortals, not including the Emperor, or husbands and wives, and there are rarely positions free. It looked like Swallow would have to wait a long time.

“And what shall we do with you?” San asked. It was my turn to drop to one knee, watching the red carpet. “Take yourself over to Rachiswater and speak with the King. I want to know what he wants, how he plans, and how he feels. The last is most important.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“You may remind him that the Circle is still at his disposal.”

There was a weird inflection in the word “still” which prompted me to ask, “Would it be better if there was a new King?”

“Comet, you know better than that. The Castle does not have its own fyrd. We have no authority over the King of Awia, nor the Governor of Hacilith, nor any of the governors or lord governors of the manors. We help when they decide to ask us, and we provide advice when they desire it. Otherwise, how will we last for the millennia before god returns?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“If we are seen to be forceful, we would be questioned. It falls to the governors of Awia to decide between them if Staniel should be replaced. Lightning is the only one of them who has made his opinion clear to me. He is concerned that the manors will start fighting between themselves. That would be a disaster.”

“Yes it would.”

“Make sure you bring any news to me first. Not to Lightning; he can be a little overconfident sometimes. And it has been a contretemps for the Castle to be so slow in understanding the situation. Which is your obligation, Comet. I’ve heard nothing from you, except that which your wife has sent with your name on it.”

“Ah, yes. I—”

“I gather that you needed a rest. I’m interested in knowing how often and for how long you need to rest…” The Emperor left a gap in which I was presumably expected to say something, but even if I had anything to say, I was too scared to speak. “If this happens again we will remove your title.”

Feigning flippancy I managed, “I don’t have a title.”

“I mean people will stop calling you Comet.”

I dropped a loose hand to my sword hilt and looked up, grazed with worry. The Emperor continued, “You are only immortal for a while, Comet. I suggest you try to remember why you are lucky enough to have a place here, and imagine what would happen if I called for Challengers against you.”

“My lord. I’m sorry.”

“Remember when you speak to Rachiswater that you address him on our behalf. The Castle’s representative. He’s afraid of you. Yes. Of course he is. I know you find that amusing but please don’t exploit it. Frightened kings are dangerous.”















































































































  



















































CHAPTER SIX


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

The Palace was composed of curves, in a garden that featured only circles and spirals. From the air it looked like a long cluster of giant bleached bones in lush downland; even the hills had been sculpted. It was a very modern building, and the hall outside which I waited was completely circular. Every surface was white, the far wall was distant; it was like looking into a vast drum. A balcony hooped the hall, five meters up from floor level, its plain plasterwork picked out in cream. There were no steps inside; one enters from a grand outside staircase.

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

 


How can I describe flying? You try to describe what it is like to walk.

 


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

Staniel sat alone, on the spindly silver throne, which was polished to brilliance. His corn-gold hair was tied back with a taffeta bow; a white shirt with buttons along the tight sleeves showed the gauntness of his arms. His keen pale face was bowed over a tall card table. I watched him move the cards about rapidly: a red five under a black six, a red ace of swords under a black deuce, a black ten under a red soldier. The red soldier went under a black governor, under a red king.

He’s playing patience.

Ten minutes later: god, this is boring.

A black five and a red six under a black seven.

I seem to spend a ridiculous amount of time standing on windowsills.

I bet whoever built this window never thought that Comet would use it to spy on the King of Awia. At this point, aren’t I supposed to learn some vital and intriguing piece of information?

Swallow once told me that patience allows us to achieve our goals. Unlike her I don’t believe that “talent will out.” The only thing you achieve with patience is a damn long wait.

Exasperated, I hopped through the window and glided down across the panopticon, landing neatly in front of the King. I bowed low, flicking my long hair back and folding my wings. “My lord, I congratulate you and bring the Emperor’s best wishes.”

Staniel jumped, slapped a hand over his heart. “Don’t you ever come in by the bloody door?”

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

“I have everything under control,” he said airily.

“Yes, apart from occasional lapses of etiquette.”

Staniel huffed, leaned back in the fragile-looking throne and clicked his fingers. A servant appeared almost immediately with a glass of white wine for me on a salver. This country has its good points. “Tell me about your adventure,” I suggested.

“I barely escaped with my life! So now there are Insects in my province. We encountered a thousand or more; it was a cloudless night and I cannot be in error. They ran along parallel with us, close to the ground like big ants…Ugh. I hailed my escort; we had no other thought but to flee. They are everywhere! Comet—”

“Jant.”

“Jant, where do they come from?”

I shrugged, hands wrapped around the cold crystal. “Do you know that once Insects appeared in the slums in Hacilith? Dead Insects have been found on islands far out in the sea. Nobody knows, Your Highness.”

“Perhaps underground.” He shuddered at the thought of caverns festering with Insects below us, waiting to break forth.

“I’m sure Insects are one of the threats that god expected the Fourlands would have to face. That’s why it asked the Emperor to be its steward for the lands until it returns. So you should let us deal with them, which I’m afraid we can’t do until you grant us troops. Then we will cleanse Rachis of Insects and push them back behind the Wall.”

“If the Castle had been fulfilling its function we wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with!”

“I beg to differ.”

“Jant, hear me out. You couldn’t save my brother, could you? Castle didn’t protect him then, in that battle. I…Oh, damn. No matter how…how strong he was, Eszai-strong, it didn’t avail him against those…little butchers. So what chance have I?”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save Dunlin.”

“He disobeyed your orders, didn’t he?”

“That’s right.”

“So I must apologize on his behalf as well as mourn him.”

“In the heat of battle, any man might do the same,” I baited.

“Not I, Jant. I aim to benefit from experience. Having clashed with Insects after dark, I know enough never to go beyond Rachis Town again.”

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

“Is that the answer I must take back to San?”

“Unequivocally. I will dismiss my guard when I am satisfied Rachiswater is safe. Let you immortals prove your worth to me. There is a space in the mausoleum where my brother should lie and I will never forgive the Castle for that. At least you tried, Comet, but where were the others? Mist and Tornado have boasted of slaying that many Insects between them.”

“They were too far away.”

“Then I blame Lightning’s inefficient planning.”

“Is there anything else you would like the Emperor to know?”

He thought for a while. “I am as secure in this Palace as Vireo is in Lowespass.”

“Yes, I am impressed with your defense.”

“The soldiers are one thing, but we also have sufficient supplies.”

“And funds?”

“Not so good, but manageable. I’m the last of my family. The end of the dynasty has come upon us. My family saved and hoarded in case of such an impasse. I am determined to use their accumulated wealth to the best advantage so their endeavors are not in vain…What are you smirking at?”

“Rachiswater was the smallest manorship when I was born,” I said.

The Awian thought my comment less than useful. “Try to understand us mortals,” he sneered. “Time has distorted your viewpoint so much it’s useless! For you, Jant, every day is the beginning of a golden age; chance to be playboy of the entire world. To Lightning, the world is broken; the best times ended in eleven-fifty. Even Mist looks like he’s been left behind in the last millennium. What is the point of Eszai helping Zascai when they have seen so many of us die that we might as well be ants! How do you really think of us? As ants? For god’s sake, Jant, I’m just trying to stay alive!”

“I promise you will.”

“Ha! I’d be a sacrifice like my brother in the blink of an eye. While you’re assured of eternity! Have you noticed that the Castle walls are even thicker than those of Lowespass Fortress?”

“You have a thousand times more soldiers than there are Eszai,” I said, reassuringly.

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

“Let San know I mean no threat to the Circle.”

“Not directly,” I muttered. “Do I have your permission to return with news at any time?”

“Of course.”

I bowed again and took my leave with a word of farewell. Staniel summoned his glowering servant to accompany me across the circular mosaic and through white passageways to the main gate.

 


I asked the servant what she thought of the new regime. She kept her head bowed and didn’t reply. She was beautiful, slim, and brisk. I plucked at her sleeve and when she glanced up I tapped the scarification on my upper arm to show her the wheel that Felicitia had carved there.

“See this? It’s the insignia of a Hacilith street gang. I was nothing once, just a homeless stray. Now I’m an Eszai I never get the chance to chat to people, and I really miss it, you don’t know how much. Please don’t be shy to speak to me, just tell me the truth.”

“We’re beat,” she said. “We really can’t feed all these men. I heard His Majesty say he will pay them what he can. Lord Eszai—I don’t think I should be telling you this.”

“It’s all right.”

“Every hour Staniel demands the town wall be built faster and faster. I don’t know why. Some say the Emperor is angry with us; we’ll have to fight the Circle and that will be the end of us.”

“That won’t happen,” I said uncertainly.

“And some say an Insect swarm is massing worse than the year two thousand and four, that will overrun Lakeland Awia and devour us all.”

 


I returned via Hacilith, where I collected a letter from the Governor addressed to San. I stopped off at every Plainslands manor on the way back—Shivel, Eske and Fescue—in order to reassure them and gather correspondence for the Emperor.

The missive from Hacilith said:



My lord Emperor,

We are gravely concerned about the actions of the Sovereign of Awia who has withheld his men from the Circle’s command and is no longer raizing troops nor sending them to the front. With deep regret we must inform you that the city of Hacilith and Moren will also no longer raise troops. The far country of Awia is unwilling to guard its lands, so we do not believe that fyrd raised in Moren should be sent to protect it. If the Insect threat is as imminent as King Rachiswater believes then Hacilith, your Holy City, requires all its divisions to defend its walls and the other human towns within the borders of Morenzia.

We will reverse our decision when the Sovereign of Awia releases his fyrd, either to be wholly disbanded or placed under the wise dominion of the Circle. We trust he will not be long in making such a decision, and we implore you to send your Messenger to direct his judgment. We humbly and fervently await your answer.

K. AVER-FALCONET,
 LORD GOVERNOR OF HACILITH AND MOREN







The missive from Eske said:



My lord Emperor,

Communication over the Plains is rapid; it’s quickly come to my ears that Awia and Hacilith are amassing their own hosts. I find it hard to accept it’s because Staniel and Aver-Falconet fear the Insects, when the Castle has always been able to control them. Eske shares one border with Rachiswater, and is only three days’ ride from Hacilith so I feel that it’s important for our security to keep Eske fyrd available. Lowespass, the Plainslands, and Morenzia are all human countries and are on excellent terms, but we fear the same is not the case between the Plainslands and Awia. You will remember past instances when Awia expanded its realm forcibly, into the Darkling Mountains, and we would not wish the same to happen to the Plainslands. I beg you impress your authority on Rachiswater and the city for the sake of our safety and cooperation.

C. ESKE, LADY GOVERNOR







From Fescue:



My lord Emperor,

Your thrice-great Messenger has just explained the situation and has urged me to raise more fyrd. It grieves me to say there are no more. The meritorious campaign of Dunlin Rachiswater has depleted our manor and I risk an uprizing if I continue to ruin homes and tear men and young women from their families’ embrace. Your loyal subject, I await further counsel from the distinguished Circle court, but circumstance forces my hand to add that if Comet does not bring your response within forty-eight hours I will join Eske in reserving my fyrd for this manor alone.

L. L. F., GOVERNOR







When I returned to my Castle room, I scraped off the wax and resealed the letters with care. I used different types of wax and fake seals of the manors which I had crafted over the last hundred years, and which I keep in a locked cabinet. Then I took the letters down to court and presented them to the Emperor, with my report.

 


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

Home, I thought. Sleep, I thought, but I simply stood there trying to work out which way was up so I could attempt to walk.

When I need a fix I get flashes of past. Darkling, Hacilith, Wrought. Bleeding on the battlefield, running from the gangs in the city. I fear I will shake myself apart. May leave sweat stain on the wall like a shadow. Need rest. Need chocolate. Want a solid gold hypodermic and Tern to massage my wings with warm oil.

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

“Uh…Yeah. Only stopped because he could see I was…knackered.”

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

“Yeah.” I slid down the wall until I was sitting with my knees bent up in front. Mist’s lined face loomed over me, above a rough cloak wound like a chrysalis around his barrel chest. “No offense,” I slurred, “but I’m going to be sick.”

“So tired?”

“Need cat…”

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

“God. Oh, god-and-the-long-wait. Ow. Fuck. Why is the Empire fucking falling apart?”

“Are you all right now?”

“Oh. Yes.” I giggled abruptly, realized I was being hysterical and stopped.

“The Emperor shouldn’t put you through that.”

“Hey, we’re immortal. We have a duty to work hard.”

“Hard, yes. To death, no. Candle. Both ends.”

“If San wants a scapegoat it will be me! I’m the most dispensable, Mist. He’ll blame it all on me and throw me out of the Circle!”

“That’s drug talk. I’ve heard such from the sailors in Hacilith Dock. Clear conscience?”

“Not really.”

“Nor have any. Comes from living so long.” He sat hunched over his tankard, a well-rolled cigarette in one three-fingered hand.

“Don’t tell anyone you saw me in that state, please,” I urged. My problem must not become widely known. Mist shook his leonine head, with an “it’s all right” smile.

“There’s been so much happening here lately to distract us that nobody’d notice you. Drop. Ocean. Swallow Awndyn’s louder, for instance.”

“Huh?”

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

“She destroyed Lightning’s harpsi-thingy, you know. Gift horse. Mouth. That thing was worth a ship and a half. Why? Well, waif, you missed a real treat. Swallow had the harpsi-thingy set up right here in the Hall and she sang her heart out for two hours solid. Pounded the keys till I thought they would break.”

“What did she sing?”

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

“Ha! Pot. Kettle. The Emperor listened to Swallow an’ he seemed to enjoy it…It’s only the second time I’ve seen San out of the Courtroom…He spoke to her afterward. He said her performance was excellent, but he said she couldn’t join us. Cat. Pigeons. She was exhausted—she didn’t look as foxy as usual. It was after that she went completely crazy. A woman and a ship ever want mending. We could have done with you there to help calm her down. I think she fancies you. Birds. Feather. So now she says she’s going to the front—”

“What!”

“’S right. She won’t listen to Lightning. He’s pissed off as you might imagine but he brought it on himself. Heart. Sleeve. He’s a fool for love, always has been. The Circle is no stronger than its weakest link.”

“Lightning is not a fool!”

“You never had a father, did you?” Mist asked.

“No…What’s that got to do with it?”

“Grow up, waif. You hang around Lightning like one of his hounds. You’d lick his hand if he let you.”

Nonsense. “I want to know about Swallow; when is she leaving?”

“Oh, I guess tomorrow—or rather, later today because it’s half midnight. Strike. Iron’s hot, she tells me, but I think she just wants to be out of the Castle to escape embarrassment. I’ve noticed all Lightning’s loves look the same. It’s because—”

“She’ll take her fyrd?”

“Sure. They’re getting in the way here. I’m off to Peregrine because Ata has something to discuss with me about our daughter. Absence. Fonder.”

I gave him a look that I expect was mostly green because my pupils were contracted to fine lines. I floated on the drug. “It’s like when Staniel left Lowespass.”

“Yes. Frying pan. Fire. But the foxy redhead is too smart to get in trouble, like the rich sissy did. Chalk. Cheese. No offense but I want the sissy to be King because he won’t dare interrupt my trade in Peregrine. It’s an ill wind. Bloody Dunlin kept taxing tobacco.” I thought Mist was wrong; Staniel was stupid enough to meddle in anything.

The Emperor and I were the only ones who knew how desperate the situation was. Reading other people’s letters brings with it a terrible responsibility.

“Did the Emperor order Swallow not to go?”

“On the contrary, he said it was her choice.”

“Damn it!” I tested my weight on my shaking legs. Result: not good. I had to go to Swallow and stop her riding out. She wouldn’t last a minute at the front.

“Where are you going?” asked Mist.

“Have to see her.”

“Don’t be daft, waif. Haste. Speed. You’re in no fit state to—”

“Don’t care. Have to go.” I wobbled to my feet and Mist turned his attention to beer. “I’m telling you, Jant, rest first. You’ve been run ragged.”

“Cat keeps me going.”

“No fit state…”

I made it across the Hall and almost to the door before I passed out. I woke up in bed two days later.



































































































































  





























































CHAPTER SEVEN


It wasn’t difficult to intercept Swallow’s Band although I had to landfall a couple of times to be sick. They followed the Eske Road north, toward Awia, and the twin columns of horsemen, infantry, and baggage train were seven kilometers long. While Swallow and Lightning, riding proudly in the vanguard, passed the half-timbered Eske manor, the tail of her fyrd were still entering the manorship. Those in the middle helped each other traverse the river. When Swallow passed the Quadrivium Cemetery, the middle of the column was bunching together in order to get a long look at the manor, and those at the end were still crossing the river. When Swallow crossed the border into Awia the middle of her column crept past the Cemetery and those at the end straggled to glimpse Eske. She rode past Silk Mill and Donaise, Foin, Slaughterbridge, and the Place de la Première Attaque. They passed through Rachiswater, and held up all the traffic in the town. Lightning craned his neck to catch sight of the Micawater estate wall.

Lightning rode straight-backed on his white horse, red-caparisoned, by Swallow, his armor gleaming like the sun. Often he hung back, reluctant as a dog that’s sensed danger. But he had given up arguing with her a long time ago and was now following her for her own protection because he knew she wouldn’t see reason. I thought that if he had strength enough to stop following Swallow and let her go alone, after ten kilometers she might have suffered self-doubt, and turned back to join him. But each kept the other going, and they radiated a dangerous courage that rose like warm air. Swallow’s hair was copper; she held a guitar on her lap. Her dolphin standard leaped and twined. The fyrd moved with a rustle along the road deep in infinite colors of autumn leaves, sepia brown, russet, rust, and gold.

And all the time I hung above them, as high as a kite.

 


There was nothing I could really do to influence their strange dilemma—Lightning’s unrequited love for the musician. Although I had been a confidant to both, I was not intimate enough to break the seal of such a private problem.

Unintentionally attention-seeking, I have taken too much cat on occasion, but I couldn’t raise Lightning’s wrath when he was obsessed with Swallow. Swallow hasn’t noticed me even though I have cheekbones to die for. Adamantine Awndyn has eyes for no man.

I can’t divert you with observations and epigrams on the nature of love, because I know so little about it. I decided my disinterest in love was lucky. I’ve had lots of relationships, starting with Serin in “The Wheel,” and ending with Tern, but none have been as intense as Lightning’s agony. I have noticed that lovers can be nostalgic for places where they lingered, even gray tram platforms on freezing nights, which makes me think that love is not just blind but blindingly stupid. I do love Tern, but I love within reason and within the bounds of comfort. Lightning’s old-fashioned way of loving shakes the roots of his very being.

Lightning first saw her in the opera house in Hacilith. She caused a sensation, a standing ovation, and he heard the news while he was practicing archery in the Long Field at Micawater. Immediately, he took his coach to see what all the fuss was about a “new talent.” The Moren Grand was sold out, but he owned a box so close to the stage he could look directly down on her. When she walked forward into the spotlight and began an aria he was overcome and, leaning out, dropped his program, which fluttered down slowly, slowly and noisily in the complete silence onto the stage at her feet. He spent the rest of the performance in the dark recesses of the box, head in hands, overwhelmed because her voice was so perfect. He decided to send her red roses, and the floral carnage was such that roses have been rare in Awia since.

Lightning paid me to carry the first letter to her, and I found Swallow backstage in stripy tights and a green velvet shawl. A visit from the Emperor’s Messenger frightened her; then when she read the letter she fainted and I had to bring her round with sal volatile.

I flew their correspondence all year. Lightning pressed a letter into my right hand, dropped fifty pounds into my left hand. I stepped over the ledge and off I went. Swallow dropped a note in my right hand, pressed five pounds in my left hand, and off I went. Lightning sipping coffee on the archery field in Mica, Swallow tapping two-four time on the podium in Awndyn. Lightning in a long brocade coat, Swallow in a tuxedo and tails. Between them, I made a killing on the travel expenses.



Micawater Palace Mews

Saturday 20 June

The Year of Our War 2014

Dearest Swallow,

In your last brief letter you were kind enough to thank me for the gift I sent. It was nothing, a mere trifle. I beg you not to worry about the value of such things when you yourself are so precious to me. You say the difference between Awndyn and Micawater is too great, but I assure you that material wealth matters little. Gold and banknotes are only valuable because we—every one of us—accedes every day in allowing it. We acquiesce in the illusion, but money is simply shaped pieces of metal and paper that we can wisely use to serve us. A small amount can be used as wisely as a fortune when it is the use to which it is put that matters. In terms of your musical prowess you are far richer than I.

Know that I will wait for you and that I can be relied upon. It is good that you want to become immortal on your own worth. As I have said before and you urge me to say again I believe wholeheartedly in your ability, your music is live haunting to me and I speak to the Emperor on your behalf at every available opportunity. I can wait, even, as you say, until you grow old. Eszai who are old forever are more grateful for immortality than the young impudent ones, but they miss their youth and wish they were eternally young.

I can never receive a straight answer from you, you twist and turn like a swallow in flight, but although it pains me to wait, I will. Do you know, heartwood is used on the inside of longbows because it is older and more resilient. As it is hard, it springs back to shape quickly and so can throw an arrow farther. Micawater is the heartwood of Awia, a resilient family with flawless honor. But good bows need sapwood bound to heartwood, to make them more pliable and so shoot true.

I am tormented by wondering how I can prove myself worthy of you. Tell me what you will. Love balances the weights unequally, always forcing a man to love a woman whom no amount of sedulous courtship can win, since she does not entertain reciprocal feelings, not having been fired by love’s arrows. Marriage is eternal, and it is mortals who fail it. Only immortals can be truly married, and an immortal can only be truly complete when married.

Don’t worry about my Messenger. The first Rhydanne I ever met disturbed me too. She told my brother how he was to die. For a long time I thought it was a power they all had, but it was simply a coincidence. My brother Shryke was an accomplished hunter; he went riding every day and returned with deer and boar. He enjoyed the amphitheater where we had bullfighting, and we brought in Insects and whole packs of famished wolves.

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

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

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

Mica River cuts through a narrow gorge in the forest near Donaise. Shryke was fond of walking down there with his favorite dog on a lead, and often I went too. It was a great challenge to jump the gorge, it could be done in summer when the river was low. He left one morning and I was in my room, when my cousin came in, tears streaming down her face. I tried to console Martyn but I could not, and she bade me come to court. There we found Shryke’s body laid out on a catafalque, and Mother sitting on the throne room floor, wailing and beating her fists in the air with grief.

The gamekeeper found him in Peregrine, which is twenty kilometers downstream. His limbs were broken, and his skin vivid with bruises from being in the whirlpools. Nothing can survive the rapids there, they even carve holes in rock. Mother said that brigands had killed him but when the faithful dog came back wearing its lead I knew that Shryke had simply tried to jump the gorge. The little dog refused, and so pulled him in.

I never spoke to another Rhydanne after that, until Jant arrived. He has done much since which convinces me that they can’t see the future.

My love, while I write it has grown dark and the stars are reflected in the lake. Stars, like people, do not change but very rarely I have seen a bright star bloom among them—like you, Swallow. Write to me, don’t deny me a letter; it is deceitful to deny what has been pledged. Your reluctance to love is good because you will be more willing to keep secret what I confide. There have been many women in the past seeking to prey upon Micawater’s wealth and the promise of immortality, but I have shunned them because their love is not genuine. Your reluctance marks you as worthy. If I could only succeed in winning your hand, and if just a little of the ardor you show for music could be set aside for love, then I would at last be content.

Yours,
 SAKER







On receiving this, Swallow wrote to me:



MEMO
 FROM: SWALLOW, THE BEACH, 8/2/14
 TO: COMET, FILIGREE SPIDER, SCREE


Jant—Help me! Help me! The Archer asked me to marry him!! You said I could treat you like a brother so please help—should I say yes? Can I say no without insulting him?? He isn’t someone I should insult! I want to be immortal on my own worth, and this sounds more like a demand than a proposal! I know what my father would have wanted me to say, but I never took any notice of him when he was alive, so why now? Send your reply to Awndyn. And, Jant, I know you have the biggest mouth in the Fourlands but please don’t gossip about this. Or else.









Lightning offered her the most fantastic opportunity in the world. In fifteen hundred years, she was the one. Proud and principled, she was turning it down. Maybe she didn’t understand how untouchable an Archer Lightning was—his immortality seemed the most secure of us all. She must know more about what she had done to him. And as Lightning’s bride, Swallow would have plenty of time to convince the Emperor to make her the Circle’s Musician, immortal in her own right. I sent a hasty reply:



The Filigree Spider inn

Turbary Track

Scree

September 27, 2014

Dear Governor Awndyn,

In answer to your question: say yes. Micawater has held out this long before asking because he doesn’t realize how long a year can seem. Tern has made me think of things I would never have otherwise considered; so I suggest that if you do consider yourself to be an adventurer in this life, the very best thing you can do is accept his belated proposal. In fact, if you want my advice, I’d like to invite you to Wrought so we can discuss it face to face and over a glass of whiskey.

The Archer is a hunter and a fighter, he is not a successful lover albeit he has spent centuries practicing. He usually keeps his business private but in the last few days I have seen him shattered with apprehension, which cannot be assuaged even by vintage port. I thought he had forsaken romance, that time had made him indurate. I wondered on whom you had set your sights instead…But now I write to say please accept Lightning’s offer; if you do not you may end him completely. Even in my worst moments I doubt I have looked so unwell.

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

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

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

For example, I still haven’t forgiven him for what he and Tawny did to me on my stag night. We’re talking late December 1892. I held it a week before Tern and I got hitched—it should be the night before but I didn’t think that would be particularly wise. Lightning lent me the folly at Micawater to stage it and, since I was famous for giving parties, everybody was there. Everybody male, that is, from four lands, and we had been drinking for two days solid by the time this happened…

I’d had syllabub for supper, actually I was covered in it, and a bottle of whiskey. Well, let us say I was a little intoxicated. Lightning had been planning for this, and said with that scornful smirk we all know so well, “Do you still think you’re the fastest thing in the Fourlands?”

I stutteringly asseverated that indeed I was. He prompted that I didn’t sound convinced. It’s essential to be convincing because otherwise the next day brings a flood of Challenges from idiots thinking they can outpace me. I climbed onto a table and announced it to all and sundry. Sarcelle Rachiswater smacked his hand on the table gleefully and said, “Right! Grab him!”

The next thing I know I’m in Tawny’s vast grasp, with my face pressed against the table and my wings belted up behind my back. They stripped me, wound a deerskin around my waist, and with a strap under my chin, placed a pair of antlers on my head. They were heavy, twelve-tined, gilded. In exploring them with my hands I dropped the deerskin, to much wild hilarity from those not unconscious or preoccupied with the call girls.

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

The best I could manage was: “Look guys, this isn’t amusing.” Sarcelle whimsically slipped a butter knife into my hand. Tawny picked me up over one shoulder and carried me outside, in a ribald procession, into the frosted gardens. The tower clock was striking one, a hunter’s moon jaundiced the snow. I stood there, they stepped back and regarded me silently. I said, “What am I supposed to do now? Piss against trees and eat berries?”

Then from round the stables, came a barking and a baying, the sound of frost being crushed under a hundred scabby paws. They had released the dogs. And you know what Micawater hounds are like: purebred and well-trained, evil little killers. Lightning gave me an experimental push, and said, “I think you’d better run.”

How I ran! I ran deep into the forest, in the semi-darkness, with the pack behind me. I ran till my feet left blood in the prints. I ran wide-eyed and bruised with cold. The antlers kept catching on low branches and jerking my head back—I lost valuable seconds crouching down and struggling with the strap. I went over fences and stiles rapid as prey, heart matching my strides, salt taste in my mouth, every decision the same: run. At the back of my mind, although reduced to instinct, becoming stag, I knew I could do it. I believed with a chance I could outrun twenty dogs. Then I just ran.

Until at length I reached the summit of a rise and looked down on a shallow valley strung with hammock fields. I realized this was Bitterdale; at the far end were the lights of Wrought. Stopping for breath, I heard the snuffling of hounds closing in. They began to howl in excitement. I backed up against a tree which I had no strength to climb. On the edge of Tern’s manorship, at the brink of safety, my spirit gave out. I was too exhausted to care anymore. I would make a stand.

The dogs were pouring through a gap in the hedge, blurred by the darkness. The first ran toward me, gathering itself to spring. I wondered whether it was possible to shove the butter knife down its throat before I would be teeth and fingernails with the others.

I hissed in a breath. I knew the beast’s exultation; I’ve run down so many deer myself. It closed in, canines, spit, and dirty fur.

The dog leaped, and an arrow caught it in midair, slamming it down into the snow, where it curled, whimpering, skewered through the shoulder.

The muscled bulk of a white horse galloped between us, and Lightning’s hands, one on my wing the other on my backside, lifted me fluidly over the cantle. In the same easy gesture he swung the quiver onto his shoulder, wheeled round and rode through the pack, which scattered. The hunt master, on a scarred charger and with a whip, was following. He made a tight bundle of the dogs and we returned in silence. I don’t remember the details of that, except for a bumping, jarring, the world being upside down. I was still drunk; my loose hands brushed the top of every hedge we jumped.

I remember Lightning prizing the knife from my grasp, placing a firm hand on my neck for my heartbeat which was calm and cold. He murmured “Rhydanne…” with an awestruck tone.

Lightning fed us with mulled wine and venison until I recovered. They figured that I had run forty kilometers, across Donaise to the outskirts of Wrought, just out of Lightning’s manorship. Forty kilometers may not seem impressive when you know I have done a hundred in a day, and three hundred when flying, but under the circumstances…

Swallow, when I last saw Lightning he was splitting arrows at two hundred paces on the archery field, with lifeless repetition. He’s hooked on you: obsessed. Don’t say, “But he doesn’t even know me”; he has been alive so long he knows the type of person you are. He can predict all your decisions from his own experience. Perhaps every second century he’ll find a strong-willed woman who is worthy enough, otherwise they are a disappointment to him, and those with fewer morals shock him entirely.

So, sister, when the Governor Lord Micawater goes down on bended knee, you say yes. I shouldn’t have to tell you this; it isn’t as if you’re Rhydanne. You want to be immortal, don’t you? By all the blood of Lowespass, what does it take to get through to you?

Never think that you are young and have plenty of time; you cannot know how soon the end will be. I will gradually let you into secrets that will make your acceptance into the Circle much easier. There are things which the Emperor does not want Zascai to know, and assumes that Eszai are less likely to tell.

The first room in the pueblo has been whitewashed. It is white only from ground level to head height, because the owner couldn’t be bothered to equip himself with a ladder. God, I love this village.

Now I should go. Judging from the way clouds are forming and eagles wheeling over Mhadaidh there is some lift to be had there. I am tempted to join them, but I will meet you on the ground, in Wrought in a week’s time. Don’t forget to bring your guitar.

Failte bhâchna.

Yours with the will of god and the protection of the Circle,
 COMET JANT SHIRA,
 MESSENGER AND INTERPRETER FOR THE SOVEREIGN EMPEROR SAN







Twenty letters later we are here, in the Rachiswater manorship on the edge of Lowespass. Weather: bracing, even for me. Swallow’s fyrd marched until nightfall and then she gave the command to make camp. They had reached the southernmost trenches, and the soldiers set about clearing them out, a very nasty task. While the daylight lasted, they dug around the camp making a square ditch and rampart. Some soldiers were posted along the trenches to keep watch. From the air I could see their round steel helmets in a line as they patrolled the edge.

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

I had the feeling I was just keeping pace with the day, only managing the bare essentials until the tiredness wears off and I could tackle the real questions at last. I flew over the encampment, bleary-eyed, incapable of thought, observing the altered landscape that unfolded below. Rachiswater was wreckage. I saw a ruined barn where the fyrd had trapped Insects and burned them. I saw Insects themselves, tiny in the distance, running across the pale green fields. The perspective was strange—at a distance they looked as small as ants, but they tried to cross a barbed wire fence which I knew to be two meters high, so they must be as large as deer. My first coherent thought of the day—this can’t be true. We were at the front with fewer soldiers than ever before, and there were more Insects than ever before.

I focused all attention on the spot where I had to land, and swung in over earthwork and barbed wire, over canvas roofs to the Castle’s pavilion. Lightning and Swallow were standing outside, trading opinions. She had a guitar slung over her shoulder, inlaid with mother-of-pearl plaques. I bounded to a halt in front of them.

“Good evening, Jant. Nice flying.”

I struggled to get my breath. “Ah…Swallow! Turn round and go back. What do you think you’re doing? Saker, you should know better! How many fyrd do you have?”

“Six thousand.”

“How many sodding Insects do you think there are?”

“Is it the Emperor’s command?”

“No. Mine.”

Lightning said, “Swallow, I told you. Listen to Jant.”

“You go if you wish, Eszai. I stay.”

“For a start this isn’t the best time of year,” Lightning said.

“So you’re scared of a little snow, as well?”

“It’s hard to keep a bowstring dry in this bloody weather.”

I shook my wings to dislodge shards of ice, and attempted a conciliatory tone. “Let’s go back to the Palace. The soldiers can camp in the park, and I can talk to Staniel and hopefully convince him to help us. Then we can march into Lowespass and reach the fortress. It’s foolhardy to try it with just six thousand.”

“There isn’t enough time. I’ve already sent messengers to Eske and the Plainslands manors asking for assistance,” Swallow informed me.

“You have. Good. The Plainslands manors have all refused to send fyrd to Awia, as they don’t agree with Staniel’s tactics. That’s Eske and Hacilith Moren; Swallow, you’re on your own.”

Palely, she asked, “And Tanager?”

“You know what happened to Tanager? She took her fyrd to find the casket of Dunlin’s remains which his brother dropped so unceremoniously. She didn’t get farther than the Lowespass trenches before the Insects ripped into them and they turned back. Half her men were killed there. Eleonora’s a brave lady, but she’s licking her wounds in Tanager now and gathering new troops.”

The Archer let out an exasperated breath. “We’re an Empire. The Empire isn’t fragile! It’s the most fundamental collaboration! Why are they not working together anymore?”

I sighed. If this was outside Lightning’s experience what hope did we have? “Swallow, let’s leave…?”

“No. Let us make an effective contribution.”

“I can tell you’re getting older.” Swallow was starting to use those callous efficient words which allow one to deal with the world without thinking about it. She knows how to say “I’m sorry” when hearing news of a death. In that context, what the fuck does “I’m sorry” mean? She knows how to say “hard luck,” “good day,” “I’m fine,” “see you next year”—how daring it is for a mortal to anticipate that! The shell is growing, and it hides her. In a few years she won’t be thinking or feeling deeply at all, and I am afraid that then her music will cease.

Lightning said, “I am willing to try to gain the next line of trenches. That is twenty-seven kilometers of land we can ensure is free from dispersed, straggling Insects. It’s a small strip of land but it will prove that Castle is still attempting to protect the Empire, regardless of what help is sent. Then we can move, and wait to see if our statement merits any response.”

“That’s great, Saker. I knew you were with me.”

“Would that I could always be with you.”

“And I have to prove myself to the Emperor. He said that Eszai are good warriors, well, it is his recurrent theme a crescendo. If it will help my cause, I’ll show him I can fight.”

I looked at her insouciant body carefully—her wide, freckled face, tip-tilted nose, and delicate lips, though she had bitten nails, and muscular legs. “If your claim to be Eszai is that you are the best musician in the world—”

“And I am.”

“What good does it do you to fight?”

Swallow shrugged. “Ask the Emperor. It’s beyond me.”

I turned away from her and peered into the stripy gloom of the pavilion, palms up, saying, “No offense, but you are not a warrior. Your father kept you from the field. How arrogant it is! You think you can command where Eleonora failed, and Rachiswater. Eleonora is a skilled swordsman, you are a pear-shaped pianist.”

“Jant, watch your mouth.”

“Saker. Give me my orders for I’m away. I’m not watching your cold, hungry troops turn to pillaging their own country, and fed like tidbits to the Insects for the vainglorious lust of some ginger hussy.”

“Jant!”

“He’s just frightened,” she said.

“If the Insects kill you, San will have a fat problem taken off his hands. Is the myth of your short life fame enough? I’ll put up a statue—maiden armed with guitar against the hordes! Inscription: More ambition than sense.” I whipped my sword from its scabbard which was tied upside down between my wings, and prodded the grass between her feet with the point. “Come, and leave the hard work to the Eszai. One day you’ll thank me for saving your life.”

Swallow put out a hand to the Archer, who understood the gesture. He unbuckled the sword belt from round his waist and handed the Wrought sword to her, hilt first. She grasped the hilt and pulled the blade from its jeweled sheath. A few soldiers nearby looked up, interested. “Guard,” she said.

“Don’t be bloody stupid.”

She was furious that I didn’t consider her worth fighting. As I turned away she lunged, the blade catching the inside of my leg, slicing through the leather. Bitch! I batted it down; it slid up my sword to the hilt. I parried her next blow easily, and then we were at it in earnest. I was faster than her. I had longer reach. I thrust, the heavier blade turned it. She swung up to my throat, I jumped back. I hacked at her legs three times and she checked each stroke, wincing. She feinted left, left again, and then I lost sight of her sword completely. Where is she? Right? Right. Oh, down there. I dropped the blade low, like a scythe.

I was off-balanced, reaching out for nothing. My arms flailed wildly and then I landed on my side in the mud. The breath was knocked out of me as Swallow stamped her flat foot heavily onto my kidneys.

Her sword pressed into my back. “Is it here?” she asked.

Lightning’s voice: “No. Lower.”

“Here?”

“Ow!” The point cut through my leather jacket.

“Jant? I can push this point though your backbone here. It separates two vertebrae. It doesn’t hurt very much but you won’t be able to run anywhere ever again.”

“Eeep!”

“Do you fancy that?”

“No! No! Please!”

“Let him go,” said Lightning. Swallow ruffled my scapular feathers, withdrew her sword and I got up with alacrity. She handed it back to Lightning who said, “Not bad. With practice you’ll learn not to look at the blade at all. It’s an extension of you. Watch your opponent’s reaction.”

“He’s been giving me lessons,” Swallow explained, while I pulled bits of mud out of my hair.

I glared at Lightning. “Why didn’t you teach me that trick?”

“I had a feeling that one day a lady would need it to get the better of you.”

“Swallow, I’m sorry.”

“Glad to hear it. Are you with us now?”

“If I must.”

 


That night a fire was lit in the middle of the compound and the soldiers roasted deer and warmed bread brought in from the villages around Rachiswater. Swallow asked for the venison fat and ate it sloppily with her dagger. I appreciated her appetite, wondered if she was as voracious in bed.

Flying made me hungry, but I was sulking at having underestimated Swallow. Many women are excellent fighters and could beat me; I respect their ability. But Zascai soldiers saw Swallow win; I knew that the story would spread fast and far.

I left while Harrier was handing round cups of wine, and I concealed my supply of cat. I couldn’t resist taking a little. Handling it helped me relax, and the ritual focused my mind. Powder lined in the folds of paper, mesmeric candle flame, hiss of liquid, satisfying resistance of solution in the syringe. I was taught about herbs in Hacilith when I was young, and my knowledge can be relied upon when everything else is so vexatious. I am good at it, and it makes me feel safe, but I’d like to be able to stop.

My feeling of inadequacy grew as I dwelt on the Castle’s immense depth of time. I thought about all the immortal Messengers before me; the title lives on although the individual might not. Archer, Swordsman, Messenger; the title is important but the person is dispensable. I’m immortal, and the other immortals before me have died, so I shouldn’t feel inferior to them, but by my actions I feel I’m letting those worthy people down. I feel I’m letting down the first Comet who joined the Circle at its founding, and at least twenty others that came after him in progression; the last Comet being a cheerful blond Morenzian woman I beat in a distance race in eighteen-eighteen. There’s only ever been one Archer, and he remembers all my predecessors. Indulgently I speculated about who they all were, and how they might have died—displaced by better runners, or injured by the Insects beyond repair.

I had just taken the needle out of my wrist and was dabbing at a spot of blood when Swallow fought her way in through the canvas entrance. I checked that everything was hidden, hoping that she wouldn’t notice my drooping eyelids and white lips.

“Jant, I’m sorry about earlier.”

“Why? You did well.”

“I showed you up. It was cruel. Everyone could see you were tired.”

Being offered sympathy by a Zascai was worse than being beaten! “You’ll never make an Eszai if you worry about such things,” I said softly.

“If immortals aren’t fair, the world will cease to love them,” she answered.

I flapped my hands at her. No one on a rush can bear to sit and suffer truisms. “Know what the Circle is, sister? Just a way of taking powerful people out of society and herding them all together in the Emperor’s care where they can’t do any harm…Of throwing the world’s best at the Insects so the world never changes…Swallow, be clever. Stay and rule Awndyn where San can’t clip your wings and command all your potential. We’re going to need you free and carefree in twenty years’ time.”

“I have no freedom now that I’d lose in the Circle.”

“Mmm.” I lay back on the bearskin and looked up at her. “You’re trying so hard to entrap yourself forever. Mortals are free of the responsibility of…this…” I waved floppily at Lightning’s stacked sheaves of arrows, bowstaves and armor. “In many ways I was happier when career-less and clueless in Darkling.”

“I don’t want to be forty.”

“Well, I have no answer to that.”

She passed the mother-of-pearl guitar to me. I caressed the beautiful instrument; the pegs were ivory, the strap blue and gold, and Awndyn’s insignia was painted on the back. She smiled when she saw how lovingly I held it, not knowing that the clarity of cat made it breathe under my hands. “Please look after it for me,” she said.

“Why?”

“I won’t play another note until I’ve killed Insects in battle.”

“Oh, Swallow. Why are you doing this?”

“The Empire is forcing me. I’ll do whatever it takes to be Eszai.”

“Marry Lightning.”

“You know he’d wear me down. I’m not a river, or a butterfly, or a star, or anything else he says in his letters. I’m not as pure and perfect as any of them, but still more varied than any of them together.”

“Yes, you are.” I tapped my nails on the scratchplate, lay with the guitar on my stomach and played a riff.

Swallow yelped. “It’s never made a sound like that before!”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, go on.” She urged me to play the rest of the melody. Although she was surprised that I knew the headstock from the bridge she didn’t look down on me. She aimed to learn from everyone. I felt the frets and then played, eyes closed for a while before embarrassment stopped me. She was grinning.

“I made money that way in Hacilith,” I said.

“In the concert hall?”

“Hardly. Busking. One of the Wheel’s members taught me. He was called Babitt.”

“Come out and play for me by the fireside.”

“No! Leave me alone.”

Using scolopendium is a very solitary activity and I wouldn’t want to appear in public for at least an hour afterward. But Swallow is persuasive. She simply attributed my condition to exhaustion and said I needed fresh air. She dragged me out to stand by the fire, where soldiers were drinking, cutting roast meat, talking boisterously, laughing more often as Swallow raised their spirits with a song. I played reels and wild czardas while she danced, gleaming and beaming, in front of the fire, and Lightning looked on.

 


Two hundred years ago in Hacilith the air was dreadful. I remember that I was coughing so badly I dropped my guitar and doubled up, trying to spit. Babitt the dwarf perched up on the black iron railings.

“Put it this way, Shira,” he said eventually. “I wouldn’t give up your night job.” I remember the stench of the seagull oil which he used to set his hair.

I spluttered, “I can play it! But it would be nice if I could breathe.”

“Felicitia says you’ve made more money dealing and so you should stick to that. He says he can’t feed us. He says there’s no money left in our gang.” Babitt scratched at a hairy backside, which his patchwork trousers scarcely covered. I picked up the guitar, began to retune it.

Babitt was pudgy, hairy, short, and smug, I was tall and usually bemused; I’m sure we looked well together. We hated each other but Felicitia’s word was law. Once I remember he ripped off a pet shop and Babitt called me up one night and said, “Look, I have two thousand goldfish, what can you do?”

I said, “Didn’t you get the money?”

Patiently he answered, “Felicitia got the money. I got the goldfish.”

So, anyway, I explained to him that I’d given up dealing, because Peterglass had a contract out for me, and I was sick of having my clientele trail around after me everywhere like the undead. Babitt gave up scratching his arse and started scratching his mustache.

“Felicitia will be angry with you.”

“He could be pretentious at me, is that it?”

I crouched down and began gathering our coins before Babitt could get his hairy hands on them.

“You might not know this, but even Felicitia goes under if I stop dealing,” I added.

Babitt grinned, which was not a pretty sight. “Shira, I know it. You’ll never stop pushing cat in Hacilith. You’re hooked on the power, which is worse than being undead.”

“That’s all you know. The whole world will kiss my spurs.” I slammed my hands in deep pockets and slouched off toward Cinder Street. Babitt followed, his eyes at the same level as the guitar across my back. A smell of beer paused us on the steps of the Kentledge pub. We looked at each other, tempted, and eventually gave in. I held the door back while Babitt rolled inside, and dug in my pocket for the handful of grubby coins we’d collected that morning, offered them down in a languid hand for Babitt to translate.

“What are the little round ones with holes?”

“Buttons,” he said.



















































































































































  





































































CHAPTER EIGHT


HACILITH 1818, HOW FELICITIA DIED


Thunder in the morning seemed misplaced, storms should only happen at night. Five in the morning, bruise-brown clouds drifted in from the sea and collected over Hacilith, obscuring the dawn. I had been awake all night watching the person who was watching my house.

I don’t think she’s seen me, but I knew she had a crossbow because she had been practicing on all the cats of the neighborhood. I was out of the shop by the back door, and reached the street corner in the cover of a flaking brick wall. Crouching in litter and broken glass I glanced back to where the girl was waiting. She turned round and looked straight at me. I ran—

—Along a pavement spotted with chewing gum, over a narrow iron bridge, past the Shackle Sheds. The girl loosed her first bolt and it went far wide. I ducked. It hummed past me and lodged in the slats of a high green fence. I scrabbled over and paused for breath on the other side. The fence was covered in graffiti. The best graffiti was mine.

I ran on through dirty puddles and pigeon shit. She lost me at a block corner. I skidded and swore. She heard and put on speed. Hacilith’s thick air caught in my throat, early sunlight reflected on the filthy river. You can’t outrun a Rhydanne, I thought, as her second arrow missed my heel by millimeters. Who the fuck are you, anyway? The Bowyers’ bitch.

I cut across a rubbish tip. The passageways through the refuse were clear to me but the girl’s experience was of the other side of the river and she was wary. Half a kilometer out of her territory and she might as well have been in Scree.

I reached a warehouse by the dockside. Here, rings and iron mushrooms were set into concrete, which narrow boats used to moor and unload. The dock was silted up, derelict; it smelled of salt and decay. The warehouse was the size of three town houses, built of wooden planks now rotten and supported by sandbags. I hammered the fastest-ever secret knock on a smaller door set within the huge sliding gate at the top of a slipway, as the girl emerged, grease in her golden hair.

I slipped inside the warehouse, slammed the door, leaned against it, panting. The head of a crossbow bolt splintered wood by my shoulder. I flung open the door and found her five meters away. She hesitated in fumbling a new bolt into the breech. I unfastened the buttons on my shirt and held it open, giving her an excellent view of an excellent naked chest, then slammed the door again and barred it top and bottom.

Thin laughter trickled from the darkness behind me. My arrival had brought something back to life. A weak voice wheezed, “You’re late, goat-shagger.”

 


In Darkling, things were straightforward. Life in the mountains was simple—I went to bed early, and I was always hungry. Every day was the same; only some days we had more storms, and less food. But Hacilith city draws complication round itself like a cloak. I have a little of the city like pollution in me now. The city supports people who would never have survived in Darkling, for example, Felicitia.

“I had to wait till dawn.” I sighed, picking my way into the bleak space of the warehouse. Torrential rain thrashed on the corrugated roof.

“Thought you could see in the dark?”

“No.”

Felicitia Aver-Falconet lay on a moldering sofa by the side of a low table, the only furniture, in the middle of the pressed earth floor. He was reading by the light of candle stubs, fixed by their own wax to the tabletop.

Aver-Falconet ruled our gang. We were awed by his talk of expensive parties and fashionable society, boastful and offhand. But then, he was the grandson of Hayl Eske who lived at the Castle, and to us the Eszai in his ancestry put him on a par with god. Aver-Falconet had hurt me before, so I hated him. The Wheel he carved into my shoulder has lasted like a brand all my life.

Felicitia devoured my flesh with his eyes. The whites of his eyes were yellowish, and the pupils too high on them, as if they wanted to rise and hide under his eyelids.

“Have you got the drugs?” he asked, anxiously.

“Yeah.”

“Come here and make love to me, oh macilent boy.”

“No!”

“That Wheel on your arm means you belong to me.”

Felicitia wriggled to change position, but couldn’t sit up. He had lingered in the gin-shop with me, in the casino with Layce the cardsharp, and eventually malingered in our dockyard base, shooting up every few hours and reading melodramas. I pinched them when he had finished dog-earing the pages, because I had a vague idea that such knowledge might help me if I ever got to the Castle.

“You’re lucky, my bagnio boy,” he croaked. I continued to appraise him, his only clothes a stained leather skirt wrapped around well-shaved legs, and an ankle chain with a charm in the shape of a wheel. I knew it would be pure gold. I tingled with avarice.

“Oh, and why’s that?”

“That girl is an Eszai-good archer, my ophidian-eyed boy.”

“You know I can fly,” I replied, not without pride. “And I’m an Eszai-good runner. Layce told me so.” The concept that my ability to run, or fly, or fight could be as good as the Eszai was recurring in my mind with infuriating rapidity. I wanted to join them.

Felicitia hummed affirmatively. “I suppose you have to run fast to catch the goats,” he mused.

“I have to run fast to get this madness over and done with before my master wakes up. Are you better now?” I asked, with a mildly professional air. Felicitia was a wisp of flesh, a skeleton in makeup. I could see eye sockets, cheekbones, skin colored blue by innumerable puncture marks. His skin was pale, his mouth slashed with lipstick and a peroxide streak in dark brown hair. The fire in a makeshift hearth was down to smoldering ash scabs. It was becoming cold, but Felicitia wasn’t shivering. He was past shivering; his skin was as cold as the dock water.

“Now? What’s ‘now’?”

“Don’t start that again. Either you’re better, or you’re not. And if you’re not, then I don’t want to know.”

“Nothing matters but cat, my sweet miscegenation. Not even your indescribable beauty.”

“You’re going to die, you know,” I said softly.

“That doesn’t matter, my sweet itinerant,” Aver-Falconet assured me. “I’ll live in the Shift. I’ve been there for days…”

So you keep telling me. “It’s been months,” I said.

“I’m in love with the Shift,” he said simply. Informing me of a luscious secret, his cracked voice dropped to a whisper: “You can be anything there. Even female.”

I was disgusted. “What the fuck do you want to be a woman for?”

“For fucking,” said Felicitia, and sighed.

I was unnerved by his power, to break rules I did not know existed. Not regular rules, that were authorized by the Castle or by the Governor; I broke those every day. Felicitia played havoc with the rules of nature.

“There’s a marketplace with jugulars and ferret-eaters and buskers playing pangolins…”

I giggled. “That’s a scaly kind of animal.”

“No, you’re thinking of a peccadillo, my boy.”

Having no fixed point he thought free-form, and came up with plans that shocked us. “Layce loves you,” I said, biting my lip.

“Huh. You can have her, my avid lad.”

If only I could. She was under my power only because Felicitia was dependent on me. I stayed with him because I knew he wanted more than sensation—he legitimately needed escape; it was the way he was formed. I understood because I was a mountain creature stranded in the city, I despaired of fitting in. He was woman in the body of a man, and had taken to scolopendium as a prescription for frustration. I knew he shouldn’t have gone into East Bank with a grain-a-day habit. I would never get him back to the shop.

“I’ve brought your drugs, but I need the money first.”

“Hooked on it, aren’t you?” Felicitia rasped.

“What?”

“Hard cash.”

Oh, yes. Definitely. He offered me a key and I swiftly removed his week’s pocket money from a little strongbox under the table. I counted the notes three or four times, while Felicitia pursed his painted lips like a bar-room bitch. “That’s a hundred quid,” he snapped. “What do you spend it on, sexless?”

“Is it less of a crime if I spend it on books?” I was learning to read Awian, with the notion that it was a Castle language. I was weekly adding to Dotterel’s library back at the shop. Felicitia tutted; he thought that spending money on books was the biggest crime of all.

I touched a white square of paper in the left pocket of my fringed leather trousers. “What if I take the money and run?” I asked, half-jokingly.

Felicitia smoothed his skirt. “My angelic archer outside is waiting for you. At a word from me, she’ll finish you off.”

I didn’t understand. “It’s Peterglass of The Bowyers…” I said. I had assumed Peterglass was sending the assassins because he was a dealer and I was poaching his clientele.

“Yes, but none of them actually hit you,” Felicitia mused. I took an angry step and he gave me a pleading look. He would have loved me to touch him, so I didn’t. “I have been paying Peterglass’s archers to ensure they are poor shots. Peterglass doesn’t suspect their treachery; he still wants you dead.”

I couldn’t believe this. “Why protect me?”

“Because you make the best cat, my amatory boy. Obviously.”

This isn’t what I wanted to be! Felicitia and I weren’t keeping each other alive; we were keeping each other half-dead. I had become his personal dealer. I wanted to serve Dotterel, run marathons and read books. I wanted Layce, money, freedom, and thought I could gain them by mountain-boy meekness. Cold fury condensed in my mind; there was a faster way.

I bowed and thanked him. I am a great believer in getting my arse-licking over and done with. Then I put my hand into the other pocket, where there was a folded packet identical to the first, which I used when I wanted to rid myself of debtors and freeloaders. I passed it to Aver-Falconet with all due ceremony.

“Cook it for me, would you?” he asked.

“That isn’t in the contract!” I didn’t want to touch the stuff more than was absolutely necessary. “It’s enough for a week,” I added sweetly.

“Enough for a week. One week! There’s enough for a month in me now.”

 


I loved the chemist’s shop, and every morning, when opening the shutters, would gape up at the green and gold lettering above the windows—Dotterel Homais. I hoped one day it would be my name up there—ambitions all confused with those of joining the Castle Circle, which I thought were unrealistic. Perhaps I would keep my master’s name up as an honor: Dotterel and Shira.

Thin shelves of glass bottles in the window were filled with colored water. They gave a riotous display with each rare beam of sunlight. The dispensary smelled of spirits of wine and dusty paper. Some labels on the sprays of plants hanging from the ceiling to dry were in my writing. For the first time I had a feeling of belonging.

As well as my love of niche, I was awed by the novelty of authority. I respected my master. I regarded him as a genius and (because he could speak Scree) as a savior. The terms of my apprenticeship, which would be complete in a year, were framed in ebony and behind glass, hung in the gallery of my memory. As Felicitia, now lying on his side in order to reach the table, dissolved an alarming quantity of the poison I had sold him, I ran through those rules. Felicitia gave me a wry glance; he didn’t understand that words written on paper were sacrosanct.

Word for word my indenture was, to learn the art and mystery of my master’s craft for the term of seven years. To neither buy nor sell without the said master’s license. Taverns, inns, or alehouses I shall not haunt. At cards, dice, or any other unlawful game I shall not play, nor from the service of my said master day or night absent myself but in all things as an honest and faithful apprentice shall and will demean myself toward my said master and all his during the said term.

That’s six of seven years of living a double life, Lord Aver-Falconet. You don’t need me to tell you the tension. I’ve infringed each and every one of those rules even though the contract was written on paper. I knew that if Dotterel had the slightest suspicion of what I was doing I would be homeless again, and a Rhydanne wouldn’t survive a week in a workhouse.

“I hope this is good stuff,” Felicitia said, his voice juicy with anticipation. I inclined my head for shame, which he took to be honor. “The last one Shifted me for a day and a half,” he chuckled. He pushed a needle, still hot from the candle flame, in through his Wheel tattoo. I flinched, and looked away.

He knew something was wrong, and started cursing. Pain turned the curses to screams. Rigid, his back arched, the tendons in his neck standing out, blind eyes bulging.

That’s the effect of scolopendium mixed with strychnine. I watched in horror. I could have given him a faster death, but I’d planned a slow reaction to give me time to escape. But I was transfixed, and stared at his clawed convulsions, listened to gasps of agony. Eventually he slid off the divan. I gazed at the blank wall and waited till his varnished fingernails had stopped scraping at the floor. I glanced at him and looked away disgusted. His face was black.

“Felicitia?” I murmured. “My love?” If it were at all possible for him to return from death to hear that, he would have. I therefore reckoned I was safe. Drenched in Rhydanne superstition, I thought his animated corpse would grab my ankle.

I tried in vain to close his vacant eyes, and my fingers got sticky with mascara.

Closing a dead boy’s eyes is supposed to be easy. It was impossible to close his mouth. I stripped off his jewelry. The objects on the table I threw on the fire, getting a little comfort from the brief heat. The novel and the anklet I pocketed.

Jant, you killed one of your own gang. But he wasn’t really living anyway. Neither are you. You’re Peterglass’s prey now. Shit. I have to get out of here.

Wind shaking the walls reminded me of the world outside. Let’s go; there’s nothing besides remains here. Leaving Felicitia’s minute and twisted corpse I ran to the door and risked a glance outside. The crossbow-girl had gone. Another training then kicked in—all that Layce had taught me. The sparse furnishings went on the fire. A tin of paraffin stood by the door; I doused it on the walls, walking round the vast empty building, splashing enough to overcome the rain. Then I stood back and threw what remained onto the pile of furniture. Starved yellow flames sprang up and crackled; within seconds the whole building was alight.

Through a gathering cloud of black smoke I choked my way out, shut the door and touched the Wheel insignia daubed across it. I ran back a safe distance and with juvenile jubilation watched our base rise in flames. My life in Hacilith was ending, the same feeling I experienced when leaving my valley. I was on a knife-edge a hundred times sharper than the icebound cliffs. These are children, by god, and highly dangerous. But how could I explain to my master? Take everything and leave without explaining? Forget him—how in Darkling could I explain it to the gang?

Watching the smoke I decided it would be easy to climb on that thermal and fly back to Galt, rather than risk running all the way through East Bank again. I stripped off my shirt and stretched my long wings strung with muscle. The fourth and fifth fingers were joined together, the thumb rigid and unopposable, the bones swept back into aerodynamic curves, shaped by the stresses of airflow throughout their growth. Right, let’s ride Felicitia’s funeral pyre home.

“You do and you’re dead, darling,” said a voice behind me. I started and looked round. The angelic archer was sitting on a mooring, leveling her little bow at my face. “How distressing,” she commented. I had to agree, folded my wings to show I wasn’t going anywhere, but also to keep them out of harm’s way.

“Felicitia?” she asked. She had a shrill voice, which with her pipe-cleaner legs and broomstick arms was that of a child prodigy in the music hall. She was half my height.

“I’m unarmed.”

“Parently you don’t have to be armed to leave a trail of fucking destruction. You’re coming with me.” She spoke loudly, over the fire’s roar and hissing molten lead dripping from the warehouse roof. Yellow flame reflected on stagnant green water all along the docks.

“My lady,” I said, images of glory and fortune dissolving before my eyes into a vision firstly of Dotterel shouting for me to bring his breakfast, and secondly of me being nailed to a waterwheel, unable to brew coffee let alone cat. “Would you let me go for a hundred pounds, which I have right here?” I tapped one pocket hopefully; she giggled.

“No, but I’ll have the money as well.” She walked toward me keeping the crossbow bolt pointed sometimes at my eyes, then at my chest, and efficiently relieved me of Aver-Falconet’s cash. “What did you do to him?” she asked.

“Drugs,” I said glumly.

She was unable to keep the excitement from her voice. “There’s another hundred waiting for me at Peterglass’s base when I bring you in. Kindly accompany me.” I ignored her terse gesture with the bow. It was delicate enough to be held in one hand and although the point was sharp it didn’t look powerful. “No!” I shouted, feeling the intense heat feed my fury as it was scorching my wings. “I am going back to Galt. So sod off, flatlander!”

“These are poisoned,” she informed me.

“My master knows the antidote to every poison!”

“There’s a grown-up involved?” she shouted, shocked.

“He will be if you don’t let me go!”

“An adult?”

“My master could end all our games for good.” Winning an award for bravery I took the hand not engaged in stroking the crossbow’s hair trigger and patted it soothingly. “I can almost hear him calling,” I added.

“You’re my prisoner!” she shrieked. Rain was bouncing off the shoulders of her leather jacket. Sudden tears of confusion turned her soft-fruit face bright red; strands of wet hair stuck to her round cheeks. The arrow point wavered as her hands shook and I watched it carefully. This girl knew The Bowyers, I knew The Wheel. If we could work together, Hacilith would be ours.

I shrugged, saying, “By the way, I bet this is worth a million in blackmail.”

“What?”

“The Governor’s son, Lord Aver-Falconet—vanished somewhere in the East Bank slums. Murders, drugs, sex. The list is long! I think the gossip column would pay well, but his father would pay better.”

“I’m warning you, cat-eyes…Um…”

“Come with me and we’ll make a million.” I ventured a smile. “We’ll leave Hacilith. Travel the world. See the Castle, even. That’s better than The Bowyers’ gang, isn’t it?”

“Blackmail…?” The blond girl removed the bolt from her crossbow and stuck it in her wide leather belt. She sniffed and tentatively offered me her hand. “I’m Serin. Apart from being a wily assassin, I dance at the Campion Vaudeville. You are still my prisoner.”

I took this with a pinch of salt. “I’m Jant,” I said. “And I can fly.”

Suspicion flickered in her eyes. “If you trick me I’ll hunt you down through all Hacilith. I’d enjoy it—” She jumped, startled as a section of the warehouse collapsed behind us. She threw one arm up to shield her eyes as a tidal wave of glassy heat rolled over us. “Meet me at the Kentledge at six tonight,” she yelled. “It has to be six because curtain-up is nine.”

“At six o’clock, my lady,” I said. She executed a perfect curtsey, with a supple chorus girl’s grace, and then watched with amazement little short of adoration as I tested the rizing air and took off for home.

 


That’s all I’m going to say about my past for the moment, because I keep receiving unhappy letters from the Hacilith Tourist Board.































































































































































  











































































CHAPTER NINE


Lightning was listening to a hasty report from a tired soldier who had plunged over the frosty fields to reach us. I was kneeling to buckle Swallow’s hauberk because her fingers were too cold to manage. The time before battle is known as the “drinking hour,” and the men were washing down their breakfast with mouthfuls of rum. There would be no more venison—the deer had been disturbed by our presence, and we were reduced to eating half-cooked salt beef and bread. I saw a cask of wine being hacked open; the frozen wine was broken with an ax, and carried away in baskets and helmets. Planks were laid as pathways through the mud.

The scout’s face was reflected in the bracer on Lightning’s arm. I addressed him: “You were with Tanager’s fyrd?”

“Yes, Messenger. I’ve been as far as Lowespass and the villages are empty.” He had a heavy eastern Awian accent and a splendid beard.

“Have you seen the fortress?”

He paused. “The Insects are building a wall round it.”

“Can’t Tawny stop them?”

Lightning related the beginning of the report. “Vireo and Tawny haven’t enough troops to face so many Insects. I think they might run before the wall closes, and come south to meet us. If not they’ll be trapped, San help them.”

I knew they had some food supplies, and remove a half a million arrows in the armory, so if we could reach them we would be able to replenish our own stocks.

The scout bowed his head. “The valley is full of Insects. They were roused by some men from Rachis who chipped the Wall trying to pull their friend out.”

“It’s forbidden to touch the Wall,” I remarked. The scout shrugged as if to say that Castle’s rule meant little in Rachiswater now. He said, “Insects are moving south. They’re on their way. They’re coming.”

“How many?” I asked, fiddling with Swallow’s buckles.

“Many, many Insects.”

“Can’t you be a bit more specific than that?”

“Hundreds of thousands.”

I looked up in disbelief.

 


Three trumpet calls were sounded; at the first every soldier had to pack his gear. Most of the tents were left standing since they were stiff with ice. At the second, the fyrd were to join with their manors, which did not take long as there were only the manors of Awndyn and Micawater. At the third trumpet call the troops took their designated positions, with the banners, and the host began to march.

The fyrd were organized to advance open order, the lines of men being spread out and keeping a good space between them. The scout and a number of archers stayed behind to guard the camp, wagons, and trenches. Those who remained behind were mainly soldiers who had seen the Insects recently and I did not want to mix them in with the fresh, spirited troops.

Swallow’s horse left hoof prints in the thin sprinkling of snow on the ground; she rode biting chapped bits of skin from her lips and blowing on her frozen fingers. The morning sky was a mixture of pallid colors like the mother-of-pearl guitar. Passing metal-gray clouds dropped wet sleet on us. At the cloud edges a lemon-yellow light came through occasionally in bright patches—then we sighed and stretched and tried to dry off in the sparse sunlight, but the sky was gradually filling with the color of steel.

 


10 A.M.: Swallow rode away from an argument with Lightning and myself. She vowed to lead her men into battle and was determined to ride at the head of the rectangle of troops. I explained that if the men had to form a shield square she would simply not be strong enough to survive in the tight crowd. She hated the thought of being a weak link physically, but as she was not built like Vireo, she had to accept it.

Lightning told me that the war had killed Swallow’s father, and she believed that he couldn’t possibly have died for an unjust cause. So Swallow rode, resolute, behind the first division of infantry, with the cavalry following. The marching lines snaked and contorted as they broke the ice on the frozen fields.

 


10:30: Lightning took me aside and asked me to watch over Swallow. Misgiving was written clearly on his face. “Stay with her,” he said. “Please.”

I clapped his shoulder. “Yeah, don’t worry.”

“Jant, I’m serious. It’s agony for me being on the flank; I can’t see her half the time.”

I was irritated. Lightning didn’t believe in me. “I swear I’ll guard her as closely as you would yourself! From the Insects and the men, should they rebel against wet feet and Insect bites.”

“I’m afraid for her,” he admitted. It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear. “When fighting begins you must try to move her out of the way.”

I thought how Swallow had bested me in the duel; her big shoulders seemed more muscular by the minute. “If fighting happens I’m going to get behind her and plead for protection.”

“I am serious.” Strained, Lightning sounded as if he was holding a breaking heart together. I swore strongly I would protect her—surely he knew I was capable? He nodded, placated, and went back to his division.

 


10:45: Lightning changed the structure of his entire division so he could ride slightly closer to Swallow.

 


11:00: The men grew more cheery as the marching warmed them. They had permission to speak so bursts of conversation—about swords, axes, and how best to maim Insects—drifted back to us. Some shared tobacco and sips from their hip flasks. They were allowed to change position in an open order march, since men walking in close formation in harsh conditions suffer low morale. We marched into driving flurries of snow, our fronts white as it stuck to us. The soldiers’ waxed cloaks flapped; they wore felt scarves wrapped around their faces and carried their shields edge on to the wind. They leaned into the wind and walked, starbursts of flakes driving into their eyes, legs aching from marching against the intermittent gale.

 


Midday: Marching is repetitive and I, who have studied movement for so long, found the ride soothing, not boring but hypnotic, so that I was calmed, my fear-knotted muscles relaxed and I actually began to enjoy it. Each kilometer we rode was recaptured land, which formed a secure strip behind us. It was not too far now to the Lowespass trenches.

Swallow and I sped up at the foot of each field, forcing our horses to jump the hedge, which the men climbed over or slashed through, before reforming their lines. Swallow kept glancing at her pocket watch. She looked around with a sighing expression, bowed her head and bit her lip. I thought she was missing her guitar, but when I offered it to her she refused: “Jant, you know what I said. Not until we reach the trenches. Not until I drive the Insects back behind the Wall.”

Eleven thousand feet, two thousand hooves smashed through the ice. Cracked it to shards. Splattered grassy water. Squelched in freezing mud, as we rode on.

 


2:00: After midday we entered a more hilly landscape, crags and limestone pavements at the tops of the hills. We’re nearly there, I told Swallow. At one point Lightning took the lead and Harrier’s division moved behind us because the ravine was too narrow for the archers to ride on the flanks.

Several times we saw single Insects running along the road or small groups in the scrubby woodland. None escaped; our men rounded them up and slew them all. The land we left behind was free from man-eaters.

I watched my shadow lengthen as the day progressed and still we marched north.

 


3:00: The Archer came over and said, “We’re losing the light already. We should camp here.”

Swallow disagreed instinctively: “I would like to reach the end of the ravine. Jant says it opens into Lowespass. We can see the fortress from there. It would give the men a good feeling of achievement.”

“Jant says, Jant says.” Saker flicked his reins angrily. “The Rhydanne may be happy to blunder around in the dark but I’m not.”

“It’s true there’s only two hours till nightfall,” I said to Swallow.

“Could we reach Lowespass in half an hour?”

“Yes, but that doesn’t leave us much time!”

“We should at least try. How can we camp in this tiny ravine anyway? How could we maneuver?”

“You’re right,” Lightning conceded. It would be easy to make a shield wall across the gorge, which would prevent the Insects passing, but then we would not be able to use our numbers to defeat them. Lightning knew the archers needed space, and we thought of the massacre that would happen at night if we were caught without room to move. “We should try to secure the end of the valley. Swallow’s quite correct,” he said. After that nothing I could say would convince him that his sweetheart might in any way be wrong.

 


3:30: We came out of the valley under the last throes of a fantastic sunset, and there before us lay all Lowespass. Seeing the Fortress Crag, the men gave a triumphant yell. Then just as suddenly, they fell silent.

“What is that?” Swallow trembled.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It wasn’t here before.”

“Saker?”

Lightning was shouting at the men to remain calm. A swath of infantry sat down in a spiky mass, staring at the view. “My god, I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Next to the fortress, and taller than it, there was a bridge. Half a bridge. It looked unfinished but it dwarfed the crag, arching up into the clear sky. The last rays of sunlight shone between its struts.

“How does it stay up?” breathed Swallow.

“I don’t know.” Lightning whirled. “Make camp here! Harrier—I want trenches on each side of the ravine and pavilions up right here.” The men moved obediently, muttering.

“It’s Insects,” I said.

“Well it bloody well isn’t human hand,” said Harrier.

“Move!” Lightning yelled at him.

The ground under the colossal bridge was covered in gray-white Insect buildings. Low, pointed roofs of their cells looked like frozen waves. From the foot of the bridge to the pale horizon was gray paper, with long sections of Insect walls emerging from the mass; walls the Insects had passed that were now redundant, and walls at the edge of their sprawling complex, which they were still constructing. I looked to where the friendly smoke plumes of Whittorn should be, and saw nothing but Insect buildings. The village had gone. The burned framework of Pasquin’s Tower stuck up from a cluster of walls. Lowespass Fortress itself was ringed with walls.

“Summerday?” I said aloud.

“Who?”

“I hope the Insects haven’t made it as far as the coast,” I explained. “There’s thousands of people in Summerday town.”

“How does the bridge stay up?” Swallow repeated.

“It can’t be a bridge. It’s not leading anywhere!”

It was gray-white like the cells, with thin, twisted struts. They must have been much stronger than they looked. They supported a walkway which curved up for perhaps a kilometer. At a height of two hundred meters the bridge ended abruptly. At that end there were no legs to hold the walkway up. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

Lightning was shaking his head. “Insects are coming down it.” I squinted into the twilight. He had great eyesight; I couldn’t see too well in the jester dusk. I could just make out the familiar low bodies scurrying down the walkway, which was truly vast. Insects were running down the bridge, into their city, but no Insects were moving the other way, toward the apex. My eyes hurt as I tried to spot the point at which they appeared out of the air.

“You could fit four coaches next to each other up there,” he said.

“Shall I go closer?” I spread my wings and my horse reared.

“In the dark? No, Jant, stay here and we’ll investigate tomorrow.”

 


3:50: We had just set camp when the Insects attacked.

 


3:55: Insects, one and two, cast about them like the lead hounds of the hunt. Then there were suddenly thousands, pouring down the valley, from ruined houses, tunnel openings, the paper cells.

Swallow swore. “They go on, and on, into the distance.”

“So do we.”

 


3:57: I screamed at Swallow, “Put that fucking watch away!” Lightning was quick: “Out! Fan out, Select! Full draw! Donaise, central; Bitterdale, wings!”

No time to lose, I ordered the infantry, “Go forward!”

Shield-bearers ran out, dropped to their knees. Their great shields crashed into position, a sixty-meter interlinking line.

The archers darted past, moving forward. Two hundred archers ran off into the darkness on either side to form the wings. The first line shot straight out over the shield-bearers’ heads. Two lines behind sent volleys up into the air. Arrows hissed, rained down hard on the Insects’ backs three hundred meters away.

Stench of Insect blood began to fill the air, coppery, like old coins. Dim shapes grew clearer as they ran up against the hail of arrows. The stampede moved like a single creature; mandibles dripping septic spit, claws rasping on rock. Their legs razor-tipped, rake-edged, saw-toothed; the shape of every weapon there, adapted for slaughtering. Their antennae were flattened to their heads. They can smell us. Taste us! But I only saw ant heads emerging from the festering night. Paler gray, taking form and color as they got nearer.

Lightning’s voice on the left: “Slower, Donaise division. Six per minute is all I want.” He appeared next to me. “I’m saving arrows,” he gasped. “Half an hour at that rate and we’ll have none left.”

Insects battered at the shield wall. The ringing of blows, metal on shell, metal on metal, sounded like a foundry. “I don’t like this,” said Lightning. “The men haven’t eaten. They’ve been walking all day.”

I ordered a fire to be built at the back. The men passed firebrands from hand to hand until weak points of wavering light lit the mayhem. We held against the Insects, and still more Insects came. We passed water bottles to the shield wall so that the human fortification could drink. They were crouched with all their strength against the shields. The archers were barefoot for grip in the mud. Lightning sent those on the outside to join the brawl and kept the Donaise division shooting. None of us could see where their arrows were going. He sent an order for our horses to be brought close behind us. Our breath hung in the air; it was freezing cold.

“I can’t see Harrier’s horsemen,” said Swallow. “I just bloody hope he’s still there.”

“He’s trustworthy,” said Lightning.

“Yes, but where the fuck is he?”

There was little to see. I raised my lantern to glimpse the chain mail and leather-strap backs of the foot soldiers directly in front. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder five men deep before merging into darkness. I couldn’t see the ends of the line either. I heard grunts, shrieks, and steady chopping from the shield wall. A scout told me it was crushed and breaking.

“Comet?” Another anxious pale face.

“Yes, Scaup. What’s it like down there?”

He pointed. “That side is breached and Harrier is advancing.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” I said to Lightning.

“Comet,” Scaup blinked, “there’s but a handful left.”

I’m the Messenger so I should be down there, among them, to pass on Lightning’s orders, but I had promised to protect Swallow.

The shield wall fell in on both sides before I saw it fall in front of me. Lightning and Harrier had already pressed ahead. Insects went over the wall in a wave, crashed into the fyrd behind. Men raised their swords and shields. Some raised their hands instinctively and the Insects sliced their fingers off. Insects continued pouring in. How many were out there? They mangled the shield men, their weight crushing, jaws lacerating those trapped beneath.

I nodded and Scaup shouted, “At them,” on my left. “At them!” echoed on my right. A woman’s voice: Swallow. Bloodthirsty bitch! Just like Vireo. Why do battles have this ruthless effect on women?

We drove the horses forward all of ten meters before coming up against the crush. Insects clambered toward us over corpses; their shells were wet with melted snow. Guiding my horse with my knees, I tangled with the first Insects. Swallow hewed them with her sword. She smiled. She hacked down at an Insect on her right side, severing its antennae, and then up in a flat arc that cut a compound eye in two. Twenty Insects later her arm was aching and she wasn’t smiling so much. I fended off twenty more, before it became clear they would never stop. Scaup’s horse stumbled; Insects slashed its belly and dragged it down.

Lightning’s armored white trampled the warm carcass. “We must go,” he said grimly.

“Then we’d leave the foot soldiers behind!” Swallow protested. Her gauntlet was stained with blood from a gash over the wrist but she appeared not to care. That made Lightning’s decision: “We’re leaving, right now. You first—get to Rachis.”

“No.”

“Jant is going. Harrier is going. Swallow—put that shield at your back and follow them.”

“This is my stand—!” She seemed determined to die with the men. Her shout ended in a gasp because I grabbed the reins from her hand, whipped her horse with the end of them, and we lunged away together.

We skittered down the hill into the ravine, scattering stones. We rode blind, the Awndyn cavalry following us. I glanced back to see how many there were; perhaps seven, eight hundred. Had we lost a hundred horse?

Behind them chased the chitin tide of Insects. Lightning was following; I saw him pulling sheaves of arrows from his saddlebag and stuffing them into the quiver.

Cries and thuds reverberated in the ravine as the abandoned infantry fought to the death. The voices thinned quickly, though the noise they made grew in desperation, and then abruptly there was silence.

Scaup had gone. Harrier was missing. I couldn’t see any hoof prints on the path. My legs were shaking. I leaned over the horse’s neck till her mane brushed my cheek. She was spitting foam, running with sweat. Ice had lacerated the skin on her forelegs. Swallow’s bay was in worse condition, foam mixed with blood. But Swallow kept a smile on her face that fired my heart. I understood why Lightning loved her.

 


We fled in the direction we had come. I looked back, calling the men to follow me. We left many Insects behind—our soldiers’ corpses distracted them.

“Slower, Jant,” Swallow pleaded.

“Not yet. Soon.”

“You’re going to kill this horse.”

I wanted to ride to Awia. We could regroup then; hopefully we would be near Rachis.

At 6 A.M. we passed the border. An hour later we slackened our pace. Swallow’s bay was mad with pain. With Lightning between us and the trailing Insects, and the smooth cobbles of Rachiswater road under our hooves. I thought the crisis had passed.

“We left the infantry,” Swallow said. Her face was a mask of guilt.

“Don’t think about it. We’re not safe ourselves yet.”

“They were in agony. They all died. It’s my fault.”

I remembered Lightning saying that all Zascai die, it’s just a question of when. I could not comfort her. I was watching a dark shape just left of the road resolve into a mass of Insects. They ran alongside us, and attacked immediately.

Swallow copied my line of sight, and screamed, “Where the fuck are they all coming from? So close to town!”

“This way! The Palace for shelter!”

Swallow urged her dying horse. I led them at a gallop off the road and across leveled grass. We sped along a plantation path and into the gardens of white Rachiswater Palace. We splashed through the edge of the lake.

Mad confusion as we rode. We had no formation. I had no way of making my orders known save yelling. But everybody was shouting. The horses were protesting, the wounded soldiers screaming. The women soldiers howled. Men called to their companions. The air was a cacophony. Swallow gathered a tight group of riders—her rich voice carried well, she commanded attention through sheer volume. But it was terrible—Insects ran among the riders, biting at horses’ legs. Men seemed to rush from all directions to the light, toward the Palace walls.

Flickering torchlight shone by the foot of the wall. Yellow torches glowed on the top, reflecting in the lake. The stench of smoke was so strong that I thought the Palace was burning. Then I saw reinforcements marching out, a welcoming party for us. They held long pikes and stood along the foot of the walls. Men crowded into the torchlight, eager to get through the gate, and for the first time I clearly saw their rictus faces. The gate was shut.

“Swallow,” I shouted. “Stay close!”

“What’s happening?” she begged.

I didn’t know but I dreaded it. The men held their long spears at rest. The others carried a quickly collected array of torches, candle lanterns, and oil lamps. Shadows from the pikes striped the wet grass. A word from the gatehouse—I didn’t hear through the tumult—and the pikemen stepped forward. As one, they leveled their staves. Uproar from the Awndyn cavalry, suddenly on the wrong end of the pikes.

I pulled my horse in and she stopped less than a meter from the closest pike.

“No,” screamed Swallow. “No! This is all wrong!” She shook her sword and shouted at a pikeman, “You there! What are your orders? What has the King said?”

He stayed impassive.

“Why won’t you let us in?” She bit back a sob of frustration.

The soldier made not a sound.

I approached the cylindrical gatehouse. “Don’t worry,” I said. It was a strange misunderstanding, but I could sort it out. I called, “Comet calls on you in the name of San Emperor, for the will of god and the protection of the Circle.” That was my phrase of command which Messengers present and for immemorial decades before me have used and it has never failed to work before. “Open these gates!” Nothing happened. I tried again. Nothing happened. “Staniel?” I called. “Rachiswater? Come to the parapet and speak to me!”

“You bastard,” said Swallow, but I couldn’t tell whether she meant Staniel or me. Where the light was poor, two horses had run onto the spears. That heralded the arrival of Lightning’s men. Lightning’s archers were hopelessly mixed in with more Insects. More and more Insects arrived. They covered the ground. The Insects got to work biting horses, pulling down men. The horses forced away from the Insects, between the pikes. Unhorsed men found themselves on the ground where they were trampled or gashed. A crowd of unhorsed men grew; they pushed back from the pikes, squeezing the cavalry closer to the Insects.

Lightning saw Swallow’s leaf-green livery and forced through the crush to our side. “I had dire trouble following you,” he said. “Harrier got bitten.”

“Is Harrier here?” I asked.

“He’s somewhere in that mess. Why all the halberds?”

“I don’t know.” I watched in horror as an unhorsed man cap-à-pie in white armor grappled against Insects.

“We’ll soon put a stop to this,” said Lightning and raised his voice. “In the name of San Emperor, for god’s—”

“I tried that,” I said.

“Open up! Open up now! Do you know who I am? Lightning Micawater! Comet is here! Governor Awndyn is here! In the name of the Emperor let us in!”

“Maybe they think we’re attacking them,” I suggested.

“I bloody am now.” Lightning fitted an arrow to bowstring. “I’m going to shoot them one by one.”

“What good will that do?”

“It’ll give us some space.”

“No! They still won’t open the gate!”

“Have they forgotten who we are?”

“It’s because we’re mixed with Insects,” Swallow said.

I glanced at her dirty face. “You’re right.” Staniel’s fear of Insects was so great he wouldn’t risk allowing even one into the Palace courtyard. If that meant men would struggle and die outside his very walls then so be it.

 


Every second we stayed it became more difficult to leave because we were hemmed in by our own dead and the dead Insects. My horse was treading among the fallen men. Our cavalry pushed into those on the ground, knocking them over and trampling them. The shaggy hooves as big as dinner plates came down on heads and smashed through shields.

Two of our captains were still alive. I waved at them and yelled, “Go to the edges! That way! No! That way! Get Donaise to follow you and head toward the town. Go slowly!” I told them to be slow because they would need time to regroup and any fast movement might lead to panic.

There was attrition at the edges of the mass, as well as loud screams from the wounded at the center. Men at the edges were running away. Men were so terrified they would chance fleeing into the infested park. They threw off their helmets the better to see, flung down swords and they ran like madmen. One ran at full tilt, legs pumping, fisted hands ripping off armor as he went. When one ran, the men on either side gave up and ran as well. Then the ones next to them ran, and within seconds a whole section of the crowd had bolted. They had blank, honest faces without any shame or fear of reprisal.

“Shit.” I realized that those who risked the darkness were certainly doomed. There was no way of stopping them. We would have to pick up the bodies later. But what chance for “later” if we don’t save ourselves?

The captains did their best to move men down the bulwark, easing the crush. Harrier had shouted his division into some sort of order and they seemed to perceive the correct direction for the town. I looked down on this mass of struggling people. Those on foot were at head level with the horses’ backs and they were suffocating. The Castle’s badge drew them to me, but I could do nothing to protect them. I felt the incredible pressure of bodies on bodies. Men positioned their shields to stop their ribs being crushed.

I moved my horse outward, but that just pushed the horses behind me more tightly against the Insects. Swallow used her spur against a man’s cheek, then kicked his neck as he reeled back. She sobbed uncontrollably. Harrier pointed to Rachis Town, raised both hands questioningly, clenching the reins. I wanted the unhorsed men to escape in front of us before the horses followed, but I had to get Swallow out of there.

I felt so powerless that callous indifference took hold, and I was thinking: he must be dead, god, she can’t survive, as people fell, wounded, around me.

The Insects were ripping through immobile horses and men. I heard them crackling. I heard the sound of flesh tearing and the horses’ screams, louder as Insects chewed their way closer.

My face got spattered with blood when an Insect bit into a horse’s heart. Swallow screamed as she was sprayed with blood head to foot. It looked black in the torchlight. She stared in my direction with blind panic, trying to pull her leg up onto her mare’s back away from a grasping claw. Then she was gone. Aghast, I saw her foot caught in the stirrup. It flailed in the air. It vanished completely as the Insects pulled her down. The horse stumbled over her.

I heard Lightning bellow through the tumult, yelling something to Harrier. My horse’s foreleg gave way as an Insect bit through the tendons. She fell forward and collapsed, spilling me from the saddle. I hit the ground in a burst of pain. I clutched my shoulder, thinking it broken. I saw the underside of a thorax as an Insect jumped and just had time to shield my face. It wrapped four legs round the shield and wouldn’t let go. I struggled with its crushing weight and then had to cast the shield aside. I scrabbled for my ice ax in the mud and dispatched the next five Insects with flair.

But behind me, left and right, were Insects, scissoring mandibles, raking spines. It was impossible. Every time I raised my arm one would grab it. They were pulling at my back plate and belt.

I fought my way between close mounds of dead looking for Swallow. The hooves of riderless horses pounded down around me. Swallow. Where’s Swallow? Where the fuck is she?

I saw her and called, lost concentration for a second and was knocked flat by an Insect the size of a pony. Its antennae swept my face. I shielded my face with one arm and its mandibles scratched my armor. Inside the serrated jaws another set of mouthparts churned in thick slime. I brought the ax down heavily. It crunched into the thing’s top shoulder and embedded in the shell—I couldn’t free it.

The Insect’s integument was dotted with spiracle holes. I reached down and shoved my fingers in one, tearing the membrane. The Insect kept biting. I was pinned down. I choked. I struggled to hold its face away from mine. Its jointed antennae were swept back out of my reach. Black palps hanging below its jaws slopped across my mouth and neck, tasting my skin. Its hard thorax pressed against my chest, its bulbous abdomen held high.

My face reflected over and over in compound eyes and in three ocelli like buttons on its forehead. Its triangular face pushed into mine, suture lines between the brown plates.

Stiff fringes on sharp forelegs, tarsus feet clawed my neck. A centimeter closer, its mandibles opened to cut my throat. I looked straight into the cogwheel maxillae. My arms shook, screaming pain. This is how it ends, I thought. I braced myself for agony. I let go.

The Insect collapsed onto me, its heavy head smacked into the mud. I yelled, no longer trapped, and slithered from underneath. The Insect lay still. Was it dead? I kicked it, and saw an arrow shaft projecting from the back of its head. The steel point emerged from between its eyes.

Lightning was a hundred meters away, nocking another arrow to string. I cheered him and he frowned. Two deep breaths, then he held his breath. The bodkin point came up from earth to target with precision. He loosed the string and an Insect fell some distance behind me.

It thrilled me to watch the greatest archer ever. As I watched, my confidence returned. I was Eszai, I was powerful, I would fight.

Lightning’s horse stood still while he aimed and loosed again, sniping the Insects down in one tight area. Where a ragged shape lay—a red and green shape. Then I realized he was stopping Insects from eating Swallow. I drew my dagger and ran to her. I sliced between sclerites, stabbed through the pedicel waist of an Insect on top of her, kicked it aside and picked her up. Her mail was wet with a shocking amount of blood. Swallow’s face was very, very pale.

“Damn you, Jant!” Lightning arrived. “Don’t do that again!”

“This is the mother of all routs—” I stopped because Harrier appeared. He was on a different horse and had a ripped shirt wrapped around his bleeding leg.

Swallow began to wail, her eyes tightly shut and her teeth stained red. “Harrier?” Lightning asked.

His servant took the hint. “Pass her up to me.”

I lifted her carefully onto the saddle in front of him; she lolled back against his chest and nearly slid off but I showed him how to hold her.

L